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1 Introduction

Filial piety is a primary virtue that prescribes how
children should love their parents, respect their wishes,
obey their instructions, offer emotional and material
supports, and ensure the continuity and glory of the
family[1，2]. As a core value of Chinese traditional cul⁃
ture, filial piety is an important bond to maintain the
stability and harmony of family. Filial piety is a univer⁃
sal belief in Chinese society, which is essential for fam⁃
ily functioning. However, there have been very few att-

empts to conduct a systematic exploration of the mecha⁃
nism underlying the effect of filial piety on family func⁃
tioning. Also, although scholars have recognized the im⁃
portance of parent- child relationships in family life,
few scholars investigate two aspects of parent-child re⁃
lationships (parent- child cohesion, parent- child con⁃
flict) when exploring the internal mechanism between
filial piety and family functioning. Thus, the goal of the
present study is to examine the influence of two sorts of
filial piety on family functioning, and the mediating ef⁃
fects of parent- child conflict and parent- child cohe⁃
sion therein.
1.1 Filial Piety and Family Functioning

As one of the leading principles, filial piety has
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held an irreplaceable place in ethics. However, the ef⁃
fects of filial piety on an individual’s psychological de⁃
velopment in the modern world have been disputed by
scholars. In order to reconcile the contradictory views
on filial piety, Yeh and Bedford constructed the Dual
Filial Piety Model in which they differentiated two fac⁃
tors of filial piety: reciprocal filial piety and authoritari⁃
an filial piety[3]. Reciprocal filial piety encompasses
emotionally and spiritually attending to parents out of
gratitude for their efforts of upbringing. In contrast, au⁃
thoritarian filial piety requires individuals to suppress
their own wishes, comply with parents’instructions, as
well as maintain their reputation, which is in line with
parents’superiority in physical, financial or social
terms[4，5].

Empirical studies have revealed the significant re⁃
lationship between filial piety and family functioning[6，

7]. For instance, Li et al. suggested that higher recipro⁃
cal filial piety leads to healthier family functioning[6].
Leung and Shek reported a positive correlation be⁃
tween filial piety and family functioning in single-par⁃
ent families with financial hardship[7]. One explanation
may be that reciprocal filial piety emphasizes the inti⁃
mate affections and gratitude of children to their par⁃
ents[3], which encourages children to give more care
and support to their parents. When parents perceive
goodwill from children, they will give more love to their
children. In the process of valid effective interaction
between parents and children, family members deepen
the emotional connection invisibly, thus promoting fam⁃
ily functioning.

There is supportive evidence, albeit scarce, sug⁃
gesting the linkage between authoritarian filial piety
and family functioning. A recent study proposed that
authoritarian filial piety implying the coordination and
family order can not only ensure the fulfillment of the
filial duties but also further maintain the normal func⁃
tion of the family as a unit[8]. Individuals with high au⁃
thoritarian filial piety are more concerned with the

“family role norm”. They are more likely to choose the
obligation- oriented interaction and obey parents’
choices to maintain family order. As long as this subtle
balance between parent-child interaction based on the
hierarchy is not broken, authoritarian filial piety plays

a significant role in promoting family functioning.
Thus, reciprocal filial piety, as well as the harmony and
order implied in the authoritarian filial piety are benefi⁃
cial to the internal harmony of the family and thus ben⁃
efit the entire family[8， 9]. Drawing on the literature
above, we developed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Both reciprocal filial piety and au⁃
thoritarian filial piety will be significantly related to
family functioning.
1.2 Conflict and Cohesion of Parent-child Rela⁃
tionships Linking Filial Piety and Family Function⁃
ing

Parent-child relationship has been defined as the
interpersonal relationship formed by the interaction be⁃
tween parents and children in the family based on
blood lineage[10]. Parent- child conflict and parent-
child cohesion constitute two aspects of parent- child
relationship, among which the former represents the
positive aspect of parent- child relationship while the
latter represents the negative part[11，12].

Evidence has shown that reciprocal filial piety
was closely associated with both parent-child cohesion
and parent-child conflict[2，6，8，9]. For instance, Wong et
al. augured that reciprocal filial piety exerted a positive
effect on parent- child relationship quality, especially
parent-child cohesion, in Hong Kong families[2]. Simi⁃
larly, Li et al. found that reciprocal filial piety contrib⁃
utes to reducing parent- child conflicts and promoting
the intimate parent-child relationship[6]. Reciprocal fil⁃
ial piety emphasizes the gratitude, care and love of chil⁃
dren to their parents and the intergenerational intimate
emotional bond, which is motivated by the benevolence
based on the nature of human beings. Children with the
reciprocal filial piety belief will gradually form a posi⁃
tive interaction pattern with their parents. The positive
interactive pattern that children show respect and care
to parents so as to repay their upbringing and love, can
undoubtedly shorten their interpersonal distance, foster
the cohesion between parents and children and simulta⁃
neously alleviate parent-child conflict[9].

Authoritarian filial piety can also counteract con⁃
flicts between parents and offspring and facilitate par⁃
ent-child cohesion[8，9]. One of the explanations is that
authoritarian filial piety underlines children’s respect
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and obedience to their parents[3], which is beneficial to
maintain well- ordered households. Children with the
belief of authoritarian filial piety have internalized com⁃
pliance to parents into their family values. Therefore,
when handling disagreements with their parents, they
are less likely to perceive parents as intrusive and con⁃
trolling thus to disobey parents deliberately. Instead,
they may choose to adopt their parents’views to real⁃
ize the conformity and harmony, which may reduce the
conflict and facilitate the cohesion in the family.

Meanwhile, parent- child relationships, including
parent-child cohesion and parent-child conflict, have
been regarded as key factors in predicting family func⁃
tioning. This can be seen from a large numbers of stud⁃
ies investigating the association between parent- child
relationships and family functioning[6，13-15]. Specifically,
prior researches have verified that parent-child cohe⁃
sion was positively associated with family functioning.
For instance, the research of Sullivan and Miklowitz in⁃
dicated that strengthening parent- child cohesion can
effectively improve the family functioning where chil⁃
dren are diagnosed with bipolar disorder[13]. There are
also some studies revealed that parent- child conflict
was negatively correlated with family functioning[6，14，15].
According to family stress theory[16], the stressors and
ongoing strains of conflicts between family members
are likely to overwhelm a family system’s capabilities,
resulting in an imbalance of family adjustment. High
parent- child conflict and low parent- child cohesion,
as negative communication approaches, will widen the
parent-child emotional distance and deepen the misun⁃
derstanding between each other, which undoubtedly
has no benefits to family functioning and teenagers’
multi-aspect development.

Drawing on the evidence above, we developed the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2a: Parent- child cohesion will medi⁃
ate the link between two types of filial piety and family
functioning.

Hypothesis 2b: Parent-child conflict will mediate
the link between two types of filial piety and family
functioning.
2 Method

2.1 Participants and Procedures

Participants were students recruited from two mid⁃
dle schools in northern China. A total of 430 survey
questionnaires were distributed and 94% (N=404) re⁃
sponded to and returned the questionnaires. Overall,
the final sample comprised 187 male and 217 female
participants. The mean age of them was 16.31 years,
and the standard deviation was 1.67.

This study was approved by the Institutional Re⁃
view Board at the university of the first author. Consis⁃
tent with institutional review board procedures, we first
contacted the administrators in middle schools and got
the consents for their students participating in our
study. Then we obtained the informed consents from all
participants. After that, the participants filled in the
questionnaires in the classrooms. All questionnaires
were anonymous. It took about 20 minutes to complete
all the tests.
2.2 Measures
2.2.1 Filial piety Dual Filial Piety Scale (DFPS) de⁃
veloped by Yeh and Bedford was used to examine two
types of filial piety: reciprocal filial piety (8 items) and
authoritarian filial piety (8 items) [3]. Participants rated
items on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (extremely dis⁃
agree) to 6 (extremely agree). The DFPS was widely
used and was proved to have a good reliability in Chi⁃
nese adolescents[17，18]. Cronbach’s alphas in this study
were 0.92 for reciprocal filial piety and 0.77 for authori⁃
tarian filial piety.
2.2.2 Parent- child conflict We adopted the Par⁃
ent-child Conflict Sub-scale selected from Family So⁃
cial Environment scale, which was developed by Moos
and Moos[19] and revised by Fang and Dong[20], with 16
items and two dimensions of frequency and intensity in
the conflict. The scale examined the conflicts between
participants and their parents in the past half a year.
Responses to each of these items were made on a 5-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (a few
times a day). In the study, the Cronbach’s alpha was
0.87.
2.2.3 Parent-child cohesion We adopted the Fami⁃
ly Cohesion Sub-scale from the Family Adaptation and
Cohesion Evaluation Scales II Inventory, which was de⁃
veloped by Olson[21] and revised by Wang and Zhang[22].
Responses to each of the items were on a 5-point Lik⁃
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ert scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost al⁃
ways). This scale has been indicated to be a useful and
reliable indicator of parent- child cohesion in a Chi⁃
nese sample. In the study, the Cronbach’s alphas were
0.81 (father) and 0.78 (mother).
2.2.4 Family functioning We used the Short Ver⁃
sion of the General Function Subscale of the McMaster
Family Assessment Device, with six items[23]. Respons⁃
es to each of these items were made on a 5-point Lik⁃
ert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strong⁃
ly agree). Low scores on the scale indicate unhealthy
family functioning and high scores indicate healthy
family functioning. In the study, the Cronbach’s alpha
was 0.91.
2.3 Data Analysis

SPSS 22.0 package program was used to conduct
descriptive statistics and correlation analysis. Mplus
7.4 software was employed to analyze the mediating ef⁃
fects of parent- child conflict and parent- child cohe⁃
sion between dual filial piety and family functioning.
3 Results

3.1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for
Variables

The means, standard deviations, and correlations
for all variables are presented in Table 1. Results
showed that both reciprocal filial piety and authoritari⁃
an filial piety were positively associated with parent-
child cohesion and family functioning, but negatively
correlated with parent-child conflict. Parent-child co⁃

hesion was positively correlated with family function⁃
ing while parent-child conflict was negatively correlat⁃
ed with family functioning.

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics
and Correlations for all Variables

Note：*P<0.05, **P<0.01, ***P<0.001

3.2 Hypothesis Testing
To test our hypothesis, we assessed two alterna⁃

tive models: Model 1 (partially mediated model) with
direct and indirect paths from filial piety to family func⁃
tioning, and Model 2 (fully mediated model) in which
dual filial piety and family functioning were only indi⁃
rectly related through parent- child cohesion and par⁃
ent-child conflict. The results indicated that the fit of
Model 1 was acceptable, χ2(27)=72.29, CFI=0.96, TLI=
0.93, RMSEA=0.065, SRMR=0.042. However, two
paths of reciprocal filial piety and authoritarian filial pi⁃
ety to family functioning in Model 1 were not signifi⁃
cant (β1= 0.02, P>0.05; β2= 0.04, P>0.05). The result
demonstrated that the fit of Model 2 was good, χ2(29)=
72.90, CFI=0.96, TLI=0.94, RMSEA=0.061, SRMR=
0.041, and all paths in Mode 2 were significant. Thus,
Model 2 was selected as the final model.

1. Reciprocal filial piety
2. Authoritarian filial piety
3. Parent-child cohesion
4. Parent-child conflict
5. Family functioning
M
SD

1
1

0.09
0.14**

-0.11*
0.16**

44.09
4.50

2

1
0.21***

-0.17***
0.14**

24.33
6.24

3

1
-0.18***
0.43***

69.66
9.19

4

1
-0.31***
35.92
9.27

5

1
23.29
3.89

Note: RFP=reciprocal filial piety; AFP=authoritarian filial piety; FF=family functioning.
RFP1-RFP2 are two parcels of reciprocal filial piety; AFP1-AFP2 are two parcels of

authoritarian filial piety; FF1-FF2 are two parcels of family functioning; **P<0.01, ***P<0.001
Figure 1 The final mediation model (Model 2)
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The effects shown in Model 2 was assessed using

the bootstrapping method. The results indicated that
the paths from two types of filial piety to both parent-
child conflict and parent-child cohesion were all signif⁃
icant, and the coefficients from both parent-child con⁃
flict and parent- child cohesion to family functioning
were also significant (see Figure 1). Furthermore, the
bootstrapping results demonstrated that both parent-
child conflict and parent-child cohesion played signifi⁃
cant mediation effects in the link between reciprocal fil⁃
ial piety and family functioning (b1=0.05, 95%CI: 0.02-
0.08; b2=0.17, 95% CI: 0.09-0.24), and in the relation⁃
ship between authoritarian filial piety and family func⁃
tioning (b3=0.05, 95% CI: 0.02-0.09; b4=0.11, 95%CI:
0.05-0.17).
4 Discussion

The current findings contribute to the literature by
revealing the effects of two sorts of filial piety on family
functioning, which adds new evidence to previous liter⁃
ature. There is a consensus on the positive effects of re⁃
ciprocal filial piety, such as enhancing interpersonal re⁃
lationships, strengthening psychological and social
adaptability and easing family conflicts[8，9]. This study
further verified the positive roles of filial piety in the
fields of family functioning. It should be noted that
scholars didn’t get consistent conclusions on the influ⁃
ence of authoritarian filial piety. This study found that
authoritarian filial piety was related to positive develop⁃
mental outcomes at the family aspects such as less par⁃
ent-child conflict, stronger parent-child cohesion, and
better family functioning. This finding provides support
for the speculation by Yeh et al. about the potential
positive effects of authoritarian filial piety[4]. Therefore,
this study adds new evidence to the conflicting view⁃
points about the effect of authoritarian filial piety and
extends the application field of DFPM by exploring the
significant roles of two sorts of filial piety in the family
aspects.

Second, this study extends the academic under⁃
standing on the mechanism of how filial piety affects
family functioning. The findings in this study suggest
that the effects of reciprocal filial piety and authoritari⁃
an filial piety on life satisfaction can be achieved

through the mediating roles of parent- child conflict
and parent-child cohesion. Reciprocal filial piety may
help maintain intimate affections between children and
their parents. With the assistance of this close emotion⁃
al bonds, family members respect each other’s views
and resolve conflicts in a negotiated manner, which
may decrease parent- child conflict and increase par⁃
ent- child cohesion, and thus promoting family func⁃
tioning. By contrast, authoritarian filial piety focuses
on family order and coordination[3]. Children with high
authoritarian filial piety are accustomed to adopting
and obeying parents’choices, which is one of the ap⁃
proaches to reduce parent-child conflict and maintain
parent-child harmony, and thus advancing the develop⁃
ment of family functioning.

Third, this research adds new evidence to the sys⁃
tems model of family functioning (SMFF). Based on
SMFF[24], strong family competence and healthy family
style can facilitate the realization of family functioning.
According to family competence, Beavers and Hamp⁃
son divided five family groups. Among these groups, op⁃
timal families and adequate families, whose core family
values are the same as reciprocal filial piety and au⁃
thoritarian filial piety respectively, can maintain well
family functioning. According to system model of fami⁃
ly functioning theory, in the optimal family, family
members consider the problem from the perspective of
each other as much as possible and use the positive in⁃
teractive pattern to solve the contradiction efficiently.
Both parents and children regard intimacy as a com⁃
mon goal to pursue, which is in accordance with recip⁃
rocal filial piety. In the adequate family, concerns
about family role stereotypes and family order have
prompt children to adopt parents’advice and indirect⁃
ly reduce the likelihood of conflict[24], which is consis⁃
tent with the concept of authoritarian filial piety. Our
findings in this study is a new interpretation of the
SMFF based on filial piety and extends the application
field of SMFF by exploring the significant relations
among two sorts of filial piety, parent- child conflict,
parent-child cohesion, and family functioning.
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