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This cross-sectional, survey-based study investigated the interrelations of playful parenting style with playfulness and well-being of kindergarten children. Participants were parents (87.3% mothers, 11.8% fathers) and teachers (N = 34) of 228 kindergarten children in Hong Kong (mean age = 5.01 years, 59.2% boys). Parents reported demographic information (i.e., child age, child gender, parent education, and household income), their playful parenting style, and their child’s playfulness, whereas teachers rated children’s emotional well-being (positive and negative) and character strengths (interpersonal, intellectual, temperance, and transcendence strengths) in the school context through questionnaires. Research Findings: Results from a path analytic model revealed that the indirect relations of playful parenting style with children’s positive emotional well-being and interpersonal, intellectual, temperance, and transcendence strengths, mediated through child playfulness, were positive and significant. However, the relation with negative emotional well-being was non-significant. Practice or Policy: The results highlighted a playful parenting style and child playfulness as plausible protective factors associated with children’s well-being in the school context. Practically, promoting a playful parenting style at home may be a good way to support holistic early childhood development, fostering emotional resilience, character strengths, and overall well-being.
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Interrelations of Playful Parenting Style with Kindergarten Children’s Playfulness and Well-Being

Introduction
	Children’s playfulness indicates their qualities of play displayed across different contexts (Barnett, 1991; Lieberman, 1977), and emerging evidence has revealed its predictive role in early social-emotional (e.g., Fung & Chung, 2022, 2023a, 2024a), cognitive (e.g., Fung & Chung, 2024b, 2025b), and creativity (e.g., Fung & Chung, 2023b, 2025a) development. Although the literature suggests links between playfulness and well-being among adolescents and adults (e.g., Clarke & Basilio, 2018; Farley et al., 2021; Parker et al., 2023; Proyer et al., 2018, 2021), research examining their relations in early childhood is very limited. Recent research has also explored the antecedents of children’s playfulness, like parent characteristics (e.g., parental play beliefs; Fung & Chung, 2024a), family routine (e.g., household activities; Wei et al., 2025), or child characteristics (e.g., overexcitabilities; Fung & Chung, 2023b). Grounded on the bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994), highlighting the importance of parent-child interaction to child development, parenting styles (e.g., playful parenting style; Bureau et al., 2023) are potential factors that shape children’s playfulness. Existing research scarcely investigated the relations between parenting styles and child playfulness, and those examining how they collectively predict children’s well-being are even rarer. The present study aimed to fill these gaps by examining the interrelations among playful parenting style, playfulness, and well-being in a sample of Hong Kong kindergarten children. 
Children’s Playfulness and Well-Being
[bookmark: _Hlk160619728]The hedonic (Diener et al., 1999) and eudaimonic (Ryff, 1989) perspectives define well-being by looking into subjective (life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect; Diener, 2009) and psychological (environmental mastery, personal growth, purpose in life, autonomy, positive relationships, and self-acceptance; Ryff & Keyes, 1995) factors reflecting one’s quality of life, while more recent well-being frameworks combine indicators from the hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives. For instance, the PERMA framework (Seligman, 2012) highlights five dimensions of well-being: positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment. The PROSPER framework (Noble & McGrath, 2015) extends the PERMA model by incorporating the dimensions of positivity, relationships, outcome, strengths, purpose, engagement, and resilience. Given that play is a shelter from daily stressful experiences and brings happiness to mind (Tonkin & Whitaker, 2021), researchers have examined the role of playfulness in sustaining well-being. Play can lead to positive emotional experiences, and children can strengthen their competencies through playful participation (Fung & Chung, 2023a, 2024a); thus, we speculated that playfulness is predictive of children’s positivity (e.g., emotional well-being) and strengths (e.g., character strengths), which are two core dimensions in the PROSPER well-being framework (Noble & McGrath, 2015).
Playfulness reflects one’s likelihood of perceiving ordinary events as enjoyable, amusing, and intellectually stimulating (Proyer et al., 2021). Playful people tend to “frame or reframe” daily circumstances by introducing entertaining elements (Proyer, 2018, p. 114). Therefore, playfulness can be positively linked to positive mood and well-being (Berger et al., 2018; Lockwood & O’Connor, 2017). Consistently, prior research has demonstrated the positive relations of playfulness with physical well-being (Proyer et al., 2018), psychological well-being (Staempfli, 2007), emotional well-being (Proyer et al., 2021), life satisfaction (Clarke & Basilio, 2018), and PERMA well-being (Farley et al., 2021; Parker et al., 2023) among adults and adolescents. Despite the strong theoretical and empirical bases supporting the interconnectedness of playfulness and well-being, only a limited number of studies have specifically examined the relation between these two constructs in children. 
Playfulness, particularly in early childhood, indicates children’s styles of play (Lieberman, 1977) such as their physical spontaneity (activity level, dexterity, and coordination), social spontaneity (interaction, support, and collaboration), cognitive spontaneity (fantasy, imagination, association), manifest joy (positive emotion expression), and sense of humor (teasing, joy telling). For example, the Children’s Playfulness Scale (Barnett, 1991), which is a validated measure of children’s playfulness in early years, captures their play qualities like physical coordination (“The child’s movements are generally well-coordinated during play activities”), peer interactions (“The child plays cooperatively with other children”), inventiveness (“The child uses unconventional objects in play”), enjoyment (“The child shows enthusiasm during play”), and humorousness (“The child gently teases other while at play”), while these qualities tend to be expressed across different situations and circumstances. A small number of prior studies explored the links between children’s playfulness and well-being. For example, Sanders and colleagues (2022) reported a positive relation between playfulness and quality of life among 31 children between 8-12 years. Moore and Lynch (2018) also reported that children between 6-8 years viewed play participation as a contributor to their positive emotions in an ethnographic study. Another study, conducted by Saunders and colleagues (1999), demonstrated a positive relation between playfulness and coping skills among 19 preschool children aged 3-6 years. Nevertheless, these studies on school-aged or preschool children used small samples and focused on a single well-being indicator. To provide a more comprehensive understanding of preschool children's well-being and its relationship with playfulness, further research involving larger, more diverse samples and multiple indicators of well-being is worth considering. 
Drawing on the PROSPER well-being framework (Noble & McGrath, 2015), suggesting positivity (i.e., emotional experiences) and strengths (i.e., character strengths) as two core components indicating one’s positive functioning, the present study focused on children’s emotional well-being (both positive and negative emotions) and their character strengths. Character strengths are psychological elements that constitute six important virtues commonly valued by humans across cultures and over time, including courage, justice, humanity, temperance, transcendence, and wisdom (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). In early childhood, however, the factor structure of character strengths was reported as different, with four virtues covering the 24 strengths (Shoshani, 2019): interpersonal strengths (i.e., social intelligence, love, kindness, fairness, teamwork, perspective, leadership, and bravery), intellectual strengths (i.e., love of learning, curiosity, appreciation of beauty, and creativity), temperance strengths (i.e., prudence, self-regulation, forgiveness, open-mindedness, modesty, and persistence), and transcendence strengths (i.e., zest, gratitude, spirituality, hope, humor, and authenticity). Emerging evidence suggested that children’s character strengths can be fostered at the school level through the implementation of new curriculum, enhanced teacher training, or effective resource allocation (Lavy, 2020). Examining children’s character strengths through an alternative lens of play, this study aimed to expand the literature by investigating the relations among playfulness, emotional well-being, and character strengths in a sample of Hong Kong kindergarten children. 
Playful Parenting Style and Children’s Playfulness and Well-Being
Family is the first important context shaping children’s characteristics, and the bioecological model highlights family as a prominent microsystem that influences children’s early development (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). Although this model also illustrated how child individual differences may reciprocally affect parenting behaviors, parental characteristics (e.g., parenting styles) are widely regarded as determinants of children’s early developmental outcomes theoretically (e.g., Baumrind, 1966; Darling & Steinberg, 1993) and empirically (e.g., Kong & Yasmin, 2022; Wang et al., 2024). Recent research has examined the predictive roles of parent characteristics (e.g., parental play beliefs, parent playfulness) and family routines (e.g., household activities) in determining the family processes associated with children's playfulness. Fung and Chung (2024a, 2025a) reported that parental play beliefs, such as play support (i.e., the belief in the role of play in early childhood learning and development), were a significant correlate of kindergarten children’s playfulness. Other recent studies also revealed how parent playfulness was significantly related to preschool children’s playfulness (e.g., Duss et al., 2024; Seal et al., 2025; Wu et al., 2024), and Wei and colleagues (2025) further suggested the increased quantity and quality of parent-child interaction as the potential mediator. Within the family microsystem (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994), parenting style is another potential determinant of children’s playfulness. For example, Bureau and colleagues (2023) has put forth the construct of playful parenting style, consisting of the dimensions of playful effort (i.e., apply playful approaches in daily parent-child interaction), teasing (i.e., employment of tricks, teasing, or sarcasm), rule defiance (i.e., rule breaking to make fun), and rough and tumble play (i.e., engage in physical play fight). 
Conceptually, parents who practice a playful parenting style are more likely to use playful, creative approaches to resolve parent-child conflicts, maintain a positive, joyful home atmosphere, and actively engage in daily household play. These propositions align with the Family Systems Theory (Rakow, 2023), highlighting that one’s functioning cannot be isolated from family dynamics, patterns, and emotional climates. Therefore, family processes stemming from playful parenting styles may contribute to children’s playfulness. Despite the sound conceptual linkage, several recent studies examined the associations of parental playfulness and parenting behaviors (e.g., coparenting, challenging, and warmth) with child playfulness (e.g., Duss et al., 2024; Seal et al., 2025; Wu et al., 2024), while very limited research has explored the relation between playful parenting style and children’s playfulness. Building on recent evidence that playfulness serves as a predictor of enhanced social competence (Fung & Chung, 2024a), reduced peer problems (Fung & Chung, 2022), and higher levels of school readiness (Fung & Chung, 2023a) in the kindergarten context, the present study extended to investigate whether and how playful parenting style and child playfulness might be translated into children’s well-being outcomes as perceived by kindergarten teachers. Echoing the debate about schoolification in early childhood education (Patton & Winter, 2022), the current investigation offers an alternative approach to sustain children’s long-term holistic development through the lens of a playful parenting style and child playfulness.
The Present Study
[bookmark: _Hlk160620078]This study aimed to understand well-being in early childhood through the lens of play by investigating the direct and indirect relationships of playful parenting style with kindergarten children’s playfulness and well-being (i.e., positive emotional well-being, negative emotional well-being, and character strengths). Grounded on the bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994) highlighting the crucial role of parenting styles in shaping child characteristics and the empirical evidence demonstrating the positive links between parent characteristics, playfulness and well-being (e.g., Bureau et al., 2023; Clarke & Basilio, 2018; Farley et al., 2021; Fung & Chung, 2025a, 2025b; Parker et al., 2023; Proyer et al., 2018; Proyer et al., 2021), we propose a conceptual framework that playful parenting style can contribute to children’s playfulness, whereas higher levels of playfulness enable these children to establish positive peer relations and engage in school activities more effectively, leading to better well-being outcomes in the kindergarten context. These indirect associations can illustrate how a playful parenting style shapes child playfulness and how playfulness in the home environment is translated into children’s well-being in early years settings. 
Specifically, it was hypothesized that (1) the relationships between playful parenting style and child playfulness would be positive and significant, (2) the relationships between child playfulness and positive emotional well-being and character strengths would be positive and significant, and (3) child playfulness would be negatively related to negative emotional well-being. We also expected that (4) the indirect relations of a playful parenting style with children’s positive emotional well-being and character strengths, mediated through child playfulness, would be positive and significant, but that (5) the indirect relation of a playful parenting style with children’s negative emotional well-being would be negative and significant. Finally, we anticipated that (6) the direct relations between playful parenting style and children’s well-being outcomes would be non-significant. 
Method
Participants
Participants were parents (87.3% mothers, 11.8% fathers) and teachers (N = 34) of 228 kindergarten children (mean age = 5.01 years, 59.2% boys) in Hong Kong. Only one carer (either the father or the mother) in a family was invited to complete the survey. Regarding parents’ educational attainment, 78.7% had completed at least senior high school. The majority of fathers (96.3%) were employed full-time, whereas around half of the mothers (44.3%) were also employed full-time. About half of the families (45.6%) reported household incomes at or above the median (HK$30,000). The participating teachers are all employed in kindergartens under the Government’s Pre-primary Education Voucher Scheme, and they serve as class teachers for the children. These teachers have received professional training in early childhood education and have a deep understanding of how to promote children's learning and development.
Procedure
[bookmark: _Hlk141280278]	This cross-sectional study involved parent and teacher survey-based ratings that were collected concurrently in Autumn 2025. Ethical approval was granted by the ethics review board (blinded for review). The principals of the 11 participating kindergartens also consented to take part. Informed consent and questionnaire forms were shared with the parents through the participating kindergartens as part of the invitation process. Consented parents reported demographic information (i.e., child age, child gender, parent education, and household income), their playful parenting style, and their child’s playfulness through a questionnaire, which took around twenty minutes. Participating teachers rated children’s emotional well-being (positive and negative) and character strengths (interpersonal, intellectual, temperance, and transcendence) using another questionnaire that can be completed in 15 minutes. The 34 participating teachers rated only children in their class, with a range of 4 to 16 depending on the number of parental consents received. 
Measures
Playful Parenting Style
[bookmark: _Hlk68778835][bookmark: _Hlk136606924]	Playful parenting style was assessed by the Playful Parenting Style Questionnaire (PPSQ; Bureau et al., 2023). A Chinese translation of PPSQ was administered, and the translation was performed by an experienced research assistant proficient in both English and Chinese, with back-translation conducted to assess item validity. The PPBS demonstrated adequate reliability (Cronbach’s alpha > 0.70) and validity, including construct, convergent, and predictive validity (Bureau et al., 2023). The PPBS consists of four subscales. The playful effort subscale contains 15 items (e.g., “I am confident in my ability to entertain my child”, “I tell jokes or funny stories to make my child laugh”). The teasing subscale contains five items (e.g., “I play tricks on my child”, “I answer my child's questions with a joke”). The rule defiance subscale contains five items (e.g., “I break the rules to entertain my child”, “I voluntarily break a rule in the presence of my child”). The rough and tumble play subscale includes three items (e.g., “I engage in play-fighting with my child or lift him/her up in the air”, “I have pillow fights with my child”). Parents rated all items on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (nearly never) to 6 (always). The average score across all items in the four subscales indicated a playful parenting style. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha of the test scores was 0.89.
Child Playfulness
[bookmark: _Hlk136606947]Child playfulness was assessed by the Children’s Playfulness Scale (CPS; Barnett, 1991), which showed adequate reliability (Cronbach’s alpha > .80) and validity (construct and factorial validity; Barnett, 2018). A Chinese version of CPS was administered in this study, which has been employed in research on local kindergarten children (e.g., Fung & Chung, 2023a, 2024a) with demonstrated reliability (Cronbach’s alphas > .80). The CPS includes five subscales: physical spontaneity (four items; e.g., “The child prefers to be active rather than quiet in play”), social spontaneity (five items; e.g., “The child is willing to share playthings”), cognitive spontaneity (three items; e.g., “The child uses unconventional objects in play”), manifest joy (five items; e.g., “The child sings and talks while playing”), and sense of humor (five items; e.g., “The child laughs at humorous stories”). Parents rated the items on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not like) to 5 (exactly like). The average score of all items under the five subscales represented child playfulness. The Cronbach’s alpha of the test scores was 0.88.
Child Positive and Negative Emotional Well-Being
	Child emotional well-being was measured by the positive affect and negative affect subscales of the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule for Children (PANAS-C; Ebesutani et al., 2012). A Chinese version of PANAS-C was administered in this study, which was employed in prior local research (Fung & Chung, under review) with good reliability (Cronbach’s alphas > .80). The PANAS-C has 10 items under the positive affect (i.e., interested, excited, strong, enthusiastic, proud, alert, inspired, determined, attentive, and active) and another 10 items under the negative affect (i.e., distressed, upset, guilty, scared, hostile, irritable, ashamed, nervous, jittery, and afraid) subscales, with demonstrated internal consistency, convergent validity, and divergent validity (Ebesutani et al., 2012). Teachers rated the extent to which a child has felt the described emotion during the past few weeks using a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). The average scores of the positive affect and negative affect subscales represented children’s positive and negative emotional well-being, respectively. The Cronbach’s alphas of the test scores of positive affect and negative affect subscales were 0.88 and 0.87, respectively.
Child Character Strengths
[bookmark: _Hlk136604434]	Child character strengths were assessed by the Character Strengths Inventory for Early Childhood (CSI-EC), with adequate reliability (Cronbach’s alphas > .74) and validity (content and factorial validity; Shoshani, 2019). A Chinese version of CSI-EC was administered, which was employed in prior local research (Fung & Chung, under review) with good reliability (Cronbach’s alphas > .80). The CSI-EC includes 96 items  corresponding to the 24-character strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) grouped under four virtues (Shoshani, 2019): interpersonal strengths (32 items; e.g., “It does not matter what group of children the child is with, s/he is able to adapt to it”, “When the child sees another child in distress or encountering a problem, s/he tries to help”), intellectual strengths (16 items; e.g., “The child loves to explore the world around him/her and discover new things”, “The child tends to stop and observe beautiful things around him/her, such as flowers, butterflies, and beautiful landscapes”), temperance strengths (24 items; e.g., “The child knows how to avoid situations that could endanger him/her”, “The child is considered a disciplined and good child who almost never does things s/he should not do”), and transcendence strengths (24 items; e.g., “The child is full of joy of life and vivaciousness”, “The child knows how to appreciate the good things that happen in his/her life”). Teachers rated each item on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all like) to 5 (very much like). The average scores for the items under the four virtues reflected children’s strengths in interpersonal, intellectual, temperance, and transcendence, respectively. In this study, the Cronbach’s alphas of the test scores of the interpersonal, intellectual, temperance, and transcendence strengths were 0.98, 0.97, 0.97 and 0.97, respectively
Data Analysis Plan
	Correlations were first examined to understand the relationships among the variables. The variables were then subjected to a path analysis to examine their direct and indirect relations. The path model was estimated with the lavaan package in R (version 4.2.0; R Core Team, 2025). Intraclass correlations (ICCs) were examined to understand the potential influences of the nested structure on emotional well-being and character strengths (i.e., teachers’ ratings of children in the same class), with ICCs ranging from 0.14 (child interpersonal strengths) to 0.35 (child negative emotional well-being). Taking the clustered sampling structure into account, the lavaan.survey package (Oberski, 2014) was used to adjust the parameter estimates, standard errors, and chi-square-derived fit indices. This statistical method has been employed in prior studies to account for clustered sampling (e.g., Jackson & Cunningham, 2017; Stühmann et al., 2020). Model fit was assessed with reference to Hu and Bentler’s criteria (1999): non-significant Chi-square index (χ2), comparative fit index (CFI) above .95, Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) above .95, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) under .06, and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) under .08. The bias-corrected bootstrapping method with 2000 resampling (Hayes, 2009) was employed to examine the significance of the indirect relations.
Results
Preliminary Analyses
[bookmark: _Hlk160620248]	Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alphas, and bivariate correlations of the study variables. The fractions of missing data for the study variables ranged from 0.1% (child positive emotional well-being) to 3.1% (playful parenting style), with Little’s (1998) test value χ2 (54) = 57.18, p = .36, indicating no specific pattern in the missing data. 
The normality of all variables was within the acceptable range (±3.0 for skewness and ±10.0 for kurtosis; Kline, 2005). The playful parenting style was positively associated with child playfulness (r = 0.40, p < .001) but unrelated to all other well-being outcomes. Child playfulness was significantly correlated with all well-being outcomes (rs = 0.22 to 0.29, ps < .001), except negative emotional well-being. Since the percentage of missing data was less than 30, the missingness was handled by multiple imputation with 100 between-imputation iterations to produce 20 imputed datasets (Graham et al., 2007) that were then pooled to produce point and variance estimates based on the standard Rubin (1987) formula. The maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors (i.e., the MLM estimator) was used to estimate model fit (Oberski, 2014).
[Table 1 near here]
Path Analytic Model Examining the Direct and Indirect Relations
	Figure 1 shows the parameter estimates and fit statistics for the path model of playful parenting style, child playfulness, and child well-being (i.e., positive emotional well-being, negative emotional well-being, interpersonal strengths, intellectual strengths, temperance strengths, and transcendence strengths). Control variables include children’s age, gender, parental education, and household income. The path model reveals a good fit to the data: χ2 (df = 16, N = 228) = 23.45, p = .10, CFI = .99, TLI = .98, RMSEA = .05 (90% CI: .00, .08), SRMR = .03, R2 Child Positive Emotional Well-Being = .11, R2 Child Negative Emotional Well-Being = .06, R2 Child Interpersonal Strengths = .11, R2 Child Intellectual Strengths = .12, R2 Child Temperance Strengths = .10, R2 Child Transcendence Strengths = .13. A post hoc power analysis revealed that the current sample size was adequate, with a power of 0.88 (Moshagen & Erdfelder, 2016).
[Figure 1 near here]
The path from playful parenting style to child playfulness (β = 0.40, SE = 0.06, p < .001) was positive and significant, but those to well-being outcomes were all non-significant. The paths from child playfulness to child positive emotional well-being (β = 0.32, SE = 0.08, p < .001), interpersonal strengths (β = 0.25, SE = 0.12, p < .001), intellectual strengths (β = 0.27, SE = 0.12, , p < .001), temperance strengths (β = 0.22, SE = 0.11, p = .005), and transcendence strengths (β = 0.24, SE = 0.11, , p < .001) were statistically significant. However, child playfulness was unrelated to negative emotional well-being in the path model. The indirect relations of playful parenting style and child playful (the hypothesized mediator) with child positive emotional well-being (indirect effect: B = 0.13, SE = 0.03, p < .001, 90% CI: 0.07, 0.19), interpersonal strengths (indirect effect: B = 0.10, SE = 0.04, p = .001, 90% CI: 0.05, 0.21), intellectual strengths (indirect effect: B = 0.11, SE = 0.04, p < .001, 90% CI: 0.07, 0.22), temperance strengths (indirect effect: B = 0.09, SE = 0.04, p = .006, 90% CI: 0.03, 0.18), and transcendence strengths (indirect effect: B = 0.10, SE = 0.04, p = .002, 90% CI: 0.04, 0.19) were positive and significant; but the one with negative emotional well-being was non-significant (indirect effect: B = -0.03, SE = 0.02, p = .205, 90% CI: -0.06, 0.01).
Discussion
[bookmark: _Hlk118806951]	This study examined both direct and indirect relations among playful parenting style and kindergarten children’s playfulness and well-being. The results showed that the indirect relations of playful parenting style with children’s positive emotional well-being and character strengths - mediated by child playfulness, - were positive and significant; however, the relation with negative emotional well-being was non-significant. Importantly, the present results have expanded the existing evidence (e.g., Bureau et al., 2023; Clarke & Basilio, 2018; Farley et al., 2021; Fung & Chung, 2025a, 2025b; Parker et al., 2023; Proyer et al., 2018, 2021) by demonstrating how playful parenting style and child playfulness within the household context are associated with children’s well-being in the kindergarten settings. The findings highlight the crucial role of family interactions in fostering positive developmental outcomes during early childhood.
Children’s Playfulness and Well-Being
As expected, child playfulness was positively associated with all well-being outcomes, except negative emotional well-being. The present findings aligned with the literature underlining the role of playfulness in sustaining one’s well-being (e.g., Clarke & Basilio, 2018; Farley et al., 2021; Parker et al., 2023; Proyer et al., 2018, 2021) but extended to demonstrate their interlinks in early years children. Given that the effective coordination of peer play is a core social goal among kindergarten children (Beaty, 2014), advanced playfulness may enable them to initiate new play activities, contribute novel play ideas, communicate effectively with play partners, and gain access to ongoing play (Fung & Chung, 2024a). The increased participation in kindergarten peer play activities might explain the positive relation between child playfulness and positive emotional well-being. 
Playfulness is also significantly associated with all four virtues in the present results. Character strengths are psychological elements that underpin humans’ optimal functioning, supporting individuals in achieving their fullest potential (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Given the prominent role of play as a vital context for early skills acquisition—highlighted by foundational theories (Piaget, 1976; Vygotsky, 1967)—and the growing body of evidence linking playfulness to kindergarten children’s social-emotional competence, cognitive development, and creativity (e.g., Fung & Chung, 2022, 2023a, 2024a, 2024b, 2025a), it is unsurprising to observe positive relationships between playfulness and various virtues. Perhaps, playfulness not only enables children to take part in kindergarten play activities more effectively but also supports them to engage in various teaching and learning activities, nurturing their interpersonal (e.g., able to form social relationships), intellectual (e.g., be creative and curious), temperance (e.g., able to self-control), and transcendence (e.g., able to evolve and improve) strengths. Overall, these findings suggest that fostering playfulness in early childhood can be a valuable pathway to developing a broad spectrum of virtues that contribute to the holistic well-being of the child.
Unexpectedly, playfulness was unrelated to children’s negative emotional well-being. In other words, children’s parent-reported playfulness was unrelated to their levels of negative emotions as perceived by kindergarten teachers. Several reasons might explain the non-significance. First, the construct of playfulness includes manifest joy (i.e., positive emotion expression; Barnett, 1991) as one of its dimensions, which may explain why playfulness is closely linked with positive emotional well-being rather than negative emotional well-being. Second, prior research has also shown that kindergarten children can distinguish between real and apparent emotions (e.g., Banerjee, 1997; Mizokawa, 2011) and are developing the ability to mask negative emotions (Denham, 2007). It is possible that children may have hidden their negative emotions to comply with teachers’ rules or expectations, as reflected in the generally lower levels of negative emotions (i.e., a mean score of 1.76) compared to positive emotions (i.e., a mean score of 3.15) in Table 1. The lack of variation in negative emotions might explain the non-significance between playfulness and negative emotional well-being in the present results.
Playful Parenting Style and Children’s Playfulness and Well-Being
	Aligning with our expectations, a playful parenting style was positively related to child playfulness, and the direct relations between this style and child well-being outcomes were non-significant. This finding not only aligned with the bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994), underscoring how parenting style can shape children’s individual characteristics (i.e., playfulness) within the family microsystem, but also extended to include contemporary constructs such as playful parenting style (Bureau et al., 2023). Parents showing higher endorsement of playful parenting style might use more playful approaches to address daily issues, including parent-child conflicts (e.g., use a joke to resolve a confrontation), emotion socialization (e.g., teasing or tickling as a means to distract the child), or academic learning (e.g., use play-based approaches to introduce knowledge and skills). All these family processes model and nurture playfulness, and future longitudinal studies may examine whether and how parent-child conflicts, emotion socialization, or play-based learning mediate the relation between a playful parenting style and child playfulness over time.
Although playful parenting style is also conceptually linked with children’s well-being in the family context (e.g., more positive emotional experiences), it was not directly related to children’s well-being outcomes in the kindergarten context. Instead, the present results suggest that a playful parenting style might translate into children’s school well-being outcomes through increased playfulness. This pattern of relations concurred with the bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994), underlining how parent-child interaction can shape children’s personal characteristics and subsequently influence their experiences within other microsystems, such as the kindergarten environment. Specifically, playful parenting style may foster children’s playfulness, while these play styles and qualities might enable them to better navigate through different teaching and learning activities, sustaining children’s emotional well-being and character strengths in school. Findings from this study propose a conceptual framework illustrating the interconnectedness among playful parenting style, children’s playfulness, and their overall well-being. This framework provides a foundation for future research, which could utilize longitudinal designs to examine and verify the directional relationships among these variables over time. Such investigations would deepen our understanding of how these factors influence each other throughout early development.
Overall, the present study advances theory by defining playful parenting as a meaningful parent-level construct within the bioecological model, identifying child playfulness as a socio-emotional mediator linking family processes to well-being, and clarifying the conceptual boundaries between playfulness and character strengths.
Limitations
[bookmark: _Hlk160620319][bookmark: _Hlk160619368][bookmark: _Hlk27791822][bookmark: _Hlk118806377][bookmark: _Hlk119052662][bookmark: _Hlk136607393]The present study has at least five limitations. First, parents rated both their own parenting style and their child’s playfulness, which may introduce social desirability (Krumpal, 2013) or common method (Podsakoff et al., 2003) bias. Relatedly, as only one carer per family was invited to participate, differences in playful parenting styles between mothers and fathers were not accounted for. Playfulness was conceptualized as an individual trait, but it can also be influenced by contextual factors such as classroom climate and teacher-child rapport. Further research may involve additional informants (e.g., spouses), direct assessment measures (e.g., the Test of Playfulness scale; Bundy et al., 2001), and additional environmental factors (e.g., teacher-child relationship) to validate the present findings. Second, although teacher ratings were used to measure children’s well-being, which is arguably more objective than parent ratings, this approach may still be biased by perception or memory errors. For example, teachers might have limited access to children’s internal distress, which might explain the non-significant findings for negative emotional well-being. Relatedly, although clustered path analysis was conducted, differences in rating tendencies across teachers were not accounted for. Future work may employ alternative approaches (e.g., classroom observations conducted by research assistants) and include sensitivity analyses to enhance understanding of children’s school well-being. Third, the bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994) underscores the possible bidirectional influences between parenting style and child characteristics. Therefore, the present results did not preclude the possibility that child playfulness can also predict playful parenting style over time. Future research should address their plausible reciprocal relationships. Fourth, the current sample consisted of Hong Kong kindergarten children from low- to middle-socioeconomic backgrounds, and therefore, the generalizability of the results was limited. Parenting practices in Hong Kong may be shaped by cultural norms and family systems that differ from Western frameworks. Further research in alternative cultures involving families from wider socioeconomic backgrounds is needed to validate the current findings. Finally, this cross-sectional study cannot claim any directional relations or causal inference. Besides, an authentic mediation model should be based on longitudinal data to test the mediators (Fiedler et al., 2011), and the current test of indirect effects is statistical rather than developmental or causal in nature. Given prior research suggested that playfulness is multidimensional, further longitudinal and experimental studies with a larger number of participants are needed to investigate the directional relations among playful parenting style, child playfulness, and children’s well-being, while considering the individual dimensions of the constructs.
Conclusions and Implications
[bookmark: _Hlk119054352][bookmark: _Hlk118806988][bookmark: _Hlk136762421][bookmark: _Hlk136607438]Despite its limitations, the present study contributed to the literature by proposing a conceptual framework that guides future examination of early years children’s well-being through the lenses of playfulness and playful parenting style. This framework emphasizes the importance of examining children’s well-being through the dual lenses of playfulness and playful parenting style, highlighting how these factors can serve as protective elements. Specifically, a playful parenting style and a child's inherent playfulness may function as resilience factors, helping to sustain and promote overall well-being during early childhood.
[bookmark: _Hlk516147625]Practically, encouraging the practice of playful parenting style at home could not only shape kindergarten children’s cognitive and academic development—an area supported by recent studies (Fung & Chung, 2024b, 2025a, 2025b) — but also support their emotional well-being and character strengths. Moreover, parent education programs that focus on cultivating an understanding of playful parenting techniques and recognizing the importance of child playfulness can be an effective strategy for promoting sustained well-being. Such programs can empower parents with practical tools and insights, thereby fostering a nurturing environment that supports children’s holistic development. Furthermore, early childhood educators can consider how to best support children’s playfulness in the kindergarten context. For example, Pinchover (2017) revealed a positive relation between practitioners’ and children’s playfulness in early years settings. Teaching training programs may incorporate components that highlight the importance of children’s playfulness and that facilitate practitioners’ playfulness. Online interventions (e.g., Proyer et al., 2021) can also be used to foster parents’ and teachers’ playfulness, strengthen school-family partnerships, and promote children’s holistic development.
(word count: 7628)
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and bivariate correlations of study variables.
	
	
	Correlations

	Variables
	
	(1)
	(1a)
	(1b)
	(1c)
	(1d)
	(2) 
	(2a)
	(2b)
	(2c)
	(2d)
	(2e)
	(3) 
	(4) 
	(5) 
	(6) 
	(7) 
	(8) 

	1. Playful parenting style a
	
	--
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1a. Playful effort a
	
	0.84***
	--
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1b. Teasing a
	
	0.85***
	0.61***
	--
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1c. Rule defiance a
	
	0.58***
	0.14*
	0.50***
	--
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1d. Rough and tumble play a
	
	0.60***
	0.27***
	0.43***
	0.45***
	--
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2. Child playfulness a
	
	0.40***
	0.48***
	0.30***
	0.09
	0.17*
	--
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2a. Physical spontaneity a
	
	0.21**
	0.38***
	0.12
	-0.17*
	0.06
	0.70***
	--
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2b. Social spontaneity a
	
	0.32***
	0.44***
	0.18**
	-0.01
	0.13
	0.83***
	0.58***
	--
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2c. Cognitive spontaneity a
	
	0.27***
	0.35***
	0.14*
	0.02
	0.17*
	0.68***
	0.46***
	0.60***
	--
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2d. Manifest joy a
	
	0.18**
	0.26***
	0.15*
	-0.04
	0.07
	0.57***
	0.57***
	0.38***
	0.44***
	--
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2e. Sense of humor a
	
	0.38***
	0.33***
	0.38***
	0.23***
	0.21**
	0.78***
	0.32***
	0.51***
	0.46***
	0.31***
	--
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3. Child positive emotional well-being
	
	0.03
	0.12
	0.01
	-0.09
	0.02
	0.29***
	0.21***
	0.26***
	0.30***
	0.23***
	0.24***
	--
	
	
	
	
	

	4. Child negative emotional well-being
	
	0.09
	0.02
	0.09
	0.15*
	0.12
	-0.04
	-0.10
	-0.04
	-0.14*
	-0.15*
	0.06
	0.07
	--
	
	
	
	

	5. Child interpersonal strengths
	
	0.07
	0.14*
	0.01
	-0.09
	0.07
	0.24***
	0.19**
	0.29***
	0.24***
	0.18**
	0.16*
	0.63***
	-0.22***
	--
	
	
	

	6. Child intellectual strengths
	
	0.05
	0.14*
	0.02
	-0.09
	0.02
	0.27***
	0.23***
	0.26***
	0.27***
	0.24***
	0.21**
	0.77***
	-0.15*
	0.77***
	--
	
	

	7. Child temperance strengths
	
	0.07
	0.13
	0.01
	-0.07
	0.10
	0.22***
	0.13*
	0.23***
	0.22***
	0.17*
	0.13*
	0.50***
	-0.25***
	0.87***
	0.64***
	--
	

	8. Child transcendence strengths
	
	0.09
	0.15*
	0.05
	-0.05
	0.07
	0.25***
	0.18**
	0.24***
	0.29***
	0.27***
	0.18**
	0.67***
	-0.24***
	0.80***
	0.80***
	0.77***
	--

	Descriptive statistics
	Mean
	
	3.37
	3.97
	3.59
	1.89
	2.55
	3.55
	3.99
	3.59
	3.43
	4.05
	3.20
	3.15
	1.76
	3.28
	3.37
	3.40
	3.23

	
	Standard deviation
	
	0.60
	0.64
	0.91
	0.90
	1.13
	0.49
	0.62
	0.66
	0.64
	0.56
	0.71
	0.63
	0.50
	0.77
	0.80
	0.70
	0.72

	
	Skewness
	
	0.41
	0.17
	0.28
	1.61
	0.78
	-0.35
	-0.56
	-0.45
	-0.22
	-0.25
	-0.12
	-0.08
	0.34
	-0.20
	-0.24
	-0.17
	-0.01

	
	Kurtosis
	
	0.16
	-0.28
	-0.37
	3.00
	0.41
	1.73
	0.92
	0.98
	0.09
	0.12
	0.20
	-0.40
	-0.59
	0.23
	-0.05
	0.72
	0.55

	
	Minimum
	
	1.67
	2.47
	1.60
	1.00
	1.00
	1.26
	1.50
	1.00
	1.75
	1.80
	1.20
	1.56
	1.00
	1.00
	1.00
	1.00
	1.00

	
	Maximum
	
	5.18
	5.40
	6.00
	5.60
	6.00
	5.00
	5.00
	5.00
	5.00
	5.00
	5.00
	4.78
	3.10
	5.00
	5.00
	5.00
	5.00

	
	Cronbach’s alpha
	
	0.89
	0.84
	0.78
	0.86
	0.82
	0.88
	0.78
	0.82
	0.82
	0.82
	0.71
	0.88
	0.87
	0.98
	0.97
	0.97
	0.97

	Note: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001; a Variables reported by parents



Figure Caption

[bookmark: _Hlk127451118]Fig. 1 A path model revealing the interrelations of playful parenting style with kindergarten children’s playfulness and well-being (i.e., positive emotional well-being, negative emotional well-being, interpersonal strengths, intellectual strengths, temperance strengths, and transcendence strengths). Control variables include children’s age, gender, parental education, and household income. Covariances between different child well-being outcomes were modelled but not shown for clarity. Standardized coefficients are reported. Solid paths are statistically significant. Dashed paths are non-significant. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. Fit indices: χ2 (df = 16, N = 228) = 23.45, p = .10, CFI = .99, TLI = .98, RMSEA = .05 (90% CI: .00, .08), SRMR = .03, R2 Child Positive Emotional Well-Being = .11, R2 Child Negative Emotional Well-Being = .06, R2 Child Interpersonal Strengths = .11, R2 Child Intellectual Strengths = .12, R2 Child Temperance Strengths = .10, R2 Child Transcendence Strengths = .13.
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