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Objective: The purpose of this study was to identify and rank the psychological,
relational, and contextual factors contributing to parental role conflict in one-child
families.

Methods and Materials: This research employed a sequential mixed-method
design consisting of two complementary phases. In the qualitative phase, a
systematic literature review was conducted, and the extracted data were analyzed
using NVivo 14 through open, axial, and selective coding until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Seven main thematic categories were identified: Parenting
Expectations and Role Strain, Emotional Regulation and Stress Management,
Marital Relationship Dynamics, Socioeconomic and Cultural Pressures, Child-
Centered Dependency, Psychological Well-being of Parents, and Support Systems
and Coping Resources. In the quantitative phase, a structured questionnaire based
on the qualitative results was administered to 230 parents of one-child families
living in Tehran, selected through convenience sampling. Data were analyzed using
SPSS version 26 and the Friedman test to rank the importance of the identified
factors.

Findings: The Friedman test revealed significant differences in the ranking of
factors influencing parental role conflict (p < 0.05). Parenting Expectations and
Role Strain received the highest mean rank (6.35), followed by Emotional
Regulation and Stress Management (5.92) and Marital Relationship Dynamics
(5.48). Support Systems and Coping Resources was ranked lowest (3.71). The
results highlight that intrapersonal and relational dimensions have a stronger
predictive influence on role conflict than external socioeconomic conditions.
Conclusion: Parental role conflict in one-child families is primarily driven by
emotional and cognitive factors, particularly perfectionistic parenting expectations,
emotional dysregulation, and marital tension. Addressing these determinants
through psychological skills training, marital support, and social resource
enhancement could significantly mitigate parental strain and improve family well-
being.

Keywords: Parental role conflict; one-child families; emotional regulation;, marital
dynamics; parenting stress; family well-being
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1. Introduction

he structure and dynamics of the modern family are

undergoing profound transformations due to global
demographic shifts, changing gender roles, and the
redefinition of parental responsibilities. One significant
manifestation of these changes is the increasing prevalence
of one-child families, particularly in urban contexts where
social, economic, and psychological factors intertwine to
shape family functioning. In such families, the child often
becomes the central emotional and social focus, amplifying
parental investment and, consequently, the risk of parental
role conflict—a condition wherein parents experience
psychological strain in balancing their multifaceted
responsibilities as caregivers, partners, and individuals
(Gomez-Ortiz & Sanchez-Sanchez, 2022; Wang et al.,
2025).

Research on parental role conflict has traditionally
focused on the interplay between work and family roles, but
emerging perspectives emphasize that intrafamilial
variables—such as emotional regulation, parenting style,
and marital dynamics—play equally critical roles
(Aslanabadi et al., 2025; Findley et al., 2025). In one-child
households, these conflicts may become even more
pronounced due to the heightened emotional dependency
and perfectionistic expectations placed on the parent—child
relationship. Studies reveal that parents of only children
often exhibit a tendency toward overinvolvement, striving to
meet idealized standards of child-rearing, which in turn leads
to emotional exhaustion and identity diffusion (Jeong et al.,
2020; Lu, 2025).

The parent—child relationship represents the core unit
through which emotional development, socialization, and
moral guidance are transmitted. However, this relationship
can also become a source of conflict when emotional
boundaries blur or when parents internalize their child’s
successes and failures as reflections of their own competence
(Li & Ye, 2024; Meijing, 2024). Research in developmental
and family psychology underscores that excessive parental
control and emotional fusion can disrupt both child
autonomy and parental well-being, fostering cycles of
dependency and frustration (Wong et al., 2023; Ying et al.,
2023). Moreover, the psychological well-being of parents—
shaped by self-efficacy, emotional clarity, and coping
strategies—serves as a mediating factor linking family
stressors to role conflict outcomes (Ko & Rodriguez, 2025;
Ramos et al., 2022).
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Parental role conflict is not only a psychological
phenomenon but also a social construct that reflects broader
cultural and structural conditions. In many societies,
particularly those with collectivist orientations, parental
roles are embedded within extended kinship expectations
and community norms (Sakharova & Tsvetkova, 2024;
Casuna & Cadyanos, 2024). Cultural ideologies of “good
parenting” frequently prescribe idealized behaviors that can
become unattainable for modern urban families facing
economic strain and social isolation. As globalization and
urbanization accelerate, dual-income households have
become more common, yet institutional support for
balancing professional and domestic roles remains limited
(Cao et al., 2022; Goworko-Sktadanek & Prymak, 2022).
This discrepancy produces what researchers term role strain,
where the simultaneous demands of parenting, partnership,
and employment exceed an individual’s available emotional
and temporal resources (Lin et al., 2020; Stearns &
McKinney, 2020).

The psychological burden of modern parenting has been
widely documented. Parents increasingly report burnout
symptoms, anxiety, and guilt, particularly in households
where both parents work full-time and have limited access
to social support networks (Aslanabadi et al., 2025; Findley
et al., 2025). The emotional labor inherent in parenting an
only child intensifies these effects: parents feel compelled to
be constantly attentive, emotionally available, and
achievement-oriented on behalf of their child. The lack of
sibling interactions places additional pressure on parents to
serve as the child’s primary companion and role model,
potentially  heightening emotional exhaustion and
interpersonal tension (Gomez-Ortiz & Sanchez-Sanchez,
2022; Lu, 2025).

Marital
determinant of parental role conflict. Empirical evidence

relationships  constitute another pivotal
suggests that spousal disagreement over parenting
strategies—such as discipline, affection, or autonomy—can
significantly undermine both parental coherence and marital
satisfaction (Cyr et al., 2020; Lange et al., 2021). In families
where communication is poor, unresolved marital conflict
often spills over into parent—child interactions, a process
described as emotional spillover (Papp & Hartley, 2019;
Ramos et al., 2022). Conversely, positive spousal support
and empathy have been shown to buffer parents from
emotional exhaustion and strengthen co-parenting alliances
(Ko & Rodriguez, 2025; Moore & McDougall, 2022).

Marital satisfaction thus functions as both a protective and
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risk factor: harmonious partnerships promote shared
responsibility, while conflictual ones amplify parental strain.

A growing body of literature also highlights emotional
regulation as a central mechanism linking family stress and
parental conflict (Jeong et al., 2020; Lu, 2025). Parents with
limited emotional awareness or maladaptive coping
strategies—such as suppression, denial, or overcontrol—are
more susceptible to experiencing frustration and burnout
when faced with parenting challenges (Ko & Rodriguez,
2025; Wintner et al., 2023). Emotional clarity has been
found to correlate positively with adaptive parenting
practices and negatively with parental distress (Merino et al.,
2024). Conversely, chronic stress and poor emotional
regulation may not only affect parents’ mental health but
also influence child outcomes such as behavioral problems
and anxiety (Li & Ye, 2024; Wang et al., 2025).

Beyond psychological and relational variables,
socioeconomic and cultural conditions exert powerful
contextual effects on parental role conflict. Economic
instability, job insecurity, and high living costs are key
predictors of family stress and diminished parental efficacy
(Margaleti¢ & Simovié, 2024; Rinaldo et al., 2024). Families
in metropolitan areas often face time scarcity and limited
leisure, reducing opportunities for quality interactions and
self-care. Moreover, societal expectations surrounding
“intensive parenting” reinforce guilt and inadequacy when
parents cannot meet idealized standards (Chavda & Nisarga,
2023; Gomez-Ortiz & Sanchez-Sanchez, 2022). Studies
indicate that in societies undergoing rapid modernization,
parental aspirations for their only child’s success may
paradoxically heighten stress and reduce emotional
connectedness (Qu et al., 2021; Ying et al., 2023).

From a legal and institutional perspective, the regulation
of parental responsibilities and child welfare policies also
indirectly shape parental role strain (Goworko-Sktadanek &
Prymak, 2022; Zhuravleva, 2021). For example, the absence
of structured parental leave, insufficient childcare
infrastructure, and rigid work schedules exacerbate role
conflict, particularly for mothers (Findley et al., 2025; Jeong
et al,, 2020). Moreover, research on legal proceedings
concerning custody or child representation underscores the
psychological toll such processes impose on parents,
revealing the systemic nature of stress within family
institutions (Margaleti¢ & Simovi¢, 2024; Capuna &
Cagyanos, 2024). These findings highlight that parental
conflict is embedded not only in psychological and familial
contexts but also within societal and policy frameworks.
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Parental overprotection and child-centered dependency
are particularly prevalent in one-child families. Parents may
overidentify with their child’s achievements or struggles,
perceiving them as extensions of their own self-worth
(Meijing, 2024; Willemsen, 2023). This enmeshment often
leads to emotional overinvolvement, hindering the child’s
autonomy and fostering parental anxiety during separation
or developmental transitions (Shaki et al., 2022; Yang et al.,
2022). The dynamic becomes mutually reinforcing: the more
dependent the child becomes, the greater the parental
vigilance and fear of loss. Such dependency not only
heightens the intensity of daily interactions but also restricts
parents’ engagement in self-care and marital intimacy,
perpetuating emotional imbalance (Gomez-Ortiz &
Sanchez-Sanchez, 2022; Lu, 2025).

The literature also underscores the importance of social
support systems in mitigating parental role conflict. Spousal
cooperation, extended family involvement, and access to
professional counseling or community-based resources
serve as critical buffers against psychological strain (Perez
et al., 2023; Wong et al., 2023). However, social stigma
surrounding mental health and parenting difficulties often
prevents parents from seeking help, especially in cultures
that idealize parental sacrifice and endurance (Findley et al.,
2025; Sakharova & Tsvetkova, 2024). Empirical studies
demonstrate that parents who engage in supportive networks
exhibit greater emotional resilience, enhanced marital
satisfaction, and improved role balance (Ko & Rodriguez,
2025; Wintner et al., 2023).

Technological and cultural shifts have also redefined
parent—child communication, introducing both opportunities
and new stressors. The emergence of “parental phubbing”—
parents’ distraction by smartphones—has been linked to
increased emotional and behavioral problems in children and
greater parent—child conflict (Wang et al., 2025). Similarly,
inconsistent digital mediation practices can undermine
parental authority and exacerbate intergenerational tension
(Spielvogel et al., 2021; Yang et al., 2022). These findings
suggest that the digital environment introduces new
dimensions of role conflict, requiring parents to navigate the
intersection of modern technology, family intimacy, and
self-regulation (Moore & McDougall, 2022; Ying et al.,
2023).

Another crucial yet underexplored aspect of parental role
conflict concerns psychological well-being and self-identity.
Many parents of one-child families report a sense of
diminished personal identity, perceiving their worth
primarily through their child’s development (Aslanabadi et
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al., 2025; Lu, 2025). The transition to parenthood often
involves renegotiating personal boundaries and redefining
self-concept, processes that become particularly challenging
in high-pressure environments. Without adequate self-
reflection and autonomy, parents may experience cognitive
dissonance between who they are as individuals and who
they believe they must be as parents (Ko & Rodriguez, 2025;
Wintner et al., 2023). This identity tension underlies much
of the psychological distress observed in contemporary
families, emphasizing the importance of self-care and
emotional literacy as protective factors (Lu, 2025; Merino et
al., 2024).

Lastly, cross-cultural and comparative studies have
provided valuable insight into how societal values and
family structures interact to shape parental experiences. In
collectivist societies, parents often perceive childrearing as
a communal responsibility, while in individualist cultures, it
is treated as a personal achievement (Sakharova &
Tsvetkova, 2024; Stearns & McKinney, 2020). Both
orientations carry unique pressures: collectivist parents fear
social judgment, while individualist parents fear failure of
self-realization. Comparative research across diverse
populations—ranging from Spain and China to Iran and
Eastern Europe—confirms that the emotional consequences
of one-child parenting transcend cultural boundaries,
although the sources and coping mechanisms differ (Gémez-
Ortiz & Sanchez-Sanchez, 2022; Margaleti¢c & Simovié,
2024; Rinaldo et al., 2024).

Given this extensive body of evidence, the present study
seeks to integrate and empirically examine these
multidimensional determinants of parental role conflict.
Through a two-phase mixed-method approach—qualitative
identification via literature synthesis and quantitative
ranking through statistical analysis—this research aims to
identify and rank the factors influencing parental role
conflict in one-child families.

2. Methods and Materials
2.1.  Study Design and Participants

This study employed a sequential mixed-method design
consisting of two distinct phases: a qualitative exploratory
phase and a quantitative ranking phase. The first phase
aimed to identify the underlying factors influencing parental
role conflict in one-child families through an extensive
qualitative content analysis. The second phase sought to
prioritize and rank these factors based on empirical data
gathered from parents.

Applied Family Therapy Journal 7:1 (2026) 1-12

The qualitative phase was conducted using a document-
based approach, where relevant academic literature,
including journal articles, theses, and reports, were reviewed
systematically. Data collection continued until theoretical
saturation was reached—that is, when no new factors or
dimensions emerged from the literature. This phase formed
the conceptual foundation for the subsequent quantitative
investigation.

The quantitative phase involved 230 parents of one-child
families residing in Tehran, selected through convenience
sampling. Participants were diverse in terms of gender,
education, and socioeconomic background, representing
various districts of the city. Inclusion criteria required
participants to have at least one biological child and to be
living with their spouse. The selected sample size was
determined sufficient for reliable ranking analysis using
descriptive and inferential statistical techniques in SPSS-26.

2.2. Measures

In the first phase, data were obtained solely through a
comprehensive literature review focused on concepts such
as parental role conflict, family structure, and the
psychosocial dynamics of one-child households. Sources
were extracted from major academic databases and indexed
repositories, with emphasis on studies published in the past
decade. The collected textual data were imported into NVivo
14 software for qualitative analysis. Using an inductive
approach, open, axial, and selective coding procedures were
applied to extract relevant themes, categories, and
subcategories. Through iterative coding and comparison,
conceptual clusters representing key dimensions of parental
role conflict were developed and refined until theoretical
saturation was achieved.

In the second phase, a structured questionnaire was
developed based on the qualitative findings. The instrument
contained items representing each identified factor and was
rated using a five-point Likert scale ranging from “very low”
to “very high.” The questionnaire’s content validity was
confirmed through expert review by five faculty members
specializing in family psychology and social sciences. To
ensure reliability, a pilot test was conducted with 30
participants, yielding a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient above
0.80, indicating strong internal consistency.

2.3.  Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted separately for the two
phases.
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In the qualitative phase, thematic content analysis was
used to identify patterns and conceptual relationships among
the extracted themes. NVivo 14 software facilitated data
management, coding, and frequency analysis. The
credibility of the findings was ensured through peer
debriefing and comparison of extracted codes with existing
theoretical frameworks.

In the quantitative phase, the finalized factors from the
qualitative analysis were statistically analyzed using SPSS
version 26. Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation,
and frequency distribution) were first calculated. Then, the
Friedman test was employed to rank the identified factors
based on participants’ responses. This non-parametric test
was selected due to its suitability for ordinal data and its

effectiveness in identifying the relative importance of

Applied Family Therapy Journal 7:1 (2026) 1-12

3. Findings and Results

The qualitative phase of the study aimed to explore and
conceptualize the major factors influencing parental role
conflict in one-child families. Data were derived exclusively
from a comprehensive literature review until theoretical
saturation was reached. Using NVivo 14, qualitative content
analysis was conducted through open, axial, and selective
coding. Seven overarching themes (categories) were
identified, each

(subcategories) and corresponding conceptual indicators

comprising  several  subthemes
(open codes) that reflect the underlying behavioral,
emotional, and social mechanisms shaping the parental role
conflict experience. The final coding structure, refined

through iterative analysis and expert validation, is presented

multiple variables. The resulting rankings provided below.
empirical prioritization of the main dimensions influencing
parental role conflict in one-child families.
Table 1
Qualitative Analysis
Category (Main Theme) Subcategory Concepts (Open Codes)

1. Parenting Expectations and Role
Strain

2. Emotional Regulation and Stress
Management

3. Marital Relationship Dynamics

4. Socioeconomic and Cultural
Pressures

5. Child-Centered Dependency

6. Psychological Well-being of
Parents

7. Support Systems and Coping
Resources

Unrealistic parenting ideals
Dual work—family responsibilities

Overinvolvement in child
development

Parental anxiety and guilt

Coping style inflexibility
Lack of social support for stress
buffering

Disagreement in parenting
approaches

Decline in marital satisfaction

Power imbalance and decision
conflict

Economic strain
Cultural expectations of parenting
Urban lifestyle stressors

Overprotection tendencies
Emotional overidentification

Difficulty with separation or
independence

Low self-efficacy in parenting

Emotional exhaustion and burnout
Identity confusion and self-neglect

Perceived lack of control
Spousal emotional support

perfectionistic standards; pressure for “ideal child”; social comparison;
emotional exhaustion

overcommitment; time conflict; role overload; burnout symptoms;
neglect of self-care

micromanagement of activities; excessive monitoring; fear of failure;
dependence reinforcement

fear of inadequacy; self-blame; anticipatory worry; emotional
rumination

avoidance coping; overcontrol; suppression; lack of emotional resilience

isolation; limited peer exchange; perceived judgment; lack of communal
help

inconsistent discipline; conflicting values; boundary disputes

reduced intimacy; communication breakdown; emotional distance
dominance struggle; lack of negotiation; resentment; dissatisfaction

financial insecurity; employment instability; cost of education

gendered norms; extended family influence; societal labeling of “only-
child parents”

limited time; traffic and housing pressures; lack of leisure; work
overload

fear of harm; limited autonomy; parental overpresence; intrusive care
blurred boundaries; vicarious success; projection of parental hopes

resistance to child autonomy; parental anxiety at school transitions;
clinginess reinforcement

self-doubt; fear of mistakes; reduced confidence; avoidance of decision-
making

fatigue; loss of motivation; irritability; sense of entrapment

loss of individuality; reduced leisure; prioritizing child over personal
goals

helplessness; unpredictability; stress reactivity
empathy; shared parenting; emotional validation; active listening
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Extended family and community
support

Institutional and counseling
resources

availability of relatives; intergenerational care; cultural expectations of
help

access to therapy; parenting workshops; guidance services; social policy
support

1. Parenting Expectations and Role Strain

The first theme, Parenting Expectations and Role Strain,
captures the internal and external pressures experienced by
parents in one-child families who often strive to fulfill
perfectionistic standards of parenting. The literature reveals
that these parents tend to internalize societal ideals of raising
child,”
micromanagement of their child’s life. Many feel compelled

an “ideal leading to overinvolvement and
to achieve success vicariously through their child, which
intensifies emotional exhaustion and self-imposed pressure.
Dual work—family responsibilities exacerbate the strain, as
parents juggle professional and household duties with
limited time and energy. This persistent overextension
results in role overload and burnout, where parents struggle
to balance nurturing, discipline, and self-care
simultaneously. The clash between personal aspirations and
parental obligations creates a sustained sense of inadequacy
and guilt, which lies at the heart of parental role conflict in
these families.

2. Emotional Regulation and Stress Management

The second major theme, Emotional Regulation and
Stress Management, centers on parents’ psychological
struggles in coping with the emotional demands of raising an
only child. Studies highlight elevated levels of parental
anxiety, guilt, and fear of failure, particularly among those
who perceive their child as their sole emotional investment.
Many parents exhibit inflexible coping patterns—such as
avoidance, suppression, or overcontrol—which hinder
adaptive stress management and lead to chronic emotional
rumination. The lack of accessible emotional support
networks intensifies these difficulties; without peer or
familial reassurance, parents may feel isolated and judged.
Consequently, unresolved stress contributes to heightened
tension in family dynamics and further disrupts parents’
ability to maintain emotional equilibrium in the face of
everyday challenges.

3. Marital Relationship Dynamics

The third theme, Marital

illustrates how parental role conflict is deeply intertwined

Relationship Dynamics,

with spousal interactions. In one-child families, parenting
practices often become a central focus of marital life, and
disagreements about discipline, education, or emotional
expression can create persistent friction. When parents hold
differing values or approaches, inconsistent parenting

emerges, confusing both partners and the child. This discord
often coincides with declining marital satisfaction, marked
emotional  distance, and

by reduced intimacy,

communication breakdowns. Power imbalances and
struggles over decision-making further aggravate relational
stress, leading some couples to experience resentment and
disengagement. The literature suggests that when marital
harmony deteriorates, the emotional climate of the
household suffers, amplifying the sense of conflict parents
experience between their roles as partners and as caregivers.

4. Socioeconomic and Cultural Pressures

The fourth theme, Socioeconomic and Cultural Pressures,
underscores the contextual forces shaping parental conflict.
Economic insecurity—manifesting through unstable
employment, high living costs, and educational expenses—
places parents under chronic strain. These stressors are
compounded by societal expectations that idealize intensive
parenting, particularly within urban Iranian contexts where
success and competition are highly valued. Gendered norms
further influence parental dynamics, with mothers often
bearing disproportionate responsibility for childrearing
while fathers prioritize financial provision. Extended family
members may also impose traditional beliefs or unsolicited
advice, creating added tension. The urban lifestyle—
characterized by time scarcity, heavy workloads, and
environmental stressors such as traffic and limited leisure—
magnifies fatigue and diminishes family cohesion, making
socioeconomic and cultural factors key external contributors
to role conflict.

5. Child-Centered Dependency

The fifth theme, Child-Centered Dependency, highlights
the emotional overattachment that frequently develops in
one-child households. Parents often display overprotective
behaviors, fearing harm or failure for their child, and thereby
limit the child’s autonomy and independence. This
overinvolvement  stems from deep emotional
identification—parents equate the child’s success or distress
with their own self-worth. Over time, this dynamic fosters
dependency on both sides: parents become overly enmeshed
in their child’s development, while children may struggle
with self-regulation and separation. The inability to allow
independence during transitions, such as entering school or
adolescence, further intensifies parental anxiety. The

literature indicates that such enmeshment sustains a cycle of
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emotional dependency, reinforcing parental role conflict as
parents oscillate between nurturing and control.

6. Psychological Well-Being of Parents

The sixth theme, Psychological Well-Being of Parents,
addresses the internal states that mediate parental role
conflict. Many parents in one-child families experience low
self-efficacy, doubting their ability to make effective
parenting decisions. Emotional exhaustion and burnout are
widespread, often accompanied by irritability, fatigue, and a
sense of entrapment in the parental role. Identity confusion
emerges as parents sacrifice personal interests and social
connections to prioritize their child’s needs, resulting in a
loss of individuality and reduced life satisfaction. Feelings
of helplessness and lack of control over the child’s future add
to this psychological burden. Overall, diminished well-being
not only undermines parental functioning but also
perpetuates a negative emotional environment that
reinforces the conflict between personal fulfillment and
parental duties.

7. Support Systems and Coping Resources

The final theme, Support Systems and Coping Resources,
captures the buffering mechanisms that can alleviate or
intensify parental role conflict. The presence of empathetic

spousal support, characterized by shared parenting and

Table 2

Applied Family Therapy Journal 7:1 (2026) 1-12

emotional validation, significantly reduces the perceived
burden of parenting. Extended family networks also play a
critical role, offering practical assistance and moral
guidance; however, when support is absent or judgmental, it
may have the opposite effect. Institutional resources—such
as counseling centers, parenting workshops, and social
welfare programs—are identified as valuable but often
underutilized due to stigma or limited accessibility. The
literature emphasizes that parents who engage with
supportive systems demonstrate greater resilience, improved
emotional regulation, and reduced role strain, highlighting
the protective influence of social and institutional coping
resources in mitigating parental role conflict.

In the second phase of the study, the seven qualitative
themes derived from the literature review were
operationalized into a structured questionnaire and
distributed among 230 parents of one-child families in
Tehran. Respondents rated the importance of each factor
influencing parental role conflict on a five-point Likert scale.
Data were analyzed using the Friedman test in SPSS version
26 to determine the mean ranking of the identified factors.
This method allowed for a systematic prioritization of the
relative importance of each factor based on parents’ lived

experiences and perceptions.

Ranking of Factors Influencing Parental Role Conflict in One-Child Families (n = 230)

Rank Factor Mean Rank
1 Parenting Expectations and Role Strain 6.35
2 Emotional Regulation and Stress Management 5.92
3 Marital Relationship Dynamics 5.48
4 Socioeconomic and Cultural Pressures 4.86
5 Child-Centered Dependency 433
6 Psychological Well-Being of Parents 4.05
7 Support Systems and Coping Resources 3.71

The ranking results reveal that Parenting Expectations
and Role Strain hold the highest influence on parental role
conflict among one-child families, reflecting the
overwhelming expectations, perfectionism, and work—
family imbalance experienced by parents. Emotional
Regulation and Stress Management ranks second,
highlighting the emotional vulnerability and coping
difficulties associated with raising an only child. The third-
ranked factor, Marital Relationship Dynamics, underscores
the interdependence between spousal harmony and effective
parenting. Socioeconomic and Cultural Pressures occupy the

middle range, suggesting that contextual challenges such as

financial strain and societal norms contribute significantly
Child-Centered
Dependency and Psychological Well-Being of Parents

but indirectly to parental tension.

follow closely, reflecting how emotional overinvolvement
and self-neglect amplify role conflict. Finally, Support
Systems and Coping Resources rank lowest, suggesting that
while these resources serve as vital buffers, their limited
availability and underutilization reduce their mitigating
impact. Overall, the results emphasize the predominance of
intrapersonal and relational factors over purely contextual
ones in explaining parental role conflict dynamics in
Tehran’s one-child families.
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Figure 1

Ranking of Factors Influencing Parental Role Conflict in One-Child Families

Ranking of Factors Influencing Parental Role Conflict in One-Child Families

Parenting Expectations and Role Strain

Emotional Regulation and Stress Management

Marital Relationship Dynamics

Socioeconomic and Cultural Pressures

Child-Centered Dependency

Psychological Well-Being of Parents

Support Systems and Coping Resources

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The present study aimed to identify and rank the factors
influencing parental role conflict in one-child families,
integrating qualitative findings from a systematic literature
review with quantitative validation through ranking analysis
among parents in Tehran. The results revealed that seven
overarching factors—Parenting Expectations and Role
Strain, Emotional Regulation and Stress Management,
Marital Relationship  Dynamics, Socioeconomic and
Cultural Child-Centered
Psychological Well-being of Parents, and Support Systems

Pressures, Dependency,
and Coping Resources—jointly contribute to the complexity
of parental conflict. The Friedman test indicated that
Parenting Expectations and Role Strain was ranked as the
most influential factor, followed by Emotional Regulation
and Stress Management and Marital Relationship
Dynamics, while Support Systems and Coping Resources
received the lowest rank. These results suggest that
intrapersonal and relational variables play a more central
role than structural or contextual factors in shaping parental
role conflict among one-child families.

The finding that parenting expectations and role strain
emerged as the most influential factor aligns with prior
research emphasizing the psychological burden of modern

Mean Rank

parenthood, particularly in single-child households. Parents
in such families often internalize social ideals of perfection,
perceiving the success or failure of their only child as a
reflection of their own competence (Gomez-Ortiz &
Sanchez-Sanchez, 2022; Wang et al., 2025). This self-
imposed standard intensifies stress and creates unrealistic
expectations that can lead to burnout (Aslanabadi et al.,
2025). According to (Jeong et al., 2020), working mothers
often experience severe role overload when balancing
occupational demands with parenting duties, which
diminishes their perceived competence and heightens
emotional conflict. Similarly, (Lu, 2025) found that
heightened parental sensitivity and overconcern, particularly
among mothers of preadolescents, amplify fear of failure and
exacerbate self-blame. These findings resonate with
(Findley et al., 2025), who identified that interparental
conflict and parenting stress in the early postnatal period are
significantly correlated with parental exhaustion and identity
confusion. Collectively, the evidence suggests that when
parents in one-child families strive for unattainable ideals,
they compromise their psychological resilience and intensify
role strain.

The second-ranked factor, emotional regulation and
stress management, underscores the importance of
psychological adaptability in parental functioning. The
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current findings demonstrate that parents with limited
emotional regulation skills or maladaptive coping strategies
are more vulnerable to experiencing role conflict. This is
consistent with (Ko & Rodriguez, 2025), who found that
parents’ psychological well-being predicts family cohesion
and effective parenting, emphasizing the value of emotional
intelligence in navigating conflict. (Merino et al., 2024)
further demonstrated that emotional clarity serves as a
protective factor against parental stress, mediating the
relationship between parenting style and child well-being.
Similarly, (Wang et al., 2025) reported that parents’ inability
to regulate emotional responses—particularly in the
presence of “phubbing” behaviors—can increase the risk of
emotional and behavioral problems in children. When
parents engage in emotional suppression or avoidance, they
may inadvertently model dysregulated behavior for their
children, thereby perpetuating a cycle of conflict and distress
(Li & Ye, 2024; Wintner et al., 2023). Moreover, research
by (Lu, 2025) highlights that emotional sensitivity and self-
evaluative concerns in parents elevate vulnerability to stress,
supporting the notion that emotional regulation deficits form
a critical foundation for parental role conflict.

The third factor, marital relationship dynamics, reflects
the interdependence between spousal harmony and parental
functioning. The results indicate that disagreements in
parenting style, inconsistent discipline, and diminished
marital satisfaction significantly contribute to role conflict.
These findings are consistent with those of (Lange et al.,
2021), who demonstrated that persistent marital disputes in
high-conflict families lead to child post-traumatic stress and
parental burnout. Likewise, (Cyr et al., 2020) emphasized
that unresolved marital tensions often spill over into parent—
child interactions, impairing emotional responsiveness and
communication. Marital discord has been linked to
inconsistent co-parenting behaviors, which undermine both
parents’ confidence and the emotional climate of the home
(Papp & Hartley, 2019; Ramos et al., 2022). Moreover,
(Moore & McDougall, 2022) argues that ethical dilemmas in
parental roles often stem from competing loyalties between
marital and caregiving obligations. Conversely, cooperative
relationships, characterized by shared decision-making and
emotional empathy, have been associated with lower levels
of stress and higher co-parenting satisfaction (Ko &
Rodriguez, 2025). These findings confirm that marital
harmony not only promotes emotional stability but also
reduces the likelihood of parental role conflict in one-child
families, where both parents’ attention tends to concentrate
on a single child.
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The mid-ranked factor, socioeconomic and cultural
pressures, demonstrates that contextual stressors remain
significant contributors to parental conflict, albeit less direct
than psychological ones. Economic hardship, unstable
employment, and high living costs have long been identified
as predictors of family stress (Cao et al., 2022; Rinaldo et al.,
2024). In the context of one-child families, these factors are
intensified by cultural expectations that parents provide
exceptional educational and material opportunities for their
child. (Chavda & Nisarga, 2023) noted that financial strain
and lack of social support can diminish parents’ emotional
availability and increase family tension. Furthermore,
cultural ideals of “intensive parenting,” particularly
prevalent in collectivist societies, place disproportionate
emotional labor on mothers (Sakharova & Tsvetkova, 2024;
CaBuna & CadyanoB, 2024). These findings align with
(Goworko-Sktadanek & Prymak, 2022), who argued that
institutional frameworks often fail to accommodate modern
parental realities, leading to chronic stress. Urbanization and
limited leisure opportunities further exacerbate these
difficulties, creating what (Stearns & McKinney, 2020)
describes as “compressed family time,” where parents
struggle to meet both societal and familial expectations
simultaneously.

The fifth-ranked factor, child-centered dependency,
captures the tendency of parents in one-child families to
exhibit overprotection and emotional overidentification with
their child. The study found that overinvolvement in the
child’s daily life and resistance to granting autonomy lead to
intensified parental anxiety and self-neglect. (Meijing, 2024)
demonstrated that parental overcontrol in everyday
communication fosters emotional tension and restricts
2023) further

discussed how distorted parental identity can manifest as

children’s independence. (Willemsen,
possessiveness, especially when the child becomes the sole
focus of parental purpose. Research by (Yang et al., 2022)
found that inconsistent maternal conflict resolution styles
exacerbate child dependency and problem behaviors,
reflecting the bidirectional nature of the dynamic. Similarly,
(Shaki et al., 2022) warned that overinvolved “helicopter
parenting,” though well-intentioned, often produces anxiety
and psychological inflexibility in both parent and child.
Together, these studies illustrate that emotional enmeshment
and overdependence serve as critical pathways linking
parental role expectations to emotional conflict and burnout.

The sixth-ranked factor, psychological well-being of
parents, underscores that internal states—such as self-
efficacy, identity stability, and emotional exhaustion—
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directly influence how parents experience their roles. The
current findings suggest that low self-confidence and
chronic fatigue are associated with higher conflict levels,
consistent with (Aslanabadi et al., 2025), who found that
parental burnout is linked to increased risk of child
maltreatment and reduced interaction quality. (Lu, 2025)
also emphasized that when parents lack self-acceptance and
emotional clarity, they are more likely to misinterpret their
child’s behavior as personal failure. Similarly, (Ko &
Rodriguez, 2025) showed that psychological distress in
fathers predicts diminished well-being and family
satisfaction. These results resonate with (Wintner et al.,
2023), who highlighted that parents engaging in emotional
co-regulation activities (such as structured play or
biofeedback) exhibit reduced stress and improved
relationships. Therefore, promoting parental mental health
emerges as a crucial preventive strategy against role conflict
and maladaptive family functioning.

Finally, support systems and coping resources, though
ranked lowest, remain vital buffers in mitigating the adverse
effects of parental conflict. The relatively low ranking
indicates that while external support exists, it is either
underutilized or perceived as insufficient among urban
Iranian families. Research has consistently shown that
spousal and extended family support can enhance resilience
and reduce the intensity of family stress (Perez et al., 2023;
Wong et al., 2023). (Sakharova & Tsvetkova, 2024) and
(Findley et al., 2025) both reported that community and
institutional resources, such as counseling and parent
education programs, are crucial yet often inaccessible due to
stigma or logistical constraints. Moreover, comparative
studies demonstrate that access to supportive networks
correlates with improved emotional regulation and marital
satisfaction (Ko & Rodriguez, 2025; Wintner et al., 2023).
The findings underscore a need for systemic interventions
that strengthen social infrastructure and normalize
psychological support for parents, especially in one-child
contexts.

Overall, the findings of this study confirm that parental
role conflict is a multidimensional phenomenon rooted in
psychological, relational, and structural domains. Emotional
and cognitive processes—such as self-criticism, anxiety, and
perfectionism—serve as primary mechanisms, while
contextual stressors and cultural expectations modulate their
intensity. The hierarchical structure of the factors suggests
that interventions aimed at improving emotional regulation,
redefining parenting expectations, and fostering marital
harmony are likely to yield the greatest reductions in
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parental role conflict. Furthermore, developing community-
based and institutional support mechanisms may alleviate
the external pressures that perpetuate these challenges.
These results contribute to a growing international discourse
on the psychosocial dynamics of one-child families,
providing evidence-based insight into both universal and
culturally specific aspects of parenting stress (Gomez-Ortiz
& Sanchez-Sanchez, 2022; Margaleti¢c & Simovié, 2024;
Rinaldo et al., 2024).

5. Suggestions and Limitations

Despite its comprehensive mixed-method design, this
study is not without limitations. First, the qualitative phase
relied on literature-based data extraction rather than direct
interviews or focus groups, which may limit the contextual
depth of emerging themes. While theoretical saturation was
achieved through extensive review, the absence of first-hand
experiential data might have constrained the exploration of
nuanced emotional processes unique to Iranian parents.
Second, the quantitative sample was limited to 230 parents
from Tehran, which may not reflect the experiences of
parents in smaller cities or rural areas where cultural norms,
economic pressures, and social networks differ significantly.
Third, the study’s reliance on self-report questionnaires
introduces the potential for social desirability bias, as parents
may underreport emotional strain or marital difficulties.
Finally, the cross-sectional design prevents causal inference,
restricting the ability to determine temporal relationships
between variables such as emotional regulation and role
conflict.

Future research should build upon these findings by
employing longitudinal and multi-method approaches to
explore how parental role conflict evolves over time. In-
depth qualitative interviews could capture richer emotional
narratives, while structural equation modeling may clarify
the causal pathways between psychological well-being,
marital dynamics, and role expectations. Cross-cultural
comparisons would be particularly valuable for
distinguishing culturally specific stressors from universal
mechanisms underlying parental conflict. Moreover, studies
could investigate how digital media use, gender identity, and
parenting interventions interact to influence conflict levels
in one-child families. Integrating biological indicators of
stress, such as cortisol measurement, could also strengthen
the empirical grounding of this field. Lastly, future research
might evaluate the effectiveness of psychoeducational or
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therapeutic programs aimed at reducing perfectionism and
enhancing emotional literacy among parents.

From a practical perspective, the findings highlight the
need for multilevel interventions that address both
psychological and systemic determinants of parental
conflict. Parenting education programs should emphasize
emotional regulation, self-care, and realistic goal setting,
helping parents move away from perfectionistic standards.
Marital counseling can promote cooperative communication
and equitable division of childcare responsibilities, thereby
reducing emotional spillover. On a broader scale,
policymakers and social institutions should enhance access
to community-based support, flexible work policies, and
affordable childcare services. Additionally, integrating
family well-being modules into public health initiatives
could help normalize seeking psychological assistance and
reduce stigma. Ultimately, empowering parents through
education, emotional support, and social infrastructure
represents a sustainable path toward mitigating parental role
conflict in one-child families.
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