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ABSTRACT: This study establishes a moderated mediation model that incorporates the roles of perceived control and relative 
deprivation. Specifically, we hypothesized that parental warmth positively predicts adolescents’ meaning in life, with perceived 
control mediating this relationship. Furthermore, relative deprivation moderates both the direct effect of parental warmth on 
meaning in life and the indirect effect through perceived control. A total of 406 adolescents participated in this study. The results 
revealed that: (1) parental warmth positively related to adolescents’ meaning in life; (2) perceived control significantly mediated 
the relationship between parental warmth and meaning in life; and (3) relative deprivation moderated the association between 
parental warmth and perceived control, such that higher levels of relative deprivation attenuated the positive effect of parental 
warmth on perceived control. These findings contribute to a deeper understanding of the psychological mechanisms linking parental 
warmth to adolescents’ meaning in life and provide valuable insights for interventions aimed at fostering meaning development in youth. 
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1. Introduction 

Meaning in life is a crucial factor influencing mental health and has become an increasingly important area of 
research [1–3]. It refers to the extent to which an individual perceives their life as purposeful, significant, and coherent 
[4]. Throughout the lifespan, having a sense of meaning in life is vital [5], and adolescence, as a critical transitional 
period for self-identity formation, is particularly significant. During this stage, meaning in life provides adolescents 
with a sense of direction and supports their identity development [6]. Furthermore, a strong sense of meaning in life can 
serve as a resource for resilience, acting as a protective factor that helps adolescents cope with negative life events, 
psychopathological symptoms, and self-disturbances [7]. Adolescents who report a higher sense of meaning in life are 
also more likely to experience greater life satisfaction [8]. These findings highlight the importance of meaning in life 
for psychological development, particularly in terms of adolescents’ mental health. 

While much research has focused on the consequences of meaning in life, there is a lack of studies examining the 
antecedents of adolescents’ meaning in life. For instance, Ma and Zhang (2020) [2] suggested that the development of 
meaning in life begins with the establishment of attachment bonds with parents. Despite this, family-related antecedents, 
such as parental warmth, remain underexplored in the literature concerning adolescents’ meaning in life [3]. Therefore, 
this study addressed a moderated mediation model to investigate the association between parental warmth and 
adolescents’ meaning in life, as well as the underlying mechanisms. 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. Association between Parental Warmth and Meaning in Life 

Parental warmth refers to parents’ support and care for their children, the expression of positive emotions and 
behaviors that convey recognition, and their sensitivity to children’s needs, providing intimate feedback [9]. Ref. [10] 
emphasized that parental warmth plays a crucial role in individuals’ psychological adjustment and the development of 
positive personality traits. Moreover, meaning in life is considered a positive personality trait and is defined as “the 
sense made of, and significance felt regarding, the nature of one’s being and existence” [11]. According to the Meaning 
Maintenance Model [1,12], individuals tend to associate people, events, and places around them with their own thoughts, 
behaviors, attributions, abilities, and roles. From birth, humans automatically seek meaning in the continuous flow of 
incoming information. Interpersonal interactions serve as a crucial avenue through which individuals derive meaning. 

Several studies have highlighted the influence of family, particularly parental factors, on the sense of meaning in 
life. For instance, empirical research has shown that positive family dynamics (e.g., family intimacy) and parenting 
practices (e.g., attachment patterns) are positively associated with meaning in life [13,14]. Similarly, ref. [3] 
demonstrated that the quality of the parent-child relationship is a strong factor positively influencing adolescents’ sense 
of meaning in life. Given that parental warmth is a key component of parenting, it is likely to be associated with meaning 
in life as well. Warmth, support, and respect from parents are integral to a positive parent-child relationship, thereby 
enhancing the child’s sense of meaning [15,16]. Furthermore, parental warmth helps individuals feel worthy of love 
and fosters a belief that others are trustworthy [17]. This foundation of trust can facilitate the development of stable 
relationships with others, including peers, and with the external world, making it easier for individuals to find meaning 
in life [2]. Based on these findings, the present study hypothesizes that parental warmth is positively associated with 
adolescents’ meaning in life (H1). 

2.2. The Mediating Role of Perceived Control 

Perceived control often refers to the belief that one can regulate one’ s internal states and behaviors, influence the 
environment, and achieve desired outcomes [18]. Previous research has suggested that environmental uncertainty 
negatively impacts individuals’ perceived control [19]. According to ecological systems theory, parenting, as a key 
component of the microsystem, plays a vital role in shaping an individual’s developmental environment [20]. Parental 
warmth, as a positive parenting practice, provides adolescents with a stable and supportive environment, fulfilling their 
need for autonomy and aiding in identity development, which subsequently enhances perceived control [21]. 
Simultaneously, the relationship between parenting and perceived control has been well-documented. For instance, ref. 
[22] found that negative parenting practices were associated with lower levels of perceived control. Similarly, maternal 
involvement and autonomy support have been shown to positively influence children’s perceived control [23]. Based 
on these findings, parental warmth is likely to be significantly associated with adolescents’ perceived control. 

The meaning-making model posits that individuals derive meaning in life through automatic and deliberate 
processes [24], and a sense of control can play a vital role during the processes. Perceived control, as a critical resource, 
contributes to the development of meaning [12] and is closely linked to a sense of purpose [25]. Individuals with high 
perceived control are better able to organize and structure their lives, fostering coherence and order, which enhances 
their perception of life as meaningful [26]. For example, ref. [27] found that control over oneself and external events 
positively correlates with various dimensions of meaning in life, such as achievement and relationships. Similarly, ref. 
[14] reported a positive association between self-control and the presence of meaning in life. Bauer, ref. [28] further 
suggested that perceived control reflects the autonomy emphasized in self-determination theory, significantly 
contributing to the construction of life’s meaning. Based on this body of literature, the present study hypothesizes that 
perceived control mediates the relationship between parental warmth and adolescents’ meaning in life (H2). 

2.3. Moderating Role of Relative Deprivation 

Adolescence is a unique and complex stage of development, characterized by questions about future goals and 
plans, which are closely related to the formation of meaning in life [6]. Ref. [29] found a strong association between 
parental warmth and deprivation during childhood. Relative deprivation, defined as a social condition where individuals 
perceive themselves as lacking desired possessions or states in comparison to the real or imagined conditions of others 
or societal standards, is often accompanied by negative emotions such as anger [30,31]. Economic deprivation, 
particularly financial deprivation, is frequently used to indicate relative deprivation in previous research [31,32]. 
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Adolescents are especially sensitive to their external environment [6]. Those living in disadvantaged conditions, 
such as rural left-behind children or children from divorced families, are more likely to experience relative deprivation 
through comparisons with their peers [31]. Such negative feelings can diminish their sense of meaning in life [33]. 
Relative deprivation may also contribute to perceptions of unfairness and instability in the world [32], reducing an 
individual’s sense of control over their environment. Furthermore, individuals experiencing high levels of relative 
deprivation may struggle to adjust their goals or beliefs, hindering their ability to construct a meaningful life [1]. Based 
on these findings, we hypothesize that relative deprivation moderates the relationship between parental warmth and 
meaning in life, as well as the mediating effect of perceived control (H3). 

2.4. Current Study 

Compared to prior research, this study focuses specifically on parental warmth rather than broader constructs such 
as family factors or the overall quality of parenting behaviors. Additionally, it considers the roles of perceived control 
and relative deprivation in the relationship between parental warmth and meaning in life. Grounded in the ecological 
systems perspective, this study emphasizes the influence of both family and individual factors in shaping the 
development of meaning in life. The present study aims to examine: (a) whether parental warmth is associated with 
adolescents’ meaning in life, (b) whether perceived control mediates the link between parental warmth and meaning in 
life, and (c) whether the indirect association between parental warmth and meaning in life, via perceived control, is 
moderated by relative deprivation (Figure 1). Therefore, this study developed a moderated mediation model to examine 
both the mediation process (i.e., how parental warmth influences meaning in life) and the moderation effect (i.e., for 
whom this relationship is stronger) between parental warmth and meaning in life among adolescents. 

 

Figure 1. The moderated mediation model. 

3. Method 

3.1. Participants 

A total of 406 adolescents (Mage = 15.72 years, SD = 0.96, range = 14–18 years; 49.0% female) were conveniently 
recruited from a public high school (Grades 9 to 12) in Wuhan, China. Participants completed self-report questionnaires 
during a classroom session (Table 1). Each session lasted approximately 20 min. Ethical approval for the study was 
granted by the Ethics Committee of Central China Normal University(CCNU-IRB-202403023A), and written consent 
was obtained from each participant’s parents before our research. 

Table 1. Demographic information. 

Variable Levels Frequency Percentage (%) 

Gender 
Male 207 51 

Female 199 49 

Grade 
Grade ten 232 57.1 

Grade eleven 68 16.7 
Grade twelve 106 26.1 

Annual family income 
10,000 to 100,000 RMB 50 12.3 

100,000 to 200,000 RMB 142 35.0 
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200,000 to 500,000 RMB 155 38.2 
Half a million to a million RMB 48 11.8 

Over a million RMB 11 2.7 

Father’s educational level 

high school and below 118 29.1 
Associate degree 87 21.4 
Bachelor degree 153 37.7 
Master degree 39 9.6 
Doctor degree 8 2 

Mother’s educational level 

high school and below 145 35.7 
Associate degree 98 24.1 
Bachelor degree 131 32.3 
Master degree 22 5.4 
Doctor degree 9 2.2 

3.2. Measures 

3.2.1. Parental Warmth 

The Parents Emotional Warmth Subscale in the Chinese version of the short-form Egna Minnen av Barndoms 
Uppfostran was revised by ref. [34]. It comprises 7 items (e.g., “My father/mother always tries to encourage me and 
make me the best.”). Each item was rated on a 4-point scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). The parental emotional 
warmth score was computed by averaging each participant’s ratings for both the father and mother across the items. A 
higher score reflects a stronger perceived level of parental emotional warmth. This subscale was applicable among 
Chinese adolescents (e.g., ref. [9]) and also demonstrated good reliability in the current study (Cronbach’s α = 0.92). 

3.2.2. Perceived Control 

The perceived control inventory was derived from the scale developed by ref. [35], which included seven items 
regarding participants’ feeling of being able to control things in their lives (e.g., “What happens to me in the future 
mostly depends on me.”). This single-dimensional scale was translated into Chinese and validated by ref. [36] in 
adolescents. Each item was assessed using a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (always). We calculated 
the average score by dividing the total score by the number of items. Higher average scores indicate greater perceived 
control. In the current study, the scale demonstrated acceptable reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.75). 

3.2.3. Relative Deprivation 

It was measured with two items originally developed by ref. [37] and revised by ref. [31]. Participants were asked 
to assess the financial situation of their family overall. Items were “Compared with other families, how do you think 
your family are doing financially?” (1 = not at all well to 7 = very well) and “Compared with other families, how 
satisfied are you with the financial situation of your family?” (1 = not at all satisfied to 7 = very satisfied). We calculated 
the average score by dividing the total score by the number of items. A higher score indicates a higher level of relative 
deprivation. This scale shows good reliability and validity in Chinese adolescents [32], and also demonstrated 
acceptable reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.78) in this study. 

3.2.4. Meaning in Life 

It was measured by using the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ) originally developed by ref. [38] and revised 
by ref. [39]. The MLQ comprises two dimensions with five items each: Presence of meaning (e.g., “I understand my 
life’s meaning”) and search for meaning (e.g., “I am always looking to find my life’s purpose”). The former measures 
the extent to which respondents perceive their lives as meaningful, while the latter evaluates the extent of their search 
for meaning. Each item was rated on a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). We 
calculated the average score by dividing the total score by the number of items, with higher scores indicating higher 
levels of meaning in life. The MLQ has been widely used among Chinese adolescents (e.g., refs. [2,14]) and 
demonstrated good reliability in the present study (Cronbach’s α = 0.86). 

3.2.5. Demographic Variables 

Previous research has shown that age, gender, parental education levels, and family socioeconomic status are 
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associated with adolescents’ relative deprivation and meaning in life [1,31] . In this study, a self-report survey was 
administered to them. Parental education levels were assessed with two items: “For your mother, which option best 
describes her education level?” and “For your father, which option best describes his education level?” Responses were 
rated on a five-point scale: 1 “high school or below”, 2 “associate degree”, 3 “bachelor’s degree”, 4 “master’s degree”, 
and 5 “doctoral degree”. Family socioeconomic status was evaluated with a single item: “What is your annual family 
income?” Respondents selected from the following options: 1 “10,000 to 100,000 RMB, 2 “100,000 to 200,000 RMB, 
3 “200,000 to 500,000 RMB”, 4 “500,000 to 1,000,000 RMB”, and 5 “more than 1,000,000 RMB”. 

3.3. Data Analysis 

Data was analyzed using SPSS 25.0. First, missing values (less than 2%) were performed using mean imputation  
[40]. Descriptive and correlation analyses were then performed on the data set. To test the mediated effect of perceived 
control (Model 4) and the moderated effect of relative deprivation (Model 8) in the associations between parental 
warmth, perceived control, and meaning in life, we employed the SPSS PROCESS macro process [41]. This process, 
widely used in previous studies, applies the bias-corrected percentile bootstrap method to test moderated mediation 
models (e.g., [32,42]). In all analyses, age, gender, parental education levels, and family socioeconomic status were 
treated as covariates. Parental education levels and family socioeconomic status were standardized prior to analysis. 

Additionally, we implemented several procedural strategies during the study design and administration to minimize 
potential bias, including randomizing the order of test items, ensuring participant anonymity, and emphasizing the 
absence of correct or uniform answers. Moreover, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted to test potential common 
method bias [43]. The results indicated 14 factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, with the first factor accounting for 
19.42% of the total variance. This suggests minimal concern for common method bias in the present study. 

4. Results 

4.1. Preliminary Analyses 

Results of Pearson correlations (Table 2) showed that, parental warmth was positively associated with meaning in 
life (r = 0.23, p < 0.01) and perceived control (r = 0.35, p < 0.01). Additionally, the relative deprivation was negatively 
associated with parental warmth (r = −0.25, p < 0.01) and meaning in life (r = −0.12, p < 0.01). Finally, perceived 
control was positively associated with meaning in life (r = 0.34, p < 0.01) and negatively associated with relative 
deprivation (r = −0.17, p < 0.01). 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics. 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1 Gender -         

2 Age 0.02 -        
3 Father’s educational level 0.17 ** −0.09 -       
4 Mother’s educational level 0.14 ** −0.04 0.57 ** -      

5 Annual family income −0.04 −0.01 0.20 ** 0.21 ** -     
6 Parental warmth 0.14 ** −0.03 0.08 0.05 0.09 -    

7 Relative deprivation −0.03 0.07 −0.23 ** −0.17 ** −0.37 ** −0.25 ** -   
8 Perceived control −0.04 −0.04 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.35 ** −0.17 ** -  
9 Meaning in life 0.06 −0.01 0.03 0.10 −0.06 0.23 ** −0.12 ** 0.34 ** - 

M      40.70 8.19 20.61 49.91 
SD      9.10 1.76 3.65 10.39 

Note: N = 406; ** p < 0.01. 

4.2. Mediation Analysis 

According to Model 4 in the SPSS macro compiled by ref. [41], the mediating effect of perceived control was 
tested, and gender, age, parents’ educational level, and annual family income were included in the regression equation 
as control variables. As shown in Table 3, parental warmth was positively associated with perceived control (β = 0.36, 
p < 0.001) and positively associated with meaning in life (β = 0.27, p < 0.001), and perceived control was also 
significantly and positively associated with meaning in life (β = 0.29, p < 0.001). The association between parental 
warmth and life meaning remained significant even after controlling for perceived control.  

In addition, the bootstrap 95% confidence interval for the direct effect of parental warmth on adolescents’ meaning 
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in life and the mediating effect of perceived control does not include 0 (Table 4), which indicates that parental warmth 
can not only directly affect adolescents’ meaning in life, but also indirectly affect the meaning in life through perceived 
control. The mediating effect size is 0.11, accounting for 45.83% of the total effect size. 

Table 3. Mediation analysis of perceived control. 

Regression Equation（N = 385） Fit Indexes Coefficient Significance 
Outcome Variable Predicting Variable R R² F β t 

Meaning in life  0.27 0.07 5.15 ***   
 Gender    0.03 0.31 
 Age    0 −0.03 
 Annual family income    −0.10 −1.91 
 Father’s education level    −0.04 −0.72 
 Mother’s education level    0.12 2.12 * 
 Parental warmth    0.24 4.81 *** 

Perceived control  0.36 0.13 10.04 ***   
 Gender    −0.18 −1.86 
 Age    −0.03 −0.69 
 Annual family income    −0.01 −0.18 
 Father’s education level    −0.01 −0.17 
 Mother’s education level    0.03 0.49 
 Parental warmth    0.36 7.62 *** 

Meaning in life  0.38 0.15 9.69 ***   
 Gender    0.08 0.87 
 Age    0.01 0.17 
 Annual family income    −0.10 −1.94 
 Father’s education level    −0.04 −0.70 
 Mother’s education level    0.11 2.06 * 
 Parental warmth    0.13 2.59 * 
 Perceived control    0.29 5.86 *** 

Note: *** p < 0.001; * p < 0.05. 

Table 4. Total effect, direct effect and mediating effect. 

 Effect BootSE 
Bootstrap 95% 

Percentage of the Total Effect 
LLCI ULCI 

Total effect 0.24 0.05 0.14 0.33  
Direct effect 0.13 0.05 0.03 0.23 54.17% 

Indirect effect 0.11 0.02 0.06 0.16 45.83% 

Note: LLCI indexes Lower Level of the Confidence Interval, and ULCI indexes Upper Level of the Confidence Interval. 

4.3. Moderated Mediation Analyses 

After controlling for gender, age, parents’ education level, and annual family income, the results indicated that, the 
interaction effect of parental warmth and relative deprivation on perceived control was significant (β = −0.11, p < 0.05), 
indicating that relative deprivation moderated the association between parental warmth and perceived control (Figure 
2). However, the interaction effect between parental warmth and relative deprivation can not significantly relate to 
meaning in life (β = −0.02, p > 0.05). That is, relative deprivation has no moderating effect on the relationship between 
parental warmth and meaning in life. In addition, the results of the conditional indirect effect analysis (based on the 
mean values of the moderator: M − 1SD, M, and M + 1SD) were demonstrated in Table 5.  

Table 5. The direct and mediating effects of relative deprivation at different levels. 

 Relative Deprivation Effect Boot SE 
Bootstrap 95% 

LLCI ULCI 

Direct effect 
−1.00(M − 1SD) 0.13 0.03 0.07 0.18 

0.00(M) 0.12 0.02 0.06 0.14 
1.00(M + 1SD) 0.09 0.03 0.02 0.12 

Mediating effect of perceived control 
−1.00(M − 1SD) 0.45 0.07 0.31 0.58 

0.00(M) 0.34 0.05 0.24 0.43 
1.00(M + 1SD) 0.23 0.07 0.10 0.37 

Note: LLCI indexes Lower Level of the Confidence Interval, and ULCI indexes Upper Level of the Confidence Interval. 
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Figure 2. The mediation of perceived control and the moderation of relative deprivation. 

A simple slope test was adopted to analyze further the moderating effect of relative deprivation (Figure 3). For 
adolescents with low relative deprivation (M − 1SD), parental warmth was positively associated with adolescents’ 
perceived control, β1 = 0.45, SE = 0.07, 95% CI = [0.31, 0.58]. Meanwhile, for adolescents with high relative deprivation 
(M + 1SD), parental warmth is significantly associated with adolescents’ perceived control, β2 = 0.23, SE = 0.07, 95% 
CI = [0.10, 0.37], the relationship between parental warmth and perceived control was weaker.  

 

Figure 3. Relative deprivation moderates the relation between parental warmth and perceived control. 

5. Discussion 

The current research indicated that parental warmth was not only directly associated with adolescents’ meaning in 
life but also related with it indirectly through the mediating role of perceived control. Positive parenting styles are 
known to create a safe and stable environment for child development [44] and are crucial predictors of adolescents’ 
academic achievement, mental health, and problem behaviors [45,46]. As a central component of positive parenting, 
parental warmth helps adolescents establish stable and secure interpersonal connections with their parents, thereby 
fostering the development of a sense of meaning in life. Additionally, parental emotional warmth provides adolescents 
with greater encouragement and positive support, stimulating a stronger desire for autonomous exploration. This, in 
turn, promotes adolescents’ reflection on and exploration of life’s meaning. These factors collectively contribute to 
adolescents’ pursuit of life meaning. 

Perceived control, a cognitive factor, develops in part due to the stable and supportive environment fostered by 
warm parenting styles [42], aligning with the findings from [23]. Moreover, perceived control is positively associated 
with meaning in life, consistent with prior research [14,25,27,28]. According to the control process in the meaning-
making model [24], individuals derive meaning in life through both automatic and deliberate processes, and a sense of 
control can play a vital role during the processes. Our findings suggest that parental warmth enhances adolescents’ 
perceived control, enabling them to manage life events and comprehend their significance effectively. Thus, the current 
study indicated that perceived control serves as a mediator in the relationship between parental warmth and adolescents’ 
sense of meaning in life. 

This study also found that relative deprivation moderates the relationship between parental warmth and perceived 
control, which supported the view of a moderated mediation model between parental warmth and mean in life 
Specifically, the effect of parental warmth on perceived control is more pronounced among adolescents with low levels 
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of relative deprivation. While parental warmth can provide adolescents with a stable and supportive environment [42], 
relative deprivation appears to weaken this positive effect [31]. Consistent with previous research, relative deprivation 
is a critical factor influencing perceived control [47]. It can be understood from the following two perspectives. On the 
one side, relative deprivation has been found to impair individuals’ executive functions [48], thereby reducing their 
sense of control over their surrounding environment. On the other side, individuals with high levels of relative 
deprivation tend to exhibit deficits in emotional experience, regulation, and control [49]. These impairments may 
contribute to reduced sensitivity to parental emotional warmth and difficulties in empathy, ultimately weakening the 
positive influence of parental emotional warmth on individuals’ sense of control.  

Consistent with previous studies, adolescents who experience relative deprivation are more likely to report reduced 
perceived control [48], which, in turn, leads to mental health challenges [50]. Furthermore, relative deprivation is 
particularly harmful during adolescence, as it not only depletes essential resources but also increases the risk of deviant behaviors 
[51]. Therefore, relative deprivation serves as a risk factor for the development of meaning in life during adolescence. 

Moreover, this study did not support the idea that relative deprivation moderates the relationship between parental 
warmth and adolescents’ meaning in life. One possible explanation is that, compared to relative deprivation, parenting 
styles have a stronger influence on an individual’s meaning in life [52]. As a result, relative deprivation is not sufficient 
to weaken or strengthen this strong positive relationship. Moreover, relative deprivation primarily affects an individual’s 
subjective evaluation of their quality of life, such as perceived deficiencies in wealth and status [53]. In contrast, 
meaning in life is more strongly shaped by intrinsic values, a sense of purpose, and existential reflection [38]. Therefore, 
relative deprivation did not significantly moderate the association between parental warmth and meaning in life. But it 
should be noted that relative deprivation can elicit significant negative emotions [31,51], and may also have a 
detrimental impact on adolescents’ meaning in life. 

This study illuminates the mechanisms through which parental warmth influences adolescents’ meaning in life, 
contributing to a broader theoretical understanding of its development and guiding future research in this field. 
Practically, these findings offer valuable insights for parents, families, and educators, emphasizing the importance of 
parental warmth and the active cultivation of adolescents’ perceived control. Schools, in particular, play a crucial role 
in this process. For instance, ref. [54] found that dropping out of school hinders the development of perceived control, 
underscoring the significance of classroom-based interventions in enhancing students’ sense of control. 

6. Limitations and Future Directions 

This study has several limitations. First, we did not collect information on respondents’ parental occupations due 
to the sensitivity of adolescence. However, previous research suggests that socioeconomic status (SES) is typically 
assessed using a combination of family income, parental occupation, and education level [55]. Future studies should 
aim to incorporate this broader index for a more comprehensive evaluation of SES. Second, the sample in this study 
was restricted to high school students from Wuhan in China, which limits the external validity and generalizability of 
the findings. Therefore, caution is warranted when applying these results to other cultural or demographic contexts. 
Future research should aim to expand the sample size and scope by including more diverse and representative 
populations to assess the robustness and generalizability of these findings further. Third, the cross-sectional design of 
this study precludes any conclusions about causal relationships. To better establish causality, future research should 
employ longitudinal or experimental designs that allow for a more rigorous examination of the temporal and causal 
pathways identified in this study. Fourth, this study used a two-item scale to assess relative deprivation. Although this 
scale has been validated in prior research [31,32], future studies could benefit from employing more comprehensive 
measures, such as combining relative and absolute deprivation assessments. Moreover, relative deprivation 
encompasses various domains, including economic status, rights, freedom, and resources. Future research should 
consider incorporating these multiple dimensions into the conceptual framework and explore how different aspects of 
relative deprivation may uniquely influence adolescents’ sense of meaning in life. Finally, meaning in life consists of 
two dimensions: the presence of meaning and the search for meaning [38]. However, the present study treats it as a 
whole construct and does not examine its associations with parental warmth at the dimensional level. Future research 
should investigate the links between parental warmth and each dimension of meaning in life using longitudinal designs 
to provide a more comprehensive assessment and facilitate comparisons. 
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7. Conclusions 

(1) parental warmth was positively correlated with adolescents’ meaning in life;  
(2) perceived control mediated the relationship between parental warmth and adolescents’ meaning in life; 
(3) The association between parental warmth and perceived control was moderated by relative deprivation. The 

beneficial effect of parental warmth on perceived control may be weaker among adolescents experiencing greater 
relative deprivation. 

Statement of the Use of Generative AI and AI-Assisted Technologies in the Writing Process 

During the preparation of this manuscript, the authors used ChatGPT3.0 in order to correct the errors in grammars 
and expressions. After using this tool/service, the authors reviewed and edited the content as needed and take full 
responsibility for the content of the published article. 

Acknowledgments 

We sincerely thank the participants for their contribution to this study and the anonymous reviewers for their 
insightful comments. 

Author Contributions 

Conceptualions, Validation, Investigation, Funding Acquisition, Writing—Review & Editing, and supervision, F.K.; 
Formal Analysis, Writing—Original Draft Preparation,Writing—Review & Editing, W.S.; Formal Analysis, 
Visualization, Writing—Review & Editing, Y.Z. 

Ethics Statement 

Ethical approval for the study was granted by the Ethics Committee of Central China Normal University (CCNU-
IRB-202403023A) on the 20 March 2024. 

Informed Consent Statement 

The written consent was obtained from each participant’s parents before our research. 

Data Availability Statement 

The code used for analyzing data are available from the corresponding author on reasonable request. 

Funding 

This work was supported by The Ministry of Education of Humanities and Social Science project 
(2022YJA190006). The funder had no role in study design, data collection and analysis, decision to publish, or 
preparation of the manuscript. 

Declaration of Competing Interest 

The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest. 

References 

1. Zhao N, Ma M, Xin Z. Mental mechanism and the influencing factors of meaning in life. Adv. Psychol. Sci. 2017, 25, 1003–
1011. doi:10.3724/SP.J.1042.2017.01003.  

2. Ma Q, Zhang Z. Meaning in life and parent-child attachment of high school students: The mediation of peer attachment and 
time perspective. Psychol. Dev. Educ. 2020, 36, 168–174. doi:10.16187/j.cnki.issn1001-4918.2020.02.05.  

3. Shek DTL, Chai CWY, Dou D. Parenting factors and meaning of life among Chinese adolescents: A six-wave longitudinal 
study. J. Adolesc. 2021, 87, 117–132. doi:10.1016/j.adolescence.2021.01.004.  

4. Heintzelman SJ, King LA. Meaning in life and intuition. J. Personal. Soc. Psychol. 2016, 110, 477–492. 
doi:10.1037/pspp0000062. 

5. Steger M F, Oishi S, Kashdan T B. Meaning in life across the life span: Levels and correlates of meaning in life from emerging 
adulthood to older adulthood. J. Posit. Psychol. 2009, 4, 43–52. doi:10.1080/17439760802303127. 

6. Negru-Subtirica O, Pop EI, Luyckx K, Dezutter J, Steger MF. The meaningful identity: a longitudinal look at the interplay 



Lifespan Development and Mental Health 2025, 1, 10006 10 of 11 

 

between identity and meaning in life in adolescence. Dev. Psychol. 2016, 52, 1926–1936. doi:10.1037/dev0000176. 
7. Brouzos A, Vassilopoulos SP, Boumpouli C. Adolescents’ subjective and psychological well-being: The role of meaning in 

life. Hell. J. Psychol. 2016, 13, 153–169. 
8. Bronk KC, Finch WH. Adolescent characteristics by type of long-term aim in life. Appl. Dev. Sci. 2010, 14, 35–44. 

doi:10.1080/10888690903510331. 
9. Zhao G, Kong F, Liu Z, Feng Y, Huang S, Wang Y, et al. Parental warmth and adolescents’ gratitude: The mediating effect of 

responsibility and the belief in a just world. Psychol. Dev. Educ. 2018, 34, 257–263. doi:10.16187/j.cnki.issn1001-
4918.2018.03.01. 

10. Khaleque A. Perceived parental warmth, and children’s psychological adjustment, and personality dispositions: A meta-
analysis. J. Child Fam. Stud. 2013, 22, 297–306. doi:10.1007/s10826-012-9579-z. 

11. Steger MF, Frazier P, Oishi S, Kaler M. The meaning in life questionnaire: assessing the presence of and search for meaning 
in life. J. Couns. Psychol. 2006, 53, 80–93. doi:10.1037/0022-0167.53.1.80. 

12. Heine SJ, Proulx T, Vohs KD. The meaning maintenance model: On the coherence of social motivations. Personal. Soc. 
Psychol. Rev. 2006, 10, 88–110. doi:10.1207/s15327957pspr1002_1. 

13. Lopez FG, Ramos K, Nisenbaum M, Thind N, Ortiz-Rodriguez T. Predicting the presence and search for life meaning: test of 
an attachment theory-driven model. J. Happiness Stud. 2015, 16, 103–116. doi:10.1007/s10902-013-9498-8. 

14. Li L, Ye B, Yang Q, Fan N, Li Z, Peng Z. Relationship between family cohesion and secondary vocational students’ academic 
burnout: A moderate mediation model. Chin. J. Clin. Psychol. 2019, 27, 1003–1005+1002. doi:10.16128/j.cnki.1005–
3611.2019.05.030. 

15. Lambert NM, Stillman TF, Baumeister RF, Fincham FD, Hicks JA, Graham SM. Family as a salient source of meaning in 
young adulthood. J. Posit. Psychol. 2010, 5, 367–376. doi:10.1080/17439760.2010.516616. 

16. Visser L, de Winter AF, Reijneveld S. The parent-child relationship and adolescent alcohol use: A systematic review of 
longitudinal studies. BMC Public Health 2012, 12, 886. doi:10.1186/1471-2458-12-886. 

17. Yen C. Why are people with insecure attachments unhappy? The mediation of meaning in life. Int. J. Psychol. 2014, 49, 404–
408. doi:10.1002/ijop.12038. 

18. Wallston K, Wallston BS, Smith S, Dobbins CJ. Perceived control and health. Curr. Psychol. Res. Rev. 1987, 6, 5–25. 
doi:10.1007/BF02686633. 

19. Geng Y, Zhu X, Shi L, Yu J, Zhan T, Yang M. Life-history strategies and hoarding: the role of sense of control. Chin. J. Clin. 
Psychol. 2019, 27, 1267–1270+1250. 

20. Bronfenbrenner U, Morris PA. The ecology of developmental processes. In Handbook of Child Psychology: Theorectical 
Models of Human Development, 5ed.; Lerner RM, Ed.; John Wiley & Sons Inn: Hoboken, NJ, USA, 1998; Volume 1, pp. 
993–1028.  

21. Tan SA, Nainee S, Tan CS. The mediating role of reciprocal filial piety in the relationship between parental autonomy support 
and life satisfaction among adolescents in Malaysia. Curr. Psychol. 2021, 40, 804–812. doi:10.1007/s12144-018-0004-7. 

22. Muris P, Meesters C, Schouten E, Hoge E. Effects of perceived control on the relationship between perceived parental rearing 
behaviors and symptoms of anxiety and depression in nonclinical preadolescents. J. Youth Adolesc. 2004, 33, 51–58. 
doi:10.1023/A:1027334314021. 

23. D’Ailly H. Children’s autonomy and perceived control in learning: A model of motivation and achievement in Taiwan. J. Educ. 
Psychol. 2003, 95, 84. doi:10.1037/0022-0663.95.1.84. 

24. Park CL. Making sense of the meaning literature: An integrative review of meaning making and its effects on adjustment to 
stressful life events. Psychol. Bull. 2010, 136, 257. doi:10.1037/a0018301. 

25. Hallford DJ, Mellor D, Cummins RA, McCabe MP. Meaning in life in earlier and later older-adulthood: Confirmatory factor 
analysis and correlates of the meaning in life questionnaire. J. Appl. Gerontol. 2018, 37, 1270–1294. 
doi:10.1177/0733464816658750. 

26. Stavrova O, Pronk T, Kokkoris MD. Finding meaning in self-control: the effect of self-control on the perception of meaning 
in life. Self Identity. 2020, 19, 201–218. doi:10.1080/15298868.2018.1558107. 

27. Rathi N, Rastogi R. Meaning in life and psychological well-being in pre-adolescents and adolescents. J. Indian Acad. Appl. 
Psychol. 2007, 33, 31–38. 

28. Bauer JJ, King LA, Steger MF. Meaning making, self determination theory, and the question of wisdom in personality. J. 
Personal. 2019, 87, 82–101. doi:10.1111/JOPY.12381. 

29. Stansfeld S, Head J, Bartley M, Fonagy P. Social position, early deprivation and the development of attachment. Soc. 
Psychiatry Psychiatr. Epidemiol. 2008, 43, 516–526. doi:10.1007/s00127-008-0330-4. 

30. Williams RM. Relative Deprivation. In The Idea of Social Structure; Routledge: London, UK, 2017; pp. 355–378. 
31. Xiong M, Ye Y. The concept, measurement, influencing factors and effects of relative deprivation. Adv. Psychol. Sci. 2016, 

24, 438–453. doi:10.3724/SP.J.1042.2016.00438. 
32. Ding Q, Tang YWH, Zhang Y, Zhou Z. The relationship between relative deprivation and online gaming addiction in college 

students: A moderated mediation model. Acta Psychol. Sinica 2018, 50, 1041–1050. doi:10.3724/SP.J.1041.2018.01041. 



Lifespan Development and Mental Health 2025, 1, 10006 11 of 11 

 

33. Updegraff JA, Silver RC, Holman EA. Searching for and finding meaning in collective trauma: Results from a national 
longitudinal study of the 9/11terrorist attacks. J. Personal. Soc. Psychol. 2008, 95, 709–722. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.95.3.709. 

34. Jiang J, Lu Z, Jiang B, Xu Y. Revision of the short-form Egna Minnen av Barndoms Uppfostran for Chinese. Psychol. Dev. 
Educ. 2010, 26, 94–99. doi:10.16187/j.cnki.issn1001-4918.2010.01.017. 

35. Pearlin LI, Schooler C. The structure of coping. J. Health Soc. Behav. 1978, 19, 2–21. doi:10.2307/2136319. 
36. Liu X, Shen J. Chinese migrant children’s attributions to discrimination and its effect on affect. Chin. Ment. Health J. 2009, 

23, 599–602+608. 
37. Zagefka H, Binder J, Brown R, Hancock L. Who is to blame? The relationship between ingroup identification and relative 

deprivation is moderated by ingroup attributions. Soc. Psychol. 2013, 44, 398–407. doi:10.1027/1864-9335/a000153. 
38. Steger MF, Kashdan TB, Sullivan BA, Lorentz D. Understanding the search for meaning in life: Personality, cognitive style, 

and the dynamic between seeking and experiencing meaning. J Pers. 2006, 74, 1175–1209. doi:10.1111/j.1467-
6494.2006.00406.x. 

39. Liu S, Gan Y. Reliability and validity of the Chinese version of the Meaning in Life Questionnaire. Chin. Ment. Health J. 
2013, 24, 478–482. 

40. Little RJ, Rubin DB. Statistical Analysis with Missing Data; John Wiley & Sons: Hoboken, NJ, USA, 2019. 
41. Hayes AF. Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process Analysis: A Regression-Based Approach; Guilford 

Publications, Inc.: New York, NY, USA, 2013. 
42. Leung G, Yeung K, Wong D. Academic stressors and anxiety in children: the role of paternal support. J. Child Fam. Stud. 

2010, 19, 90–100. doi:10.1007/s10826-009-9288-4. 
43. Podsakoff PM, Mackenzie SB, Lee JY, Podsakoff NP. Common method biases in behavioral research: A critical review of the 

literature and recommended remedies. J. Appl. Psychol. 2003, 88, 879–903. doi:10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879. 
44. Spera C. A review of the relationship among parenting practices, parenting styles, and adolescent school achievement. Educ. 

Psychol. Rev. 2005, 17, 125–146. doi:10.1007/s10648-005-3950-1. 
45. Abubakar A, Van de Vijver FJ, Suryani AO, Handayani P, Pandia WS. Perceptions of parenting styles and their associations 

with mental health and life satisfaction among urban Indonesian adolescents. J. Child Fam. Stud. 2015, 24, 2680–2692. 
doi:10.1007/s10826-014-0070-x. 

46. Pinquart M. Associations of parenting styles and dimensions with academic achievement in children and adolescents: A meta-
analysis. Educ. Psychol. Rev. 2016, 28, 475–493. doi:10.1007/s10648-015-9338-y. 

47. Moore D. Perceptions of sense of control, relative deprivation, and expectations of young Jews and Palestinians in Israel. J. 
Soc. Psychol. 2003, 143, 521–540. doi:10.1080/00224540309598460. 

48. Vogel SC, Perry RE, Brandes-Aitken A, Braren S, Blair C. Deprivation and threat as developmental mediators in the relation 
between early life socioeconomic status and executive functioning outcomes in early childhood. Dev. Cogn. Neurosci. 2021, 
47, 100907. doi:10.1016/j.dcn.2020.100907. 

49. Colvert E, Rutter M, Kreppner J, Beckett C, Castle J, Groothues C, et al. Do theory of mind and executive function deficits 
underlie the adverse outcomes associated with profound early deprivation?: Findings from the English and Romanian adoptees 
study. J. Abnorm. Child Psychol. 2008, 36, 1057–1068. doi:10.1007/s10802-008-9232-x. 

50. Weinberg D, Stevens GW, Peeters M, Visser K, Frankenhuis W, Finkenauer C. The role of social cognitions in the social 
gradient in adolescent mental health: A longitudinal mediation model. Dev. Psychopathol. 2024, 36, 953–966. 
doi:10.1017/S0954579423000214. 

51. Smith HJ, Pettigrew TF, Pippin GM, Bialosiewicz S. Relative deprivation: a theoretical and meta analytic review. Personal. 
Soc. Psychol. Rev. 2012, 16, 203–232. doi:10.1177/1088868311430825. 

52. Steger MF, Kashdan TB. Stability and specificity of meaning in life and life satisfaction over one year. J. Happiness Stud. 
2007, 8, 161–179. doi:10.1007/s10902-006-9011-8. 

53. Callan MJ, Kim H, Matthews WJ. Predicting self-rated mental and physical health: The contributions of subjective 
socioeconomic status and personal relative deprivation. Front. Psychol. 2015, 6, 1415. doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01415. 

54. Lewis SK, Mirowsky J, Ross CE. Establishing a sense of personal control in the transition to adulthood. Soc. Forces 1999, 
77, 1573–1599.doi:10.1093/sf/77.4.1573. 

55. Ren C. Measuring techniques of SES of students’ families. Chin. J. Educ. 2010, 6, 77–82. doi:10.14082/j.cnki.1673-
1298.2010.05.010. 
 


