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Abstract The current study examined bidirectional relations between parenting and prosocial behavior for both
European- and Asian-American emerging adults. Participants included 297 undergraduate students (Mage = 19.61 at
Time 1, 59% European-American) who reported on prosocial behavior toward family members, positive parenting,
and negative/controlling parenting at two time points, 1 year
apart. Cross-lagged models supported bidirectional relations
between parenting and prosocial behavior with particular
emphasis on the role of the emerging adults’ prosocial
behavior on subsequent parenting. Also, the bidirectional
relations between parenting and emerging adults’ prosocial
behavior were different for mothers and fathers. Results varied slightly as a function of ethnicity. Discussion focuses on
the implications for understanding the multifaceted nature
of prosocial development in emerging adulthood.
Keywords Parenting · Prosocial behavior · Ethnicity ·
Bidirectionality

Introduction
Bioecological models of human development suggest a
dynamic process in which children both influence and are
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influenced by their environment (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). It is now well understood that children are not
only influenced by their parents but also directly influence
their parents’ behaviors (e.g., Coley et al. 2009; Eisenberg
et al. 1999; Rubin et al. 1999). Most of that work has been
done with younger children and adolescents but, to date,
there are few if any studies that examine the bidirectional
links between parenting and emerging-adult behaviors,
especially prosocial behaviors, during the third decade of
life. Furthermore, most of the parenting literature conducted
with emerging adults has examined mothers and not fathers,
and has failed to account for potential ethnic differences.
In order to address these limitations, the purpose of this
study was to examine longitudinally the bidirectional associations between both mothers’ and fathers’ parenting and
prosocial behavior toward family in emerging adulthood.
Furthermore, potential differences as a function of ethnicity
were explored.

Parenting in Emerging Adulthood
There is a growing body of work showing that parents still
play an important role in the lives of emerging adults. For
example, positive aspects of parenting such as warmth,
support, involvement/knowledge, autonomy granting,
and communication have been linked to emerging adults’
positive outcomes (e.g., kindness, self-worth, and identity
development) and lower levels of negative outcomes such
as risk behaviors (e.g., binge drinking, drugs, risky sexual
behaviors), depression, and anxiety (e.g., Nelson et al. 2011;
Padilla-Walker et al. 2008).Conversely, more negative parenting that involves high levels of control (e.g., helicopter
parenting, psychological control, and behavioral control)
has been linked to a myriad of problematic outcomes for
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emerging adults. For example, helicopter parenting has been
found to be associated with more pessimistic views of marriage (Willoughby et al. 2015), higher levels of depression,
and higher rates of prescribed medication for depression and
anxiety (LeMoyne and Buchanan 2011). Behavioral and psychological control have been linked to more risk behaviors,
depression, lower self-worth, and problems in identity development (e.g., Luyckx et al. 2007; Nelson et al. 2011; Urry
et al. 2011). Taken together, positive parenting appears to
be linked to indices of adjustment in emerging adulthood,
while negative, controlling parenting is linked to indices of
maladjustment. Despite the growing number of outcomes
that have been studied during the third decade of life, there
is a dearth of work examining prosocial behaviors (voluntary behavior meant to benefit another; Barry et al. 2008;
Eisenberg et al. 2006). This is a rather significant gap in the
literature given that prosocial behaviors have been identified as a distinguishing feature of emerging adults who are
flourishing rather than floundering during the third decade
of life (Nelson and Padilla-Walker 2013).

Parenting and Prosocial Behavior
As noted, the study of prosocial behavior in emerging
adulthood has received relatively little attention despite
the important role it might play as an indicator of positive
development. Indeed, despite the sometimes negative perceptions of this age group, emerging adults frequently display a diversity of prosocial behaviors (Randall and Wenner
2014) and often have unique opportunities to help and serve
others that were not available at previous ages and that will
be more difficult at later ages (e.g., Peace Corps, Teach For
America; Padilla-Walker 2015). During the third decade of
life, prosocial behavior has been linked positively to prosocial values (Barry et al. 2008), sympathy (Eisenberg et al.
2002), self-esteem (Randall and Wenner 2014), and friendship quality, and negatively to substance use and deviance.
Taken together, prosocial behavior is frequent during this
developmental time period and is an important indicator of
positive adjustment.
The majority of work on parenting and prosocial behavior has focused almost exclusively on children and adolescents, and suggests that authoritative parenting (Dekovic and
Janssens 1992) and parental induction (Krevans and Gibbs
1996) are associated positively with children’s display of
prosocial behavior, whereas more authoritarian parenting
(Hastings et al. 2000) or parenting that reflects a parent’s
emphasis on child compliance and obedience (Eisenberg
et al. 1992) tends to be linked to lower levels of children’s
prosocial behavior. Although parenting has been associated
with prosocial behavior toward all targets, it is particularly
important in fostering prosocial behavior toward family
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members (Padilla-Walker and Christensen 2011). Prosocial behavior toward family members is fostered by parenting, and in turn has been found to strengthen parent–child
connection and protect against future problems behaviors
(Padilla-Walker et al. 2015). Thus, given the importance of
parenting on prosocial behavior toward family in particular,
parenting and prosocial behavior toward family will be the
focus of the current study.
The work on parenting and prosocial behavior during
the third decade of life is much less extensive but certainly
growing. This work can be divided into two types. First,
there is a small but important body of literature focusing on
the association between the parent–child relationship (e.g.,
relationship quality, attachment) and prosocial behaviors
(e.g., Laible et al. 2004). For example, the quality of the
mother–child relationship has been found to be related to
emerging adults’ internalization of values, which, in turn,
is associated with prosocial behavior (Barry et al. 2008). In
the second emerging line of work, specific aspects of parenting practices have been linked to emerging adults’ prosocial
behaviors. For example, it has been found that retrospective
accounts of emerging adults’ perceptions of mothers’ (but
not fathers’) authoritative parenting predicted more prosocial
engagement and a stronger sense of self as being empathic
(Soucie et al. 2012). Also, Roth (2008) found that young
people’s perception of parental conditional regard (i.e.,
belief that receiving their parents’ affection was dependent
on their behaving prosocially towards others) was associated with young people’s participation in self-oriented helping behaviors while perceived parental autonomy support
was linked to young people’s participation in other-oriented
behaviors. Taken together, this growing body of work suggests that parents do indeed play a role in the extent to which
their emerging-adult children engage in prosocial behaviors
but there is still much to be learned about the exact nature of
that parental role, especially as it is specifically associated
with prosocial behavior toward family members.

Current Study
As noted, this extant work has provided a strong foundation for our understanding the links between parenting and
prosocial behaviors during the third decade of life, but there
are numerous limitations to past work that need addressing.
First, there have been a number of retrospective and longitudinal studies (e.g., Masten et al. 2004; Smits et al. 2008)
but few if any longitudinal studies conducted throughout the
third decade of life and, none, that we are aware of examining prosocial behaviors. As a result, the majority of work
fails to examine the potential bidirectional effects of both
parenting and child behaviors/characteristics. Specifically,
we do not know if parenting predicts an increase in emerging
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adults’ display of prosocial behaviors, or if emerging adults’
participation in positive, prosocial behaviors elicits positive
parental behaviors.
Recent work with children has demonstrated the need to
examine the bidirectional effects of parenting and prosocial
behaviors. In a longitudinal study of young children, evidence for bidirectional effects were found with children’s
prosocial behavior predicting subsequent maternal sensitivity even when controlling for concurrent prosocial behavior
and past parental sensitivity (Newton et al. 2014). This provides evidence for bidirectionality and supports the logic
that both parents’ and emerging adults’ behaviors would be
impacting each other given that this is a period of time in
which both parents and emerging adults are striving to adjust
the nature of their relationship (e.g., Arnett 2014; Aquilino
1997, 2006). Thus, the first purpose of this study was to
examine the bidirectional associations between parenting
(both positive and negative aspects of parenting) and prosocial behavior in emerging adulthood. Based on research during childhood (Newton et al. 2014), and work in adolescence
that suggests more consistent paths from child behavior to
parenting rather than the other way around (Moilanen et al.
2015; Padilla-Walker et al. 2012), we expected there to be
bidirectional paths between parenting and prosocial behavior, but thought it particularly likely that the emerging-adult
child’s behavior would be linked to later parenting.
A second weakness of the small body of existing research
is that much of it has simply examined the extent to which
prosocial behaviors have been performed generally (i.e.,
without examining the target of the behavior; e.g., Barry
et al. 2008; Roth 2008) or has focused on prosocial behavior
directed at strangers or peers. Although important to examine prosocial behavior towards peers and strangers given the
increasing amount of time spent outside of the family in
emerging adulthood, more attention is being given to the
importance of studying prosocial behavior in the home or
family context (e.g., Eberly and Montemayor 1998; PadillaWalker and Christensen 2011; Padilla-Walker et al. 2012).
We felt this was especially important given that emerging
adulthood is a time in which young people are striving to
develop a relationship with parents that is more peer-like
(e.g., Arnett 1998, 2014). Furthermore, as young people
leave adolescence, there should be an increase in autonomy
and self-direction from parents (e.g., Arnett 2014; Aquilino
2006; Wartman and Savage 2008) and, therefore, any prosocial behavior towards family should be truly more voluntary
in nature and play a significant role in the renegotiation of
the parent–child relationship that is taking place. Finally,
with many emerging adults living outside the parental home
and spending increased amounts of time with peers, parents
may not see as many prosocial behaviors towards non-family
members (e.g., strangers, peers) as at early ages and, therefore, prosocial behavior towards others might not elicit as
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strong a reaction from parents as would prosocial behaviors
towards family members. Thus, in examining the bidirectional effects of emerging adults’ prosocial behaviors and
parenting, we thought it would be prosocial behavior toward
family that would be the most relevant target to examine.
The growing body of work underscores the need for more
work to be done examining both mothers and fathers when
examining parenting and emerging adults’ prosocial behaviors. Research examining the role of parents, generally, in
emerging adulthood shows that fathers hold different expectations for emerging adults (e.g., Nelson et al. 2007), parent
differently than do mothers and, as a result, impact their
children’s outcomes in unique ways from those of mothers (e.g., Nelson et al. 2011). Taken together, we deemed it
important to examine parenting of both mothers and fathers
to examine how they might affect and/or be affected by
their emerging-adult children’s prosocial behaviors. Based
on research during childhood and adolescence suggesting
that positive mothering is positively associated with prosocial behavior while negative fathering is negatively associated with prosocial behavior (Dekovic and Janssens 1992;
Padilla-Walker et al. 2014; Perez-Albeniz and de Paul 2004),
and that children’s prosocial behavior predicted subsequent
maternal (but not paternal) sensitivity, we hypothesized that
this same pattern would exist in emerging adulthood as well.
Finally, there has been very little work examining the role
of culture or ethnicity in the link between parenting and
prosocial behaviors during emerging adulthood. One notable
exception is the work done by Carlo and colleagues who
found that parent–child attachment was positively related
to prosocial behaviors in a sample of Mexican-American
college students (Carlo et al. 2011). Although there was no
cross-culture comparisons conducted in their work, it does
suggest that culture might impact parental attempts to foster
certain desired behaviors. Building on this, we believe that
children as well as their parents might interpret one another’s
behavior through the lens of the cultural values associated
with those behaviors.
In particular, many Asian families identify with a value
system that is characterized as being more collectivistic
while a value system that places emphasis on the individual
tends to be embraced by many families and individuals in the
United States. However, both value systems may be influencing developmental processes for Asian-American families
especially if the parents were born in Asia but their children
were born in the United States.1 There is certainly evidence
1

It should be noted from the outset that Asian-American families
come from a wide variety of Asian countries capturing a plethora of
unique and distinct cultures and belief systems. However, much of the
extant work has focused on China and Chinese-Americans so we will
draw extensively from this literature while, again, acknowledging the
extreme diversity represented in Asian-American families and communities.
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to suggest differences in parenting between Asian-American and European-American parents. Chinese-American
parents have been found to be somewhat higher on controlling/authoritarian parenting than are European-American
parents (Chao 2000). This controlling/authoritarian parenting encompasses a range of aspects, such as controlling
children’s use of time outside of school, purchasing extra
textbooks, assigning extra homework from these textbooks,
enrolling them in music or language lessons, and arranging
for them to help with homework (e.g., Ho and Willms 1996).
Deeply rooted in Confucianism, the tradition of Chinese parenting involves training children early through guidance and
continuous monitoring of their behaviors, and emphasizes
obedience and a set standard of conduct (Chao 1994, 2000).
As previous research shows, Chinese mothers who adhered
most strongly to the Chinese cultural values (based on Confucian beliefs) had high scores of authoritarian parenting
styles (Xu et al. 2005).
It should be pointed out, though, that both children and
parents may experience frustration when comparing their
own experience with that of European-Americans (Qin
2006, 2008). Asian-American emerging adults may compare and feel that their parents are unfair, while parents
may continue to interpret their more Westernized children
through their collectivistic values. Thus, there may be even
more complexity in the bidirectionality of the parent–child
relationship in emerging adulthood for Asian-American
families. In particular, prosocial behavior in general and
prosocial behavior towards family specifically may be especially relevant and complex for Asian-American families.
A prosocial orientation is highly valued and encouraged in
many Asian-American families since it is essential for the
functioning of the collective (Ho 1986). Indeed, in some of
the limited work on the topic, prosocial behavior appears to
have great significance for Chinese emerging adults as it has
been positively related to socioemotional variables, including interpersonal interaction, perceived self-worth, and life
meaningfulness (Jin et al. 2013), as well as activity involvement (social, educational, and entertainment activities) and
educational attainment (Chen et al. 2002).
In sum, prosocial behavior toward family may mean
something different for Asian-American emerging adults and
their parents than for European-American emerging adults
in that it is driven by different cultural values. Confucianism teaches the concept of Filial Piety, with the emphasis of
respecting the elders and honoring the family by performing
filial behavior (Yao 2000). Therefore, Asian-American parents may expect their children to engage in prosocial behaviors towards family, and emerging adults might feel more
obligated to engage in prosocial behaviors towards family
than do their European-American peers. For this reason,
the current study examined bidirectional relations between
mothering and fathering and prosocial behavior toward

13

L. M. Padilla‑Walker et al.

family for both European- and Asian-American emerging
adults. Because of the relative dearth of research as a function of ethnicity during this age period, our analyses in this
regard were exploratory.

Methods
Participants
Participants for this study were drawn from a study of
emerging adults entitled Project READY (Researching
Emerging Adults’ Developmental Years). This project is a
collaborative, multi-site study that was conducted by a consortium of developmental and family scholars. Time 1 data
were collected during 2009–2010 and approximately one
year later for Time 2 data. The sample for the current study
(Mage = 19.61, SD = 1.92, range 18–28 at Time 1) consisted
of 297 undergraduate students (50% female). Participants
were recruited from two public 4-year universities in the
Western and Midwestern United States. Response rate varied
by site, with an initial response rate of approximately 60%
and a longitudinal response rate of 55%. Missing data were
handled using the Full Information Maximum Likelihood
feature of AMOS (Arbuckle 2010).
In terms of year in school, 42% of emerging adults were
in their first year, 27% second year, 17% third year, and 11%
fourth year. Ninety-one percent of emerging adults reported
living outside of their parents’ home in an apartment, house,
or dormitory. Thirty-four percent reported that their parents’
combined income was $50,000 per year or less, and 19%
reported combined parental income over $100,000. Fiftynine percent of the sample described themselves as European-American, while 41% described themselves as AsianAmerican (n = 121). Seventy percent of Asian-American
emerging adults reported being born in the United States,
but only 6% reported having parents who were born in the
United States.
Procedure
Participants completed the Project READY questionnaire
via the Internet. The use of an online data collection protocol
facilitated unified data collection across multiple university
sites. At Time 1, participants were recruited through faculty’s announcement of the study in undergraduate courses.
Undergraduate courses were primarily Introduction to
Psychology courses or large general education courses of
the like in an attempt to access a broad range of students.
Professors at the various universities were provided with a
handout to give to their students that had a brief explanation of the study (i.e., a study about development among
college students) and directions for accessing the online
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survey. Interested students then accessed the study website
with a class-specific recruitment code. Informed consent was
obtained online, and each participant was given a survey
that took approximately 45 min to complete. Participants
were given a $20 Amazon gift code for their participation.
At Time 2, participants were contacted via e-mail and given
a link to the same survey questions administered at Time 1.
Participants were given a $50 Amazon gift code for their
participation at Time 2.
Measures
Prosocial Behavior Toward Family Members
Prosocial behavior toward family members was examined
at Time 1 and 2 using five items (α = 0.91, 0.93) from a
modified version of the kindness/generosity subscale of the
values in action inventory of strengths (Peterson and Seligman 2004). Items were modified to target prosocial behavior
toward family members (as opposed to unspecified targets in
the original measure) and were adapted to be appropriate for
this age group. This measure has been validated in previous
studies with adolescents (Padilla-Walker et al. 2012). Participants responded to items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (not like me at all) to 5 (very much like me). Sample
questions include, “I really enjoy doing small favors for my
family,” and “I help my family, even if it is not easy for me.”
Positive Parenting
Positive parenting was assessed at Time 1 and 2 using the
warmth, involvement, and autonomy support subscales of
the perception of parents scale (POPS): college student version (Grolnick et al. 1991; Robbins 1994). Emerging adults
answered questions on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (not
at all true) to 7 (very true). Sample questions include, “My
parent finds time to talk with me” for warmth (6 items, childreport mother, α = 0.86, 0.88; child-report father, α = 0.89,
0.88), “My parent spends a lot of time with me” for involvement (6 items, child-report mother, α = 0.80, 0.86; childreport father, α = 0.85, 0.88), and “My parent helps me to
choose my own direction” for autonomy support (8 items,
child-report mother, α = 0.85, 0.87; child-report father, α =
0.87, 0.91).
Negative/Controlling Parenting
Behavioral control was assessed at Time 1 and 2 using five
items assessing parents’ tendency to control their child’s
friends, money, or activities (Kerr and Stattin 2000). Emerging adults answered questions on a 5-point scale ranging
from 1 (not at all like him/her) to 5 (a lot like him/her). Sample items include, “My parent tries to set rules about what I
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do with my free time,” and “My parent tries to tell me what
I can and can’t do on nights and weekends.” Higher scores
indicated higher levels of child-reported mother (α = 0.89,
0.84) and father (α= 0.87, 0.82) behavioral control.
Psychological control was assessed at Time 1 and 2 using
four items assessing psychologically controlling parenting
(Barber 1996). Emerging adults answered questions on a
3-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all like him/her) to 3 (a
lot like him/her). Sample items include, “If I have hurt his/
her feelings, my parents stops talking to me until I please
him/her again,” and “My parent will avoid looking at me
when I have disappointed her/him.” Higher scores indicated
higher levels of child-reported mother (α= 0.83, 0.86) and
father (α= 0.81, 0.88) psychological control.

Results
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
A number of t-tests were used to determine whether variables differed as a function of ethnicity, and the majority
of these analyses were statistically significant (Table 1). In
general, it should be noted that Asian-American emerging
adults reported lower levels of positive maternal and paternal parenting and higher levels of negative parenting than
did European-American emerging adults. However, there
were no differences in prosocial behavior as a function of
ethnicity at either time point. Tables 2 and 3 contain bivariate correlations between parenting and prosocial behavior,
separately for Asian and European-Americans. It should be
noted that correlations were similar across ethnicity save for
no significant relations between positive parenting at Time
1 and prosocial behavior at Time 2 for European-Americans
(relations were significant for Asian-Americans).
Measurement Invariance
Because the sample size was too small to examine the entire
model using latent variables, we examined measurement
invariance for each latent construct separately. This was
done to examine invariance by time point and then by ethnicity. Only weak (factor loadings) and strong (intercepts)
invariances are needed to compare means across time or
groups (Little 2013), so these two were tested. First, latent
variables were created (separate for each construct) in a
fully unconstrained model. To examine weak invariance,
factor loadings were constrained to be equal (across time
and then ethnicity) and invariance was achieved if the CFI
did not decrease more than 0.01 (Little 2013). In terms of
invariance over time, CFI changes as a result of constraining factor loadings ranged from 0.001 to 0.006, and in terms
of variance across ethnicity CFI changes ranged from 0.00
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Table 1  Means and standard deviations as a function of ethnicity

M involvement (1)
P involvement (1)
M autonomy (1)
P autonomy (1)
M warmth (1)
P warmth (1)
M Beh control (1)
P Beh control (1)
M Psy control (1)
P Psy control (1)
PB (1)
M involvement (2)
P involvement (2)
M autonomy (2)
P autonomy (2)
M warmth (2)
P warmth (2)
M Beh CONTROL
(2)
P Beh control (2)
M Psy control (2)
P Psy control (2)
PB (2)

AsianAmerican
M (SD)

EuropeanAmerican M
(SD)

t-test

d

5.23 (1.12)
4.90 (1.06)
4.96 (1.03)
4.64 (1.10)
5.60 (1.09)
5.39 (1.19)
2.49 (0.99)
2.35 (1.03)
1.67 (0.59)
1.59 (0.62)
4.10 (0.85)
5.21 (1.23)
4.68 (1.43)
5.01 (1.18)
4.40 (1.30)
5.61 (1.13)
5.17 (1.47)
2.17 (0.91)

5.69 (1.06)
5.25 (1.31)
5.59 (1.11)
5.37 (1.15)
6.02 (1.14)
5.85 (1.20)
1.97 (0.94)
1.86 (0.81)
1.40 (0.52)
1.39 (0.50)
4.16 (0.70)
5.73 (1.05)
5.31 (1.30)
5.65 (1.02)
5.34 (1.12)
6.12 (1.04)
5.94 (1.01)
1.68 (0.69)

−3.61***
−2.47*
−4.99***
−5.51***
−3.21**
−3.23***
4.60***
4.56***
4.16***
3.03**
−0.71
−2.69**
−2.91**
−3.75***
−5.02***
−3.04**
−4.06***
4.03***

0.42
0.29
0.59
0.65
0.38
0.38
0.54
0.53
0.49
0.36
0.08
0.45
0.46
0.58
0.77
0.47
0.61
0.61

1.97 (0.78)
1.46 (0.50)
1.52 (0.61)
4.08 (0.84)

1.64 (0.68)
1.42 (0.55)
1.35 (0.49)
4.25 (0.66)

2.88**
0.57
2.07*
−1.48

0.45
0.08
0.31
0.23

M maternal, P paternal, PB prosocial behavior, 1 Time 1, 2 Time 2
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

to 0.003. Because none of these changes were >0.01, we
determined that weak invariance was established. Next, to
examine strong invariance, intercepts were constrained to
be equal (across time and ethnicity) and were compared to
the weak invariant model. In terms of invariance over time,
CFI changes as a result of constraining intercepts ranged
from 0.00 to 0.003, and in terms of variance across ethnicity CFI changes ranged from 0.01 to 0.02. The changes
that were > 0.01 were for parental warmth and behavioral
control. Thus, individual items were examined and partial
strong invariance was established by freeing constraints on
one maternal warmth item (“My parent clearly conveys his/
her love for me,” which was higher for European-Americans) and one behavioral control item (“My parent tries to
limit or control who my friends are”) which was higher for
Asian-Americans.
Cross‑Lagged Models for Prosocial Behavior Toward
Family
Cross-lagged models were conducted using AMOS software (Arbuckle 2010), and were conducted separately for
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perceptions of maternal and paternal parenting because of
collinearity between emerging adults’ reports of mothers
and fathers, which resulted in suppression effects when
parenting variables were all included in the same model.
Model fit was considered acceptable with CFI > 0.90,
TLI > 0.90, and RMSEA < 0.08 (Little 2013). All models
used the child’s gender (0 = male, 1 = female) and generational status (0 = 1st generation, 1 = 2nd generation) as
controls. Multiple group comparisons were conducted on
all models as a function of ethnicity, comparing a model
where all paths were constrained to be equal across Asianand European-Americans to a model where all paths were
freely estimated. If decrease in model fit was determined
by Δχ 2 analyses, paths were examined one at a time to
determine which paths were contributing to the decrease
in model fit. Those paths were then left free to vary and
all others were constrained to be equal.
Maternal Parenting
The first model examined cross-lagged paths between mothers’ positive (involvement, autonomy granting, warmth) and
negative (behavioral and psychological control) parenting
and prosocial behavior toward family at Time 1 and Time
2 (see Fig. 1). Variables at Time 1 were correlated with
one another, as were residual errors at Time 2. A multiple group comparison Δχ2 test suggested that constraining
the pathways to be equal across ethnic groups did not result
in a decrease in model fit (Δχ2 (16) = 19.52, ns.), so a single group model was used as the final model and had good
model fit (χ2 (24) = 51.47, p < .01, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.97,
RMSEA = 0.06). Results suggested that prosocial behavior toward family at Time 1 was positively associated with
maternal autonomy granting (β = .0.08, p < .05) and warmth
(β = 0.13, p < .001) at Time 2 (see Fig. 1); and negatively
associated with behavior control (β = −0.12, p < .01) at Time
2. Prosocial behavior at Time 1 was not significantly associated with parental involvement (β = .03, ns.) or psychological control (β = −0.03, ns.) at Time 2; nor was parental
involvement (β = −0.06, ns.), autonomy granting (β = −.05,
ns.), warmth (β = .05, ns.), behavioral control (β = 0.05, ns.),
or psychological control (β = .00, ns.) at Time 1 associated
with prosocial behavior at Time 2. In terms of controls, generation status was positively correlated with parental warmth
(β = .08, p < .01). All stability paths were also significant
from Time 1 to Time 2 (p < .001). All exogenous variables
were correlated at Time 1, with correlations between positive parenting ranging from .75 to .80, a correlation between
negative of .50, correlations between positive and negative parenting ranging from −.53 to −.15, and correlations
between parenting and prosocial behavior ranging from −.14
to .50.

–
0.72***
0.66***
0.43***
0.76***
0.55***
0.46***
0.66***
0.44***
0.42***
0.15
0.40***
0.23
0.24*

0.60***
–
0.42***
0.60***
0.50***
0.68***
0.45***
0.49***
0.72***
0.33***
0.42***
0.35***
0.54***
0.40***

2
0.75***
0.54***
–
0.53***
0.77***
0.47***
0.50***
0.51***
0.21
0.74***
0.25*
0.48***
0.22
0.36**

3
0.49***
0.74***
0.70***
–
0.45***
0.75***
0.42***
0.35**
0.42***
0.36**
0.68***
0.31*
0.60***
0.43***

4
0.83***
0.54***
0.87***
0.57***
–
0.69***
0.48***
0.56***
0.25*
0.59***
0.20
0.61***
0.36**
0.37**

5
0.52***
0.81***
0.59***
0.86***
0.63***
–
0.50***
0.37**
0.48***
0.34**
0.46***
0.45***
0.71***
0.46***

6
0.49***
0.35***
0.50***
0.42***
0.51***
0.41***
–
0.41***
0.34**
0.51***
0.33**
0.43***
0.36**
0.74***

7

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

M maternal, P paternal, PB prosocial behavior, 1 Time 1, 2 Time 2

Correlations for Asian-Americans are below the diagonal, for European-Americans above the diagonal

1. M Involvement (1)
2. P Involvement (1)
3. M Autonomy (1)
4. P Autonomy (1)
5. M Warmth (1)
6. P Warmth (1)
7. PB (1)
8. M Involvement (2)
9. P Involvement (2)
10. M Autonomy (2)
11. P Autonomy (2)
12. M Warmth (2)
13. P Warmth (2)
14. PB (2)

1

Table 2  Correlations between positive parenting and prosocial behavior as a function of ethnicity

0.63***
0.32***
0.55***
0.32***
0.56***
0.27**
0.30**
–
0.62***
0.69***
0.50***
0.71***
0.51***
0.39***

8
0.38***
0.59***
0.44***
0.44***
0.38***
0.39***
0.29**
0.53***
–
0.42***
0.68***
0.48***
0.71***
0.41***

9
0.54***
0.23*
0.71***
0.43***
0.61***
0.26**
0.47***
0.71***
0.38***
–
0.53***
0.81***
0.49***
0.50***

10

0.41***
0.31***
0.55***
0.55***
0.41***
0.32***
0.40***
0.46***
0.62***
0.61***
–
0.50***
0.82***
0.50***

11

0.61***
0.33***
0.65***
0.34***
0.69***
0.31**
0.58***
0.72***
0.46***
0.82***
0.48***
–
0.68***
0.48***

12

0.49***
0.41***
0.53***
0.46***
0.49***
0.41***
0.43***
0.50***
0.70***
0.52***
0.79***
0.63***
–
0.52***

13

0.14
0.02
0.18
0.01
0.19
0.01
0.68***
0.29**
0.24*
0.32***
0.29**
0.45***
0.27**
–

14
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Table 3  Correlations between negative parenting and prosocial behavior as a function of ethnicity

1. M Beh control (1)
2. P Beh control (1)
3. M Psy control (1)
4. P Psy control (1)
5. PB (1)
6. M Beh control (2)
7. P Beh control (2)
8. M Psy control (2)
9. P Psy control (2)
10. PB (2)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

–
0.66***
0.46***
0.14
−0.08
0.46***
0.21*
0.40***
0.18
−0.20

0.76***
–
0.17
0.43***
−0.02
0.30*
0.61***
0.06
0.42***
−0.07

0.39***
0.23**
–
0.32***
−0.16
0.42***
0.12
0.67***
0.22
−0.15

0.24***
0.24**
0.33***
–
−0.16
0.11
0.37**
0.19
0.60***
−0.02

−0.22***
−0.07
−0.26***
−0.12
–
−0.25*
−0.03
−0.12
−0.22
0.74***

0.52***
0.49***
0.18
0.27**
−0.34***
–
0.47***
0.45***
0.19
−0.22

0.40***
0.54***
0.21*
0.37***
−0.32***
0.81***
–
−0.03
0.27*
−0.07

0.25*
0.06
0.71***
0.09
−0.32***
0.26**
0.24*
–
0.25*
−0.10

0.25*
0.23*
0.25*
0.46***
−0.11
0.41***
0.48***
0.47***
–
−0.16

0.07
0.04
−0.15
0.14
0.68***
−0.11
−0.05
−0.23*
0.04
–

Correlations for Asian-Americans are below the diagonal, for European-Americans above the diagonal
M maternal, P paternal, PB prosocial behavior, 1 Time 1, 2 Time 2
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Fig. 1  Cross-lagged effects of
maternal parenting and prosocial behavior toward family.
Note all paths represent significant standardized beta weights.
Control variables, correlations
between variables at Time 1,
and residual covariances at
Time 2 were omitted from
figure for parsimony. *p < .05,
**p < .01, ***p < .001

Involvement
Time 1

Autonomy
Granng
Time 1

.86***

Involvement
Time 2

Autonomy
Granng
Time 2

.85***

.08*

Warmth
Time 1

.77***

Warmth
Time 2
.13***

Behavioral
Control
Time 1

Behavioral
Control
Time 2

.72 ***

-.12**

Psychological
Control
Time 1

Prosocial
Behavior
Time 1

13

.88***

.92***

Psychological
Control
Time 2

Prosocial
Behavior
Time 2

Bidirectional Relations Between Parenting and Prosocial Behavior for Asian and…
Fig. 2  Cross-lagged effects of
paternal parenting and prosocial
behavior toward family. Note
all paths represent significant
standardized beta weights,
values before the slash are for
Asian-Americans and after the
slash are for European-Americans. Dashed lines represent
paths that were unconstrained
between groups. Control
variables, correlations between
variables at Time 1, and
residual covariances at Time
2 were omitted from figure for
parsimony. *p < .05, **p < .01,
***p < .001

Involvement
Time 1

Autonomy
Granng
Time 1
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.87***/.83***

Autonomy
Granng
Time 2

.86***/.73***
.07/.15***

.13*/.01

Warmth
Time 1

Involvement
Time 2

Warmth
Time 2

.84***/.68***

.02/.14**

Behavioral
Control
Time 1

Behavioral
Control
Time 2

.82 ***

-.03/-.12*

Psychological
Control
Time 1

Prosocial
Behavior
Time 1

Paternal Parenting
The second model examined cross-lagged paths between
fathers’ positive (involvement, autonomy granting, warmth)
and negative (behavioral and psychological control) parenting and prosocial behavior toward family at Time 1 and Time
2 (see Fig. 2). A multiple group comparison Δχ2 test suggested that constraining all pathways to be equal across ethnic groups resulted in a decrease in model fit (χ2(16) = 52.56,
p < .001), so follow-up analyses were conducted freeing one
path at a time and constraining only those paths that did not
result in a decrease in model fit per Δχ2. The paths that were
left free to vary included stability paths for parental involvement, autonomy, warmth, and psychological control; as well
as structural paths from autonomy at Time 1 to prosocial
behavior at Time 2 and prosocial behavior at Time 1 to
autonomy granting, warmth, and behavioral control at Time
2. All other paths were constrained to be equal. The final

.82***/.68***

.92***

Psychological
Control
Time 2

Prosocial
Behavior
Time 2

multiple group model had good model fit (χ2 (55) = 94.52,
p < .01, CFI = .99, TLI = .96, RMSEA = 0.05). Results suggested that for Asian-Americans, paternal autonomy granting at Time 1 was positively associated with prosocial
behavior toward family at Time 2 (β = 0.13, p < .05), while
for European-Americans prosocial behavior toward family at Time 1 was positively associated with both paternal
autonomy granting (β = 0.15, p < .001) and warmth (β = 0.14,
p < .01) at Time 2, and negatively associated with behavior
control (β = −0.12, p < .05) at Time 2. Prosocial behavior
at Time 1 was not significantly associated with parental
involvement for Asian- or European-Americans (β = .04/.03,
ns.) or psychological control (β = −.08/−.07, ns.) at Time 2;
nor was parental involvement (β = −.03/−.04, ns.), warmth
(β = −.04/−.04, ns.), behavioral control (β = 0.00/.00, ns.),
or psychological control (β = .03/.03, ns.) at Time 1 associated with prosocial behavior at Time 2. In terms of controls,
generation status was positively correlated with parental
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warmth (β = .09, p < .01). It should also be noted that all
stability paths were significant (p < .001) but four differed
significantly as a function of ethnicity (see Fig. 2). All exogenous variables were correlated at Time 1, with correlations
between positive parenting ranging from .73 to .81, a correlation between negative of .51, correlations between positive
and negative parenting ranging from −.27 to .23, and correlations between parenting and prosocial behavior ranging
from −0.22 to 0.46.

Discussion
With the transition to adulthood taking longer and longer for
many young people in Western cultures such as the United
States (see Arnett 2000), it appears that parents are continuing to play a significant role in the lives of their children during the third decade of life (e.g., Nelson and Padilla-Walker
2013). However, there has been very little longitudinal work
examining (a) associations between parenting and prosocial
behaviors, (b) the bidirectional effects of parenting (including examining both mothers and fathers) and young people’s
prosocial behavior (particularly towards family), and (c) the
potential role of ethnicity in these linkages. Thus, the purpose of this study was to examine longitudinally the bidirectional associations between both mothers’ and fathers’
parenting and prosocial behaviors toward family in Asianand European-American emerging adults.
The Role of Emerging‑adult Children in Influencing
Parents
The first significant contribution that the current findings
make to our understanding of parenting emerging adults is
to underscore the bidirectional nature of the parent–child
relationship during the third decade of life, especially in
terms of the role of the child’s impact on parenting. While
research on parenting during the formative years suggests
bidirectional relations between parenting and children’s
behavior (e.g., Coley et al. 2009; Eisenberg et al. 1999;
Fish and Crockenberg 1986; Newton et al. 2014; PadillaWalker et al. 2012; Rubin et al. 1999), the present study
suggests the most consistent evidence favoring the role of
emerging-adult children’s behaviors on subsequent parenting. Specifically, results suggest that as emerging adults
engage in more prosocial behavior towards family members,
parents in turn appear to be warmer toward and grant more
autonomy to their children. In discussing these findings, it
should be noted from the outset that there was a high level
of stability in both parenting and prosocial behavior across
time and the effects of prosocial behavior on parenting were
low in magnitude suggesting, among other things, that the
extent to which young people engage in prosocial behavior
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towards family (and its pattern of interaction with parenting), might be well established by emerging adulthood. For
example, similar findings have been found in adolescence
(Padilla-Walker et al. 2012) suggesting that a trend might
start in adolescence (and likely earlier) and continue into
emerging adulthood in which parents respond to their children’s positive behavior in kind, with more positive behavior
themselves. So while the modest magnitude of effects gives
us reason to not overstate the meaning of the findings, the
results nevertheless highlight the importance of prosocial
behavior for this age group as not only being an indicator of
general social competence (prosocial behavior toward peers)
or of community service (prosocial behavior toward strangers), but also as a potentially important tool in strengthening parent–child relationships during a time of transition.
Indeed, it is important to underscore that parental control appears to decrease and autonomy granting and warmth
increase as children display more positive behavior. This is
important because emerging adulthood, in particular, is a
time during which reorganization of the parent–child relationship needs to take place because of the necessity for and
requisite development of increased autonomy and self-direction in the lives of young people (e.g., Arnett 2000; Aquilino
2006; Wartman and Savage 2008). Becoming a self-reliant
individual is seen by both young people and their parents as
essential in the process of becoming an adult (e.g., Nelson
et al. 2007). However, findings from the present study might
suggest that parents may be waiting for evidence in their
children’s behavior suggesting that they warrant greater levels of autonomy pointing to the possibility that at least some
of what occurs within the parent–child relationship during
this time rests upon the actions of the child.
The Role of Ethnicity
The other important contribution that these results make pertains to the role of cultural beliefs and values in parenting
and emerging adults’ behavior. With the exception of work
by Carlo and colleagues (2012), there is very little work
examining parenting differences during emerging adulthood
in ethnic sub-groups within the United States. Thus, our
exploration of possible differences between Asian-American and European-American was an attempt to address
this gap in the literature. Surprisingly, European-American
and Asian-American mothers did not differ in regard to the
bidirectional links between parenting and emerging adults’
prosocial behavior. There were, however, significant differences in the associations between parenting and prosocial
behavior for Asian-American fathers and their EuropeanAmerican peers. Specifically, Asian-American fathers’
autonomy supportive parenting at Time 1 led to increases
in their children’s prosocial behavior at Time 2, while there
was no evidence of the influence of fathering on subsequent
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prosocial behavior for European-Americans. Furthermore,
European-American emerging adults’ prosocial behaviors at
Time 1 predicted paternal positive and controlling parenting
at Time 2, but this was not the case for Asian-Americans.
These findings are somewhat unexpected and will be discussed in turn.
First, the results add to a small but growing body of work
suggesting that fathers might play a particularly important
role in the development of prosocial behaviors in Asian families. Studies have found paternal warmth to be positively
associated with Chinese college students’ prosocial behavior (e.g., Wu 2009). Also, father involvement had a positive
impact on children’s prosocial behavior, and father–child
attachment significantly mediated the relation between
father involvement and children’s prosocial behavior (Li
et al. 2012). Employing a longitudinal design and examining bidirectional effects, the results of the present study
are important because they highlight the fact that paternal
autonomy granting in particular may have a small impact on
the development of prosocial behavior in Asian-American
emerging adults. The reason for this may stem from the fact
that parental behavior that is autonomy granting as opposed
to controlling/authoritarian might be particularly salient to
young people in Asian cultures. Typically, Chinese parents
are less likely to use low-power inductive parenting and
more likely to endorse restrictive and high-power approaches
(e.g., Chao 2000). Indeed, Asian-American children tend to
see their parents as being much more controlling than the
parents of their European-American peers (Qin et al. 2008).
Hence, if parents, especially fathers, allow for greater autonomy, their emerging-adult children might reciprocate with
positive behaviors of their own directed towards their family.
This may very well be a case in which positive behaviors
elicit positive behaviors from others especially in a setting
in which the behaviors of fathers stand out in rather stark
contrast to what is often seen from fathers within the Asian
cultural context.
Second, it is interesting that the results revealed that
emerging adults’ prosocial behavior at Time 1 predicted
parental behaviors at Time 2 for European-Americans but
not Asian-Americans. There are a number of cultural factors that might need to be considered in order to account for
these findings. For example, as noted previously, on average,
Asian parents tend to be more controlling in their parenting
and, therefore, they may be affected less by their children’s
behavior. Although this is possible, it may be more likely
that Asian-American parents do not see prosocial behavior
towards family as exceptional in any way as it is a cultural
expectation that children of any age act that way towards
family. Due to obligations associated with Filial Piety, children may be expected to treat their families well out of a
sense of duty (Hwang 1999). Hence, when prosocial behavior towards family occurs in European-American families,
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parents might see it as a sign of increasing maturity in their
emerging-adult children and respond with less control
and greater warmth and autonomy but when it occurs in
an Asian-American home it is expected and therefore provides no impetus for change in parental behavior. Future
work should certainly explore these and other possibilities
in order to account for the cultural differences seen in our
results in the impact of emerging adults’ prosocial behavior on European-American parents but not Asian-American
parents.
Limitations and Conclusions
It should be noted that this study was not without limitations.
Most notably, the sample consisted of college students, and
therefore, may not be generalizable to a non-student population. There is still relatively little that is known about individual differences of those who do not attend college after
high school. Therefore, it is possible that the bidirectional
links between parenting and emerging adults’ prosocial
behaviors may work differently for those who do not attend
college and their parents.
Another limitation to this study is the way in which we
broadly defined and categorized Asian-Americans. As noted
previously, Asian-American families come from a wide variety of Asian countries capturing a plethora of unique and
distinct cultures and belief systems. Our sample size did not
allow us to break the sample down into various countries of
origin (e.g., Japanese-American, Chinese-American), and
the vast majority of our sample were Chinese-American, but
we acknowledge that in using the broad category of “AsianAmerican” we may have overlooked some important cultural
differences that may impact the parent–child relationship
during emerging adulthood. Future work should not only
examine more closely the potential differences that exist
within Asian-American communities but also within other
ethnic and religious subcultures in the United States, and
across other cultures and countries around the world.
A third limitation is that our analyses used only two
waves of a data. As noted previously, there was a high level
of stability not only in prosocial behavior from Time 1 to
Time 2 but in most of the parenting variables as well so
employing only two points in time might not provide a wide
enough window to see all of the ways in which young people
and parents are affecting one another with their behaviors.
Future work should employ more waves of data across a
longer period of time in the third decade of life. In doing so,
future work should also consider other possible moderators
when examining the relations between prosocial behavior
and parenting including child characteristics, parent characteristics, and aspects of the overall parent–child relationship.
Despite the limitations, this study makes several important contributions to understanding the dynamic process of
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human development in which children both influence and are
influenced by their parents. Indeed, current findings support
the bidirectional relations between parenting and the emerging adults’ prosocial behavior toward family members, with
particular emphasis placed on the role of the child. Moreover, the findings in regard to ethnicity underscore the need
for researchers to take into account sub-group differences
when studying aspects of the parent–child relationship,
perhaps especially when considering the role of the father.
The current study highlights the need for more dynamic and
culturally sensitive research to more accurately capture the
multifaceted nature of prosocial development during the
third decade of life.
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