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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of a self-directed online program, Parenting for Lifelong Health for
Young Children (PLH-YC), in enhancing positive parenting practices among migrant families in China. Methods: A quasi-
experimental design was employed, with 67 parents of children aged 2—9 years assigned to either an intervention group
(n=24) or a control group (n=43). Both qualitative and quantitative data were collected. Results: Parents in the interven-
tion group showed significant improvements in proactive parenting strategies and parent—child relationships compared to
those in the control group. However, the intervention had no significant impact on child maltreatment, externalizing behav-
iors, or other parenting outcomes. Qualitative assessment revealed themes including adopting positive parenting practices,
enhancing parental mental health, and promoting desired parenting outcomes. Conclusion: The self-directed online PLH-YC
program demonstrates its potential as a scalable, low-cost solution for disadvantaged parents in low- and middle-income

countries.
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Parents are essential to children’s social functioning and devel-
opment. Positive parenting practices have been found to gener-
ate beneficial outcomes for children, such as improved physical
health (Balantekin et al., 2020), greater life satisfaction (Lavri¢
& Naterer, 2020), and enhanced academic performance (Wang
& Tang, 2024). Harsh parenting is linked to child maltreatment,
increased adversities, and child behavior problems (Gardner
et al., 2019; Halpern et al., 2018).

Parenting programs have been recognized as effective strat-
egies for promoting positive parenting practices, enhancing
children’s well-being, and reducing the risk of abuse (Lindsay
& Strand, 2013; Stattin et al., 2015). Several evidence-based
parenting programs, such as the Positive Parenting Program
(Triple P) (Sanders et al, 2000), Incredible Years
(Webster-Stratton & Reid, 2010), and Generation PMTO
(Forgatch & Kjobli, 2016), have been shown to effectively
enhance positive parenting strategies, reduce parenting stress
and child maltreatment, and support young children’s behavior,
cognitive and linguistic competence. Additionally, they can
reduce internalizing and externalizing problems in children, par-
ticularly in high-income countries (e.g., Chen & Chan, 2016;
Jeong et al., 2021a; Thongseiratch et al., 2020).

However, evidence-based parenting programs are notably
limited in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs).

Recent reviews have confirmed that parenting programs in
LMIC:s bring significant benefits in enhancing children’s cog-
nitive capability, fostering healthier parent—child interactions,
increasing parents’ caregiving knowledge, and reducing
parental depressive symptoms and distress (Jeong et al.,
2021b; Knerr et al., 2013). Unfortunately, the high costs asso-
ciated with access to resources for well-established parenting
programs have significantly constrained their implementation
in LMICs (McCoy et al., 2020; Mikton, 2012). Additionally,
there is an urgent need for high-quality evidence such as ran-
domized controlled trials (RCTs) on the effectiveness and rel-
evance of parenting programs in low-resource settings.
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The Parenting for Lifelong Health for Young Children
(PLH-YC) program, created by Oxford University, serves as
a good example of a cost-effective program designed for care-
givers of children between the ages of 2 and 9 in Africa
(Lachman et al., 2016, 2017). The PLH-YC is grounded in
the widely used social learning theory in parenting programs.
It posits that children learn behaviors by observing the
actions of their caregivers and the consequences of those
actions (Bandura, 1977; McCoy et al., 2020). When parents
model harsh or ineffective behaviors, such as inconsistent dis-
cipline or negative reinforcement, they may imitate, internal-
ize, and potentially develop maladaptive behaviors.
Conversely, when parents consistently employ nonviolent dis-
cipline strategies, children are less likely to engage in misbe-
haviors. This, in turn, reduces the need for coercive
parenting practices and helps sustain positive parent—child
interactions and relationships. The program is designed to
support parents by first helping them establish a positive
parent—child relationship and then guiding them in learning
nonviolent discipline strategies (see Lachman et al., 2016 for
adetailed description). Building on this theoretical foundation,
the PLH-YC program incorporates effective behavior change
techniques that are derived from well-established parenting
programs, which focus on positive parenting strategies and
nonviolent discipline through a structured seven-session inter-
vention. The effectiveness of the PLH-YC in enhancing posi-
tive parenting, decreasing the risk of child maltreatment, and
addressing child problem behaviors has been confirmed in
South Africa (Ward et al., 2020), Thailand (McCoy et al.,
2021), the Philippines (Mamauag et al., 2021), and China
(Zhang et al., 2024).

With the development of the Internet, mass media, and
other technologies, online parenting programs, including
PLH-YC, have been developed as alternatives to their tradi-
tional in-person counterparts, providing greater accessibility
and flexibility for parents (particularly in low-resource set-
tings). More importantly, the effectiveness of online parenting
programs has been found to be comparable to that of in-person
programs in terms of improving parents’ skills and reducing
their children’s problem behaviors (Florean et al., 2020;
Hansen et al., 2019; Spencer et al., 2020), and completion
rates, particularly for underserved populations such as
fathers (Dadds etal., 2019). Both a pre-test—post-test follow-up
study (Zhang et al., 2023a) and a quasi-RCT study (Zhang
et al., 2024) delivered online and tailored to China confirmed
the effectiveness of the program in enhancing positive
parenting, minimizing the risk of child maltreatment, and
problem behaviors, and highlighted excellent program adher-
ence and retention. Therefore, online parenting programs are
a reliable and promising means of engaging a broad audience
of parents.

Despite the demonstrated effectiveness of the online
PLH-YC program in improving positive parenting practices
and child outcomes, certain groups remain underrepresented,
including men, rural populations, and individuals with lower

socioeconomic status (Hansen et al., 2019). One particularly
underserved group in Chinese society is migrants. Since the
1978 economic reform, many rural residents have migrated
to urban areas, seeking employment and economic advance-
ment (Chen, 2021). However, migrants, particularly children
who migrate with their parents, do not receive the same level
or extent of social services and welfare benefits as urban
locals owing to China’s household registration system
(hukou) (Ma et al., 2018). Despite reforms to the hukou
system, migrant families continue to face disadvantages in
child-rearing and education. From a socioeconomic perspec-
tive, families with lower socioeconomic backgrounds lack
the resources and support necessary to access and apply effec-
tive childrearing (Conger & Donnellan, 2007). This pattern
suggests that migrant families from disadvantaged socioeco-
nomic backgrounds may rely more heavily on harsh and neg-
ative parenting methods to cope with adversity, which can
contribute to maladaptation and maladjustment (Wang &
Mesman, 2015). Research has consistently suggested that
migrant children experience worse mental and behavioral
health outcomes, greater difficulties in adjustment, and a
higher prevalence of child abuse than their urban counterparts
(Gao et al., 2017; Hu et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2022; Ma et al.,
2018; Wang & Liu, 2023; Wang & Mesman, 2015).
Fortunately, building a close parent—child relationship and
employing supportive parenting practices are crucial and
useful for guiding children toward nonviolent behaviors,
improving their mental well-being, and mitigating their
problem behaviors (Lachman et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2022;
Wang & Zhang, 2024). Although the association between
supportive parenting style and child outcomes seems to be
less pronounced for migrant children than for their urban
peers, this may stem from migrant families’ lesser familiarity
with Western-influenced notions of effective parenting
(Wang et al., 2021). The significance and need for positive
parenting practices thus highlight the necessity for more par-
enting programs to support migrant families in strengthening
parent—child relationships, thereby promoting positive parent-
ing practices and fostering behavioral adjustment.

Migrants often face demanding working conditions char-
acterized by long hours and rigid shifts with minimal flexibil-
ity, posing significant challenges to their participation in
parenting programs that rely on prescheduled group meetings.
To engage migrant parents and overcome their participation
barriers, we adapted the PLH-YC program into a self-directed
format in which participants primarily engaged in the
program independently (Dadds et al., 2019; Hansen et al.,
2019). Self-directed programs are gaining popularity
because of their ability to reach larger populations at a
lower cost by reducing reliance on qualified practitioners
and professionals (Collins et al., 2019; Florean et al., 2020;
Tarver et al., 2014; Thongseiratch et al., 2020). Tailoring
the PLH-YC program to a self-directed online approach is
essential to address the difficulties of migrant parents in
accessing group sessions of the program at a fixed time.
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This approach expands the evidence supporting the effective-
ness of online parenting programs and explores the potential
for large-scale and universal dissemination.

Previous research has highlighted the significance of
evidence-based findings on the effectiveness of parenting pro-
grams in enhancing positive parental practices and mitigating
children’s maladaptation. However, program development for
low-resource families remains insufficient, despite their
unique requirements and the pressing need for high-quality ser-
vices. To address this gap, the present study adapted the online
PLH-YC program into a self-directed format and assessed its
impact on parenting practices, parental mental health, and par-
enting outcomes among a representative low-resource group
of migrant Chinese parents with young children. In particular,
this study proposed the following hypotheses:

HI: Participants in the intervention group will display greater
improvement in positive parenting practices post-intervention
compared to those in the control group.

H?2: Participants in the intervention group will display greater
improvement in positive parenting efficacy post-intervention
compared to those in the control group.

H3: Participants in the intervention group will display a greater
reduction in parental distress post-intervention compared to
those in the control group.

H4: Participants in the intervention group will display a greater
reduction in depressive symptoms post-intervention compared
to those in the control group.

H5: Participants in the intervention group will display greater
improvement in parent—child relationships post-intervention
compared to those in the control group.

H6: Participants in the intervention group will display a greater
reduction in child maltreatment post-intervention compared to
those in the control group.

H7: Participants in the intervention group will display greater
reduction in their children’s externalizing behaviors compared
to those in the control group.

Method
Study Design

This study adopted a quasi-experimental, non-equivalent
group design in which participants were assigned to either
the PLH-YC intervention group or a control group with no
treatment. As confirmed in other research (Ward et al.,
2020; Zhang et al., 2024), comparing the outcomes between
these groups provides a rigorous and clear assessment of
the effects of the self-directed, online PLH-YC program.
All participants provided informed consent. The study

received approval from the institutional review board of the
first author’s university (IRB: 24-015).

Participants and Setting

The participants were recruited through a nonprofit organiza-
tion (NGO) serving migrants and a private elementary school
for migrant children in Beijing, China. The participants
recruited from the NGO were placed in the intervention
group, while the control group comprised parents of children
attending the private school.

A total of 148 parents with children aged 2-9 years were
recruited in April 2024. All the registered participants
were screened. The inclusion criteria required participants to
have at least one child between the ages of 2 and 9, live in
the same household as their children for at least one night
per week, and be available to engage in the online program ses-
sions. In cases where parents had multiple children in this age
range, they were asked to focus on the child who exhibited
more challenging behaviors, especially those that made parent-
ing more difficult. The exclusion criteria included children
diagnosed with developmental delays, children and parents
with mental disorders, and parents who had engaged in
similar parenting or support programs. Based on the criteria,
108 participants were eligible for intervention. After excluding
participants who did not complete the assessments or dropped
out, a total of 67 were included in the final analysis.

Procedure

The intervention was conducted between April and July 2024.
The NGO and private schools posted and disseminated online
advertisements. Parents who expressed interest in participa-
tion and met the eligibility criteria were allocated to either
the intervention or the control group using the WeChat
social media platform. Figure 1 shows the flowchart of partic-
ipant involvement throughout the intervention. The interven-
tion group participated in the self-directed online PLH-YC
program for seven consecutive weeks, whereas the control
group received no intervention from the program. All partic-
ipants completed the quantitative baseline assessment one
week prior to the intervention group and received online treat-
ment and the post-intervention assessment within one week of
the intervention’s conclusion. Questionnaires were collected
using Questionnaire Star, an online questionnaire collection
platform, to minimize measurement errors caused by
researchers. The researchers published questionnaire links
through the questionnaire platform, and the NGO and selected
school sent questionnaire links to the participants. They com-
pleted the online assessments independently. The participants
assigned to the intervention group additionally completed a
qualitative assessment through interviews conducted at the
midpoint and completion of the intervention. Each of those
assigned to the control group received a 30 RMB incentive
coupon for their participation.
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Exclusion (n=40):

-Did not meet the eligibility
criteria (n = 32)

-Refused to participate or could
not be contacted (n = 8)

Parents with children aged 2-9 years
recruited through the NGO and the school
(n = 148)

Parents meeting the eligibility criteria after
exclusion criteria were applied
(n=108)

Participants assigned to the intervention group
(n=52)

Participants assigned to the control group
(n = 56)

Exclusion (n=28):

-Refused to complete baseline
assessment (n = 12)

-Participated in < 4 classes (n = 13)
-Refused to complete post-test
assessment (n = 3)

Exclusion:
-Refused to complete post-test
assessment (n = 13)

Participants included in the analysis
(n =24)

Participants included in the analysis
(n=43)

Figure |. Participant flowchart.

Intervention Process

The self-directed online parenting intervention was based on
the Chinese-adapted PLH-YC manual, which has demon-
strated good feasibility, acceptability, and effectiveness in
enhancing positive parenting and decreasing child maltreat-
ment in a group-based online format (Wang et al., 2024;
Zhang et al., 2023a, 2024). The PLH-YC program comprises
two main components. The first component focuses on posi-
tive parenting strategies, which included fostering a positive
parent—child relationship (Session 1), discussing emotions
(Session 2), and using praise and rewards (Session 3). The
second component addresses setting limits and nonviolent
discipline to promote positive behavior and manage inappro-
priate behavior among children. This includes providing
precise instructions and setting family rules (Session 4), redi-
recting and ignoring undesirable behavior (Session 5), using
consequences and cool-down strategies (Session 6), and
addressing family disputes while managing parenting dynam-
ics between parents and grandparents, as well as between
mothers and fathers (Session 7). These topics are presented
through illustrated stories that recreate real-life parenting sce-
narios and motivate parents to apply the skills they have
acquired in their daily lives (for more details about the
program, see Wang et al., 2024).

The self-directed online PLH-YC intervention program was
delivered to the participants via video presentations of seven ses-
sions through WeChat Mini Programs and Tencent Meeting
platforms. The videos were recorded by an experienced facilita-
tor who had been involved in all previous PLH-YC intervention
programs and had introduced the program content, key princi-
ples, and parenting skills. Each video lasted approximately 30
min and was sent to the participants at the beginning of each
week during the intervention period. The participants could
learn parenting strategies at their own pace.

We also included online facilitator support to enhance
program effectiveness. The facilitators consisted of five
trained Masters of Social Work students from the correspond-
ing author’s university. In the first week of the intervention,
facilitators organized two online meetings to introduce the
program’s objectives, explain the function of the online deliv-
ery platform, and address parenting concerns. The partici-
pants were divided into five groups, each supported by a
designated facilitator. Throughout the intervention, facilita-
tors sent reminder text messages every Wednesday, Friday,
and Saturday to encourage participants to complete the
session tasks. Facilitators also provided individualized
support to those seeking guidance on parenting issues
through private online text exchanges and group communi-
ties. Additionally, in the fourth week and the week following
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the intervention, the facilitators conducted online home visits
twice for each participant. These visits provided personalized
counseling on recent parenting challenges and allowed for the
collection of qualitative assessments on the intervention.

Measures

Child Maltreatment. Child maltreatment was assessed using
the Parent—Child Conflict Tactics Scale (PCCTS; Bennett
et al., 2006; Straus et al., 1998). The scale consists of 19 ques-
tions, including subscales measuring emotional abuse (five
items), corporal punishment (five items), physical abuse
(four items), and neglect (five items). Participants reported
how often they had engaged in neglect, physical violence,
or emotional violence toward their children in the past two
months on a nine-point Likert scale (0=did not happen;
8 =more than eight times). The higher the score, the greater
the frequency of child maltreatment perpetrated by parents.
The Chinese version of the scale has been proven to be effec-
tive and widely used (Fu et al., 2019; Leung et al., 2008). The
scale showed good internal reliability (Cronbach’s o =.87).

Child Externalizing Behavior. The subscale of the Conners’
Child Behavior Scale (CCBS; Conners et al., 1998) was
used to assess children’s externalizing behaviors. The
higher the score, the more externalized the behavior of the
participants’ children. The 12-item scale was rated on a four-
point scale (0 =never, 3 =a lot). The scale was translated into
Chinese and verified for its applicability to the Chinese
context (Gau et al., 2006). In this study, the internal consis-
tency reliability coefficients of the subscales were high
(Cronbach’s o =.88).

Positive Parenting Strategies. Positive parenting strategies were
assessed using the Parenting Young Children Scale (PYCS;
McEachern et al., 2012). The PYCS consists of 21 items,
including three subscales: supporting good behavior (seven
items), proactive parenting (seven items), and setting limits
(seven items). Participants rated how often they used the strat-
egy over the previous two months on a seven-point scale (1 =
not at all; 7 = most of the time). The higher the score, the more
positive the strategies adopted by the participants. This scale
has been verified for its applicability to the Chinese context
(Fang et al., 2022). The scale showed good internal consis-
tency and reliability (Cronbach’s o =.94).

Parenting Stress. Parenting stress was measured using the
Parenting Stress Index-Short Form (PSI-SF; Haskett et al.,
20006). The scale assesses the degree of parenting stress per-
ceived by parents using 15 items. Three subscales were
included: parental distress (five items), parent—child dysfunc-
tional interaction (five items), and difficult child (five items)
(Luo et al., 2021a). This scale has been verified for its appli-
cability to the Chinese context (Luo et al., 2021a). The scale
uses a S-point scale (1 =strongly disagree, 5=strongly

agree). Higher scores indicate greater levels of parenting
stress. In this study, the scale had a high internal consistency
reliability (Cronbach’s a=.83).

Parent—Child Relationship. The Child—Parent Relationship
Scale-Short Form (CPRS-SF) was used to measure the
quality of parent—child relationship (Lieberman et al.,
1999). The scale has a total of 15 items, divided into two sub-
scales (parent—child relationship closeness and conflict),
using a 5-point Likert scale (1 =definitely does not apply;
5 =definitely applies). The higher the score, the better the
parent—child relationship. This scale has been widely used
in China and demonstrated acceptable reliability (Ren &
Fan, 2019). The scale showed good internal consistency
and reliability (Cronbach’s a=.83).

Parents’ Depressive Symptoms. The 10-item Center for
Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CESDS) was used
to assess parents’ depressive symptoms (Irwin et al., 1999).
The scale measures depressive symptoms during the previous
week on a four-point scale (0 =rarely; 3 = all the time). Higher
scores indicate greater levels of depressive symptoms. The
CESDS has been shown to be effective for measuring depres-
sive symptoms in Chinese adults (Zhang et al., 2023b). The
scale showed good internal reliability (Cronbach’s a=.77).

Parenting Efficacy. Parenting efficacy was measured using the
efficacy subscale of the Parenting Sense of Competence Scale
(PSOC-E) (Johnston & Mash, 1989). The subscale consists of
eight items and uses a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 =
strongly agree). Higher scores indicated higher parenting effi-
cacy. The PSOC-E has been shown to have good reliability
and validity for measuring parenting efficacy in Chinese
adults (Gao et al., 2014; Ngai & Chan, 2012). The internal
consistency reliability coefficients of the subscale were high
(Cronbach’s alpha=.93).

Demographics. Sociodemographic variables, including gender,
age, marital status, educational level, occupation, Aukou status,
household income, and number of children, were assessed. Age
was recorded as a categorical variable based on tertiles (1 =
youngest, 2=medium, and 3 =oldest). Gender and Aukou
status were treated as dichotomous variables (1 =female; 1 =
rural hukou). Marital status was treated as a categorical variable
(1 =unmarried, 2 =married, 3 =divorced, and 4 = widowed).
Education levels were coded from 1 for “primary education
and below” to 6 for “master’s degree and above.” Occupation
was recorded as a three-category variable. The value for
“skilled job” (e.g., employees of national enterprises and institu-
tions, enterprise managers, teachers, engineers, doctors, and
lawyers) was 2, whereas “unskilled job” was coded as
1. Unemployed and full-time mothers (fathers) were coded as
zero. Self-reported yearly household income was categorized
into four groups, from 1 for “10,000 yuan and below” to 4 for
“100,000 yuan and above.”
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Participation Evaluation. Participant involvement was assessed
using the attendance count and dropout rate. The former refers
to the average number of intervention sessions the partici-
pants completed, and the latter is the proportion of partici-
pants who participated in the intervention sessions less than
four times and missed the baseline assessment.

Semi-Structured Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with participants
assigned to the intervention group to gain an in-depth under-
standing of their participation experience. The interview
included open-ended questions about daily parenting prac-
tices and challenges, evaluation of the intervention, and par-
ticipants’ engagement experiences. All interviews were
conducted in Mandarin and were audiotaped and transcribed.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data analysis was conducted using STATA soft-
ware (version 16.0). Descriptive statistics were used to
describe the demographic characteristics of the participants
and outcome variables. The Shapiro-Wilk test indicated that
not all variables followed a normal distribution. Parametric
tests including independent-sample r-tests, paired-sample
t-tests, analysis of variance (ANOVA), and analysis of covari-
ance (ANCOVA) were applied to normally distributed vari-
ables. For variables that did not follow a normal
distribution, non-parametric tests such as the Mann-Whitney
U test, Wilcoxon signed-rank test, Kruskal-Wallis test, and
rank-transformed ANCOVA were used.

First, differences in demographic characteristics and baseline
outcome variables between the intervention and control groups
were tested using the chi-square test (for categorical variables),
independent-sample t-test (for continuous variables that were
normally distributed), and Mann-Whitney U test (for continuous
variables that were not normally distributed). Cramér’s V and
Phi coefficients were used to calculate effect sizes for the
chi-square test. For the Mann-Whitney U test, the effect size
was calculated using r. Second, the influence of demographic
characteristics on both baseline and post-test outcomes was ana-
lyzed using ANOVA with post-hoc Bonferroni tests and
independent-sample #-tests for parametric data, whereas the
Kruskal-Wallis test with post-hoc Dunn tests and the
Mann-Whitney U test were employed for non-parametric data.
Eta-squared (n?) was used to calculate effect sizes for the
ANOVA and Kruskal-Wallis tests. Third, the paired-sample
t-test and Wilcoxon signed-rank test were used to assess
changes within the intervention and control groups, with
Cohen’s d used to calculate effect sizes for the ¢-test and r for
the Wilcoxon signed-rank test.. Fourth, (rank-transformed)
ANCOVA was employed to examine between-group differ-
ences, controlling for baseline scores. Partial eta-squared (17%,)
was calculated to evaluate effect sizes, with values of 0.01 to

0.06 indicating small effects, 0.06 to 0.14 indicating medium
effects, and values above 0.14 indicating large effects (Cohen,
1988; Lakens, 2013). Fifth, a two-way (rank-transformed)
ANCOV A was used to examine the impact of demographic var-
iables on the intervention effect, with intervention status, demo-
graphic variables, and their interaction terms as predictors;
baseline scores as covariates; and post-test scores as dependent
variables. To obtain reliable estimates, we utilized bootstrapping
with 1,000 resamples to compute the 95% confidence intervals
for effect sizes. Finally, logistic regression models were used to
identify factors related to the attendance and dropout levels.

Qualitative data from semi-structured interviews were tran-
scribed and analyzed via deductive thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). This approach aimed to deepen the understand-
ing of the effectiveness (or ineffectiveness) of the intervention
based on participants’ experiences. Guided by existing litera-
ture and our quantitative analysis, predefined themes, includ-
ing adopting positive parenting practices, enhancing parental
mental health, and promoting desired parenting outcomes,
were established. These themes structured the coding
process, thereby facilitating the systematic clustering and orga-
nization of data. The analysis was iterative and involved con-
tinuous refinement, clarification, and comparison to ensure
consistency. The second author conducted the initial coding,
while the first and corresponding authors reviewed and dis-
cussed the results. To enhance analytical rigor and minimize
potential bias, coding decisions were collaboratively examined
through reflection and discussion among the authors.

Results

Demographic Characteristics

Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics of the partici-
pants. A total of 67 participants were included in the statistical
analysis. Of these, 89.55% were female, 80.60% had a rural
hukou, and 46.27% reported an annual household income of
less than 50,000 yuan. More than half the participants were
employed in “unskilled jobs” and had completed high school
education. The mean number of children among the partici-
pants was 1.90 (SD =0.70). No significant differences were
observed in demographic characteristics between the interven-
tion and control groups, except for occupation (p <.01).

Comparisons among Demographic Groups

At the baseline assessment, age significantly influenced pos-
itive parenting strategies (7>=0.06, 95%CI [<0.01, 0.25];
p<.05), supporting good behaviors (>= 0.12, 95%CI
[0.02, 0.29]; p<.05), and corporal punishment (3= 0.75,
95%CI [<0.01, 0.24]; p<.05). Parents in the medium-age
group reported more positive parenting strategies (Myoung =
104.28 < My edium = 115.68, p<.05) and supporting good
behaviors (Myoung =35.08 <M edium =39.79, p<.05) than
those in the young-age group. Parents in both the young-
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Table |I. Demographic Characteristics of the Sample.
Total Intervention Group Control Group
(n=67) (n=24) (n=43)
N or Mean N or Mean N or Mean
Variables (% or SD) (% or SD) (% or SD) Effect Size p-Value
Gender 0.05° 6737
Male 7(10.45) 2(8.33) 5(11.63)
Female 60(89.55) 22(91.67) 38(88.37)
Marital status - -
Married 67(100) 24(100) 43(100)
Divorced 0 0 0
Widowed 0 0 0
Unmarried 0 0 0
Occupation 0.41* .004*"
Unemployed 23(34.33) 13(54.17) 10(23.26)
Unskilled job 35(52.24) 6(25.00) 29(67.44)
Skillful job 9(13.43) 5(20.83) 4(9.30)
Hukou status 0.18 A317
Non-rural hukou 13(19.40) 7(29.17) 6(13.95)
Rural hukou 54(80.60) 17(70.83) 37(86.05)
Household income 0.07 .948°
Less than 10,000 yuan 14(20.90) 5(20.83) 9(20.93)
10,000-50,000 yuan 17(25.37) 6(25.00) 11(25.58)
50,000—100,000 yuan 19(28.36) 6(25.00) 13(30.23)
More than 100,000 yuan 17(25.37) 7(29.17) 10(23.26)
Education level 0.35° .140%
Primary school and below 6(8.96) 2(8.33) 4(9.30)
Junior high school 25(37.71) 7(29.17) 18(41.86)
Senior high school 19(28.36) 5(20.83) 14(32.56)
Junior college 6(8.96) 2(8.33) 4(9.30)
Bachelor’s degree 10(14.93) 7(29.17) 3(6.98)
Master’s degree and above 1(1.49) 1(4.17) 0
Age 0.08° 8257
Young (<35 years old) 25(37.88) 9(37.50) 16(38.10)
Medium (36-39 years old) 19(28.79) 6(25.00) 13(30.95)
Old (>40 years old) 22(33.33) 9(37.50) 13(30.95)
Number of children 1.90(0.70) 1.88(0.80) 1.91(0.65) —-0.05° 669°

Chi-square test.
®Mann-Whitney test.
*»<0.05.

and old-age groups reported engaging in more corporal pun-
ishment compared to the medium-age group (Medium = 1.05
<Myoung =2.80, p<.05; Mpecdium=1.05<Myq=3.91, p<
.05).

The comparison of the post-test outcome variables among
demographic groups showed that among the participants with
an annual household income of 10,000-50,000 yuan, the inter-
vention group had significantly lower scores on difficult child
subscale than the control group (Cohen’s d=—1.12, 95%CI
[-3.08, —0.08], p<.05; Minervention=15.00<Mconuol=
18.09). The intervention group showed higher externalizing
behavior scores among parents with one child (= .49, 95%
CI [0.05,0.83], p<.05; Mintervention = 6-75> Mcontrol = 28)7
lower emotional abuse scores among those with two children

(r=-0.35, 95%CI [-0.62, —0.02], p<.05; Miptervention =
7.25 <M onror = 10.54), and higher child maltreatment scores
among those with three children (Cohen’s d=2.49, 95%CI
[143,1271]9 p< 05, Mimervention =26.33 >Mcomrol = 35)
compared to their control groups. Among non-rural hukou
parents, the intervention group reported significantly higher
scores than the control group on positive parenting strategies
(Cohen’s d=1.60, 95%CI [0.73, 4.98], p <.05; Mipervention =
123.71> M ontro1 = 105.67),  supporting good  behavior
(Cohen’s d=1.50, 95%CI [0.57, 5.33], p <.05; Mintervention =
42.00> M onio1=35.00), proactive parenting (Cohen’s
d=1.45, 95%CI [0.61, 3.13], p<.05; Miptervention =42.14>
Meonror =35.83),  parent—child  relationship  (Cohen’s
d=1.27, 95%CI [0.26, 4.00], p <.05; Miptervention =8.86>
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Meonror =53.50), and parenting efficacy (r=.56, 95%CI
[0097084]’ p < 05, Mintervemion =30.71 >Mcontr01 = 2367)
However, lower scores on child maltreatment (r = —.60, 95%
CI [-0.84,—-0.13], p< 05, Mintervention =929 < Mcontrol =
22.33) and emotional abuse (r=-.78, 95%CI [-0.85,
_053]7 p < 017 A/[intcrvcntion =4.14 <Mcontr01 = 1400) were
observed in this group. Furthermore, within the young age
group, significantly lower scores were recorded for child mal-
treatment in the intervention group than those in the control
group (r=—.40, 95%CI [-0.70,—0.05], p<.05; Minervention
=11.11 <M ontro1 = 19.44), whereas within the older age
group this group reported higher scores for corporal punish-
ment (r=.61, 95%CI [0.26,0.88], p <.01; Mipervention =4.67
> Meontrol = 162)

In-Group Differences

As shown in Table 2, parental distress scores increased signif-
icantly in both the intervention group (mean [SD]=14.83
[3.19] vs. 16.29 [3.54], Cohen’s d=—0.59, p<.01) and the
control group (mean [SD]=14.67 [3.94] vs. 16.00 [3.49],
Cohen’s d=—-0.36, p <.05). In the intervention group, signif-
icant improvements were observed in the scores for positive
parenting strategies (mean [SD]=111.67 [15.36] vs. 116.88
[14.34], Cohen’s d=—0.49, p<.05) and proactive parenting
strategies (mean [SD]=36.58 [6.06] vs. 39.71 [5.01],
Cohen’s d =—-0.86, p<.001). However, no significant differ-
ences were found in child maltreatment, parent—child rela-
tionship, parents’ depressive symptoms, parenting efficacy,
and child externalizing behavior between baseline and post-
test scores in this group. In the control group, the scores for
parenting stress (mean [SD]=152.16 [7.76] vs. 54.60 [7.28],
Cohen’s d=-0.33, p<.05) and parenting efficacy (mean
[SD]=27.51 [7.23] vs. 29.40 [6.75], Cohen’s d=-0.37,
p<.05) increased significantly from baseline to post-test.
No significant differences were observed in positive parenting
strategies, child maltreatment, parent—child relationship,
parents’ depressive symptoms, and child externalizing behav-
ior between the baseline and post-test scores in this group.

Differences Between Intervention and Control Groups

Table 3 shows the results of (rank-transformed) ANCOV A with
the baseline scores included as covariates. This intervention had
a significant effect on proactive parenting strategies. Compared
to the control group, the proactive parenting strategies scores in
the intervention group increased significantly (p <.05), with a
medium effect size (7%, = 0.08, 95%CI [0.01, 0.19]). No signifi-
cant differences were found between the two groups in other
variables after adjusting for baseline scores.

Effects of the Demographics on Intervention Outcomes

Two-way (rank-transformed) ANCOVA revealed significant
differences between the intervention and control groups

after adjusting for covariates. Specifically, when demograph-
ics, baseline scores, and their interactions were included as
covariates, a significant main effect of the intervention was
observed on proactive parenting strategies for household
income level (F(8)=7.35, p<.001 for group effect; F(1)=
5.02, p<.05 for intervention; 7%*,=0.08, 95%CI [<0.01,
0.20]), age (F(6)=38.54, p<.001 for group effect; F(1)=
4.65, p<.05 for intervention; 7°,=0.07, 95%CI [<0.01,
0.19]), gender (F(4)=12.57, p<0.001 for group effect;
F(1)= 4.09, p<.05 for intervention; 7% =0.06, 95%CI
[0.02, 0.17]), education level (F(11)=4.87, p<0.001 for
group effect; F(1)= 4.13, p<.05 for intervention;n?,=0.07,
95%CI [<0.01, 0.29]), and hukou status (F(4)=12.06, p<
.001 for group effect; F(1)= 4.88, p<.05 for intervention;
1%, =0.07, 95%CI [0.01, 0.18]). Post-test scores for proactive
parenting strategies in the intervention group were signifi-
cantly higher than those in the control group, with a
medium effect size (n%, =0.06-0.08). Significant interaction
effects between intervention and Aukou status were found in
the parent—child relationship (F(4)=17.83, p<.001 for
group effect; F(1)=4.81, p<.05 for interaction). The interac-
tion of hukou status and intervention demonstrated a medium
effect size (1%, =0.07, 95%CI [<0.01, 0.19]). Among partici-
pants with non-rural Aukou, the post-test scores for the
parent—child relationship in the intervention group were sig-
nificantly higher than those in the control group. By contrast,
for participants with rural hukou, the post-test scores in the
intervention group were lower than those in the control
group. These findings partially supported Hypotheses 1 and
5, but did not support the other hypotheses.

Changes in Parenting Practices After the Intervention

Adopting Positive Parenting Practices. Acquiring knowledge
and skills in positive parenting was a key outcome reported
after the intervention. Parents gained these skills by watching
program videos and often described parenting knowledge as
“scientific” and “systematic” (A18). Furthermore, acquiring
this knowledge gave them confidence in interacting with
their children (A09). Participating in the PLH-YC program
not only provided practical guidance but also offered a
sense of reassurance for parents, as illustrated in the following
excerpt (A18).

When raising my child, I still feel a bit anxious... I want to have
some basis to feel more secure. Because [this course] is really sci-
entific, if we incorporate these theories and scientific methods into
parenting, I believe my child’s development will be smoother.

As they engaged in the program, participants were motivated
to apply the learned techniques with their children and
observe their responses. As one mother (A04) sought to
address her child’s phone addiction, she attempted to “use
some of the learned skills” to set rules and “see the responses”
from her child. Participants reported implementing various
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Table 3. Differences of Variables Between Intervention and Control Groups.

Variables F p-Value n 95%Cl
Positive parenting strategies 1.07 .306% 0016 [<0.01,0.11]
Supporting good behavior 0.04 835° 0.001 [<0.01, 0.09]
Proactive parenting 5.39 024" 0.078 [0.01, 0.19]
Setting limits 0.21 .652° 0.003 [<0.01, 0.08]
Parenting stress 0.02 9017 <0.001 [<0.01, 0.07]
Parental distress 0.08 .782° 0.001 [<0.01, 0.07]
Parent—child dysfunctional interaction 0.05 8217 < 0.001 [<0.01, 0.09]
Difficult child 0.20 .652% 0.003 [<0.01, 0.07]
Child maltreatment 0.45 .503° 0.007 [<0.01, 0.09]
Corporal punishment 0.25 617° 0.004 [<0.01, 0.08]
Physical abuse 0.03 864° <0.001 [<0.01, 0.07]
Emotional abuse 1.60 210° 0.024 [<0.01,0.14]
Neglect 0.08 781° 0.001 [<0.01, 0.08]
Parent—child relationship 0.25 6217 0.004 [<0.01, 0.07]
Parents’ depressive symptoms 0 983° <0.001 [<0.01, 0.06]
Parenting efficacy 0.18 671° 0.003 [<0.01, 0.08]
Child externalizing behavior 1.21 2767 0.018 [<0.01,0.12]
ANCOVA.
®Non-parametric ANCOVA.
*p<.05.

positive parenting strategies introduced in the program,
including creating quality time with their children, using
praise and rewards effectively, and giving clear instructions.
The application of these techniques often resulted in positive
feedback from their children. For instance, one mother (A12)
observed noticeable improvements after employing the tech-
nique of giving instructions.

I think this course is quite practical... For example, when [giving
instructions], it’s important to set a transition period. Before, when
my child was watching TV, I’d tell him couldn’t watch anymore,
and then I’d just turn it off immediately. Of course, he would cry
and throw a tantrum. Now, I explain the [transition period] to him,
like saying, “You can finish this episode, but then we’ll stop’. He
actually finishes the episode and then turns it off by himself.

Enhancing Parental Mental Health. Reducing parental stress is a
primary focus of the PHL-YC program, ultimately helping
parents develop more effective child-rearing skills. In particular,
the program includes sessions that teach mindfulness and relax-
ation techniques to help parents manage stress, improve emo-
tional regulation, and enhance overall well-being. One mother
(A02) attempted to “deep breath for three to five seconds”
before addressing her child’s behavior. By using this strategy,
she felt more in control of her temper. However, remaining com-
posed is not always easy as parents often experience stress from
daily parenting challenges, dysfunctional interactions, and addi-
tional personal or family-related pressures such as work stress
(A13) or complex family relationships (A18). While

maintaining a calm manner at all times can be challenging for
parents, participating in the program at least increased their
awareness of managing negative emotions, which is an impor-
tant step toward long-term changes in their parenting practices.
As one father (A06) reflected:

Before the program, when I noticed my child exhibiting undesir-
able behavior, I would often just get angry and criticize him.
After participating in this course, I realized that I need to first
manage my own emotions, and there are actually some
methods to handle the emotions and the problem more effec-
tively. However, I feel this might also require a process [to
improve]. For example, today I saw my child hadn’t done
much homework, and I lost my temper and scolded him....
However, I know this wasn’t the best approach.... I realize that
when I get angry over something or feel negative emotions, I
should try to reflect on whether my reaction was appropriate.

Promoting Desired Parenting Outcomes. Some parents reported
improvements in their parent—child relationships after adjusting
their parenting practices. For example, one mother (A01) noted
that after changing her attitude and communication style, her
child became “more willing to share things with me” and
“express love [to me] more often.” Strengthening parent—child
bonds and improving relationship quality is a gradual process
that requires the consistent application of positive parenting
practices, as demonstrated in the following excerpt (A02).
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Table 4. Factors Associated With Participant Engagement.

Attendance Dropout
b V4 [95% CI] b z [95% CI]

Gender (reference: female) 2.03 1.48  [-0.66, 4.72] -3.83 -1.73 [-8.15, 0.50]
Age 0.19 .76  [-0.02, 0.39] -0.37 -1.79 [-0.77, 0.04]
Education level (reference: primary school and below)

Junior high school —1.59 0.87 [-5.16, 1.98] -0.27 —-0.09 [-6.28, 5.73]

Senior high school -1.76 096 [-5.36, 1.84] I.14 0.38 [-4.71, 6.99]

Junior college —-1.16 0.52  [-5.50, 3.18] 1.49 0.44 [-5.20, 8.17]

Bachelor’s degree 18.19 0.0l [—2865.08, 2901.46] - - -

Master’s degree and above —0.34 0.12  [-6.15, 5.47] - - -
Occupation (reference: unemployed)

Unskilled job —0.86 072  [-3.22, 1.50] 2.87 .43 [-1.07, 6.80]
Skilled job -273% —199 [-5.42, —0.04] 4.54% 242 [0.87, 8.20]
Hukou status (reference: non-rural) -0.31 -0.29 [-2.37, 1.76] -2.15 —-1.07 [-6.07, 1.77]
Number of children —-0.60 —-1.02  [-1.74, 0.54] 1.42 1.28 [-0.76, 3.61]

Household income (reference: less than 10,000 yuan)
10,000-50,000 yuan —0.14 -0.09 [-3.13,2.85] —2.61 -0.93 [-8.12, 2.90]
50,000—100,000 yuan 0.14 0.10 [-2.54,2.38I] —2.04 —-0.8I [-6.97, 2.89]
More than 100,000 yuan —-0.31 -0.19  [-3.43,28I] 0.21 0.08 [—4.89, 5.30]

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

I’ve been continuously learning knowledge [about parenting],
and then I keep using what works. If something doesn’t work, I
...try to improve....I’ve actually practiced the [parenting]
methods I’ve learned... for example, spending time with [my
children] and talking about feelings.... Sometimes we talk
about things from school...like during mealtime....On
Saturdays and Sundays when they’re home..., I deliberately
take time to talk to them. Basically, [the talking and sharing] hap-
pened naturally in daily life.... Anyway, they tell me everything,

good or bad, that happens at school.... I think that’s pretty good.

Despite the positive feedback on the parenting skills intro-
duced in this program, some participants reported challenges
in consistently applying these techniques in their family lives,
particularly when attempting to replace previous child mal-
treatment practices. One mother (A02) intended to adopt the
new, positive approach to emotional regulation in parenting.
However, she found that when she was in a bad mood, it
was difficult to engage in gentle negotiation with her children
to encourage rule-following and compliance. As a result, she
frequently reverted to habitual harsh discipline. Although the
learning materials appeared to be “quite easy” to understand,
integrating them into everyday parenting proved “quite diffi-
cult” (A10).

Even when appropriate parenting skills are applied, achiev-
ing the desired changes in children’s behavior remains challeng-
ing. For instance, one mother created family rules together with
her children (A16). Initially, the children were willing to comply
with these regulations; however, they were unable to maintain
these for a long time. Despite verbal agreements, when the
mother reminded her children to follow the rules, they still

refused to comply in practice. Reversals were not uncommon
during children’s behavioral adjustment process, highlighting
the need for parents’ patience and consistent modifications to
their parenting strategies to meet the evolving needs of different
children. For example, one mother (A10) expressed frustration
over the difficulty of replacing harsh emotional discipline with
the recommended positive strategy, which seemed to have
little impact on achieving the desired behavioral outcomes.

The [homework after each session] is really hard to manage; I just
can’t seem to control my emotions.... For example, when I ask
him to do his homework and he refuses, I end up getting
angry. [If I don’t get angry and talk to him calmly], he just
drags it out and doesn’t do it. You know, he doesn’t start until
6 p.m. and doesn’t finish until 9 p.m., and it’s still just a small
amount of homework.

Implementation Evaluation

The participant enrolment rate was acceptable. Among the
participants who completed the pre-test assessment, 80.00%
completed at least one session, 67.50% completed more
than half of the sessions, and 52.50% completed all sessions.
On average, participants completed 4.65 sessions. Table 4
shows the regression results of factors related to dropout
and attendance levels. The findings indicated parents with
skilled jobs were significantly associated with a greater
likelihood of dropping out (b =4.54, 95% CI [0.87, 8.20], p
<.05) and a lower attendance level (b=-2.73, 95% CI
[-5.42, —0.04], p <.05) than their unemployed counterparts.
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The participants noted their experiences with program
engagement. The benefits of the online, self-learning delivery
format were reported, such as the flexibility of learning time
(A04) and the ability to revisit session videos for reinforce-
ment (A02, A16). However, unlike fixed-schedule services,
adherence to the self-learning program required strong self-
motivation and learning ability. When participants were occu-
pied with other daily responsibilities, such as work, this often
resulted in them “falling behind the program” (AlS5).
Moreover, as previously discussed, applying the principles
learned from the program to daily parenting practices was
often challenging. A mother (A10) who found the program
only “a little helpful” for her parenting reflected, “I under-
stand the course, but I struggle to apply it.” Although
program facilitators provided online support, including cus-
tomized guidance for parenting challenges, seeking this
support was uncommon. The lack of tailored guidance on
implementation sometimes led to frustration and reduced
motivation for continued participation.

Discussion and Applications to Practice

This study evaluated the effectiveness of a self-directed online
parenting program targeting young children from low-
resource families in China. Using a pilot quasi-experimental
design, the current study demonstrated intervention effects
on positive parenting practices and parent—child relationship.
These findings build on previous research of the PLH-YC
program in other LMICs (Hansen et al., 2019), emphasizing
its impact on underrepresented, low-resource groups, particu-
larly socioeconomically disadvantaged migrant parents in
China. Moreover, the current study provides empirical evi-
dence for self-directed online intervention as an easy-to-access
and scaled-up treatment delivery format in LMICs.

The study partly supported Hypothesis 1 in that the inter-
vention resulted in significant improvements in proactive par-
enting strategies, with a moderate effect size. According to the
PLH-YC intervention design, strategies such as child-led
play, emotional management, praise, and rewards were
emphasized as key components of positive parenting prac-
tices (Wang et al., 2024). Parenting knowledge and skills
were enhanced through methods such as illustrative stories
and home-practice exercises. According to the operant condi-
tioning principle, positive reinforcement, whether from child-
ren’s improved behaviors or feedback from practitioners,
encourages parents to consistently apply these strategies in
everyday parenting (Holtrop et al.,, 2014; Kazdin, 2005).
Furthermore, the self-directed nature of the program, with
its flexible learning environment, motivated participants to
continue practicing and refining the skills they had learned,
leading to positive behavioral changes (Dadds et al., 2019;
Morawska et al., 2005). The successful application of the
strategies provided participants with constructive alternatives
to previous parenting practices, thereby improving overall
family functioning. Given the crucial role of parenting in

shaping children’s well-being, the effectiveness of the
PLH-YC in promoting positive parenting practices has signif-
icant value for the advancement of parenting programs.

Notably, our findings indicated effectiveness only in proac-
tive strategies but not in other dimensions of positive parenting.
Proactive strategies involve anticipating and preventing child-
ren’s problem behaviors by restructuring daily situations
(McEachern et al., 2012). These strategies seem to align with
the traditional parenting culture of guan (to govern) in China
(Chao, 1994; Chao & Tseng, 2002; Wu, 2013). Within this cul-
tural framework, parents assume primary responsibility for reg-
ulating, teaching, and disciplining their children. This tradition
likely facilitated the acceptance and adoption of proactive strat-
egies to prevent children’s problem behaviors during the inter-
vention. These differences suggest that the impact of the
intervention varies across cultural and demographic contexts.
Future research could explore these mechanisms in greater
depth to refine and expand the effectiveness of global interven-
tions in positive parenting programs.

The intervention did not show significant effects on child
maltreatment and externalizing behaviors, in contrast to previ-
ous studies on PLH-YCs in LMICs (Lachman et al., 2017,
Mamauag et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2024). This result did
not support Hypotheses 6 and 7. The unexpected finding
may be attributable to the self-directed online service delivery
format adopted in this study, which is a strategy designed to
increase accessibility for migrant participants with demanding
work schedules that prevent participation in prescheduled
group sessions (Collins et al., 2019; Dadds et al., 2019;
Tarver et al., 2014). Although previous research has explored
the effectiveness of online delivery methods (Zhang et al.,
2023a, 2024), this study is the first to evaluate a self-directed
online delivery method for a PLH-YC intervention. The mech-
anisms by which participants learn, apply parental knowledge,
and influence children’s outcomes in a self-directed manner
may differ from those of group-based interventions. In group
settings, alliances between participants and practitioners
create a supportive community that fosters deeper engagement
with the material (Christensen et al., 2024; Kuravackel et al.,
2018). Such collaborative experiences may facilitate the adop-
tion of positive parenting strategies and the replacement of
negative practices. Conversely, self-directed interventions
rely on participants’ independent learning processes, where
maintaining engagement and adherence is often challenging
(Dadds et al., 2019). As the qualitative assessment revealed,
with less additional support beyond video content, some par-
ticipants struggled to consistently implement the acquired par-
enting skills and adapt them to their children’s individual
issues, which are key factors in successfully altering habitual
harsh parenting and children’s problematic behaviors.

Our self-directed intervention retained interactive elements
in addition to the video-based course to support the partici-
pants’ varied needs, as seen in other programs (Collins et al.,
2019; Tarver et al., 2014). These included unlimited personal
feedback and group discussions via text comments,
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on-demand personal consultations when needed, three open
consultations introducing the program, and two personal con-
sultations through the middle and at the conclusion of the inter-
vention. Unfortunately, participants made limited use of these
tailored supports. This may be due to the primarily online, self-
learning program format, which may have hindered partici-
pants from building sufficient trust to openly share private, sen-
sitive family issues with peers and practitioners. These findings
provide insight into the challenges of self-directed formats.
Future iterations of self-directed PLH programs could
explore strategies to enhance participant engagement and
learning by incorporating group-based elements such as dis-
cussion sessions to determine the optimal balance between
intervention effectiveness, cost efficiency, program accessibil-
ity, and commitment.

Although parental distress increased in both the interven-
tion and control groups, no significant differences were
observed in the post-test results after adjusting for baseline
assessment and covariates. This result, along with the non-
significant findings on other subscales of parenting stress,
did not support Hypothesis 3. While the qualitative findings
indicated that parents reported positive experiences in regulat-
ing their feelings of anxiety and anger and frustrations after
participating in the program, the quantitative results imply
that these perceived improvements may not have led to a mea-
surable reduction in overall parental distress, as other studies
on PHL-YC have shown (Lachman et al., 2021; Zhang et al.,
2024). One possible explanation may be that parenting stress
arises from a broader range of challenges and hardships faced
by parents. A classical study examining the dimensions of
parental stress using a sample of 196 children and their
mothers in the USA found associations between parental dis-
tress, mental health difficulties, and family income (Reitman
et al., 2002). This is particularly true in China. Influenced by
years of the one-child policy, intensive parenting has become
normative across social classes in China. Chinese parents are
expected to cultivate “successful” children who demonstrate
desired behavior, high academic performance, and mental
well-being (Gu, 2021). Disadvantaged parents in particular
face difficulties in meeting these child-rearing expectations,
which require substantial resources and support (Fuligni &
Zhang, 2004; Liu et al., 2022); these hardships aggravate
their distress. Parenting intervention programs alone may
struggle to alleviate the heightened parenting stress given
its relevance to multiple factors, including access to social
resources, socioeconomic status, children’s behavioral prob-
lems, and parental depression (Fang et al., 2024). Future
studies should consider these cultural and social characteris-
tics when designing and evaluating parenting intervention
programs. In contexts where the social demands on parents
are high, such programs could include sessions focused on
reducing their stress level. Collaborating with other institu-
tional supports and services could also be an effective strategy
for comprehensively alleviating parenting hardships and
improving the well-being of low-resource parents.

The intervention revealed a significant interaction effect of
intervention and hukou status on the parent—child relation-
ship, which partly supported Hypothesis 5. This finding
may be explained by the variations in parental culture
across demographic groups, including Aukou status. Parents
from higher socioeconomic backgrounds, that is, those with
urban hukou status, higher family income, and greater paren-
tal education levels, more commonly have access to and
embrace the emerging shifts of parenting norms toward
more egalitarian and warm family relationships in China
(Fuligni & Zhang, 2004; Gu, 2021; Luo et al., 2021b; Qi,
2016). Our participants with non-rural Aukou status may
therefore be more attuned to the significance of a warm
parent—child relationship and, after participating in the
PHL-YC program, may focus more on applying the skills
learned to nurture this bond. By contrast, those with rural
hukou status may face limitations in understanding the
value of a strong parent—child relationship or in accessing
the resources or support needed to foster this connection, pos-
sibly leading to adherence to traditional discipline methods.
Given the potential role of Aukou in differentiating the
effects of parenting programs, further studies could focus
on the effectiveness of interventions across rural and non-
rural hukou groups, ultimately identifying their specific
needs and barriers. Future social services could be tailored
accordingly to ensure more equitable outcomes in family rela-
tionships following interventions.

Parental efficacy and depressive symptoms did not change
significantly after the intervention, which did not support
Hypotheses 2 and 4. These findings partially align with those
of earlier research on the PLH-YC program (Wang et al.,
2024; Zhang et al., 2024). Depressive symptoms reflect the
severity of participants’ mental health challenges, which are
often more pronounced among migrant parents than among
their urban-local counterparts (Nikoloski et al., 2019).
Depression in migrant parents may relate not only to parenting
practices but also to factors such as economic deprivation,
social exclusion, and limited support systems, all of which
can increase the risk of depressive symptoms (Yang et al.,
2022; Zhou et al., 2022). Parental self-efficacy was first exam-
ined in the PLH-YC study in China. The relationship between
parental self-efficacy and parenting practices is theoretically
well established; parents who perceive themselves as compe-
tent tend to adopt effective parenting strategies (Bandura,
1982). However, the ways in which intervention programs
influence parental self-efficacy remain unclear (Wittkowski
et al., 2016). Some researchers have suggested that interven-
tions focusing solely on knowledge and skills may be insuffi-
cient for fostering self-efficacy (Coleman & Karraker, 1998;
Sanders & Mazzucchelli, 2013). These inconsistencies under-
score the need for further rigorous evaluations of parental self-
efficacy as an outcome of parenting intervention programs.

The intervention exhibited a relatively high dropout rate,
which was primarily concentrated among participants who
registered but did not complete the baseline questionnaire
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and those who engaged in less than half of the intervention.
High dropout rates are commonly associated with self-
directed online programs; however, the specific reasons
remain unclear (Collins et al., 2019; Dadds et al., 2019). In
our program, participants with higher occupational status
were particularly more likely to attend fewer sessions and
drop out compared to those with lower occupational status.
A possible explanation for this difference could be the
unique characteristics of migrant participants. Those
engaged in “skilled” jobs may be too occupied to devote
time to participating in the intervention compared to those
who were unemployed. Our decision to adopt a self-directed
online delivery method aimed to maximize flexibility for the
time-constrained participants and improve retention.
Although this approach successfully attracted many eligible
participants, its high demands for self-motivation and learning
ability paradoxically led to a higher dropout rate during the
program. Furthermore, the qualitative assessment revealed
the flexible learning schedule lacked a structured framework
to keep participants on track and fully engaged with the knowl-
edge and skills offered by the program. Those who faced diffi-
culties in organizing their learning process (and seeking
support) were less likely to achieve the expected outcomes in
their parenting and children’s behaviors, which resulted in
little incentive to continue their participation. As a result, the
proportion of full completers in the self-learning PLH-YC
was lower than that of previous group-based programs
(Wang et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2024). These findings high-
light the need for further exploration of strategies to reduce
dropout rates from self-directed online parenting interven-
tions, particularly when delivered to low-resource populations.

This study has several limitations and future implications. First,
only baseline and postintervention data were collected in the
current quasi-experimental study. Despite the promising findings
regarding the effectiveness of the intervention, follow-up assess-
ments are necessary to evaluate its long-term impact on sustain-
ability. Second, our quasi-experimental study included the
intervention group of PLH-YC program and a control group
with no treatment. As this study has confirmed the effectiveness
of this online, self-directed program, future social work studies
could include an active control group to examine its added value
compared to other parenting programs or service delivery
formats. Third, owing to the small sample size, statistical power
was constrained to observe the intervention effects. Relatedly,
the participants were all migrant parents living in a single metro-
politan area and whose demographic and parenting characteristics
may differ from those of the broader population in China.
Therefore, caution is required when generalizing these findings
to all migrant parents and other low-resource groups.
Larger-scale studies are required to replicate these findings and
offer a more robust and generalizable assessment of the impact
of the PLH-YC program. Fourth, owing to the non-randomized
design of our study, a potential for selection bias exists. As our
study showed, significant differences were observed between
the intervention and control groups regarding occupation status.

Although we used statistical methods to control for these differ-
ences, the possibility of residual confounding remains.
Occupation may be correlated with other factors, such as learning
ability, motivation and time availability, and mental health, which
could indirectly influence the post-test results. Selection bias may
thus have had unexamined effects on the intervention outcomes.
This limitation should be considered when interpreting the
results, and future social work research should aim to use random-
ized designs. Finally, most participants were mothers, owing to
their predominant role as primary caregivers. Given the increasing
evidence of the benefits of fathers’ involvement in child-rearing,
greater efforts are warranted to encourage fathers’ participation
in parenting programs.

Despite these limitations, our study demonstrated the
effectiveness of a self-directed online PLH-YC program for
migrant parents in China based on a pilot quasi-experimental
design. The current study contributes to the expanding body
of research on parenting interventions in LMICs by providing
a robust assessment of their impact. Positive parenting strate-
gies, particularly proactive parenting strategies, as well as
child—parent relationships significantly improved after the
intervention. This effectiveness suggests that as a practical
social service, the PLH-CY program is feasible for migrant
parents in China and other LMICs with similar sociocultural
contexts. The potential of self-directed online interventions in
LMICs have the potential to support social workers to reach
large populations with low cost, easy accessibility, and high
flexibility. Although further rigorous testing is required to
generalize these findings, this study marks an important
step toward integrating such interventions into social work
practice to improve positive parenting and child well-being.
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