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Abstract

Social support is an essential source of support for preschool children’s fathers to
alleviate parenting anxiety, deal with parenting pressure, improve parenting methods,
and enhance parenting sense of competence. Psychological capital serves as a critical
psychological resource for preschoolers’ fathers, helping them cope with parenting stress
and enhancing parenting efficacy. To explore the mediating mechanism of psychological
capital between social support and the parenting sense of competence of preschoolers’
fathers, this study employs stratified sampling to survey 678 fathers from three cities of
Henan province in China. The survey instruments mainly consist of the Social Support
Rating Scale, Psychological Capital Questionnaire, and Parenting Sense of Competence
Scale. Research findings show that social support, psychological capital, and fathers’
parenting sense of competence are at the middle level. Significant positive correlations
exist among social support, psychological capital, and parenting sense of competence.
Social support can positively predict fathers’ parenting sense of competence, while
psychological capital partially mediates between social support and parenting sense
of competence. Therefore, it is possible to increase social support for preschool
children’s fathers and improve their psychological capital to relieve their parenting
pressure, enhance their parenting participation, and strengthen their parenting sense of
competence.

Keywords fathers of preschoolers, parenting sense of competence, social support,
psychological capital

1 Introduction
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory suggests that the family, as the earliest, most
direct, and innermost microsystem that an individual encounters in the process of survival
and development, significantly and profoundly impacts on the individual’s development (Bian
et al., 2016). Parents are core members of the family system. Their parenting mindset, style,
and competence play a crucial role in influencing children’s physical and mental health (Liang
et al., 2022). Nevertheless, for a long time, due to the division of responsibilities within the
family and fathers’ inadequate awareness of their parenting roles, mothers have become the
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primary caregivers, while fathers are often absent from their children’s upbringing (Liang
& Guo, 2018; Sun & Li, 2022). In reality, fathers, like mothers, play an irreplaceable role in
children’s growth. Relevant research has shown that fathers’ active involvement in parenting
helps improve children’s physical and mental health, enhances father-child intimacy, and
promotes children’s social development (Li et al., 2012). In addition, it also alleviates
mothers’ parenting stress (Zhang, Y., 2017), improves marital relationships, boosts mothers’
well-being (Jin et al., 2011), and ultimately fosters family health (Allport et al., 2018). On
the contrary, fathers’ frequent “absence” from children’s upbringing would profoundly affect
child development in areas such as cognition, moral behavior, interpersonal relationships, and
gender roles (Li et al., 2018), which may even lead to implicit problematic behavior (Liu et
al., 2014). However, existing research has revealed that fathers’ willingness to be involved
in family education and their level of involvement are relatively low (Li & Wei, 2017; Ma
et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2012). While some studies have explained this situation from historical,
cultural, and practical perspectives, attributing most fathers’ reluctance to engage in childcare to
factors such as traditional parenting practices, beliefs, and work commitments (Ye & Xu, 2013).
However, there remains a lack of exploration into the intrinsic reasons behind fathers’ low level
of involvement. Influenced by traditional views, mothers act as primary caregivers and often
exhibit “gatekeeping behavior” that hinders father involvement in childcare. Due to their low
level of involvement, fathers tend to have lower parenting efficacy, which further diminishes their
willingness to engage in parenting, leading to a lower perceived parenting sense of competence
and greater reluctance to participate (Zou et al., 2019). Therefore, it is necessary to explore the
intrinsic factors that affect father involvement in parenting, particularly their parenting sense of
competence, as well as influencing factors and mechanisms.

Parenting sense of competence refers to parents’ efficacy and ability to meet the various
needs of their children during the parenting process, primarily encompassing two aspects:
parenting efficacy (parenting knowledge and skills) and parenting satisfaction (emotional
experience and comfort in parenting) (Ngai et al., 2007). Related research has shown that a
good parenting sense of competence helps alleviate the parenting stress of parents, change
their parenting mindset, and enhance their parenting abilities while contributing to the healthy
development of children (Liang et al., 2021; Suwansujarid et al., 2013). For instance, de Haan
et al.’s (2009) study indicated that parents’ parenting sense of competence could effectively
regulate their parenting behavior, enhance their parenting involvement, and promote positive
parenting. However, current research on parenting sense of competence focuses on mothers,
with few studies exploring fathers. Slagt et al. (2012) pointed out that there were significant
differences in parenting behavior and abilities due to the different family responsibilities
assumed by mothers and fathers. The role and impact of fathers have long been neglected,
so it is crucial to explore the key factors and mechanisms that affect fathers’ parenting
sense of competence to tap into their potential and value in parenting. Therefore, to explore
fathers’ parenting sense of competence, this study draws on the definition and dimensional
classification proposed by Giband-Wallston (1978) based on the self-esteem theory and the
specificity of parenting situations, defining fathers’ parenting sense of competence as their
efficacy and ability to meet the needs of children in parenting activities. This definition
encompasses two dimensions: parenting efficacy and parenting satisfaction. Parenting efficacy
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refers to fathers’ self-perception of their ability to meet their children’s needs. It affects
fathers’ confidence and sense of capability in engaging in parenting. Parenting satisfaction
refers to the satisfaction that fathers derive from their parenting behavior, which affects their
efforts and perseverance in parenting.

A review of existing studies on maternal sense of competence reveals that social support
is an important factor influencing maternal sense of competence (Chavis, 2016; Chen et
al., 2018). Social support is found to stimulate positive parenting perceptions, alleviate
parenting stress, and improve parenting abilities (Respler-Herman et al., 2012). Therefore,
it is necessary to further explore the social support perceived by fathers and its role in their
parenting sense of competence. Generally, social support refers to the objective and subjective
support that individuals receive from their social networks and the extent to which individuals
utilize the support they have received (Xiao, 1994). Objective support refers to the actual
support that individuals receive, subjective support refers to the support that individuals
experience or feel emotionally, and the level of support utilization refers to the extent to
which individuals utilize various forms of social support. Social support effectively alleviates
adolescent fathers’ parenting stress and enhances their parenting confidence (Uengwongsapat,
2020). Sufficient social support significantly improves adolescent fathers’ parenting abilities,
thereby enhancing their motivation to care for their spouses and raise children (Fagan et al.,
2007). It is evident that social support plays a positive role in fathers’ parenting mindset and
behavior. Therefore, this study proposes Hypothesis 1: Social support provides a significant
positive prediction of the parenting sense of competence of preschoolers’ fathers.

Related studies have also indicated that parents differ significantly in their parenting
sense of competence even within the same social environment (Vukusi¢, 2018), suggesting
that there may be other factors at play between social support and parents’ parenting sense
of competence. Social support can alleviate low-income mothers’ parenting stress and
improve their parenting abilities by influencing their self-efficacy (Raikes & Thompson,
2005). The reciprocal determinism theory proposed by Bandura (1978) also suggests that
“behavior, internal personal factors, and environmental influences all operate as interlocking
determinants of each other” (p. 346). As an external environmental factor, social support
is inevitably influenced by individuals’ internal psychological factors when acting on
individuals. Based on existing research and the inclusion of parenting efficacy in parenting
sense of competence, this study speculates that psychological capital centered around general self-
efficacy may be an essential mediator variable between social support and fathers’ parenting sense
of competence. The term “psychological capital” originated from positive psychology. Luthans et
al. (2007a) first proposed it and considered it a positive psychological resource for an individual.
It has four components: self-efficacy (having confidence to take on and put in the necessary effort
to succeed at challenging tasks), hope (persevering toward goals and, when necessary, redirecting
paths to goals in order to succeed), resilience (when beset by problems and adversity, sustaining
and bouncing back and even surpassing to achieve success), and optimism (positively attributing
present and future successes). Psychological capital is able to help individuals effectively solve
current problems and overcome difficulties (Luthans et al., 2007a). Relevant research has found
that psychological capital provides a significant positive prediction of the parenting sense of
competence of preschoolers’ parents (Yuan & Yue, 2022). Moreover, there is a significant
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correlation between social support and the psychological capital and parenting behavior of
preschoolers’ fathers (Li et al., 2020). Social support may change parents’ parenting styles and
behavior by influencing their parental psychological condition (Morita et al., 2021). Given this,
this study proposes Hypothesis 2: Psychological capital plays a significant mediator role between
social support and the parenting sense of competence of preschoolers’ fathers.

Previous studies have mostly focused on mothers during pregnancy and the postpartum
period or mothers of sick children, with little attention paid to parents of preschoolers.
Moreover, some studies have treated parents of preschoolers as a homogeneous whole,
neglecting the heterogeneity of parenting. Therefore, based on the ecological systems
theory, this study selects fathers of preschoolers as the research participants. This study is
dedicated to constructing a mediation model for the role of social support in the parenting
sense of competence of preschoolers’ fathers based on a deeper understanding of the level
of social support, psychological capital, and sense of parenting competence. It aims to
provide empirical evidence from the perspective of social support to enhance preschoolers’
fathers’ psychological capital, improve their parenting sense of competence, and boost their
involvement in parenting.

2 Methods

2.1 Participants

In this study, Henan Province in central China was selected as the sample source, and
stratified sampling was adopted to select the research participants. To ensure sample
representativeness, this study divided the cities in Henan into three economic development
levels (high, medium, and low) based on the 2021 rankings of the province’s 18 cities by
GDP. One city was randomly selected from each level, resulting in the selection of cities L, A,
and S to represent areas at high, medium, and low economic development levels, respectively.
Two public kindergartens and two private ones were selected in each city (one urban and
one rural for each type), and one class was randomly selected from classes of children in
their first, second, and final years in each kindergarten. Then, the fathers of 20 children
were randomly selected from each class as respondents. A survey was conducted using a
questionnaire. In total, 720 fathers of preschoolers from 12 kindergartens participated in the
survey. The questionnaire was distributed through WJX.cn (a questionnaire development
tool), and all respondents completed the questionnaire within 2 weeks. A total of 720 were
collected, of which 42 were invalid and 678 were valid, representing an effective rate of
94.17%. The demographic characteristics of the survey respondents are shown in Table 1.

Table 1 Demographic Characteristics of Survey Respondents

Demographic Category Number of Percentage (%)
characteristics respondents (n)

Family role Father 678 100.0

Age range 25 and below 14 2.1

(7o be continued)
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(Continued)
Demographic Category Number of Percentage (%)
characteristics respondents (n)

Age range 26-35 432 63.7
36-45 207 30.5

46 and above 25 3.7
Education level Technica;rfs(;c;rlwcc)ijvry school 190 28.0
Junior college 203 29.9
Bachelor’s degree 243 35.9

Master’s degree or above 42 6.2

Average monthly income 2,000 yuan and below 46 6.8
2,001-4,000 yuan 232 34.2
4,001-6,000 yuan 220 325
6,001 yuan and above 180 26.5

Family structure Single-parent family 21 3.1
Nuclear family 434 64.0

Stem family 212 31.3

Joint family 11 1.6
Residence Urban areas 338 49.9
Rural areas 340 50.1
Number of children raised 1 267 39.4
2 377 55.6

3 and above 34 5.0

Type of kindergarten Public 339 50.0
Private 339 50.0

2.2 Instruments

2.2.1 Social Support Rating Scale (SSRS)

In this study, the SSRS developed by Chinese scholar Xiao (1994) was used to measure
individuals’ level of social support, which has been widely used in China and other countries
(Li, Z. et al., 2021; Zhao et al., 2021). It includes 10 items, divided into three dimensions:
objective support, subjective support, and support utilization. Objective support refers to the
actual support that individuals receive, mainly including three items: living conditions over
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the past year, channels for problem-solving during emergencies, and sources of psychological
comfort when facing stress or resistance. Subjective support refers to the support that
individuals experience or feel emotionally, mainly including four items: the relationship with
colleagues, the relationship with neighbors, the number of friends who provide help, and the
level of family support. Support utilization refers to the extent to which individuals utilize
various forms of social support, mainly including three items: ways in which individuals seek
consolation when facing troubles, help when in trouble, and participation in group activities.
Scores on the scale range from 12 to 66, with higher scores indicating higher levels of social
support. Social support levels are categorized into the low level (<22 points), medium level
(23—44 points), and high level (45-66 points) based on the total score. In this study, the
Cronbach’s a coefficient of the scale was 0.79, indicating good questionnaire reliability.

2.2.2 Psychological Capital Questionnaire (PCQ-24)

The psychological capital questionnaire selected for this study was PCQ-24, developed
by Luthans et al. (2007b). The questionnaire has been widely used in Chinese and foreign
research and has received good validity and reliability assessments (Cho et al., 2021; Li et
al., 2020), including four dimensions: self-efficacy, hope, resilience, and optimism. Each
dimension is measured by six items. For example, an individual’s self-efficacy is measured by
six items, including “I feel confident analyzing a long-term problem to find a solution.” Hope
levels are assessed by six items, including “There are lots of ways around any problem.”
Resilience is measured by six items, including “I usually manage difficulties one way or
another at work.” Optimism levels are assessed by six items, including “I approach this job
as if ‘every cloud has a silver lining’.” All the items were rated on a 6-point Likert scale,
ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Reverse scoring was adopted for items
13, 20, and 23. Higher scores indicate higher psychological capital in the respondents. In this
study, the Cronbach’s a coefficients of the questionnaire, the self-efficacy subscale, the hope
subscale, the resilience subscale, and the optimism subscale were 0.92, 0.84, 0.86, 0.75, and
0.78, respectively, indicating good questionnaire reliability.

2.2.3 Chinese Version of the Parenting Sense of Competence Scale (C-PSOC)

The parenting sense of competence scale selected for this study was C-PSOC revised and
compiled by Ngai et al. (2007). Li Xueying et al. (2021) used this scale to measure the
parenting sense of competence of preschoolers’ mothers, demonstrating good reliability
and validity. This scale has also shown good measurement effects in Europe and America,
indicating good reliability and validity (Park & Kim, 2009; Pavlov et al., 2018). C-PSOC
includes two dimensions, namely parenting efficacy and parenting satisfaction. The parenting
efficacy dimension comprises eight items, while the parenting satisfaction dimension
comprises nine items, totaling 17 items for the scale. All the items were rated on a 6-point
Likert scale, ranging from “absolutely disagree” to “absolutely agree.” Reverse scoring was
adopted for items 2, 3, 4, 5, 8,9, 12, 14, and 16. Higher scores indicate a greater parenting
sense of competence in the respondents. In this study, the Cronbach’s a coefficients of the
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scale, the parenting efficacy subscale, and the parenting satisfaction subscale were 0.81, 0.77,
and 0.78, respectively, indicating good questionnaire reliability.

2.3 Procedures

First, the researchers received specialized training before the commencement of the study.
This research was conducted according to standardized testing procedures that were in line
with the ethical standards of scientific research. Second, before the survey, the researchers
contacted the heads of each kindergarten, explained the survey in detail to them, and
obtained consent from them. After that, with the assistance of the teachers in each class,
they approached the parents and sought their consent to conduct the survey, explaining how
to complete the questionnaire and emphasizing the importance of completing it on time.
Upon the collection of responses, a strict screening process was implemented according to
established rules to eliminate invalid responses characterized by many missing values, a short
response time, or similar answers. Third, based on data cleaning, a statistical analysis was
performed on the data results to verify the proposed hypotheses and develop a theoretical
model.

2.4 Data Analysis

First, Harman’s single-factor test was adopted to test for common method bias (Zhou &
Long, 2004). The results indicated that based on the criterion of eigenvalues greater than 1,
the first unrotated factor only explained 27.64% of the total variance, which did not account
for 40% of the total variance explained. Therefore, this study did not exhibit severe common
method bias. After that, SPSS 25.0 software was used for single-factor analysis of variance,
independent sample #-test, correlation analysis, and regression analysis. The SPSS-PROCESS
plugin was employed to test the mediator role of paternal psychological capital between
social support and parenting sense of competence through the bootstrap method.

3 Results

3.1 Social Support, Psychological Capital, and Parenting Sense of Competence of
Preschoolers’ Fathers

3.1.1 Social Support of Preschoolers’ Fathers

The score for social support of preschoolers’ fathers was M = 44.83 (SD = 6.74). The score

for objective support was M = 10.76 (SD = 2.97), that for subjective support was M =26.09 (SD =

4.16), and that for support utilization was M = 7.98 (SD = 2.07). According to the rating rules

of the SSRS that specify the low level (< 22 points), medium level (23—44 points), and high

level (45—66 points), the social support of preschoolers’ fathers was at a medium level.

3.1.2 Psychological Capital of Preschoolers’ Fathers
The score for psychological capital of preschoolers’ fathers was M = 4.71 (SD = 0.49).
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Self-efficacy achieved the highest score of M = 4.92 (SD = 0.63), followed by the score
for hope, M = 4.84 (SD = 0.65). Resilience had a relatively low score of M = 4.72 (SD
= 0.56), while optimism had the lowest score of M = 4.36 (SD = 0.51). The scores for
psychological capital of preschoolers’ fathers and corresponding dimensions were higher
than the theoretical median of 3.5 points and surpassed the relatively high level of 4 points,
indicating that the psychological capital of preschoolers’ fathers was at a moderately high
level.

3.1.3 Parenting Sense of Competence of Preschoolers’ Fathers

The score for parenting sense of competence of preschoolers’ fathers was M = 3.90 (SD =
0.53). Parenting efficacy achieved the highest score of M =4.21 (SD = 0.64), followed by the
score for parenting satisfaction, M = 3.74 (SD = 0.57). The average scores for parenting sense
of competence of preschoolers’ fathers and the two dimensions were above the theoretical
median of 3.5. However, the average score for parenting sense of competence was 3.9, failing
to surpass the relatively high level of 4 points. Therefore, the parenting sense of competence

of preschoolers’ fathers was at a medium level.

3.2 Difference Test of Social Support, Psychological Capital, and Parenting Sense of

Competence of Preschoolers’ Fathers in Demographic Variables
This study showed that the social support of preschoolers’ fathers was significantly different
in terms of education level, average monthly income, family structure, residence, and type
of kindergarten. Their psychological capital was significantly different in terms of education
level, average monthly income, family structure, residence, number of children raised, and
type of kindergarten. Their parenting sense of competence significantly differed in terms of
education level, average monthly income, family structure, residence, number of children
raised, and type of kindergarten. Specifically, fathers with higher education levels exhibited
significantly higher levels of social support, psychological capital, and parenting sense of
competence than fathers with lower education levels. Fathers with higher monthly incomes
showed significantly higher levels of social support, psychological capital, and parenting
sense of competence than fathers with lower monthly incomes. Regarding the family
structure, fathers in joint families, stem families, and nuclear families exhibited significantly
higher levels of social support, psychological capital, and parenting sense of competence
than fathers in single-parent families. Regarding the residence, preschoolers’ fathers in
urban areas enjoyed significantly higher levels of social support, psychological capital, and
parenting sense of competence than fathers in rural areas. Regarding the number of children
raised, fathers of 1 or 2 children exhibited significantly higher psychological capital than
fathers raising 3 or more children, and fathers of 1 child demonstrated a significantly greater
parenting sense of competence than fathers raising 3 or more children. Regarding the type of
kindergarten, fathers of children in public kindergartens exhibited significantly higher levels
of social support, psychological capital, and parenting sense of competence than fathers of
children in private kindergartens (see Table 2).
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Table 2 Difference Test of Social Support, Psychological Capital, and Parenting Sense of
Competence in Demographic Variables

Variable Category Social support Psychological capital Parenting sense of
competence
Age range (D 25 and 43.79 £ 7.13 449 + 0.64 3.95 + 0.67
below
2 26-35 44.98 + 6.92 4.72 + 0.50 3.87 + 0.48
(3 36-45 44.87 + 6.41 4.71 = 0.48 3.96 + 0.59
@ 46 and 42.60 + 5.76 4.71 + 0.50 3.87 + 0.64
above
F 1.10 0.91 1.13
Education level (@ Technical 4217 + 6.72 454 + 0.53 3.68 + 0.50
secondary
school and
below
@ Junior 44.08 + 6.28 468 + 0.43 3.82 + 0.45
college
3 Bachelor’s 46.53 + 6.33 4.82 + 0.48 4.04 + 0.50
degree
@ Master’s 50.71 + 4.80 4.96 + 0.41 450 + 0.46
degree or
above
F 29.93%** 16.33%*** 43.64%%*

D @>@%@>Q% @>Q* @ >D*
D>D B> @5 >0 PZO=D
@>D*Q>D*  @>D*

Average monthly (12,000 yuan 39.89 + 5.89 4.34 + 0.50 3.48 + 0.40
income and below
22,001 43.66 + 7.04 4.55 + 0.48 3.73 = 0.47
4,000 yuan
3 4,001~ 4544 + 594 477 + 0.44 3.99 + 0.50
6,000 yuan
@ 6,001 yuan 46.88 + 6.67 493 + 0.45 414 + 0.51
and above
F 17.99%#* 34.74%%%* 38.24%**

LSD @>®*’@>®*** @>®**’@>@*** @>®**’@>®***
@>®***’®>®** @>®***'®>®*** @>®***'@>@***
@>®***’®>®*** ®>®***’®>®** ®>®***'®>®**

Family structure D Single- 36.86 + 6.67 424 + 0.74 3.54 + 0.58
parent family

@ Nuclear 44.80 + 6.62 4.70 + 0.48 3.86 + 0.50
family

@Stemfamily 4581 + 6.46 478 + 0.47 4.04 = 0.55

@Jointfamily 4264 + 6.80 455 + 0.52 3.74 = 0.37

(To be continued)
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(Continued)
Variable Category Social support Psychological capital Parenting sense of
competence
Family structure F 12.28%** 8.43%** 9.96%**
LSD @>®*,®>®*** ®>®***,®> ®>®***,®>
®>®*** @*** @***®>®**
Residence Urban areas 46.62 + 6.36 4.85 + 0.47 4.01 + 0.55
Rural areas 43.06 + 6.64 457 + 0.48 3.73 £ 0.44
t VAN o 7.86%** 9.07%***
Number of children D1 4541 £ 7.05 4.76 + 0.50 3.97 = 0.56
raised
@2 44.47 + 6.50 4.69 + 0.49 3.88 + 0.50
®3and 44.26 + 6.68 450 + 0.52 3.67 + 0.45
above
F 1.64 4.53* 6.152%**
LSD — D> 2=>0* O=>0*D=>@**
Type of kindergarten Public 46.39 + 6.19 4.78 + 0.46 4.01 + 0.53
Private 43.28 + 6.91 4.63 + 0.62 3.79 £ 0.50
t 6.16%** 4,07%** 5.43%**

%p < 0.05, #*p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

3.3 Correlation Analysis of Social Support, Psychological Capital, and Parenting Sense
of Competence of Preschoolers’ Fathers

Spearman correlation analysis showed significant positive correlations between the overall
and various dimensions of social support, psychological capital, and parenting sense of
competence in preschoolers’ fathers. Specifically, a significant relationship was observed
between social support and fathers’ psychological capital (r = 0.56, p < 0.001) and parenting
sense of competence (r = 0.47, p < 0.001). Additionally, the psychological capital of
preschoolers’ fathers was closely associated with their parenting sense of competence (r = 0.66,
»<0.001) (see Table 3).

Table 3 Correlation Analysis of Social Support, Psychological Capital, and Parenting Sense
of Competence of Preschoolers’ Fathers

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
1 1 B —
2 0.27% 1 S -
3 0.25%% 0.29%* 1 - - O

(To be continued)
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(Continued)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
4 0.70** 0.79** 0.60** 1 — — — — — — — —
5 0.23%* 0.49%* 0.27** 0.48%* 1 — — — — — — —
6 0.22** 0.52** 0.30** 0.50** 0.75%* 1 — — — — — —
7 0.25%* 0.40** 0.24** 0.43** 0.57** 0.62** 1 — — — — —
8 0.36** 0.29** 0.13** 0.40%* 0.44** 0.46** 0.55** 1 — — — —
9 0.32*%* 0.52** 0.29** 0.56** 0.85** 0.87** 0.81** 0.71** 1 — — —
10 0.22** 0.29*%* 0.16** 0.33** 0.52** 0.49** 0.40** 0.43** 0.56** 1 — —
1 0.35%* 0.28* 0.27** 0.43** 0.37** 0.39** 0.40** 0.52** 0.571** (0.34** 1 —
12 0.34** 0.35%* 0.26** 0.47** 0.53** 0.54** 0.50** 0.60** 0.66** 0.75** 0.85%* 1

M 10.76 26.09 798 4483 492 484 472 436 471 421 374 390
SD 297 416 207 674 063 065 056 051 049 064 057 053

Note. 1 = objective support, 2 = subjective support, 3 = support utilization, 4 = social support, 5 = self-efficacy,
6 = hope, 7 = resilience, 8 = optimism, 9 = psychological capital, 10 = parenting efficacy, 11 = parenting
satisfaction, and 12 = parenting sense of competence.

*p <0.05, **p <0.01.

3.4 Test of the Direct Role of Social Support in Parenting Sense of Competence of
Preschoolers’ Fathers

Linear regression was used to test the direct role of social support in the parenting sense
of competence of preschoolers’ fathers, with overall social support serving as the predictor
variable and their parenting sense of competence serving as the outcome variable. The
results showed that social support played a significant role in directly predicting fathers’
parenting sense of competence. For each unit increase in social support, their parenting
sense of competence increased by 0.45 units, thereby validating Hypothesis 1. To further
explore the role of the various dimensions of social support in fathers’ parenting sense of
competence, multiple linear regression analysis was conducted using the three dimensions
of social support as predictor variables and their parenting sense of competence as the
outcome variable. The results showed that all three dimensions of social support could
significantly predict fathers’ parenting sense of competence. The predictive value of
objective support was the highest at 0.25, followed by subjective support at 0.24, and
lastly, the level of support utilization at 0.12, thus further validating Hypothesis 1 (see
Table 4).
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Table 4 Direct Prediction Role of Social Support in Parenting Sense of Competence of
Preschoolers’ Fathers

Regression equation Overall fit index Significance of
regression coefficient
Outcome variable | Predictor variable R R? F B t
Social support 0.45 0.20 167.30%** 0.45 12.94%%*
Parenting sense Objective support 0.25 6.99%***
of competence | g pisctive support | 0.45 0.21 56.87*** 0.24 6.58%**
Support utilization 0.12 3.14%*

Note. All variables in the model were based on standardized values.
**p <0.01, ***p <0.001.

3.5 Test of the Mediator Role of Psychological Capital between Social Support and

Parenting Sense of Competence of Preschoolers’ Fathers
The above-mentioned results demonstrated significant positive correlations between the
social support, psychological capital, and parenting sense of competence of preschoolers’
fathers. Moreover, social support could provide a significant forward prediction of fathers’
parenting sense of competence. Therefore, the mediator role could be tested in the next
step. The SPSS-PROCESS plugin developed by Hayes was used to test the mediator role
of psychological capital between social support and fathers’ parenting sense of competence.
Model 4 was selected as the test model, and the significance of the regression coefficient
was tested using the bias-corrected percentile bootstrap method (with 5,000 repeated
samplings).

The regression analysis results revealed a significant role of social support in the parenting
sense of competence of preschoolers’ fathers (B = 0.45, p < 0.001). Additionally, social support
could directly and positively predict their psychological capital (f = 0.56, p < 0.001). After social
support and fathers’ psychological capital were included in the regression equation, both social
support and psychological capital played a significant positive role in their parenting sense of
competence (f = 0.13, p < 0.001; B = 0.58, p < 0.001), whereas the effect size of social support
decreased. Therefore, the psychological capital of preschoolers’ fathers could serve as a crucial
intermediate variable in the role of social support in their parenting sense of competence (see
Table 5).

Table 5 Regression Analysis of Social Support, Psychological Capital, and Parenting Sense
of Competence of Preschoolers’ Fathers

Regression equation Overall fit index Path Significance of
regression coefficient
Outcome variable Predictor R R’ F — B t
variable
Parenting sense Social 0.45 0.20 167.30%** c 0.45 12.94%**
of competence support

(To be continued)
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(Continued)
Regression equation Overall fit index Path Significance of
regression coefficient
Outcome variable Predictor R R’ F — B t
variable
Psychological capital Social 0.56 0.31 3071.64%** a 0.56 17.37%**
support
Social c 0.13 3.59%**
i support
Parenting sense pport 065 | 043 | 252.21%
of competence Psychological b 0.58 16.45%**
capital

Note. All variables in the model were based on standardized values.
*#kp <0.001.

The mediator role analysis results showed that: (1) Before the introduction of the psychological
capital of preschoolers’ fathers as a mediator variable, the direct role of social support in fathers’
parenting sense of competence was significant, i.e., ¢ was significant (95% confidence interval (CI)
[0.502, 0.681] excluding 0). (2) After the inclusion of psychological capital as a mediator variable,
the direct role of social support in fathers’ parenting sense of competence was still significant, i.e.,
¢’ was significant (95% CI [0.075, 0.258] excluding 0), but the effect size decreased. The indirect
role of fathers’ psychological capital between social support and parenting sense of competence
was significant, i.e., the path of social support — fathers’ psychological capital — parenting sense
of competence was significant (95% CI [0.352, 0.506] excluding 0). This indicated a significant
partial mediator role of the psychological capital of preschoolers’ fathers between social support
and parenting sense of competence, validating the mediating path. The relative mediator role
accounted for 71.11% (see Table 6).

Table 6 Analysis of the Mediator Role of Psychological Capital

Path Effect 95% ClI t Effect
proportion
Direct role Social support — parenting 0.13 [0.075, 0.258] 28.89%

sense of competence

Indirect role | Social support — psychological | 0.32 | [0.352, 0.506] | 3.59*** 71.11%
capital — parenting sense of
competence

Total effect 0.45 [0.502, 0.681] | 12.93*** —

Note. All variables in the model were based on standardized values.
**%p<0.001.

A diagram was developed accordingly to illustrate the mediator role of psychological
capital between social support and the parenting sense of competence of preschoolers’ fathers,
and the predictive features among the three factors (see Figure 1).

To explore the specific mediating mechanism of psychological capital between social
support and the parenting sense of competence of preschoolers’ fathers, the various
dimensions of psychological capital were included as manifest variables in a multiple
mediation model between social support and fathers’ parenting sense of competence. The
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test results showed significant partial mediation for self-efficacy, hope, and optimism
dimensions (95% CI, excluding 0). The largest mediation size was observed for optimism
(0.15), followed by self-efficacy (0.08), and then hope (0.07), accounting for 33.33%,
17.78%, and 15.56% of the total size, respectively. However, resilience did not significantly
mediate between social support and parenting sense of competence (95% CI, including 0)
(see Table 7). This indicated that the mediation size of optimism, self-efficacy, and hope
among preschoolers’ fathers was noteworthy within the realm of psychological capital.

e 1)
Psychological
capital
0.56%** 0.58%%**
. Parenting sense of
Social support
competence
0.13%%*
Figure 1 Schematic Diagram of the Mediator Role of Psychological Capital
**%kp < 0.001.
. J

Table 7 Analysis of the Mediator Role of Various Dimensions of Psychological Capital

Path Effect 95% CI t Effect
proportion
Direct role Social support — parenting 0.13 [0.075, 0.258] 28.89%
sense of competence
Social support — self-efficacy — | 0.08 [0.028, 0.122] 17.78%
parenting sense of competence
Social support — hope — 0.07 [0.019, 0.116] 3.59%** 15.56%
parenting sense of competence
Indirect role - — —
Social support — resilience — 0.02 [-0.147, 0.060] 4.44%
parenting sense of competence
Social support — optimism — 0.15 [0.115, 0.198] 33.33%
parenting sense of competence
Total effect 0.45 [0.502, 0.681] 12.93*** —

Note. All variables in the model were based on standardized values.
*H%p <0.001.

Figure 2 illustrates the mediator role of various dimensions of psychological capital
between social support and fathers’ parenting sense of competence.

4 Discussion

4.1 Social Support, Psychological Capital, and Parenting Sense of Competence
Research results show that the social support received by preschoolers’ fathers is at a medium
level currently and needs further enhancement, consistent with the existing research results
(Li et al., 2020; Zhang, H., 2017). Nowadays, given intensified social competition and
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Self-efticacy

0.49%#* 0.15%**

Hope

0.52%** 0.13%%*

Parenting sense
of competence

Social support

0.13%**
0447 Resilience

0.4]1 %%
Optimism

Figure 2 Schematic Diagram of the Mediator Role of Various Dimensions of Psychological Capital
**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

= J

soaring parenting costs, preschoolers’ parents face more significant parenting stress. The
conflict between work and family is prominent. While the Chinese government has introduced
new parenting policies in recent years to provide diverse support for preschoolers’ parents,
it still fails to meet the increasingly diverse parenting needs of families (Hong et al., 2020).
Furthermore, parenting support for preschoolers’ parents is mainly for mothers, lacking
specialized support for fathers. As a result, the perceived social support of preschoolers’
fathers is at a medium level. This study also reveals that social support can differ greatly
in fathers’ education level, average monthly income, family structure, residence, and type
of kindergarten. It is not difficult to understand that as fathers’ education levels rise and
disposable income grows, they will perceive and acquire more social support. Regarding the
family structure, the more sound the family structure, the more support fathers will receive
from families and family members, leading to significantly higher levels of social support
for fathers in nuclear families, stem families, and joint families than those in single-parent
families. Regarding residence, due to differences in urban and rural economic development
levels, urban areas can have more abundant educational resources and relatively better
infrastructure. Therefore, fathers in urban areas can perceive higher levels of social support
than those in rural areas. Regarding the type of kindergarten, fathers of children in public
kindergartens receive higher levels of social support than those of children enrolled in
private kindergartens due to the relatively low tuition fees, reliable operating qualifications,
dependable teaching staff, and stable home-school collaboration of public kindergartens.

The scores of preschoolers’ fathers’ psychological capital and various dimensions are above
the theoretical median and the average, which indicates that fathers have relatively high
confidence in raising children and think they can take on the responsibility of being a father.
This may be because, at the current young age of the children, fathers’ primary tasks involve
taking care of the children’s daily lives and cultivating their behavioral habits. Compared
with fathers of middle and high school students, preschoolers’ fathers currently do not need
to worry excessively about their children’s academic performance or problematic behavior,
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leading to lower psychological stress and higher psychological capital (Hu, 2019). Consistent
with existing research, this study shows that the psychological capital of preschoolers’
fathers significantly differs based on their education level, average monthly income, family
structure, residence, number of children raised, and type of kindergarten (Yuan & Yue,
2022). This indicates that fathers’ psychological capital is greatly influenced by individual
factors. Therefore, we should pay attention to the individual factors closely related to fathers’
psychological capital, grasp the unique differences among individuals, and fully tap into their
positive psychological resources to enhance their psychological capital.

The parenting sense of competence of preschoolers’ fathers is at a medium level, and
their parenting satisfaction is relatively low, which might be related to the fathers’ role
perception, parenting experience, and social support they received. First, due to the influence
of traditional parenting beliefs and the differences in family labor division, fathers often
devote more time and energy to their work and neglect their parenting involvement, leading
to biased role positioning and insufficient role perception. Second, within the limited
parenting involvement of fathers, constrained by their lack of parenting knowledge and
skills, many fathers cannot effectively guide and educate their children based on their children’s
developmental characteristics and interests. Even in the rapidly developing era of online media,
fathers’ parenting involvement often constitutes only physical presence and lacks high-quality
interactions with their children (Liang & Guo, 2018), leading to fathers’ poor parenting experience
and low satisfaction with their parenting effectiveness. Lastly, due to a lack of social support,
it is difficult for fathers to enhance their role perception, improve their parenting identity, and
elevate their parenting abilities by obtaining systematic, scientific, and standardized parenting
guidance during the parenting process (Fagan & Lee, 2011). This leads to a poor parenting
sense of competence and low parenting satisfaction. This study also reveals that factors such as
education level, average monthly income, family structure, residence, and the number of children
raised can significantly affect fathers’ parenting sense of competence, which is consistent with
previous research findings. Zhang Hong (2017) pointed out that the gap in urban and rural
development and differences in educational resources would lead to significant differences in
the parenting sense of competence of preschoolers’ parents in urban and rural areas as well
as kindergartens. Hong and Liu (2021) pointed out that the number of children raised could
significantly affect the parenting efficacy of preschoolers’ parents. Compared with families
with one child, families with two children were more likely to experience parenting stress and
anxiety, thereby affecting parents’ parenting sense of competence.

4.2 Direct Prediction Role of Social Support in Parenting Sense of Competence of
Preschoolers’ Fathers
The research results indicate that social support can provide a significant forward prediction
of the parenting sense of competence of preschoolers’ fathers, validating Hypothesis 1. This is
consistent with the existing research (Yang et al., 2020). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems
theory nests individuals within a series of interrelated environmental systems, ranging from
small to large and close to far, including the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and
macrosystem. These systems are interconnected and mutually influential. Social support
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from the exosystem acts as an important protective factor that can significantly alleviate
the parenting stress of preschoolers’ parents in the microsystem, enhancing their parenting
confidence and parenting sense of competence. The multiple regression results of this study
suggest that all three dimensions of social support can significantly predict fathers’ parenting
sense of competence. Among them, objective support has the most significant predictive
value, followed by subjective support, and finally, the level of support utilization. Objective
support provides a fundamental guarantee for preschoolers’ fathers in parenting, hence its
largest effect size. Additionally, others’ understanding and recognition provide emotional
support for fathers’ involvement in parenting, mobilizing their parenting enthusiasm and
confidence. Therefore, the effect size of subjective support takes second place. Under the
influence of objective and subjective support, fathers’ perceptions and utilization of social
support have deepened, leading to a relatively small effect on the level of support utilization.
This conclusion is mainly consistent with existing research results (Cao, 2020).

4.3 Mediator Role of Psychological Capital between Social Support and Parenting Sense
of Competence of Preschoolers’ Fathers

This study reveals a significant partial mediator role of psychological capital between social
support and fathers’ parenting sense of competence, validating Hypothesis 2 and conforming
to the buffering effect model of social support. Cohen and Wills (1985) have pointed out
two main mechanisms of social support: One is the direct-effect model of social support,
where social support can directly improve individuals’ psychological well-being regardless
of whether they are facing stressful events. The other is the buffering effect model of social
support, where social support can positively protect individuals when they face stressful
events, improve their psychological well-being, and help them overcome difficulties. Social
support plays a direct role in the parenting sense of competence of preschoolers’ fathers
and an indirect role in that aspect by enhancing their psychological capital. According to
the conservation of resources theory, external social support can effectively compensate for
the resource loss of preschoolers’ fathers and enhance their internal positive psychological
capital, thus enabling them to achieve a greater parenting sense of competence. As Lloyd
and Hastings (2009) pointed out in their research, providing necessary social support for
the fathers of children with intellectual disabilities could help reduce their parenting stress
and enhance their psychological resilience and family flexibility, thus assisting them in
positive parenting. Therefore, it can be seen that the level of parenting sense of competence
of preschoolers’ fathers is jointly determined by external social support and internal
psychological capital.

Further examination of the mediator role of various dimensions of psychological capital
shows that optimism plays the most significant mediator role, followed by self-efficacy and
hope. The mediator role of resilience is not significant. According to positive psychology,
creating a supportive environment for individuals can significantly enhance their optimistic
emotions and strengthen their self-identity and efficacy, thereby reinforcing their hopes and
beliefs in achieving goals and assisting them in achieving self-realization. In this process,
individuals’ optimistic tendencies will be the internal motivation for achieving self-realization
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(Zhou, 2005). This study suggests that social support can stimulate parents’ positive
predictions of the present and the future and significantly enhance their levels of optimism,
thereby enabling parents to achieve higher levels of parenting well-being and satisfaction
(Ekas et al., 2010). Self-efficacy refers to individuals’ assessment and evaluation of whether
they can accomplish something, while hope refers to individuals’ belief in persevering toward
goals to succeed. Moreover, the study shows that the mediator role of self-efficacy and hope is
relatively insignificant, which may be closely related to the lack of parenting practices among
preschoolers’ fathers. The limited involvement and practice in parenting may lead to fathers’
lack of parenting experience, confidence, and satisfaction (Sun & Li, 2022). Therefore, the
mediator role of self-efficacy and hope is relatively insignificant.

5 Educational Recommendations
5.1 Strengthening Social Support for Preschoolers’ Fathers to Enhance Their Role
Awareness and Involvement in Parenting

Currently, social support for preschoolers’ fathers is at a medium level and needs further
enhancement. Therefore, it is necessary to strengthen social support for preschoolers’ fathers.
Besides, fathers’ parenting sense of competence differs significantly in the number of children
raised, so the support for preschoolers’ fathers needs to be more refined and targeted. Greater
social support is supposed to provide for families with a larger number of children. First, in
terms of social services, it is necessary to accelerate the establishment of a sound and high-
quality social public service system to provide comprehensive support for preschoolers’
fathers. This includes offering assistance in areas such as healthcare services, job security,
social insurance, and educational resources to alleviate their work-family conflicts and
parenting stress (Hong et al., 2020). Second, in terms of parenting beliefs, it is important to
value fathers’ parenting involvement, enhance subjective support for preschoolers’ fathers,
provide sufficient social support for them, and change the traditional parenting concept and
labor division that “the man goes out to work while the woman looks after the house” to
strengthen fathers’ sense of identity in parenting involvement. Finally, it is essential to rely
on community service centers, kindergartens, or third-party nursery institutions to strengthen
parenting guidance for preschoolers’ fathers and enhance their perception and active
utilization of social support to enrich their parenting knowledge and improve their parenting
involvement and parenting abilities.

5.2 Further Tapping into Psychological Capital of Preschoolers’ Fathers to Boost Their
Parenting Confidence and Enthusiasm
Psychological capital plays a significant partial mediator role between social support and
the parenting sense of competence of preschoolers’ fathers. This illustrates the importance
of psychological capital in enhancing fathers’ parenting sense of competence. Therefore,
attention is supposed to be paid to the psychological development of preschoolers’ fathers
and further explore their psychological capital to enhance their parenting confidence
and enthusiasm. First, it is necessary to guide fathers to actively pay attention to their
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psychological states and realize the significant role of psychological capital as a positive
psychological resource for themselves, their children, and their families. Second, it is
important to guide fathers with lower education levels to continuously strengthen their
learning and deeply develop their psychological capital since psychological capital differs
significantly in education levels and increases with the improvement of educational
background. Furthermore, due to significant differences in psychological capital concerning
average monthly income, residence, number of children raised, and type of kindergarten,
the government and relevant departments are supposed to further improve the salary and
benefits of low-income fathers, fathers in rural areas, and fathers with multiple children. At
the same time, there should be coordinated planning of educational resources to meet fathers’
parenting needs and alleviate fathers’ concerns about their children’s future development.
Finally, there are significant differences in psychological capital in terms of family structure.
Fathers in single-parent families have significantly lower psychological capital than those in
nuclear families and stem families. This may be because in the parenting process, fathers in
single-parent families bear more social pressure, such as parenting costs and discrimination
in daily life than those in two-parent families. Therefore, it is advisable to foster a positive
social atmosphere, care for and support fathers in single-parent families, and strengthen their
optimism to enhance their psychological capital.

5.3 Enriching Parenting Practices of Preschoolers’ Fathers to Improve Their Parenting
Sense of Competence

Parenting sense of competence is a father’s subjective perception of his ability to meet
children’s needs, and it has a significant role in the fathers’ parenting involvement. Currently,
preschoolers’ fathers have low parenting satisfaction and insufficient involvement. Therefore,
it is necessary to further enhance fathers’ involvement in parenting, increase their parenting
sense of competence, and improve their parenting satisfaction. First, it is crucial to change
fathers’ traditional parenting beliefs, enhance their understanding of the importance of their
involvement in child-rearing, and encourage their active participation in parenting. Second,
it is important to advocate for collaborative parenting between husbands and wives, guide
mothers to appropriately provide more opportunities for fathers to engage in parenting,
and emphasize fathers’ growth and reflection in parenting practices to help fathers develop
suitable parenting modes (Zou et al., 2019). Third, emerging media are recommended
for public-benefit fathering education to enrich fathers’ parenting knowledge and skills.
Additionally, it is feasible to leverage third-party institutions such as kindergartens, nurseries,
and community service centers to conduct diverse, in-depth, and high-quality parent-child
interactions. In this sense, it is possible to deepen fathers’ role perception in practices, apply
parenting skills, and train parenting abilities. Moreover, achieving both “physical presence”
and “emotional presence” to enhance fathers’ satisfaction with their involvement in child-
rearing at cognitive, behavioral, and emotional levels is possible.
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