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ABSTRACT
Research Findings: This study explores the variations in paternal play beliefs
and the relation to young children’s developmental outcomes in a sample of
163 Chinese fathers of 3-year-olds (M = 38.73 months, SD = 4.91) in Shenzhen,
China. The fathers completed the Chinese Parent Play Beliefs Scale (CPPBS) to
report their attitudes towards play and early academics. Using a person-
centered approach via latent profile analysis (LPA), this study has confirmed
a two-profile model: Profile 1 – “Pragmatic Fathers,”who placed a higher value
on young children’s (pre) academic behaviors, but a lower value on free play;
and Profile 2 – “Hedonistic Fathers,”who placed a higher value on free play, but
a lower value on (pre) academic behaviors. The two profiles were significantly
associated with paternal education, paternal vocation, and children’s develop-
mental status in the dimensions of the China Developmental Scale for Children
(CDSC). Hierarchical regression analyses found that “Pragmatic Fathers” pre-
dicted better language and overall development but marginally lower gross
motor skills among children, as compared with “Hedonistic Fathers,” after
controlling for demographic factors and maternal rating on the CPPBS.
Practice or Policy: The findings indicate a change in and the variability of
Chinese fathers’ play beliefs and suggest that a balance of academic-
oriented activities and free playtime should be provided for their young
children at home.

Cross-culturally comparative studies have indicated that Chinese parents have higher expectations
for children’s academic success and put greater emphasis on getting a head start on academics than
do Euro-American parents, who focused more on children’s play in early childhood (e.g., Jose,
Huntsinger, Huntsinger, & Liaw, 2000; Luo, Tamis-LeMonda, & Song, 2013; Parmar, Harkness, &
Super, 2004). As Chinese society is becoming increasingly open, contemporary parents have more
exposure to educational ideas from other parts of the world and have “reconceptualized” their beliefs
about appropriate early childhood development and education (Lin, Li, & Yang, 2019). Previous
research on Chinese mothers of young children revealed that they held progressive and diverse ideas
towards play (Lin & Li, 2019); yet, how Chinese fathers think about their young children’s play has
been understudied. Mothers have long been assumed to take primary responsibility for child-rearing,
and existing studies have focused mainly on mothers’ play beliefs and their role in early childhood
development. However, paternal beliefs towards play might also influence early childhood outcomes
within the “developmental niche” (Harkness & Super, 1992) and through parental goals and early
learning and socialization practices (Murphey, 1992; Sigel & McGillicuddy-De Lisi, 2002). This
possibility has not been thoroughly examined, especially among Chinese fathers and their young
children. The present study, therefore, applied a person-centered methodology (latent profile
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analysis) to explore the variation in Chinese fathers’ attitudes towards play, and its relation to early
childhood developmental outcomes.

Parental Beliefs about Play and Early Childhood Development

Parental beliefs influence their children’s play and early development. However, parental beliefs
about play vary greatly across cultures. Roopnarine (2011) reviewed the relevant literature and found
that parents in American-European societies were more likely to see play as an important approach
to children’s cognitive and social development, and see themselves as partners in children’s play,
while families in less-developed societies tended to view play as accidental events in their child’s
development. For example, in China, it is argued that traditional culture prefers academic training
(e.g., Tobin, Hsueh, & Karasawa, 2009) and the cultivation in children of such traits as diligence,
endurance of hardship, and persistence. Cross-cultural comparisons conducted by Parmar et al.
(2004), (2008)) have revealed that Chinese parents favor a stronger orientation towards academic
preparation, while Euro-American parents pay more attention to their children’s play. Accordingly,
the preschool teachers in their study (Parmar et al., 2004) reported that Asian-American children
were more compliant, less aggressive, and more competent in letters and numbers than their Euro-
American counterparts.

In addition to cultural differences, gender differences have been found in parental beliefs about
young children’s play and learning. Mothers and fathers assume different parental roles in economic
provision, nurturing, companionship, and socialization, which may affect their level of investment in
teaching and playing with young children (Tamis-LeMonda, Shannon, Cabrera, & Lamb, 2004).
Haight, Parke, and Black (1997) interviewed middle-class Caucasian fathers and mothers regarding
their attitudes towards young children’s book reading, imaginative play and rough-and-tumble play.
They found that fathers ranked their preference for rough-and-tumble and pretend play higher than
book reading, while mothers preferred book reading and pretend play over rough-and-tumble play for
their children (Haight et al., 1997). Similarly, Roopnarine and Jin (2012) revealed that immigrant Indo-
Caribbean mothers tended to believe in the value of play for promoting children’s cognitive develop-
ment, whereas fathers valued play more for physical and recreational development, and that maternal
rather than paternal beliefs about the cognitive benefit of play affected the relationship between the
amount of time children played and their early intellectual performance. It has been argued that cross-
context variation is remarkable regarding the influence of father involvement on child developmental
outcomes (Pleck, 2007). Our concern is, therefore, whether and how paternal beliefs about play would
affect early childhood developmental outcomes in the Chinese context. It is noted that previous studies
have been constrained to children’s social and cognitive aspects when exploring the relationships
between parents’ play beliefs and their children’s development (e.g., Fogle & Mendez, 2006;
Roopnarine & Jin, 2012). This study, therefore, aims to address this gap by comprehensively assessing
children’s outcomes in terms of physical, cognitive, language and socio-emotional domains.

Studying Parental Beliefs: Variable-Centered Versus Person-Centered Approach

In a comprehensive review of the relationships between parental beliefs towards play and early
childhood development, Roopnarine (2011) indicated that previous studies mainly focused on cross-
cultural comparisons, with intra-cultural variations receiving little attention. As part of the complex
cultural beliefs system (Harkness & Super, 1996; Sigel & McGillicuddy-De Lisi, 2002), parental
beliefs about play might develop and evolve through socio-cultural influences along with personal
experiences, suggesting that they could vary from one to another, even within a particular time and
place. It should be noted, however, that most studies have used variable-centered analyses to
examine the value of a specific variable instead of a specific person. This approach may obscure
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information on the interactions among belief variables measured as part of parental beliefs systems
whose components are often not isomorphic (Sigel & McGillicuddy-De Lisi, 2002), and therefore
ignore the potential for belief variables to combine in novel or unique ways to shape behavior and
outcomes. For instance, Fogle and Mendez (2006) explored African-American mothers’ play beliefs,
focusing on two constructs – play support (e.g., “play can help my child develop better thinking
abilities that emerged”) and academic focus (e.g., “reading to my child is more worthwhile than
playing with him or her”) – and tested the effects of the two beliefs on child outcomes individually.
Researchers using a variable-centered approach have tended to consider parents’ play beliefs as
isolated and having a one-to-one effect on childrearing practices, and have thus often failed to
unearth more complex associations between parental beliefs and child outcomes (Sigel &
McGillicuddy-De Lisi, 2002).

Unlike variable-orientated procedures, person-centered methodology can look at multiple ideas
addressing a specific issue, as opposed to categorizing parents’ thinking along single dimensions. It
can better analyze multidimensional and correlated data (like parental beliefs) and elucidate the
associations among the variables of cultural and family processes (Bámaca-Colbert & Gayles,
2010). Furthermore, person-centered methodology can reveal more fundamental patterns of the
studied phenomenon in a heterogeneous population. Fisher, Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkof, and Gryfe
(2008) employed cluster analyses to profile American mothers’ play beliefs into three patterns: All
Play, Traditional, and Uncertain. Additionally, the application of a person-centered methodology
allowed them to investigate which homogenous subgroups of mothers were more likely associated
with higher frequencies of children’s play at home (Fisher et al., 2008). More recently, Lin and Li
(2019) used latent profile analyses to investigate the variation in Chinese mothers’ play beliefs and
how their closely-related beliefs conjointly and within people shaped children’s developmental
outcomes. They found that children of those mothers who valued both play and early academics
had better cognitive than those whose mothers valued play more, and better socio-emotional
development than those whose mothers valued early academics more, after covarying for signifi-
cant demographic factors. Those who offered mixed and balanced endorsement of free play and
academic preparation were categorized as “eclectic mothers,” which is different from the other two
profiles of mothers in contemporary China (Lin & Li, 2019). Given studies have shown that
mothers and fathers differ in their beliefs and cultural practices regarding children’s play, there is
a need to identify patterns or profiles of Chinese fathers’ play beliefs and reveal their relation to
child development. This study aims to fill this gap. To resolve the disadvantages of variable-
centered analysis and better match the current status of changing and diverse educational beliefs in
China (Li & Chen, 2017; Lin et al., 2019; Yang & Li, 2018a), this study applied a person-centered,
latent profile analytic approach to explore the variation in fathers’ play beliefs and its relation to
child outcomes.

Fathers’ Beliefs Towards Young Children’s Play and Learning in Changing China

Traditionally, Chinese families are deeply patriarchal, with fathers’ principal focus being on exercising
well-reasoned authority and provide economic support for their big, extended family, not on developing
an intense relationship with their children. Mothers, instead, were assumed to take primary responsi-
bility for rearing and educating young children. Influenced by Confucian heritage culture (CHC),
Chinese parents who had high expectations of and aspirations for their children’s academic success
saw play as frivolous or even harmful, because it would divert them from “serious” study (Luo et al.,
2013). Over the last few decades, Chinese societies have experienced impressive economic growth and
socio-cultural transformations, as has its education system (Li, Yang, & Chen, 2016; Yang & Li, 2018b,
2019a, 2019b). A series of recently-instituted early childhood education (ECE) reforms have promoted
progressive educational ideas and child-centered practices imported from Euro-American countries
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(Li & Chen, 2017). Consequently, Chinese parents increasingly believe that play is beneficial to early
childhood development (e.g., Rao & Li, 2009). However, the more competitive social environment
created by a free market economy has forced some parents to place greater emphasis on their young
children’s academic achievement (Luo et al., 2013). As some ECE experts and scholars have observed (Li
& Chen, 2017; Yang & Li, 2018a), early educational beliefs are changing and vary greatly in China, where
contemporary, developmentally appropriate ideas have been infused into traditional Chinese perspec-
tives on and practices of childhood learning. Meanwhile, with the advance in urbanization (accordingly
an increase in the number of nuclear families) and the entrance of large numbers of women into the
workforce, Chinese fathers have been increasing their involvement and moving towards equal participa-
tion with mothers in rearing and educating their young children (Zhang, 2013).

There is a growing body of literature on paternal roles in early childhood learning and
development, and although it is still understudied compared to mother-child relationships, it
has been empirically demonstrated that fathers’ involvement affects children’s cognitive, language,
and socio-emotional abilities (e.g., Dumont & Paquette, 2013; Pleck, 2007; Shannon, Tamis-
LeMonda, London, & Cabrera, 2002; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2004; Zhang, 2013). In an expanded
model of the ecological theory of father-child relationships (Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, &
Roggman, 2014), personal and contextual factors are positioned to explain fatherhood, fathering,
and fathers’ involvement. Fathers’ play beliefs may affect the amount of time they provide for
children’s play and other culturally meaningful activities (Harkness & Super, 1992), and their
socialization practices when interacting with children (Murphey, 1992); thus, paternal beliefs
towards play may influence children’s development. This study draws on this model to focus on
the diversity in paternal beliefs towards children’s play and examine its potential to predict early
childhood development.

The Current Study

The following research questions guided this investigation:

(1) What profiles would emerge from Chinese fathers, regarding their play beliefs? How are
these profiles associated with child and family characteristics?

(2) Can paternal profiles predict children’s developmental outcomes, in term of physical,
cognitive, language, and socio-emotional domains?

It was expected that, rather than finding a dissociation between play and learning, as viewed in
the CHC tradition (Lin et al., 2019), profiles varying in their association of children’s early academics
and play behaviors would emerge. Although the current study was initially framed as exploratory
and precluded anticipation of every profile we might find, we hypothesized the finding support for:
(a) a profile placing a very high value on academic learning; (b) a profile placing a very high value on
play; and, (c) a profile placing moderately high value on both play and academics, as informed by
prior studies on Chinese parental play beliefs (Lin & Li, 2019; Lin et al., 2019; Lin & Yawkey, 2013;
Luo et al., 2013; Rao & Li, 2009). Given the parental beliefs – SES associations found in previous
studies (Sigel & McGillicuddy-De Lisi, 2002), we expected a significant relationship between profile
membership and family SES factors. In terms of fathers’ influence on early childhood development
(Cabrera, Shannon, & Tamis-LeMonda, 2007; McWayne, Downer, Campos, & Harris, 2013;
Shannon et al., 2002; Zhang, 2013), we hypothesized that the paternal profile that highly valued
play behaviors would promote their children’s physical and socio-emotional development; the
paternal profile that highly valued academics would be more likely to enhance children’s language
and cognitive skills; and the profile featuring a balanced endorsement of play and academic
preparation might be associated with the best child outcomes.
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Methods

Participants

The study was conducted in Shenzhen, a sub-provincial city in southeastern China, on the border
between Hong Kong andmainland China. Shenzhen was one of the first regions in which the Open-door
Policy was implemented in China in the early 1980s, and has witnessed an influx ofWestern culture due
to its daily interactions with neighboring Hong Kong. Stratification was used to choose three districts
that reflected a wide range of socio-economic development within the city. From each of the three
districts, we selected one government-run and one private ECE center or kindergarten generally serving
middle-class families, as determined by community characteristics and moderate tuition rates. Research
permission was sought from the directors of the six participating centers, after which parents of three-
year-old children were then recruited through a letter explaining the purpose of the study and requesting
their participation.

A total of 163 fathers and their children participated in this study. Of these children, 76 were girls,
and 87 were boys, with a mean age of 38.73 months (SD = 4.91). Most of the children (77.9%) were
the only child in their family. More than half of the fathers were university graduates (41.7%) or
postgraduates (22.1%); 31.5% had a vocational college or high school education, while 3.7% had
a junior school education or below. Regarding paternal occupation, about one-third (34.4%) of the
fathers were professionals (e.g., teachers, doctors, scientists and senior managers), 26.4% of the
fathers were enterprise employers; 22.7% were small business owners or freelance, and the remaining
9.8% were government officers; 6.7% belonged to other vocational categories. The majority (63.2%)
of the sample had medium-level incomes, which was relatively higher than the local standards (per
census data).

Measures

Three measures were utilized for this study: a demographic questionnaire, a scale assessing parental
beliefs about early education with a special focus on play and academic preparation, and
a comprehensive assessment of child development. The fathers completed the demographic ques-
tionnaire and the parental beliefs scale. The mothers also completed the scale regarding play beliefs,
and their scoring was used as the covariate in the later analyses. The first author and two trained
graduate students majoring in ECE or psychology administered the developmental assessment to the
children, individually.

Demographic Questionnaire
The demographic survey included four categories of parental educational attainment (ranging from
less than high school to postgraduate), and five categories for paternal vocation (professional,
government officer, company/enterprise employer, small business owner/self-employment, and
others). Information on household income, the number of children, and the focal child’s age and
gender was also collected.

Chinese Parent Play Beliefs Scale
Play beliefs were assessed using a self-report instrument – the Chinese Parent Play Beliefs Scale
(CPPBS). Although there are a variety of measures concerning parents’ play beliefs in the literature
(e.g., Fisher et al., 2008; Fogle & Mendez, 2006; Manz & Bracaliello, 2016), none of them is culturally
appropriate for Chinese contexts, whereas the CPPBS has been developed, revised and validated in
collaboration with parents and ECE experts in China (Lin, 2013; Lin & Li, 2018). In the CPPBS,
parents are presented with a list of young children’s activities at home and use a five-point Likert
scale (1 = not at all important to 5 = extremely important) to evaluate the importance of each item.
The first subscale – valuing (pre) academics – includes eight items (on such topics as Chinese classics
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reciting, parent-child reading, letter naming, and numeracy learning), such as “How would you rate
learning Chinese characters in terms of its importance for early education and development.”
The second subscale – valuing free play – includes nine items (regarding, for example, exploration,
make-believe, physical games, and home and outing entertainment), such as “How would you rate
rough-and-tumble play in terms of its importance for early education and development” and “How
would you rate pretending with fanny toys in terms of its importance for early education and
development.” Cronbach’s alphas coefficients were 0.85 and 0.78, respectively, for the two subscales,
and 0.83 for the total scale. Completion of the survey took about 10 minutes.

China Developmental Scale for Children
The China Developmental Scale for Children (CDSC) is a comprehensive, norm-referenced, develop-
mental assessment for children aged zero to six years old. It was developed and tested by the
Psychology Institute of the China Academy of Science (Jing et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 1997), and has
been widely used by different researchers in China. It consists of five subscales that yield scores for five
development domains: gross motor (40 items), fine motor (38 items), cognitive (40 items), language
(41 items), and social-emotional (39 items). The measure has demonstrated very good short-term test-
retest stability (0.91), inter-rater reliability (0.98), and high reliability coefficients (0.73–0.81) in its five
subscales (Zhang et al., 2015). Concurrent validity for the CDSC was established by correlation with
the Gesell Developmental Schedules (Jing et al., 2014). We tested each child in a quiet room of the
center or kindergarten. From the starting-point item, determined by the child’s age, the examiner
observed and credited the child’s responses in developmental tasks that tested motor skills, visual/
spatial, letter/numbers, receptive and expressive skills, social knowledge, adaptive and self-help skills,
and so on. The assessment normally took 30–45 minutes for each child.

Statistical Analyses

Latent profile analysis (LPA) was used in the present study to identify those fathers who had
“sufficiently distinct patterns” of play beliefs. Similar to such traditional techniques as median split
and cluster analysis, LPA is used to focus on configurations, patterns, or profiles of variables defining
homogeneous subgroups of individuals (Vermunt, 2011). The main difference is that LPA relies on
rigorous model-fit indices to identify the number and nature of the profiles, whereas median split
and cluster analysis are not model-based. Using continuous variables as class indicators, LPA allows
the researcher to extract latent classes or “unobserved” categorical variables from the profile
membership. This latent categorical variable has k number of categories or classes. The individual
case on this variable can thus cause levels on the observed class indicators. Accordingly, the model
can be represented using the following equation (see, e.g., Vermunt & Magidson, 2002):

f yi θjð Þ ¼ Pk

k¼ 1
γk fk yi μi;

P
k

��� �

where f yi θjð Þ refers to the distribution of a set of observed scores yi given latent parameters θ, γk
is a class proportion parameter indicating the probability of belonging to latent class k, and
fk yi μi;

P
k

��� �
denotes the class-specific distribution of the observed scores. When applying latent

profile models to actual data, estimates of class proportion parameters are obtained, providing
information on the relative size of latent class k. Furthermore, the estimates’ class-specific means of
the observed indicator variables in μk indicate the class-specific mean profiles and help to interpret
each class substantively.

In the present study, the LPA was conducted using Mplus Version 8.0 (Muthén & Muthén,
1998–2017). The mean scores of the two subscales in the CPPBS were entered as class indicators, and
full information maximum likelihood (FIML) was used as the estimation method. Although it is

EARLY EDUCATION & DEVELOPMENT 431



argued that more class indicators could result in higher statistical power, as the number of indicators
increases, the number of parameters associated with the variances and covariances to be estimated
increases rapidly (Tein, Coxe, & Cham, 2013). Therefore, to obtain more parsimonious and stable
models using LPA, researchers often strike a balance between the number of indicators, sample size,
number of free parameters, and interclass distance (Peugh & Fan, 2013; Tein et al., 2013). According
to standard practices, the class-specific covariance matrices

P
k was assumed to be diagonal (zero

covariance between indicator variables) within each class and equal across classes. We began by
specifying two latent classes, and then increased the number of latent classes until the increase did
not merit the reduction in parsimony (Peugh & Fan, 2013). The posterior probabilities were
estimated by Mplus, indicating the stability in the classification of each individual into the different
classes. The best-fitting model was selected based on examination of the currently most recom-
mended model-fit indices (Tofighi & Enders, 2007): Bayesian information criterion (BIC; Schwartz,
1978), sample-size-adjusted BIC (aBIC), Lo-Mendell-Rubin likelihood ratio test (LMR-LRT; Lo,
Mendell, & Rubin, 2001), and the entropy. There are no cutoff scores for LPA fit statistics; instead,
the best-fitting model has the following fit statistics: BIC and aBIC values should be lower in
comparison to other solutions; entropy should be larger in comparison to other solutions; and
LMR should have a significant p value (p < .05). Additionally, the theoretical meaning of solutions or
the ease of interpretation should be considered when selecting the best model.

Following the LPA, “unobserved” profile memberships determined were exported as the catego-
rical variable in SPSS. We examined the differences across the profiles in terms of demographic
characteristics (sex of the child, single child or not, parent education, parent vocation, household
income, and government-run ECE program or not) using Chi-Square test statistics. Last, hierarchical
regressions were conducted to determine the ability of profiles as the predictor for child outcomes.
In the regression models, scores from the CDSC and the five dimensions in CDSC were entered
separately as the dependent variable, and paternal profile membership, coded as “1” (Pragmatic
Fathers) and “0” (Hedonistic Fathers), was entered as the independent variable in the second step,
while demographic factors and maternal rating on the CPPBS, were included as covariates in the first
step. Given that maternal CPPBS scores were measured on a different scale ranging differently from
those of demographic factors, the scores were standardized before being put into the regression
models. The age of child was not included as the controls, because the CDSC scores were norm-
referenced by age. IBM SPSS 21.0 software was used to conduct the Chi-Square test and hierarchical
regressions.

Results

Two Emergent Profiles and Associated Characteristics

A series of competing models with different numbers of “latent” classes were estimated. The
two-profile model was chosen as the best solution, as it outperformed other models with
reference to all model-fit indices. As shown in Table 1, the two-class solution was selected as
it had a lower BIC value (657.95) and slightly lower aBIC value (627.37), the highest entropy
(0.81), and statistically significant LMR-LRT value (p = .01). Although the five-class solution had
the lowest aBIC and acceptable entropy, its LMR-LRT statistic was insignificant. Also, per best
LPA practices, parsimony and interpretability of the identified profiles were considered.
A subjective judgement concerning the face validity of profiles was also made. Thus, we retained
the two-profile structure.

As shown in Figure 1, Profile 1, labeled “Pragmatic Fathers,” was characterized by higher
scores on children’s early academics (M = 4.39, SD = 0.36), but lower scores on free play
(M = 3.53, SD = 0.65), and represented the majority (68.1%) of the fathers (n = 111); Profile
2, labeled “Hedonistic Fathers” and representing 31.9% of the sample (n = 52), presented an
inverse pattern, with higher scores on children’s free play (M = 3.83, SD = 0.60), but lower scores
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on early academics (M = 3.13, SD = 0.53). To further interpret the two profiles, two T-tests
explored whether each profile had rating differences between the subscales in the CPPBS. The
results showed that the difference between valuing free play and valuing early academics was
significant for “Pragmatic Fathers” (t (110) = – 0.56, p < .001, 95% confidence interval of the
difference [–0.69, – 0.43]) and for “Hedonistic Fathers” (t (51) = 0.40, p < .01, 95% confidence
interval of the difference [0.15, 0.64]).

As shown in Table 2 Chi-Square tests showed that the two profiles – Pragmatic Fathers
and Hedonistic Fathers – were not differentiated by household income, sex of the child, single
child or not, or they ECE program the child attended (p > .05). However, there were
significant associations between profile membership and paternal education attained (χ2 (3,
N = 163) = 9.69, p < .05, Cramer’s V = 0.24 and Somer’s d = 0.14) and paternal vocational
categories (χ2 (4, N = 163) = 14.62, p < .01, Cramer’s V = 0.30 and Somer’s d = 0.12). Prolife
1 had more fathers whose highest education levels were university graduate (46.8%) or
postgraduate (23.5%) than did Profile 2 (30.8% and 19.2%, respectively); Profile 2 had more
fathers whose highest education level was vocational college or high school (49.1%) than did
Profile 1 (25.2%). With regards to vocational status, about half of Profile 1 fathers were
professionals (43.3%), while a fairly equal prevalence of Profile 2 fathers were enterprise
employers (40.4%).

3
.5

3

3
.8

3

4
.3

9

3
.1

3

P R O F I L E  1 P R O F I L E  2

Play

Academics

Figure 1. The two profiles based on mean scores on valuing of free play and valuing of pre-academic activities (bars represent
standard deviation).
Note. n = 111 for Profile 1 “Pragmatic Fathers”; n = 52 for Profile 2 “Hedonistic Fathers”

Table 1. Latent profile analysis (LPA) model-fit statistics of competing models.

Model BIC a aBIC b Entropy LMR-LRT p

2 classes 657.95 627.37 0.81 35.99 0.01
3 classes 656.91 628.42 0.66 26.50 0.13
4 classes 661.36 624.95 0.73 15.94 0.52
5 classes 664.08 619.76 0.76 21.13 0.82

Notes. N = 163.
a BIC = − 2 log-likelihood + p ln N, where p is the number of parameters being estimated and N is the
sample size.

b aBIC or sample size adjusted BIC can be computed using N* (N* = (N + 2)/24) as opposed to N in the
equation.

c The null hypothesis of LMR-LRT test is that the data generated by a model with k-1 classes with
specifying the omitted class in k-1 solution as being the smallest class in the k solution.
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Predictability of Profiles for Children’s Outcomes

The hierarchical regressions were conducted to examine whether paternal profile membership could
independently predict young children’s motor, language, cognitive, socio-emotional and overall devel-
opment, after controlling for socio-demographic factors (i.e., child sex, single child status, ECE
program, parents’ education, household income) and maternal scoring on the CPPBS. Correlations
among paternal profile membership and other variables in the regressions are presented in Table 3.

First, analyses were conducted to examine if Chinese paternal profile membership based on play
beliefs could independently predict children’s CDSC scores, after controlling for demographic
factors and maternal CPPBS scores. As shown in Table 4, the models for predicting children’s
overall developmental outcomes were significant, F (7, 147) = 3.78, p < .01; and F (8, 146) = 4.06, p
< .001, respectively. In the second step, when paternal profile membership was entered, this
predictor explained a significant amount of unique variance in young children’s CDSC scores
with a significant R2 change of 0.03 (FΔ(1, 146) = 5.29,p < .05) and paternal beliefs profile was
a significant predictor of CDSC scores (t = 2.30, p < .05). Further analyses were then conducted to
examine whether paternal beliefs profile independently explained variances in scores for children’s
fine motor, cognitive, language and socio-economic development. It was found that paternal
profile membership based on different play beliefs did not independently predicted significant
variances of scores for children’s fine motor (FΔ(1, 146) = 0.03, p > .05), cognitive skills (FΔ(1,
146) = 0.17, p > .05), and socio-emotional development (FΔ(1, 146) = 2.28, p > .05). However,
results indicated that profile membership predicted 4% of unique variances of scores for children’s
language development (FΔ(1, 146) = 7.60, p < .01) and 2% of unique variances of scores for
children’s gross motor development, with a marginally significant R2 change (FΔ(1, 146) = 3.63,p
= .05) (See Table 4).

Table 2. Demographic characteristics by the two profiles.a

Profile 1
Pragmatic Fathers

Profile 2
Hedonistic Fathers

Total
sample Pearson χ2 df Cramer’s V Somer’s d

Child sex 0.14 1 0.03 0.03
Female 48.7 40.4 46.6
Male 51.3 56.6 53.4

Single Child 0.04 1 0.02 0.02
Yes 77.5 78.8 77.9
No 22.5 21.2 22.1

ECE program 0.18 1 0.03 0.03
Government-run 47.7 44.2 46.6
Private 52.3 55.8 53.4

Paternal highest education 9.69* 4 0.24* 0.14*
Junior school or below 4.5 1.9 3.7
High school 7.2 19.2 11.0
Vocational college 18.0 29.9 21.5
University 46.8 30.8 41.7
Postgraduate 23.5 19.2 22.1

Paternal occupation 14.62** 4 0.30** 0.12
Company/enterprise employer 19.8 40.4 26.4
Professional 43.3 15.4 34.4
Small business owner 20.7 26.9 22.7
Government officer 9.0 11.5 9.8
Others 7.2 5.8 6.7

Household income (per month) 1.49 4 0.10 0.03
<3000 yuan 2.8 2.1 2.6
3000–5999 yuan 18.9 16.3 18.1
6000–9999 yuan 39.6 44.9 41.3
10,000–20000 yuan 23.6 18.4 21.9
>20,000 yuan 15.1 18.3 16.1

Notes: N = 163. Profile 1 “Pragmatic Fathers” n = 111; Profile 2 “Hedonistic Fathers” n = 52.
a The data in the left three columns represent the percentage in each profile and the total sample.
* p < .05. ** p < .01.
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Discussion

The overarching aims of the current study were to investigate the intra-cultural variations in
Chinese paternal beliefs about play and their relation to child developmental outcomes. Using
a person-centered methodology, we identified two distinct patterns or profiles: Profile 1
(“Pragmatic Fathers”) and Profile 2 (“Hedonistic Fathers”). In particular, “Pragmatic Fathers”
predicted children’s better language and overall development, but lower gross motor skills
development at a marginally significant level, comparing to “Hedonistic fathers” (after controlling
for socio-demographic factors and maternal rating on the CPPBS). This section will discuss these
findings and their implications.

“Pragmatic Fathers” Versus “Hedonistic Fathers”

As expected, the current study revealed the profiles of Chinese fathers based on two distinct beliefs
about early education. The “Pragmatic Fathers,” accounting for 68.1% of the sample, placed a higher
value on young children’s academics and a lower value on play, whereas “Hedonistic Fathers,” who
had a relatively lower prevalence (31.9%), placed a higher value on children’s play and a lower on
early academic activities. It further indicated that “Pragmatic Fathers” and “Hedonistic Fathers”
perceived the significant distinctions in the developmental salience between young children’s play
and academic behaviors; “Pragmatic Fathers” valued early academics over play and “Hedonistic
Fathers” valued play over early academics. However, while the mixed and balanced endorsement of
free play and academic preparation was found in a sample of Chinese mothers (Lin & Li, 2019), no
profile equally highly valuing both of young children’s play and academic behaviors was supported
in the current study. The different patterns of play beliefs between fathers and mothers may be due
to the gender differences in levels of psychological adjustment for coping with the cultural conflict
between traditional values and imported notions and practices for early child development. It should
be noted that the fathers’ mean scores on the two CPPBS subscales for each profile were all above
three on a five-point scale, suggesting fathers generally had positive attitudes towards both academic
preparation and children’s play. Although this aligns with prior studies showing that Chinese parents

Table 4. Summary of hierarchical regressions for paternal profiles predicting children’s gross motor, language and overall
development.

CDSC Gross motor development Language development

B β R2 F B β R2 F B β R2 F

Step 1 0.15 3.78** 0.12 2.84** 0.16 4.01***
Child sex 0.40 0.04 − 0.80 − 0.05 1.53 0.08
Single child 2.65 0.11 − 3.14 − 0.09 0.47 0.01
ECE program 4.30 0.22* 6.45 0.23** 9.55 0.26**
Father education 0.19 0.02 1.47 0.05 7.55 0.20*
Mother education 5.29 0.26** 2.34 0.17* 1.39 0.08
Household income 1.88 0.12 4.40 0.20* 2.27 0.07
Maternal CPPBS 0.22 0.08 1.48 0.09 0.12 0.01

Step 2 0.18 4.06*** 0.14 2.99** 0.20 4.62***
Child sex 0.30 0.03 − 0.92 − 0.06 1.30 0.07
Single child 2.71 0.11 − 3.22 − 0.10 0.33 0.01
ECE program 4.36 0.22** 6.52 0.23** 9.67 0.26**
Father education 0.10 0.01 1.43 0.05 7.47 0.20*
Mother education 5.25 0.26** 2.05 0.15 1.94 0.11
Household income 1.53 0.10 4.16 0.18* 1.50 0.05
Maternal CPPBS 0.51 0.04 1.13 0.07 0.53 0.02
Paternal profile membership 3.65 0.17* − 4.50 − 0.15 a 8.43 0.21**

Note. N = 155. Paternal profile membership coded as “1” (Pragmatic Fathers) and “0” (Hedonistic Fathers) enters as the
independent variable in Step 2. ΔR2 = 0.02 for Step 2 of gross motor. ΔR2 = 0.04 for Step 2 of language. ΔR2 = 0.03 for Step
2 of CDSC.

a Paternal profile contributes to children’ gross motor development at a marginally significant level (p = .05).
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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have high expectations of their children’s academic achievement even in early childhood (Luo et al.,
2013), the endorsement for children’s free play, and especially the emergence of “Hedonistic Fathers”
who valued play over early academics, might reflect a notable transformation in Chinese parental
beliefs systems (Sigel & McGillicuddy-De Lisi, 2002) and a willingness to embrace more child-
centered approaches to early child rearing and education, due to a series of recently-instituted ECE
reforms (Roopnarine, 2011).

Psycho-cultural theorists and researchers have proposed that parents adopt different patterns of
acculturation and adjustment of their cultural-based beliefs or “ethnotheories” about play and early
schooling when moving from their original culture to a new one (Berry 1997; Harkness et al., 2010;
Roopnarine, 2011). Our findings further indicated that a similar phenomenon could exist in some
non-immigrant contexts, such as Shenzhen, a highly globalized city in China. To cope with the
conflict and tension between “host” traditional values and “guest” notions and practices imported
from Euro-American countries (Rao, Ng, & Pearson, 2010), the “Pragmatic Fathers” remained more
loyal to CHC practices (Luo et al., 2013), whereas the “Hedonistic Fathers” were readier to embrace
the “new” cultures (Yang & Li, 2018a).

Association between Paternal Profiles and SES

It was found that the “Pragmatic Fathers” were likely to have attained a university graduate
education and to hold a high vocational status as professionals (e.g., teachers, doctors, scientists,
and senior managers), whereas “Hedonistic Fathers” tended to have a high school or vocational
college education attainment. Interestingly, about half (40.4%) of the “Hedonistic Fathers” were
enterprise employers, fairly equal to the percentage (43.3%) of professionals among the “Pragmatic
Fathers.” The “Pragmatic Fathers” were related to higher SES than the “Hedonistic Fathers.”

This finding is inconsistent with those of studies in some socio-cultural contexts (e.g., Taiwan and
Turkey), which indicated that fathers with higher educational levels were more likely to value early
childhood play (Ivrendi & Isikoglu, 2010; Lin & Yawkey, 2013). However, the finding is similar to
those of previous studies conducted in the US, revealing that parents with higher SES have higher
academic expectations of their children (e.g., Hess, Kashiwagi, Azuma, Price, & Dickson, 1980; Hoff,
Laursen, & Tardif, 2002). Associations between family SES and paternal beliefs about play may vary
across cultures and contexts (Roopnarine, 2011). In our sample, the fathers with relatively lower SES
were more likely to adopt a radical approach to acculturation, while the fathers with higher SES
might be more conservative and follow traditional practices. The findings also suggest that the
influences of globalization on China might intersect with families’ socio-economic circumstances
(Luo et al., 2013), resulting in increasingly within-cultural differences in early educational beliefs and
practices in contemporary China.

Relation of Chinese Fathers’ Play Beliefs to Early Childhood Development

Parental cultural beliefs (or ethnotheories) of play and learning are related to the type, frequency,
and intensity of daily activities offered to children within specific “developmental niches” (Harkness
& Super, 1992; Parmar, Harkness, & Super, 2008). If beliefs about the value of play and early
academics influence paternal goals and socialization practices, then they likely directly influence the
variability of childhood development (Murphey, 1992; Sigel & McGillicuddy-De Lisi, 2002). We,
therefore, hypothesized that Chinese fathers’ two distinct profiles of play beliefs would lead to
different children’s outcomes. The data in the present study support our hypothesis. The children
of “Pragmatic Fathers” performed better in language and general development, while the children of
“Hedonistic Fathers” had better physical development (i.e., gross motor) at a marginally significant
level. As some scholars have argued (Rao & Li, 2009), an emphasis on either traditional CHC values
or genuinely free play promoted by Western developmentalist philosophy may not be ideal for
Chinese young children’s ideal development. The relation of the two paternal profiles to child
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outcomes in different domains suggests that Chinese fathers should learn to balance the academic-
oriented activities and free playtime provided for their young children at home.

It is worth noting that empirical studies have demonstrated a weak and inconsistent link
between paternal beliefs about play and early childhood development in the literature
(Roopnarine, 2011; Roopnarine & Jin, 2012). The present study, however, found significant
associations between the two paternal beliefs profiles and early childhood development. Even
after adjusting for common socio-demographic factors (i.e., the child’s sex, single child or not,
ECE program that the child attended, and family SES) and mothers’ play beliefs, profile member-
ship could still predict children’s outcomes. Interestingly, had we used a traditional variable-
centered form of analysis, the observed relations between variables and outcomes may have
differed, quantitatively and qualitatively, in the two distinct subgroups of participating fathers.
Using the person-centered method (LPA), our results highlighted that the relationships between
paternal beliefs and child outcomes differed as a function of fathers’ profiles with “distinct
patterns” of their beliefs towards play. Another benefit of the person-centered method is that it
can provide more detailed information about which kind of father was most likely to have better
child developmental outcomes.

Conclusion, Limitations and Future Research Directions

The unique contribution of this study is that it offers the first data-driven typology of paternal
beliefs about play and early childhood development. Moreover, its application of LPA allows for
an exploration of the profiles of Chinese fathers and the associations between constellations of
paternal play beliefs and children’s outcomes. The findings of this study, although preliminary,
have implications on both theoretical and policy fronts. In the extant literature, cross-cultural
comparative studies have assumed that Chinese and Asian parents uniformly emphasize an
academic head start over young children’s play (e.g., Jose et al., 2000; Parmar et al., 2004;
Pearson & Rao, 2003). However, along with ongoing globalization and internationalization,
parenting and ECE in some traditional countries might have shifted towards developmentally
appropriate, child-centered practices (Lin et al., 2019; Yang & Li, 2019a, 2019b). This study
indicated a change in and the variability of Chinese fathers’ attitudes towards children’s play
and early academics. At the policy level, emergent profiles of Chinese fathers suggest that
policymakers and practitioners in China should acknowledge the increasingly diverse needs of
young children’s families. The relationship of the two patterns of play beliefs to different child
developmental outcomes suggest that consultation and educational resources should be pro-
vided to help Chinese fathers become more involved, and to balance the academic-oriented
activities and free playtime they provide for their young children at home. Specifically, ECE
professionals should help fathers, especially those with lower educational levels, to incorporate
more academic teaching with home routines and teach the fathers skills for structuring child’s
play activities to enhance early academic learning. On the other hand, professionals should
encourage fathers with relatively higher education to incorporate more unstructured playtime at
home, and help them to provide different toy functions, as well as a free environment that
allows their young children to explore new knowledge, experiences and skills, to achieve
holistic development.

Several limitations of this study are noted and should be addressed by future research. First,
the findings should be interpreted with caution, because the sample was limited to fathers and
children in a highly-developed, Westernized city in China. Also, the sampling procedure in this
study could result in a disproportionate number of participants from predominantly medium-
and high-SES families. There is a need, therefore, to include fathers with relatively lower SES,
such as those with low income or living in less-developed regions of China, in future
studies. Second, some researchers have argued that more class indicators and larger sample
sizes usually result in higher statistical power in LPA (Nylund, Asparouhov, & Muthén, 2007).
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Therefore, further studies with a larger sample using more class indicators would be desirable.
Third, our data could not support the exploration of the mediating effects of parental play beliefs
due to a lack of information on the parent-child interaction process. Future researchers are
encouraged to consider both quantitative and qualitative aspects of home play and include more
measures to assess the quality of father-child interaction and play behaviors (Kazura, 2000).
Fourth, given grandparents play an important role in the caring for 3- to 6-year-olds in China,
future studies can include grandparents’ involvement as controls to find out if and how Chinese
fathers’ play beliefs influence childhood development in unique ways. Finally, our study cannot
confirm the existence of a causal relationship. Further studies with experimental, longitudinal
design (Sarkadi, Kristiansson, Oberklaid, & Bremberg, 2008) are needed to verify the cause-effect
relationship between fathers’ play beliefs and child outcomes.
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