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Abstract

Children’s achievements factor significantly into Chinese mothers’ sense of self-worth and related parenting practices.
Mothers often evaluate themselves and their children through social comparison, which might lead to malicious envy or
benign envy toward another advantaged parent. This research examined how malicious envy and benign envy were dif-
ferently associated with autonomy support, helicopter parenting, and psychological control, and whether parental mastery
or performance achievement goals mediated these associations. Study 1 included 250 Mainland Chinese mothers (M,
= 4422, SD=2.40), who reported dispositional malicious and benign envy, achievement goals, and parenting practices.
Study 2 manipulated mothers’ (N=205, M,,, = 42.48, SD=3.83) recall of malicious or benign envy experiences, and
investigated the immediate effects on their attitudes toward parenting practices. Study 1 found that malicious envy posi-
tively predicted helicopter parenting and psychological control, through performance-avoidance goals. Benign envy posi-
tively predicted helicopter parenting through performance-approach goals, and also positively predicted autonomy support
through mastery goals. Results of Study 2 showed that malicious envy prompted stronger endorsement of psychological
control than benign envy. Findings call attention to the risks that maternal envy, especially malicious envy, might hold for

engagement in childrearing motivations and behaviors characterized by heightened control.

Keywords Malicious envy * Benign envy - Helicopter parenting - Psychological control - Autonomy support -
Achievement goals

Introduction

Childrearing in contemporary society has become increas-
ingly competitive, with higher standards for being a “suc-
cessful” parent and raising “successful” children. Mothers,
who often serve as primary caregivers, might frequently
compare themselves with other parents, or compare their
child with other children, in order to evaluate their own
childrearing achievements. Mothers of late adolescents
might be especially concerned about these evaluations, as
their offspring start to navigate educational, vocational, and
relationship behaviors that might be crucial to their futures
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(Zarrett & Eccles, 2006). Mothers might be exposed to, or
intentionally look for, parents with obvious childrearing
success. This upward social comparison can prompt feel-
ings of frustration and desires to become the ‘better mother’
or to have the ‘better child’. The present research focused on
mothers’ feelings of envy toward other parents, and whether
these feelings might predict mothers’ parenting goals and
parenting practices emphasizing autonomy or control
toward their late adolescent children.

Envy is an emotion generated by upward social compari-
sons in identity-relevant domains (Lange & Crusius, 2015a;
Salovey & Rodin, 1991), characterized by threatened self-
worth and desires for another’s advantages. Dual Envy
Theory (e.g., Van de Ven et al., 2009) conceptualizes envy
as a negative emotion with two subtypes: Envy can either
take on malicious characteristics (e.g., hostility toward the
envied target), or more benign qualities including benevo-
lent feelings toward the envied other and motivations for
self-improvement. It is argued that both malicious envy
and benign envy exist across different cultures, regardless
of whether languages distinguish between these two forms
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(e.g., Dutch, Chinese) or do not (e.g., English) (Van de Ven
et al., 2009).

The key factor distinguishing malicious envy from
benign envy is their differentiated cognitive appraisals of
deservingness/fairness, with appraisals of controllability
being a secondary distinguishing characteristic (Salerno
et al.,, 2019; Van de Ven et al., 2012). Malicious envy is
characterized by appraisals that the envied target does not
deserve their advantage, and that the envier has low sense
of control over changing their disadvantaged situation. In
contrast, benign envy is characterized by thoughts that it is
fair that envied person is superior, and belief that the envier
can obtain similar advantages. In addition, malicious envy
is associated with hostility, unethical behaviors such as
cheating, and derogating or tearing down the envied other
(Gino & Pierce, 2009; Lange & Crusius, 2015b), while
benign envy is associated with positive attitudes toward the
target (Van de Ven et al., 2009). Prior research also suggests
that distinctions between benign and malicious maternal
envy exist among Mainland Chinese mothers of adolescent
children (Zong & Hawk, 2021). The experiential content
of these two envy subtypes differed in terms of mothers’
feelings, thoughts, and motivations. While prior work posi-
tions unfairness as the primary differentiator (Crusius et al.,
2020), some findings suggest that controllability appraisals
may hold greater salience in parenting contexts (Zong &
Hawk, 2021), potentially reflecting caregivers’ unique focus
on agency in childrearing dynamics. The current study aims
to extend existing research on maternal envy and examine
the connections that malicious and benign maternal envy
hold with both overbearing and autonomy-supportive par-
enting practices, as well as whether parental achievement
goals mediate these associations.

Envy and parenting practices

Mothers’ social comparisons and feelings of envy can
impact their behaviors outside the family, as well as parent-
ing within the family. Frequent social comparison has been
linked to higher competitiveness and overly intensive par-
enting ideologies (e.g., Chae, 2015). Previous research has
found that both malicious and benign envy were connected
to efforts by Chinese mothers to improve their childrearing
(Zong & Hawk, 2021). However, it remains unclear how
these types of envy differently affect adaptive versus prob-
lematic parenting.

Both types of envy might be associated with overbearing
parenting practices such as “helicopter parenting” and psy-
chological control. Helicopter parenting includes behaviors
such as anticipatory problem-solving, intensive instrumental

assistance and emotional involvement, and over-monitoring
(Segrin et al., 2012). Psychological control refers to main-
taining parental authority by manipulating youth’s thoughts
and emotions through guilt induction, shaming, and love
withdrawal (Barber, 1996). Desiring other parents’ advan-
tages might pressure mothers to improve their chances
for childrearing success by using various highly directive
approaches in interactions with their children. The pressure
to meet their standards of excellence (i.e., achievements of
the envied parent) might override their ability to attend to
youth’s need for autonomy. Giving orders, using less rea-
soning, and/or offering excessive instrumental assistance
might therefore be efficient strategies for promoting short-
term success and avoiding failure, but these outcomes come
at the cost of youth development of autonomous decision-
making and opportunities to grow from trial-and-error
learning.

According to the parental involvement model (Walker
et al., 2005), parental role construction, sense of efficacy
in parenting, and perceptions of parenting resources (e.g.,
time, energy, parenting skills and knowledge) contribute to
parents’ decisions and approaches to involving themselves
in their children’s education at home or school. Childrear-
ing challenges (e.g., unmet competence needs) might limit
mothers’ thought-action repertoires for effective parenting
strategies, promoting overbearing parenting decisions and
practices. For example, parental anxiety, regret, and concern
for the child predict helicopter parenting behaviors (Rous-
seau & Scharf, 2017; Segrin et al., 2013), while parental
need frustration predicts use of psychological control strat-
egies. Frustration over competence, in particular, implies
parental role failure and might create urges to obtain author-
ity and compliance (Soenens et al., 2006).

Both malicious and benign maternal envy indicate moth-
ers’ distress and frustration (Zong & Hawk, 2021), thereby
signaling feelings of parental role inadequacy and dimin-
ished parental efficacy (i.e., a reduced belief in their capacity
to fulfill caregiving responsibilities effectively). The nega-
tive experiences of interpersonal threat and the overriding
concern of reducing envious feelings might predict moth-
ers’ irrational and self-centered (instead of child-oriented)
decisions in parenting. Experiments show mothers under
stress (e.g., being evaluated by others) used less autonomy-
supportive and more controlling parenting behaviors in
interactions with their child (Grolnick et al., 2007). Social
comparison, as a source of pressure, might force mothers
to thoughtlessly tie their own sense of self-worth to their
child’s achievements, and impose their own standards onto
their child as a result (Wuyts et al., 2017). Therefore, experi-
ences of malicious and benign maternal envy might act as
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important social stressors that spill over into daily parenting
practices.

Differential associations with parenting
practices

Malicious and benign envy might direct mothers to engage
in different levels and forms of maladaptive childrearing.
While episodes of benign envy are as painful as episodes
of malicious envy (Crusius et al., 2020), dispositional mali-
cious envy, which is characterized by a lower sense of con-
trol and higher perceptions of unfairness, is linked to poorer
well-being and may more strongly predict overbearing
parenting. From a social-functional perspective, malicious
and benign envy are status-related emotions that relate to
pursuit of dominance and prestige, respectively (Crusius &
Lange, 2017). Accordingly, behavioral responses to mali-
cious envy might include coercive approaches such as using
fear induction, intimidation, or aggression to obtain domi-
nance. Research has revealed that unfairness perceptions,
which are central to malicious envy, induce selfish behav-
iors in rewards distribution tasks (Hansson et al., 2021).
These dominance pursuits and self-centered decision-mak-
ing might manifest as autonomy restrictive, over-protective,
and psychologically controlling behaviors. Mothers feeling
malicious envy may defend their self-worth at the cost of
supportive parenting.

While mothers’ parenting improvement efforts follow-
ing benign envy might also include over-involvement,
their behaviors might be less self-oriented and include less
over-control. Compared to malicious envy, benign envy
entails less aggression and more self-assurance (Van de
Ven et al., 2009). Benign envy, with mothers’ strong hope
for their child’s success, might still encourage them to be
proactively involved in structuring their child’s life, but in
less manipulative ways. The pursuit of prestige requires the
demonstration of legitimate achievements and the principle
of fairness (Crusius & Lange, 2017). Previous research has
also found that dispositional benign envy predicted a focus
on improvement process, reasonable goal setting, and bet-
ter work, academic, and athletic performance (Crusius &
Lange, 2014; Ierides, 2014; Lange & Crusius, 2015a; Van de
Ven et al., 2011a; Ven et al., 2011b). Apart from its painful
components, benign maternal envy might still make moth-
ers attend to their child’s growth process, with less coercion
or power-assertion, compared to malicious envy. Therefore,
we expect that benign maternal envy would predict over-
involved yet less psychologically manipulative behaviors,
compared to malicious envy.

@ Springer

Parental achievement goals as a mediator

Drawing on an ‘“emotion-motivation-behavior” model
(Salerno et al., 2019; Seifert, 1995), motivations and
achievement goals that parents have for themselves or their
children might mediate associations between maternal envy
and parenting practices. Parents’ achievement goals can be
oriented towards mastery, performance-approach, or per-
formance avoidance (Mageau et al., 2016). Mastery goals
involve evaluating achievements using temporal comparison
(i.e., comparison between past and current achievements),
which emphasize improvement process and learning new
knowledge and skills. This goal orientation often relates
to autonomy-supportive behaviors and child-focused help
(Gonida & Cortina, 2014). In contrast, performance goals
involve evaluating achievements based on social compari-
sons, and predict parents’ controlling behaviors (Gonida
& Cortina, 2014; Mageau et al., 2016). Furthermore, par-
ents’ approach-oriented or avoidance-oriented performance
goals respectively indicate desires to outperform others
or to avoid appearing less competent than others. Perfor-
mance-approach goals predict higher performance but less
cooperative behaviors, while performance-avoidance goals
consistently predict negative learning outcomes (e.g., lower
GPA; see Moller & Elliot, 2006, for a review).

Both malicious and benign maternal envy might predict
overbearing parenting practices through mothers’ perfor-
mance goals but might differ in their approach or avoidance
orientations. Though achievement orientations might also
predict susceptibility to envy, our model focuses on mater-
nal envy that is triggered by unfavorable social comparisons
as the proximal emotional driver of parenting behaviors.
Previous research suggested that malicious envy is linked to
a fear of failure (Lange & Crusius, 2015a), and also that that
fear of failure predicts manipulative parenting behaviors
(i.e., love withdrawal; Elliot & Thrash, 2004). These find-
ings suggest that malicious maternal envy might promote
a performance-avoidance goal orientation, leading to risk-
aversive or psychologically controlling parenting. In other
words, the perceived lack of control associated with mali-
cious envy might motivate mothers to favor over-control-
ling practices over democratic negotiations with children to
avoid failure or loss of reputation.

Comparatively, benign maternal envy might promote
over-involved parenting behaviors through performance-
approach goals. Benign envy is positively associated with
desires to achieve more than others (Lange & Crusius,
2015a), and performance-approach goals facilitate intensi-
fied effort in challenging situations (Senko et al., 2013). Its
relatively higher sense of controllability and self-efficacy,
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compared to malicious envy, may drive excessive involve-
ment aimed at demonstrating childrearing competence.
However, it is unclear whether benign envy also promotes
mastery goals, which would further predict autonomy sup-
portive behaviors. A multiple goal perspective suggests that
performance-approach goals and mastery goals can coexist,
because outperforming others might require mastery of the
task in question (Darnon et al., 2010; Matos et al., 2017). It
is therefore possible that benign envy also positively pre-
dicts mastery goals, which then go on to predict autonomy
support. The lower perceptions of unfairness, higher sense
of control, and focus on self-improvement might lead to
greater patience in balancing mothers’ and their child’s
needs. Therefore, we expect that benign envy would pre-
dict overbearing parenting behaviors through performance-
approach goals, while also predicting autonomy supportive
behaviors through mastery goals.

Overview and hypotheses

The current research examined whether malicious and
benign maternal envy directly predict autonomy support-
ive behaviors and overbearing parenting (i.e., helicopter
parenting and psychological control) among mothers of
late adolescents, and whether parental achievement goals
account for these associations. Study 1 examined correla-
tional data and path models that included direct and indirect
paths. Study 2 utilized a between-participants experimental
design, manipulating mothers’ accessible memories of mali-
cious and benign maternal envy experiences, and examined
their immediate effects on parenting achievement orienta-
tions and beliefs about parenting practices. Our hypotheses
were:

H1: Malicious envy will show stronger negative associa-
tions with autonomy support, compared to benign envy.

H2. Malicious and benign envy will both show positive
associations with helicopter parenting. Given the relative
ambiguity of helicopter parenting’s adaptiveness (Wang,
Hawk, & Yang, in press) and the lack of prior research
comparing envy types in this context, we made no a priori
predictions about differences in the strength of associations
between malicious and benign envy. This hypothesis explic-
itly tests their shared roles in predicting helicopter parenting,
leaving comparative effects as an open research question.

H3. Malicious envy will show stronger positive asso-
ciations with psychological control, compared with benign
envy.

H4a. Malicious envy will positively predict helicopter
parenting and psychological control through performance-
avoidance goals.

H4b. Benign envy will positively predict helicopter par-
enting through performance-approach goals.

H4c. Benign envy will positively predict autonomy sup-
port through mastery goals.

Study 1

Study 1 examines associations among malicious and benign
maternal envy, parental achievement orientations, and the
parenting practices of autonomy support, helicopter parent-
ing, and psychological control.

Methods
Participants

Participants were an online sample of 259 mothers, recruited
from 27 provinces and municipalities in Mainland China.
All mothers had at least one secondary school-aged child
aged between 15 and 19 years and were asked to focus on
only one child in this age range in the current research. One
participant was excluded due to an extremely long survey
completion time (414.18 min). Because the target partici-
pants in this research were mothers of adolescents attend-
ing senior high school, we excluded eight participants who
reported that their children were attending college. There
were no additional exclusion criteria.

The remaining 250 mothers were 44.22 years old
(SD=2.40), on average. Regarding mothers’ educational
levels, 17.20% had senior high school education or below,
28.00% had a secondary vocational or junior college degree,
42.80% had a four-year undergraduate degree, and 12.00%
had a postgraduate degree. Most mothers (73.60%) had only
one child, 21.60% had two children, and 4.80% had three
children. The children on whom we asked mothers to focus
in this research were 50.80% male and 16.59 years old, on
average (ranging from 15 to 19 years, SD=1.03). Among
the children who had siblings, 63.77% were the eldest,
15.94% were the middle, and 20.29% were youngest. In
senior high school, 38.40% were in their first year, 37.60%
were in second year, and 24.00% were in third year. Most
of the children (74.80%) lived with their mothers, 21.20%
lived in student dorms at their high schools, and 4.00% in
other arrangements.

Procedure
Participants were recruited from Sojump.com, an online

survey platform in Mainland China. The platform has a
large sample pool varying in demographic backgrounds.
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Recruitment was on a random basis after screening for our
sample requirements. At the beginning of the survey, the
purpose, confidentiality, and the time of the survey were
provided. Participants were specifically instructed to not
pause or to be distracted during the survey. All participants
consented to taking part in the survey. The questionnaire was
administered in Chinese and took an average of 24.31 min
(SD=31.13) to complete. The research was approved by the
Ethics Review Board of the lead author’s university.

Measures

For measures without available Chinese translations, we
conducted translation and back-translation with two fluent
bilingual speakers of English and Mandarin to create Chi-
nese versions for the current study. All scales, including both
English and Chinese translations, are provided in Appendix
1. No additional measures were included in this study.

Malicious and benign envy

Participants’ general tendencies toward experiencing mali-
cious and benign envy were assessed using the Benign and
Malicious Envy Scale (BeMaS), originally developed and
tested by Lange and Crusius (2015a) in four studies. Five
of the items assess malicious envy and five assess benign
envy. Previous research has used this scale with Chinese
college students and reported good reliability (Xiang et al.,
2018, 2019; Zhao et al., 2020). We reworded the items to
refer specifically to parenting contexts. A sample item for
malicious maternal envy is, “I feel ill will toward other par-
ents when I want their childrearing successes for myself.”
A sample item for benign maternal envy is, “Longing for
other parents’ achievements motivates me to accomplish
my goals in childrearing.” Responses were on a Likert scale
ranging from “1 =strongly disagree” to “6=strongly agree”.
Mean scores were created for malicious and benign envy,
respectively. The scale had acceptable reliability for both
malicious envy (¢ =0.826) and benign envy (a=0.715).

Mastery achievement goals

Parental mastery goals for their child were assessed using
the five-item scale from Watkins (1997). Mean score for
the total measure was used. The items included parents’
attitudes about their child’s mistakes, motivations behind
their parenting efforts, and standards for success. A sample
item is, “I pay closer attention to my child’s improvement
in his or her school learning than to the final grade he/she
gets.” Responses ranged from “1=not at all true of me” to
“T=very true of me”. Although the scale had suboptimal
reliability (a=0.617), we continued to use this measure in
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order to test related hypotheses about whether benign envy
was positively associated with mothers’ adaptive parenting
goals (H4c).

Performance achievement goals’

Mothers’ performance-approach goals and performance-
avoidance goals for their child were assessed using the
eight-item scale from Mageau et al. (2016). Mean scores
were created for each achievement goals measures. Four
items assessed performance-approach goals (e.g., “I want
my child to be better than others in the activities he/she
does”; 0=0.710). The other four items assessed perfor-
mance-avoidance goals (e.g., “I encourage my child to
avoid the activities where he/she could feel inferior to oth-
ers”; 0=0.827). Responses ranged from “1=not at all true
of me” to “T=very true of me”.

Psychological control and autonomy support

Psychological control and autonomy support were assessed
using adaptations of existing ten-item and eight-item scales,
respectively (Cheung et al., 2016). Mean scores were cre-
ated for each measure. The original items for both scales
assessed academic psychological control and academic
autonomy support toward children in both Mainland China
and the United States. Items were reworded so as to be not
limited to academics. A sample item for psychological con-
trol is, “I let my child know that what I want him/her to
do is the best for him/her, and he/she shouldn’t question it”
(0=0.859). A sample item for autonomy support is, “I allow
my child to decide things for himself/herself” (a=0.747).
Responses for both scales were scored from “1=never”,
“L=rarely”, “3=sometimes”, “4=pretty often”, to “S=very
often”.

Helicopter parenting

Helicopter parenting was assessed using the 19-item scale
from Zong and Hawk (2022). The measure has been vali-
dated with three Mainland Chinese samples, and assesses
commonly identified characteristics of helicopter parenting,
including advice/affect management, anticipatory problem
solving, information seeking, emphasis on academic per-
formance, and tangible assistance. A sample item is “I try
to help my child steer clear of any troubles that s’/he might
encounter in the world.” The total measure mean score

' we also included the mastery goals subscale of this measure, but

initial investigations did not yield a set of items with an acceptable
internal consistency (0=0.560). Additional examination of item com-
binations also did not yield an acceptable internal consistency. There-
fore, this subscale was not included in further analysis
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across the subscales was used in this study. Reponses were
on a six-point Likert scale from “1=strongly disagree” to
“6=strongly agree”. The scale had acceptable reliability
(0=0.829).

Socially desirable responding

Social desirability was assessed using the 13-item Social
Desirability Scale (SDS-SF Form C) from Reynolds (1982),
which has been validated with Mainland Chinese parents by
Bornstein et al. (2015). One item (“There have been times
when I felt like rebelling against people in authority even
though I knew they were right.”) was excluded from current
research because of political sensitivity. Response options
were True or False, and higher sum scores indicated greater
tendency toward socially desirable responses. The 12 items
had adequate reliability (a=0.743).

Analyses

We first examined bivariate correlations in SPSS. We then
examined an initial model in Mplus (version 8; Muthén &
Muthén, 2017) that included direct links between malicious
and benign envy, on the one hand, and helicopter parent-
ing, psychological control, autonomy support, on the other
hand. Wald tests were used to compare the strengths of dif-
ferent path coefficients. Next, we expanded this model to
incorporate indirect pathways from maternal envy to the
three parenting practices through mastery, performance-
approach and performance-avoidance goals. Child gender,
mother educational level, mothers’ social desirability, and
whether participants lived with their child were controlled
in both models. To address potential confounding effects, a
one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the effect of
mother educational level on tested variables. There was a
significant effect of mother educational level on benign envy
(F(5,244)=3.191, p= 0.008, 12 =10.061), psychological
control (F(5, 244)=2.427, p=0.036, n’>= 0.047), autonomy

Table 1 Study 1 means and bivariate correlations

support (F(5, 244)=5.344, p<.0.001, n* = 0.099), and
performance-avoidance goals (F(5, 244)=2.402, p= 0.038,
n’= 0.047). Because social desirability may not meaning-
fully influence mothers’ self-acknowledgement of unde-
sirable thoughts/feelings (e.g., envy) while potentially
leading to substantive variance (e.g., Lanz et al., 2022), we
conducted additional sensitivity analyses excluding social
desirability as a covariate and report those results in supple-
mentary materials.

Malicious and benign envy were free to covary, as were
the error terms between each pair of achievement goals, and
between each pair of parenting behaviors. We used model fit
to assess overall model construction and tested standardized
indirect effects with 10,000 bias-corrected bootstrap resam-
ples to assess separate indirect effects. To address concerns
about statistical power and complement traditional maxi-
mum likelihood with robust standard errors (MLR) estima-
tion, we supplemented the analysis with Bayesian estimation
in Mplus. We used 10,000 MCMC iterations and a thinning
factor of 10 to ensure convergence. This approach allowed
us to report posterior means, 95% credible intervals (Cls),
deviance information criterion (DIC), posterior predictive
p-value (PPP) and convergence diagnostics (potential scale
reduction<1.1) alongside traditional MLR estimates.

Results

Mean scores and bivariate correlations are shown in Table 1.
Our results showed that malicious and benign maternal
envy were not correlated, consistent with prior research that
found no correlation or weak positive correlations between
malicious and benign envy using the same measure (Cru-
sius & Lange, 2017). Malicious envy was negatively cor-
related with socially desirable responding, while benign
envy was not correlated with socially desirable responding.
Malicious envy was positively correlated with both perfor-
mance-approach and performance avoidance goals, and was

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Benign Envy

0. Malicious Envy 0.037

0. Mastery Goals 0.259%**  —(.223%**

0. Performance-Approach ~ 0.498%**  (.158* 0.088

0. Performance-Avoidance  0.105 0.440%** —-0.115 0.246%***

0. Psychological Control 0.167** 0.487*** —0.238%*%  (.273%**  (.404%***

0. Helicopter Parenting 0.261***  (.233%%* 0.115 0.301***  0.360%**  (.433***

0. Autonomy Support 0.159* —0.273%%%  (0.49]1%** —0.040 -0.137* —0415%*%*%  —0.021

0. Social Desirability 0.058 —0.261%**  (.253%** —0.047 —0.137* —0.283**%*  0.026 0.409%***

Mean 4.79 2.44 5.64 5.32 3.66 2.78 4.30 3.85 8.58
SD 0.67 0.96 0.73 0.86 1.33 0.71 0.58 0.53 2.72

p<.05, *p< 01, ***p< 001
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negatively correlated with mastery goals, while benign envy
was positively correlated with mastery and performance-
approach goals. Both malicious and benign envy were
positively linked with psychological control and helicopter
parenting. However, malicious envy was negatively linked
with autonomy support, while benign envy was positively
linked with autonomy support. Both performance-approach
goals and performance-avoidance goals were positively
related to psychological control and helicopter parenting.
Performance-avoidance goals were additionally negatively
related with autonomy support. Mastery goals were nega-
tively related with psychological control and positively
related with autonomy support, but not related to helicopter
parenting.

The initial model examining the link between mali-
cious and benign envy and parenting practices showed
acceptable fit: y*(8)=24.336, CFI=0.917, RMSEA=0.090,
SRMR=0.063. Bayesian estimation revealed a PSR of 1.06
for all parameters, indicating satisfactory convergence (val-
ues<1.1 are recommended; Gelman & Rubin, 1992). The
hypothesized model showed substantially better fit than the
null model (no structural paths), as evidenced by a DIC of
2363.085 compared to the null model’s DIC of 5465.567
(ADIC=3102.482). However, the PPP<0.001 suggested
some model-data discrepancy.

There was a negative link from malicious envy to auton-
omy support (f =—0.200, p<0.001, 95% CI [-0.31, -0.09];
Bayesian posterior mean=—0.192, 95% CI [-0.32, -0.06]).
The link from benign envy to autonomy support was not
significant with MLR estimation (=0.142, p= 0.094, 95%
CI [-0.02, 0.31] but significant with Bayesian estimation
(Bayesian posterior mean=0.140, 95% CI [0.04, 0.25]). A
Wald test (MLR estimation) revealed a significant differ-
ence between the coefficients for malicious and benign envy
in these two links (p= 0.005). These results were consistent
with our hypothesis (H1). There were also significant posi-
tive links from malicious envy (=0.236, p< 0.001, 95%
CI [0.13, 0.34]; Bayesian posterior mean=0.228, 95% CI
[0.10, 0.34]) and benign envy (B=0.235, p= 0.003, 95%
CI [0.08, 0.39]; Bayesian posterior mean=0.219, 95%
CI [0.14, 0.32]) to helicopter parenting, supporting our
hypothesis (H2). Wald test showed that there was no dif-
ference between the coefficients for malicious and benign
envy in these two links (p= 0.441). There were also sig-
nificant links from both envy types to psychological control
(B=0.451, p<0.001, 95% CI [0.35, 0.55]; Bayesian poste-
rior mean=0.447, 95% CI [0.36, 0.55] for malicious envy;
=0.177, p=0.004, 95% CI [0.06, 0.30]; Bayesian posterior
mean=0.167, 95% CI [0.06, 0.30] for benign envy). Wald
tests showed that the difference between the coefficients
for malicious and benign envy in these two links was not
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significant (p=0.070). These results did not support our
hypothesis (H3).

Next, the model including the three achievement goals
as mediating variables (Fig. 1) had acceptable fit: >
(20)=45.480, CFI=0.948, RMSEA=0.071, SRMR =0.070.
Bayesian estimation revealed a PSR of 1.05 for all parame-
ters, indicating satisfactory convergence. The hypothesized
model also showed substantially better fit than the null
model (ADIC=3329.429). However, the PPP<0.001 still
suggested some model-data discrepancy.

Results showed positive indirect effects from malicious
envy to both helicopter parenting and psychological con-
trol, through performance-avoidance goals, supporting
H4a (B=0.124, p<.0.001; 95% CI [0.04, 0.11]; Bayesian
posterior mean=0.113, 95% CI [0.05, 0.21] for helicopter
parenting; f=0.082, p=0.003; 95% CI [0.02, 0.10]; Bayes-
ian posterior mean=0.081, 95% CI [0.02, 0.12] for psycho-
logical control). There was a positive indirect effect from
benign envy to helicopter parenting, through performance-
approach goals, supporting H4b (=0.071, p=0.029; 95%
CI =[0.004, 0.12]). However, Bayesian estimation showed
that this effect was nonsignificant (Bayesian posterior
mean=0.064, 95% CI [-0.02, 0.12]). There was also a posi-
tive indirect link from benign envy to autonomy support,
through mastery goals, supporting H4c (3=0.105, p=.0.009;
95% CI = [0.03, 0.17]; Bayesian posterior mean=0.094,
95% CI [0.05, 0.17]). Finally, an additional negative indi-
rect effect existed from malicious envy to autonomy sup-
port, through mastery goals (f =—0.092, p=0.006; 95% CI
[-0.10, -0.02]; Bayesian posterior mean=—0.085, 95% CI
[-0.14, -0.04]).

Study 2

Results in Study 1 largely supported our hypotheses regard-
ing associations between maternal envy and autonomy
support, helicopter parenting, and psychological control.
Further experimental evidence is necessary to establish the
causal effects of maternal envy on those parenting behav-
iors. Study 2 implemented an experimental design, which
aimed to elicit mothers’ recall of malicious or benign mater-
nal envy toward another parent, and investigate effects
upon their immediate attitudes toward particular parenting
practices (i.e., autonomy support, helicopter parenting, and
psychological control). This study adopted a two-condition
design in which participants were manipulated to recall an
experience of either malicious or benign envy. We hypothe-
sized that benign envy would more strongly predict endorse-
ment of autonomy support than malicious envy (H1). Based
on the results of Study 1, we did not expect malicious and
benign envy to promote different levels of endorsement
of helicopter parenting (H2). Finally, we expected that
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Fig. 1 Study 1. Mediation model of achievement goals in the links
between envy and parenting practices. Note. The model was con-
trolled for child gender, mother educational level, social desirability
and whether mothers lived with child. Model fit: y2 = 45.480, df =
20, CFI =0.948, RMSEA = 0.071, SRMR = 0.070. Standardized indi-
rect effects: Benign EnvyOMastery Goals¢Autonomy Support (B =
0.105, p = .009; 95% CI = [0.04, 0.20]); Benign EnvyOPerformance-

malicious envy would more strongly predict endorsement
of psychological control, compared with benign envy (H3).

Method
Participants

Participants consisted of an online sample of 210 mainland
Chinese mothers from 26 provinces and municipalities. All
mothers had at least one child aged between 15 and 19 years
who was attending senior high school, and they were asked
to focus on only one child in this age range for the study.
Five participants were excluded because they did not report
any recalled envy experience in the manipulation. There
were no additional exclusion criteria.

The remaining 205 mothers were 42.48 years old, on
average (SD=3.83). Most of them (60.49%) had a four-year
undergraduate degree, 22.93% had a secondary vocational
education or junior college degree, 7.32% had a postgradu-
ate degree, and 9.26% had a senior high school degree or
below. Two mothers reported being divorced, and all others

Approach GoalsOHelicopter Parenting (B = 0.071, p = .029; 95%
CI = [0.006, 0.14]); Malicious EnvyO®Mastery GoalsOAutonomy
Support (B = -0.092, p = .006; 95% CI [-0.17, -0.04]); Malicious
EnvyQPerformance-Avoidance GoalsOHelicopter Parenting (f =
0.074, p <.001; 95% CI [0.07, 0.19]); Malicious EnvyQPerformance-
Avoidance GoalsOPsychological Control (f =0.082, p =.003; 95% CI
[0.03, 0.15]). *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

reported being married. Most mothers (67.80%) had only
one child, 31.22% had two children, and 0.98% had three
children. The children on whom mothers focused for this
study were 16.45 years old, on average (SD=0.88), and
53.17% were male. For their school grade, 44.88% were in
the first year of senior high school, 41.46% were in the sec-
ond year, and 13.66% were in the third year. Most of these
children (74.63%) lived with their mothers, 23.90% lived in
a student dormitory, and 1.46% lived with another adult or
family member.

Procedure

Asin Study 1, participants were recruited from Sojump.com.
At the beginning of the survey, the purpose, confidentiality,
and the time of the survey were provided. Participants were
instructed to not leave or be distracted during the survey. All
participants provided consent to take part in the survey. The
questionnaire was administered in Chinese. The survey took
an average of 16.80 min to complete (SD=29.69). We fol-
lowed the procedure from previous research (Salerno et al.,
2019), asking participants to complete a writing task about
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a past experience that aimed to elicit malicious or benign
envy emotions.

Participants were randomly assigned to the malicious
envy (N=101) or benign envy (N=104) groups. For the
two experimental groups, participants were asked to recall
and describe a situation when they felt envy toward another
parent. Malicious and benign envy were differentially
manipulated by asking participants to write about an envy
experience in which they felt the other parent’s advantage
was undeserved or deserved, respectively. Previousresearch
shows that perceived deservingness is an appraisal that
determines whether malicious or benign envy is experi-
enced (Crusius & Lange, 2014). The manipulation prompt
was, ‘“Please recall one of your experiences when you have
felt envy toward another parent and felt the other parent’s
advantage was undeserved (malicious envy condition)/
deserved (benign envy condition). Please try to close your
eyes and re-experience that emotion as much as possible.
And please then describe as detailed as possible below about
the specific situation, why you felt envy, and your specific
feelings and thoughts at that time.” After the recall task, par-
ticipants responded to a manipulation check, followed by a
set of measures asking how acceptable they currently con-
sidered certain parenting behaviors to be.

Measures

For measures without available Chinese translations, we
conducted translation and back-translation with bilingual
speakers of English and Mandarin. All scales and instruc-
tions, including both English and Chinese translations,
are available in Appendix II. No additional measures were
included in this study.

Manipulation checks for malicious and benign envy

Participants in the malicious and benign envy groups were
asked to think about the envy experience they described and
indicate their current overall mood (1 = “very negative” to
9 = “very positive”) and the extent to which they currently
felt malicious envy and benign envy, as well as two similar
emotions — admiration and resentment — to differentiate the
two envy types from other emotions (1= “not at all”, t0 9 =
“very much so”). They were then asked to indicate “to what
extent do you feel that the advantage that parent held over
you was deserved?” (1 = “not at all deserved”, to 9 = “very
deserved’”) and “to what extent do you feel that gaining such
an advantage was under your own control?” (1 = “not at all
controllable”, to 9 = “very controllable). As an additional
check, we assessed socially desirable responding using the
12-item Social Desirability Scale (SDS-SF Form C) from
Reynolds (1982), validated with Mainland Chinese parents
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by Bornstein et al. (2015). The 12 items had acceptable reli-
ability (0=0.727).

The following measure items were rephrased to be
suitable for answering participants’ current opinions or
acceptance.

Helicopter parenting

Helicopter parenting was assessed using the same 19-item
scale from Study 1, with slight rephrasing of the wording to
ask about parents’ attitudes instead of behaviors. The mea-
sure included five dimensions: advice/affect management,
anticipatory problem solving, information seeking, empha-
sis on academic performance, and tangible assistance. A
sample item is “I should try to help my child steer clear
of any troubles that s/he might encounter in the world.”
Reponses were on a 6-point Likert scale from “1 =strongly
disagree” to “6=strongly agree”. The total measure had
acceptable reliability (a=0.851).

Psychological control and autonomy support

Psychological control and autonomy support were assessed
using the same adapted ten-item and eight-item scales,
respectively, used in Study 1 (Cheung et al., 2016). Word-
ings were slightly rephrased to ask about parents’ attitudes
instead of behaviors. A sample item for psychological con-
trol is, “I should let my children know that what I want
them to do is the best for them and they shouldn’t question
it.” A sample item for autonomy support is “I should allow
my child to make his/her own choices whenever possible.”
Responses for both scales were scored from “1=strongly
disagree” to “5=strongly agree”. Both measures had
acceptable reliabilities (a¢=0.873 and 0.756 for Psychologi-
cal Control and Autonomy Support, respectively).

Analyses

Manipulation checks were first conducted using indepen-
dent t-tests in SPSS, to determine the effectiveness of envy
recall manipulation, and to ensure that participants in the
two conditions did not differ in their levels of socially desir-
able responding. To address potential confounding effects, a
one-way ANOVA was conducted to test for potential associ-
ations between mother educational level and the dependent
variables. Results indicated no significant effects of mother
educational level on any of the dependent variables (all
ps>0.170). We then conducted one-way multivariate analy-
sis of variance (MANOVA) in SPSS to examine effects of
the two conditions on the dependent variables. Post-hoc
power analyses were conducted using G*Power 3.1 to esti-
mate the likelihood of detecting the observed effects for
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Table 2 Study 2 independent T-tests for manipulation check questions and social desirability
Questions Group Mean SD t df Sig. Cohen’s
d
1. What is your current overall mood? BE 6.26 1.77 2.057 203 0.041 0.29
ME 574 1.83
2. To what extent do you currently feel benign envy toward the parent described in BE 739 1.51 2.208 176.824 0.029 0.31

the situation?

3. To what extent do you currently feel malicious envy toward the parent described BE 3.48 225 -6.363 203

in the situation?

4. To what extent do you currently feel admiration toward the parent described in  BE 722 1.52

the situation?

5. To what extent do you currently feel resentment toward the parent described in  BE 1.96 1.60 -3.291

the situation?

ME 6.81 2.19

<0.001 -0.89
ME 552 235
5.113 169.298 <0.001 0.72
ME 579 238

190.184 0.001  -0.46

ME 2.80 2.03

6. To what extent do you feel that the advantage that parent held over you was BE 7.63 1.11 7.858 143.042 <0.001 1.11
deserved? ME 563 230
7. To what extent do you feel that gaining such an advantage is under your own BE 565 1.72 0390 203 0.697 0.06
control? ME 555 192
Social desirability BE 8.16 272 1.251 203 0.213 0.18

ME 7.68 2.78

BE Benign envy, ME Malicious envy

Table 3 Study 2 mean scores and results of the one-way MANOVA

Mean (SD) F(, Sig. Par-
ME BE 203) tial
e
Psychological control ~ 2.98 (0.84) 2.73  4.315 0.039 0.021
(0.82)
Autonomy support 4.09 (0.56) 4.22  3.709 0.056 0.018
(0.41)
Helicopter parenting 4.40(0.61) 436 0.242 0.623 0.001
(0.62)

ME Malicious envy condition, BE Benign envy condition

each dependent variable, given the sample size (N=205),
two-group design (malicious envy vs. benign envy), and
a=0.05.

Results
Manipulation checks

Results of the independent t-tests for the manipulation check
are shown in Table 2. All the manipulation check questions
showed overall differences between two groups, except
for the controllability question. The malicious envy group
showed more negative mood than the benign envy group.
Participants in the malicious/benign envy groups reported
feeling their respective target emotions more strongly than
the other group. The malicious envy group reported lower
feelings of admiration and higher resentment than the benign
envy group. The benign envy group reported stronger per-
ceptions of deservingness than the malicious envy group.
The two groups did not differ in socially desirable respond-
ing. Considering that we found main differences between

malicious and benign envy groups in perceived target emo-
tions as well as perceptions of deservingness (the main dif-
ferentiating appraisal; Salerno et al., 2019), we determined
that the manipulation was effective.

Effects on dependent variables

Mean scores and results of the one-way MANOVA are
shown in Table 3. Results showed that the malicious
envy group scored higher than the benign envy group on
endorsements of using psychological control. There were
no differences between the malicious envy group and the
benign envy group on the total score for endorsements of
helicopter parenting or autonomy support. Post-hoc power
analyses showed that for psychological control, the analysis
revealed a large effect size (f=0.516, partial °=0.21) with
100% power to detect the critical F(1,203)=3.89. Similarly,
autonomy support showed a large effect (f=0.469, partial
n°=0.18) with 99% power. In contrast, helicopter parent-
ing exhibited a trivial effect (f=0.032, partial °=0.001) and
very low power (7%) to detect the critical £(1,203)=3.89.

Discussion

The current research examined the relationships that mali-
cious and benign maternal envy hold with overbearing par-
enting practices, and parental achievement motivations.
Correlational results in Study 1 showed that benign envy
was positively associated with autonomy support, while
malicious envy showed a negative association with auton-
omy support, in line with our hypothesis (H1). Results also
supported our prediction that malicious and benign maternal
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envy were both positively associated with helicopter parent-
ing (H2). Contrary to H3, however, malicious envy was not
more strongly associated with psychological control than
benign envy. Tests of indirect effects in Study 1 revealed
that malicious envy predicted both helicopter parenting
and psychological control through performance-avoidance
goals (supporting H4a), while benign envy predicted heli-
copter parenting through performance-approach goals (sup-
porting H4b), and predicted autonomy support through
mastery goals (supporting H4c). Experimental evidence in
Study 2 provided mixed support for our hypotheses. The
benign envy group did not show significant difference from
the malicious envy group in endorsement of autonomy sup-
port, failing to support H1. In line with H2, no significant
differences existed between malicious and benign envy in
prompting endorsement of helicopter parenting. Notably,
this result should be interpreted with caution due to insuf-
ficient statistical power (7%), which may have limited the
ability to detect meaningful effects. However, malicious
envy prompted significantly stronger endorsement of psy-
chological control than benign envy (supporting H3). Over-
all, the current research suggests that malicious and benign
maternal envy showed some of the expected differences in
their relations with parenting practices, and that malicious
envy predicted more control-oriented parenting goals and
behaviors than benign envy. This research provides new
perspectives on the sources of mothers’ aspirations for chil-
drearing, particularly regarding unstable childrearing stan-
dards based on self-evaluations and upward comparisons.

Maternal envy and parenting practices

This research provides insights into how malicious and
benign maternal envy predict mothers’ subsequent chil-
drearing behaviors. Mothers often view their children as
extensions of themselves, incorporating them into their self-
evaluations (Collett, 2005; Thai et al., 2018). However, con-
flicts might arise between parents’ and adolescents’ goals.
Envy might direct mothers to focus disproportionately on
protecting their threatened self-views, potentially at the
cost of their child’s developmental needs. Existing research
indeed has found that mothers’ social comparison tendencies
(a prerequisite for envy) generally predicted greater anxi-
ety, depression, parental role overload, and lower parental
competence (e.g., Caverly, 2019; Coyne et al., 2017; Filik-
Uyanik & Demircan, 2021). In this sense, envy might reor-
der mothers’ childrearing goals, prioritizing the restoration
of positive self-views. Consequently, their improvement
efforts might be misguided and lead to undesirable behav-
iors. Our results across two studies supported this proposi-
tion by showing that malicious envy, in particular, predicted
parenting practices that are over-involved, over-protective,
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and manipulative. These results are consistent with previous
findings that social comparison orientation was related to
heightened competitiveness and intensive parenting ideolo-
gies (Chae, 2015).

Our results also reveal that malicious and benign envy
directed mothers to enact different forms and levels of par-
enting efforts. Supporting our hypotheses (H1 and H3),
results across the two studies showed that malicious envy
was negatively associated with autonomy support, whereas
benign envy was positively associated with autonomy
support. Malicious envy was also more strongly associ-
ated with psychological control than benign envy. These
results align with recent findings linking malicious envy to
immoral decision-making and selfish behaviors (Hansson et
al., 2021; Wei & Yu, 2022). Prior research suggests that a
competitive versus cooperative mindset might moderate the
effects of social comparison on dissimilative or assimila-
tive self-evaluations (Colpaert et al., 2015). Although mali-
cious and benign envy both include dissimilation following
upward social comparisons (i.e., to contrast oneself from
the envied other; Smith, 2000), the cognitive appraisals
can be further differentiated according to their competitive
versus cooperative orientations, respectively. The hostility
and overall more competitive evaluations associated with
malicious envy can consume mothers’ attention that is nor-
mally allocated to childrearing, and increase their need for
self-protection.

In contrast, results suggested that benign envy might be
less maladaptive, or even promote positive parenting efforts.
Study 1 results showed that benign envy had a positive cor-
relation with helicopter parenting and a modest positive cor-
relation with psychological control, but also had a modest
positive correlation with autonomy support. Similarly, in
Study 2, the benign envy group showed weaker endorsement
of psychological control compared to the malicious envy
group. These results align with previous research showing
that benign envy was linked with higher but achievable goal
setting and better work, academic, and athletic performance
(Ierides, 2014; Lange & Crusius, 2015a; Van de Ven et al.,
2011a; Ven et al., 2011b). Studies have also revealed that
perceiving the envied target as deserving promotes a posi-
tive attitude and motivation towards self-improvement for
benign envy (Van de Ven et al., 2011a; Ven et al., 2011b).
Parenting efforts following benign envy might be associated
with both autonomy support and over-involvement. When
disengagement from an important envied domain is impos-
sible, benign envy still serves as a healthier and more con-
trollable means for bettering oneself compared to malicious
envy.

Furthermore, correlational results in Study 1 showed that
both malicious and benign envy positively predicted heli-
copter parenting, and no significant difference existed in
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Study 2 between the two groups’ attitudes about helicop-
ter parenting. These results support our hypothesis (H2).
Helicopter parenting is a set of over-involved practices
that are motivated by parents’ intentions to facilitate their
child’s success (Segrin et al., 2012). Previous research has
suggested that helicopter parenting predicts positive youth
outcomes (e.g., school engagement) when parents enact it
with warmth or emotional support; otherwise it might pre-
dict negative youth functioning (e.g., depressive symptoms,
lower self-worth, higher risk behaviors; Nelson et al., 2015;
Padilla-Walker et al., 2021). Our finding of the positive rela-
tionship between benign envy and helicopter parenting align
with recent critiques (Lange & Crusius, 2022) challenging
the assumption that benign envy is universally adaptive.
While benign envy may foster proactive parenting strate-
gies, its association with over-involvement underscores
how its adaptiveness is context-bound. Specifically, when
childrearing becomes a domain for status competition, even
benign envy, which is driven by a desire to “keep up” with
others, may prioritize parental status concerns over chil-
dren’s developmental needs. This tension mirrors broader
debates about envy’s duality: Both benign and malicious
envy share roots in social comparison and status-seeking
(Lange & Crusius, 2022), which could explain why benign
envy, like its malicious counterpart, correlates with traits
such as entitlement or overinvestment in extrinsic goals.
Parenting thus serves as a critical case study for theories
of emotion and motivation, illustrating how domain-specific
goals (e.g., fostering autonomy vs. outperforming peers)
reshape the consequences of envy.

Notably, the helicopter parenting measure used in this
research focused on overt parenting behaviors, instead of
cognitive or emotional dimensions. Interpreting whether
such over-involvement harms youth’s functioning might
require additional measures addressing the emotional
dimensions of parenting, such as psychological control and
autonomy support. Our aforementioned findings from Study
2 that malicious envy more strongly predicted endorsement
of psychological control and findings from Study 1 of mali-
cious envy’s negative association with autonomy support
suggest that when mothers are inclined to experience mali-
cious envy, their helicopter parenting behaviors occur in
a harsh, manipulative, and less supportive manner. Future
research could explore this issue by examining the relation-
ships between malicious and benign envy and different heli-
copter parenting profiles characterized by the presence or
absence of parental warmth.

Indirect effects through parental achievement goals

Emotions play a guiding role in goal setting, helping indi-
viduals make (mostly) constructive decisions (Zeelenberg

et al., 2007). Research shows that various emotions are
associated with different implicit motivational goals. For
example, anxiety often motivates uncertainty reduction
and predicts low risk/low reward gambling decisions (Rag-
hunathan & Pham, 1999). Guilt motivates atonement and
increases cooperation (Ketelaar & Au, 2003). This goal-
based account helps identify potential behaviors that spe-
cific emotions might instigate. Knowing how malicious and
benign envy alter mothers’ childrearing goals is important
for understanding their decision-making processes and sub-
sequent behaviors.

Results in Study 1 supported our hypotheses of the indi-
rect effects of maternal envy on parenting practices through
parental achievement goals (H4a-H4c). The finding that
malicious and benign envy both predicted overbearing
parenting through performance goals highlights the role of
social comparison outcomes in shaping mothers’ parenting
efforts. As hypothesized, the model in Study 1 showed that
malicious envy predicted both helicopter parenting and psy-
chological control through performance-avoidance goals,
while benign envy predicted helicopter parenting through
performance-approach goals. The findings are in line with
literature indicating that malicious envy is related to fear
of failure (Lange & Crusius, 2015a), and also that a focus
on failure prevention predicts helicopter parenting and
psychological control (Elliot & Thrash, 2004; Rousseau
& Scharf, 2017). An avoidance orientation focuses moth-
ers on negative possibilities, leading to anticipatory worry,
anxiety, and depletion of psychological resources (Oertig et
al., 2013). Avoiding further failure might prioritize immedi-
ate childrearing outcomes over longer-term improvements,
potentially leading to manipulative strategies that demand
compliance and limit children’s self-expression. Our results
demonstrated that malicious envy could lead mothers to
adopt both over-involved and manipulative strategies, moti-
vated by avoiding further loss or failures.

Results in Study 1 were also in line with our hypoth-
eses (H4b and H4c) that benign envy predicts helicopter
parenting through performance-approach goals, while also
predicting autonomy support through mastery goals. This
is congruent with some research showing that social com-
parison orientation can be positively associated with both
mastery goals and performance-approach goals (Darnon
et al., 2010). These dual goal orientations could even pre-
dict adaptive outcomes such as academic achievement and
effective learning strategies (Linnenbrink, 2005; Pintrich,
2000). Benign envy might motivate mothers to prove their
childrearing competence by focusing on learning and sup-
porting their child’s independent growth. Previous research
has linked benign envy with success-oriented goals and
desires to achieve more than others (Lange & Crusius,
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2015a), while performance-approach goals correlate with
risk-taking, effort, and goal attainment (e.g., Ierides, 2014).
Our results further suggest that benign envy fosters genuine
interest in learning and skill mastery. These results also echo
research that found benign envy predicted process-focused
self-improvement goals, unlike malicious envy which pre-
dicted outcome-focused goals (Salerno et al., 2019). In chil-
drearing, where mastery goals and performance goals often
coexist, benign envy’s dual pathways reflect the complex
interplay between parental aspirations and societal pres-
sures. Thus, benign envy’s “constructive” outcomes may
depend on alignment between self-improvement goals and
domain-specific values.

Limitations and future directions

The current research held several methodological strengths.
First, our samples across Studies 1-2 included mothers
of late adolescents from diverse regions across Mainland
China, enhancing the generalizability of our findings. Sec-
ond, by employing both correlational and experimental
designs, we were able to examine both dispositional and
state-level maternal envy. While state envy affects goals and
behaviors immediately and contextually (Toomey & Heo,
2022), dispositional envy might exert an enduring influ-
ence beyond state envy on mothers’ motivations and behav-
iors. Although our manipulation of state envy successfully
revealed differences in maladaptive practices, it was poten-
tially not strong enough to elicit large differences in the
endorsement of adaptive strategies that mothers already
value for their children. This investigation of both dispo-
sitional and state maternal envy contributes to a wholistic
understanding of the effects of envy on mothers’ cognitive
and behavioral outcomes in childrearing. Our experimental
study offers insights that suggest a potential causal relation-
ship between these emotions and subsequent childrearing
behaviors.

Despite these advantages, this research had several
limitations. First, the current research did not examine the
causal links from malicious and benign envy to parental
achievement goals, nor from parental achievement goals to
parenting practices. It is also possible that particular goal
orientations promote different types of envy, instead of
the reverse. Future research should employ experimental
designs that manipulate both envy experiences and achieve-
ment goals to clarify their effects on behaviors. Second, the
nonsignificant finding for helicopter parenting in Study 2
reflects anecdotal evidence strength, as inferred from post-
hoc power analyses (7% power, £=0.032). This severely
limits interpretability, as the null result may stem from
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insufficient sensitivity rather than a true absence of an effect.
Future studies should prioritize larger samples (rn>200)
to adequately test for medium-sized effects. Third, future
research could also consider some parent or child charac-
teristics, such as narcissism, that might influence mothers’
envy experiences and behaviors, incorporating perspectives
from other family members or other parents who are the
targets of participants’ envy, using self-reports or observa-
tions. Fourth, this research did not examine youth outcomes
that might result from maternal envy and related parenting
behaviors. While malicious maternal envy might predict
maladaptive youth outcomes (e.g., lower self-efficacy), the
impact of benign envy on youth outcomes remains unclear.
Additionally, some research has suggested that the com-
bined performance-approach goals and mastery goals yield
more optimal outcomes (e.g., higher achievement motiva-
tion) than mastery goals alone (Harackiewicz et al., 2000).
Future research could further explore how these goals
associated with benign envy might predict various youth
outcomes. Fifth, our measures of mastery goals showed
suboptimal internal consistency, which potentially affected
our results, necessitating further research with alternative
measures. Finally, future studies could also replicate this
research across diverse cultural contexts and examine addi-
tional parenting practices.

Despite these limitations, the current research extends the
existing literature by addressing potential social situations
and emotions that shape mothers’ parenting motivations
and behaviors. Malicious and benign envy, as daily stress-
ors that come from unfavorable upward social comparison,
could distract mothers from healthy, long-term childrearing
goals. Our study indicates that perceptions and feelings fol-
lowing these comparisons might lead to parenting practices
characterized by heightened control or over-involvement.
The findings call attention to the risks of making childrear-
ing decisions when parents’ own interpersonal goals over-
shadow their child’s growth goals. Importantly, our findings
contribute to theoretical debates about envy’s adaptiveness.
While malicious envy consistently predicted maladaptive
outcomes, benign envy’s mixed associations (e.g., linking
to both autonomy support and over-involvement) chal-
lenge simplistic “good vs. bad” categorizations of envy. By
demonstrating how parental status concerns can reframe
even “constructive” envy into a driver of overbearing prac-
tices, our work underscores the need to integrate domain-
specific motivations into models of envy and goal pursuit.
These insights might be valuable for future investigations
on maternal social comparisons and their effects on parent-
child interactions, as well as youth’s outcomes.
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Appendix |

Measures (Study 1).

20

10.

1.

Malicious and Benign Envy (BeMaS; Lange & Crusius,
15).

1=strongly disagree to 6=strongly agree.

Benign Envy: 1-5; Malicious Envy: 6—10.

When I desire other parents’ achievements, I focus on
how I can become equally successful in my childrearing.
If I notice that another parent is better than me in chil-
drearing, I try to improve myself.

Longing for other parents’ achievements motivates me
to accomplish my goals in childrearing.

I strive to reach other parents’ superior achievements in
childrearing.

If another parent has superior qualities or achievements
in their childrearing, I try to attain them for myself.

I sometimes wish that superior parents would lose their
advantages.

If other parents have something that I want for myself, |
wish to take it away from them.

I feel ill will toward parents when I want their childrear-
ing successes for myself.

Longing for another parent’s achievements causes me
to dislike that person.

. Seeing other parents’ achievements in childrearing

makes me resent them.
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ZT AR, .

B ik B F Al KK AE TR TR #2707 AR 55 K
o

WA L S ARAE TR IR %17 TR LTS [ R,
AR, Rt agE hEAHCKH. .
AN ERENFHI IR SAFEAMLS.
R AR KA AR AR TG, Ay B ABATHS 5
ik, .

HEAEH DB HMME KRR T, K
X I EE IR KA LT .

Xof FAth A et ) v B AR AN B O A

B B H A FAAE T TR 707 S B R, FoxH
i, .

Mastery achievement goals (Watkins, 1997).

1=not at all true of me to 7=very true of me.

e

I encourage my child to try to find the reason for the
mistakes he or she makes.

I encourage my child to do extra work to learn new

things.

I pay closer attention to my child’s improvement in his

or her school learning than to the final grade he/she gets.

I try to find out from my child what he or she wants to

learn about.

I encourage my child to feel successful for simply work-

ing hard on his or her homework, regardless of the final

grade.

F IR 21 2l /b PR AR R SR .

BB T O RS R SR R 0 .

W RNESZL TAE AR A 2] ERHEL, A A/t B

JE IS

A IR A 2708 HEL R 3 e/ b AR L 22 S A A

B ah B 21 R EAN LSS ) 5 A/ i AR BE AR

Mgl 2 BEE BT, T ANE B n B G .
Performance achievement goals (Mageau et al., 2016).
1=not at all true of me to 7=very true of me.
Performance-Approach  Goals: 1-4; Performance-

Avoidance Goals: 5-8.

1.

I try to encourage my child to finish among the first in
what he/she does.
I want my child to be better than others in the activities
he/she does.
I try to help my child be the best in the activities he/she
is engaged in.
I would like my child to excel in his/her activities.
I do not want my child to do activities in which he/she
will be less competent than others.
I encourage my child to avoid the activities where he/
she could feel inferior to others.
I encourage my child to avoid activities where he/she
might not be the best.
I prefer that my child does not do activities where he/
she may not excel.
33 il 3 18 £ 1 A At/ BT A A S5 R R 5 —
Yo .
Ay BT ETE S HO NS B Ao
LT3 H BB £ 1 A/ 3t 25 00 B3 3 v A8 f
iF. .
WA BT AEA A SNBSS 2R IR A
AT B IR T 2 At/ i 2= Ll N BE 7 22 3%
o .
TRl 3 A0 1% 18 G 2 IR ek b/ i R E | LY
EEl. .
FR i 3R A £ 18 G S n i/t w7 g
fEal. .
Ay B2 A BB L /I AN 353D .
Psychological control (Cheung et al., 2016).
1 =never to S5=very often.
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10.

&

I let my child know that what I want him/her to do is the
best for him/her and he/she shouldn’t question it.

If my child does not behave in the way I think he/she
should, I tell him/her of all the sacrifices I have made
for him/her.

I tell my child that when he/she grows up, he/she will
appreciate the standards I have for him/her.

When I have an argument with my child, I say things
like, “You’ll know better when you grow up.”

I let my child know that I am disappointed in him/her
when he/she does not do as well as he/she should.

I let my child know that he/she should feel guilty when
he/she does not meet my expectations for him/her.

If my child does something that I do not like, I act less
friendly to him/her to let him/her know I am disap-
pointed in him/her.

I insist my child do things my way.

For many things in my child’s life, I’'m usually in
charge.

. Even if my child is not having trouble with things, I tell

him how to do it.

AR T TN, FRAR A At A8 ) R XAt/ B
F, At/ At LA L IZ A BE I .

WMRBEZ T RIS EAEBNNIIB L5 7), R
VRAth/ 3R A /i A B BT A A

WEPREZT, St/ T, /it 2 B vty
W BERE AIFRAE.

BB T AR, F— LR IRI KT
MY,

BRI T AT A BIARIB LG, Rz ibib/ih
KNI, F /i R E R
AEEZTRA BB ROPER, R ibib/at g,
fib/ it RLAZ B N

IR T T RAENR S, L B, ik
At/ Gt 2o 38 B0 At/ it SRR B R B

PP A2 1A T N EMF .

T RZ TR HA, WF R RME.

RIER£Z TcAB BIR AE, Fdhos 5 Ut/ ib iz Bk
fig. .

Autonomy support (Cheung et al., 2016).

1 =never to S=very often.

I allow my child to make his/her own choices whenever
possible.

When my child and I talk about things, I take his/her
opinion or perspective into account.

I allow my child to decide things for himself/herself.

I am usually willing to consider my child’s point of
view for many things.

When I want my child to do something, I explain to
him/her why.

Springer

6. Ilet my child make his own plans for what he/she wants
to do.

7. 1encourage my child to give his/her ideas and opinions
when it comes to making decisions.

8. Ttrust my child to do what I expect without checking up
on him/her.

1. REfRe, Bt 1 B R #E. .

2. HIWEZTARIRIGEIE N, Rzt = WA
MEi. .

3. WAL T H OIER T/ M. .

4. ERZFH L, FEHEENIREZ TR REE.

5. BIAEERZ M- LdR, A/ AR A
Ao .

6. ikZ 7 B it/ b AR S,

7. fPGER, REDHERZ TR H SR EEME . .

8. WG AMKE, LZ T B IIE L. .

Helicopter parenting (Zong & Hawk, 2022).

1 =strongly disagree to 6=strongly agree.

Advice/Affect Management: 1-5, Anticipatory Prob-
lem Solving: 6-9, Information Seeking: 10—13, Emphasis
on Academic Performance: 14-16, Tangible Assistance:
17-19.

1. I give my child advice on how to do things.

2. I make suggestions to my child to help him/her get

things accomplished.

I tell my child how to plan out certain activities.

I say or do things to cheer my child up.

5. 1 share ideas with my child about how to handle the
various situations that s/he encounters.

6. 1 try to solve problems for my child before s/he even
experiences them.

7. IfI can see that my child is about to have some diffi-
culty, I will intervene to take care of the situation before
things get difficult for him/her.

8. T try to help my child steer clear of any troubles that s/
he might encounter in the world.

9. Itry to anticipate things that will prevent my child from
reaching his/her goals and act to eliminate them before
they become a problem.

10. I want to know the “behind the scenes” information of
my child’s social life.

11. Ilike to know the details of my child’s daily schedule.

12. I like to have updates on my child’s day-to-day life.

13. Tlike to have updates on my child’s whereabouts.

14. T frequently consult teachers on my child’s academic
progress.

15. I make every effort to raise my child’s academic result.

16. I pay great attention to my child’s examinations.

17. I see to it that my child’s financial needs are taken care
of.

bl
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18. I don’t want my child to have to worry about finances
and how much his/her expenses cost.

19. I am happy to do chores for my child such as cooking,
cleaning, and laundry when possible.

1 REBMZTHFHRERL.

2. AT HEREZT RS, RIS/ — g
W .

3. HeHIFRMEZ TR E 5.

4. JOR 2T U L B L gk /v %R

5. FROMEL TS I Un ey Ak B At/ At a8 3 (0 % AP Bl

6. BRI 1 1B B 1] 2w A/t k)
. .

7. GERIKAER B Z R BB BRI A, A
N IHAE A/ 38 2 VR 3 2 AR

8. BT M £ T8 G b/t £E T F LT REE B (Y
FEATRRA.

9. TEWMUISHMZ T LI HIRSE, IFEER
F R R TR

10. FRABKNE £ T AL A ARG I — L5 .

11, JRABFIIE S 76 H 22 H 45 .

12, A TR T BROEHIEIL.

13, JAE 1R T AT ER I BORT iR O

14, RAF 2GR EZ TRt .

15, R V1% ik w1 el ss.

16. FARF RIEZTHIHR.

17. WL BRI AL T W 55 5 RAFE) T L. .

18. AT B IR 4% 7 $H 0o W 55 IR 0 AR At/ o P 46 4

19. AR BN EZ TR 55, B, TR
Mo .

Socially desirable responding (SDS-SF Form C; Reyn-
olds, 1982).
True or False.

1. It is sometimes hard for me to go on with my work if I
am not encouraged.

2. Isometimes feel resentful when I don’t get my way.

3. On a few occasions, I have given up doing something
because I thought too little of my ability.

4. No matter who I’'m talking to, I'm always a good
listener.

5. There have been occasions when I took advantage of
someone.

6. I’m always willing to admit it when I make a mistake.

7. 1 sometimes try to get even rather than forgive and
forget.

8. 1 am always courteous, even to people who are
disagreeable.

9. I have never been irked when people expressed ideas
very different from my own.

10. There have been times when I was quite jealous of the

I1.

12.

@

good fortune of others.

I am sometimes irritated by people who ask favors of
me.

I have never deliberately said something that hurt some-
one’s feelings.

URANRERT BN RIS, A I FATE e DL i 4k Sk ik
ITHOK T, .

HIRARERELITE, AR 2B RICN. .
AN s B ORI R ZE TR 2 L
Hfh. .

AEAERTE, BRI AR (BEA-O BT ) A
IR ).
AR ERMANREE, .

B TR, Fom 2 BT
AT A AR, AT ARN .
PERWAAILE, BRI R A
/.

A NN RIS R IR R FIS, A
BRI

10. FA M AR BRI ARL 2.

11.

AR RSPARTRENE K. .

12. ARG EHAES ZHFENA. .

Appendix i

Measures (Study 2).

Manipulation check questions.

What is your current overall mood? (1=very negative to
9=very positive)

To what extent do you currently feel benign envy toward
the parent described in the situation? (1=not at all, to
9=very much so)

To what extent do you currently feel malicious envy
toward the parent described in the situation? (1=not at
all, to 9=very much so)

To what extent do you currently feel admiration toward
the parent described in the situation? (1=not at all, to
9=very much so)

To what extent do you currently feel resentment toward
the parent described in the situation? (1=not at all, to
9=very much so)

To what extent do you feel that the advantage that par-
ent held over you was deserved? (1 =not at all deserved,
to 9=very deserved)

To what extent do you feel that gaining such an advan-
tage is under your own control? (1=not at all control-
lable, to 9=very controllable)

TSR s i R A R S B A 8 R AT

) Jn 2
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AR S HIR AL KK 2 KA 2
6 BRAE T T H IR AL KK 2 KR A A
(G EAE X S IR IR KK 2 KRR A 48R
115 Bt B KA RO 34 2 KA RE B2 A/l 7
i S R LA R /Re A8 2L
FA—FEESE AL ?

Helicopter parenting (Zong & Hawk, 2022).

1=strongly disagree to 6=strongly agree.

Advice/Affect Management: 1-5, Anticipatory Prob-

lem Solving: 6-9, Information Seeking: 10—13, Emphasis

on Academic Performance: 14-16, Tangible Assistance:

17-19.

N AW

1. Ishould give my child advice on how to do things.

2. I should make suggestions to my child to help him/her

get things accomplished.

I should tell my child how to plan out certain activities.

. I'should say or do things to cheer my child up.

5. 1 should share ideas with my child about how to handle
the various situations that s/he encounters.

6. I should try to solve problems for my child before s/he
even experiences them.

7. If I can see that my child is about to have some dif-
ficulty, I should intervene to take care of the situation
before things get difficult for him/her.

8. I should try to help my child steer clear of any troubles
that s/he might encounter in the world.

9. 1 should try to anticipate things that will prevent my
child from reaching his/her goals and act to eliminate
them before they become a problem.

&

10. I should know the “behind the scenes” information of

my child’s social life.

11. I should know the details of my child’s daily schedule.

12. I should have updates on my child’s day-to-day life.

13. I should have updates on my child’s whereabouts.

14. I should frequently consult teachers on my child’s aca-
demic progress.

15. I should make every effort to raise my child’s academic
result.

16. I should pay great attention to my child’s examinations.

17. 1 should see to it that my child’s financial needs are
taken care of.

18. I should not let my child worry about finances and how
much his/her expenses cost.

19. 1 should do chores for my child such as cooking, clean-
ing, and laundry when possible.

1 RBZGS R EZ TR

2. ATWRIEZT RS, Bz /b — s

W .

FSAZ A PR 7 a0 v S R L5 2 .

4. FPNAZXS FAEZ T U L B L Ak A/t
RESHER. .

w
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fHils .
6. FNIZHT FIAE B £ 18 B 1) 2 i A i 7 R
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7. WRIAEE PR BB DI R A, %
SN IFEAE A/t 38 2 R 2 ATAC R .
8. FRI1Z 55 71 BRI £ 78 e fth /e AE 5 BT RE
R KL RS
9. WROZIMGISRAZ LI HbRi S, I EER
BRI R BT
10. R AZHE B 27 AL AT R L4071 .
11, FNAZRE RN 215 H ZHR 4.
12, JPZ T R % T RER K BFE L.
13, JNAZ T R T AT BRI BB 1 DL
14, JPZLEH [F 2 I RN Z T At fE .
15, WML — V155 i a7 K2k lsi.
16. JMZARR RIERMEZTHIH K.
17. L% i PR B 2% 7 M 55 5 R A5 21 1
/B .
18. AN 1Z 1k 4% 15 0o 0 550K B8 A K A/ 4 ) 4
HrEZD. .
19. JPZ NI T K5,
ik .
Psychological control (Cheung et al., 2016).
1 =strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree.

Eeanfiet, IT4AYEA

1. I should let my child know that what I want him/her to
do is the best for him/her and s/he shouldn’t question it.

2. Ifmy child do not behave in the way I think s/he should,
I should tell my child of all the sacrifices I have made
for him/her.

3. Ishould tell my child that when s/he grows up, s’he will
appreciate the standards I have for him/her.

4. When I have an argument with my child, I should say
things like, “You’ll know better when you grow up.”

5. 1 should let my child know that I am disappointed in
him/her when s/he does not do as well as s/he should.

6. 1 should let my child know that s/he should feel guilty
when s/he does not meet my expectations for him/her.

7. If my child does something that I do not like, I should
act less friendly to my child to let him/her know I am
disappointed in him/her.

8. I should insist my child do things in my way.

9. For many things in my child’s life, I should usually be
in charge.

10. Even if my child is not having trouble with things, I
should tell my child how to do it.

1 IRPOZAL IR %7 FAIE, FRAE A/ b Al ) 0 R A/
R AT H, A/ AR B AN NZ A BE T .

2. WERIMEZ T RIS EABIARIB L5 T, F
ZEIRET B v/ E R B A .
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3. WPZHIRRIEZT, ST, /i 2k
T/ A B E AR

4. BB ZT REGHRE, RMZI,
MWIE" .

5. HIIELTHIRIBA BRI 2571, R %
R T RIS, B/ R E R

6. MIMEZTRABIIRAER, TNIZIEZ TR
18, fib/ it REZ B NI

7. WRBHEZ T T RAEKE,  RNVAZREAK
Of, R E% T RITE S b/ A R R B

8. FNAZMEFF LI A I T NE M.

9. MWFERMZTAEFHIRZFN, HWHPIZALLM
Fo .

10. BUAEH £ 7 B B B R, BN T Uit/ i
BRI

Autonomy support (Cheung et al., 2016).
1 =strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree.

KK T

1. I should allow my child to make his/her own choices
whenever possible.

2. 1 should take my child’s opinion or perspective into
account when talking about things with my child.

3. I should allow my child to decide things for himself/
herself.

4. 1 should consider my child’s point of view for many
things.

5. 1should explain to my child why when I want my child
to do something.

6. Ishould let my child make his/her own plans for what s/
he wants to do.

7. 1 should encourage my child to give his/her ideas and
opinions when it comes to making decisions.

8. I should trust my child to do what I expect without
checking up on him/her.

1. REAWRE, WPZHERZ T H g, .

2. HFMEHEZ FIRICFER, RNIZFREZTHIEL
AW Ao

3. MIZATRKEZT B CkER T/t . .

4. FERZHEERNIZNREZ TR KRGS,

5. HAERMEZ TN, BAZREZ T RN
4. .

6. LRZAERAZ T B ORI/ A AR S .

7. fPGERE,  NAZEREAEZ TR L H SRR
B, .

8. FRBLIZAHE A,
fig. .

Socially desirable responding (SDS-SF Form C; Reyn-
olds, 1982).
(See Appendix I)
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