ARTICLE https://nhsjs.com/

How Do Parental Beliefs About Learning and Child Development Re-
late to Educational Priorities? A Study of International School Par-
ents In Hong Kong

Serena Li!

Received June 13, 2026
Accepted August 19, 2026
Electronic access September 15, 2026

Parents’ beliefs about child development shape their parenting practices and children’s learning environments, yet little is known
about how these beliefs vary among parents in culturally distinct, high-pressure educational settings. This study investigated two
research questions among parents in Hong Kong international schools: (1) How do beliefs about the origins of ability (innate vs.
effort) shape parenting approaches and perceptions of the educational environment? (2) What beliefs do parents hold about when
and how abilities emerge, and are these beliefs consistent with empirical developmental milestones? A survey was completed
by 60 parents of children aged 3—12 years. Quantitative items measured beliefs about ability origins, developmental priorities,
responses to child struggle, and estimates of milestone timing; qualitative items elicited descriptors of the school environment.
Parents were split into nature or nurture orientations towards learning, and these two groups were compared on other measures.
Both groups rated executive function and social-relational skills as more important than academics overall. Based on the
preliminary patterns within this exploratory sample, Nature-oriented parents expressed significantly greater concern about
developmental delays and were more likely to encourage giving up when children struggled, whereas nurture-oriented parents
were more likely to endorse “push through” strategies. Overall, within our exploratory sample of parents from Hong Kong
international schools, it was found that they were more likely to overestimate the age of emergence for less observable cognitive
abilities. However, these developmental misconceptions did not differ notably between nature and nurture-oriented groups. The
exploratory findings reveal that parental belief systems may be partially contradictory and raise potential directions for future
research.
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cation institutions . In culturally diverse, high-pressure envi-
ronments such as Hong Kong’s international school commu-
nity, understanding the consistency and variation in parental
beliefs is particularly urgent. International schools serve as

Introduction

Children’s learning environments are composed of a network
of interdependent relationships — with teachers, peers, and

most proximately, parents. Each of these groups hold beliefs
about how children learn and develop, and these beliefs shape
the nature of their interactions with them. Across different
groups, their views of each other also underlie the way they
teach children, and a deeper understanding is therefore es-
sential for creating coherent educational environments. The
present study focuses on a component of the larger system,
parental beliefs about child development, which constitute a
critical yet understudied mechanism shaping children’s devel-
opmental trajectories. It is commonly believed and theorized
that these beliefs influence everyday parenting decisions, from
the selection of extracurricular activities to responses to aca-
demic failure, and ultimately affect children’s long-term de-
velopmental outcomes as well as the broader design of edu-

! Chinese International School, Hong Kong

a unique cultural bridge where constructive Western educa-
tional philosophies intersect with East Asian achievement-
oriented values, potentially creating a distinct, contradictory,
or blended set of parental belief systems. Existing develop-
mental research has identified several core dimensions along
which parental beliefs vary: (a) the origins of ability (whether
success derives from innate fixed traits versus malleable ef-
fort2); (b) the optimal balance between child-led exploration
and parent-directed instruction?; (c) the relative prioritization
of academic, social-relational, and executive function skills*;
and (d) beliefs about developmental timing—whether abili-
ties emerge according to universal maturational schedules or
are shaped by environmental input>. Despite extensive theo-
retical work, few studies have systematically examined how
these dimensions measure within a single parent population,
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nor how differences in specific parental values may alter par-
enting approaches. The present study therefore addresses the
following two primary research questions: “How do parents’
beliefs about the origins of ability (innate vs. learned) shape
their overall approach to parenting and their perceptions of the
educational environment?” as well as “What ideas of child de-
velopment do parents hold regarding when and how abilities
emerge, and are these theories consistent with established de-
velopmental milestones?”

Based on prior literature regarding the beliefs of east-asian
parents, it was hypothesized that: (a) a majority of parents
would endorse effort-based (nurture) theories of ability rather
than fixed (innate) theories, consistent with Dweck’s © findings
in educational contexts; (b) parents would simultaneously pri-
oritize both academic and social-emotional skills, reflecting
the dual demands of international school environments; and
(c) parental beliefs about developmental timing would show
moderate alignment with empirical developmental milestones
but also potentially show bias and inaccuracies, particularly
regarding development of cognitive versus social abilities.

Method

Participants

Participants were 60 parents of children enrolled in interna-
tional schools in Hong Kong. Criteria for participating re-
quired parents who had at least one child between the ages
of 3 and 12 years attending the school. An initial recruitment
message was sent to parent discussion groups then forwarded
through snowball sampling. Around 85% of parents had 1 or
2 children, while 15% had 3. All participation was voluntary
and anonymous, with no compensation provided.

Survey Instrument

A survey was developed comprising 10 quantitative and 2
qualitative questions. The survey was administered online via
Google Forms and required approximately 10 to 15 minutes
to complete.

Quantitative items used 7-point scales such as 1 = strongly
disagree or not at all important, and 7 = strongly agree or ex-
tremely important. Several exploratory qualitative questions
were also included, in which parents were asked to describe
their child using three adjectives and to elaborate any addi-
tional beliefs about learning and development not captured
in the quantitative questions. Full descriptions of the survey
questions have been added to the Appendix section. Qualita-
tive data was obtained but not considered further in the paper
due to focus on analyzing the quantitative statistics. The ques-
tionnaire was reviewed and validated by two experts using En-
glish as their primary language before distribution to parents.

Procedure

The survey link was distributed via a parents communica-
tion platform and parents were asked if they could share the
form with fellow parents once finished. Data collection oc-
curred over a one-week period in February 2026. All partici-
pants were required to provide informed consent prior to par-
ticipation in the survey. The study received ethical approval
with school permission. Participants were provided with de-
tailed information explaining the purpose of the study, the vol-
untary nature of their participation, the procedures involved,
and their right to withdraw at any time without consequence.
Anonymity was preserved through the use of unique partici-
pant codes rather than identifiable information, and no identi-
fying information was available in the final dataset. Data was
stored securely on password-protected sites accessible only to
the research team.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted using software programming on
R-studio. Code was used to generate statistical values as well
as graphs. Statistical analysis included mean, median, stan-
dard deviation, and range values, as well as t-tests. Qualita-
tive data was measured using observations from the processed
data.

Results

General Descriptive Overview — Parental Beliefs about
the Origins of Ability and Educational Environment

Origins of ability

Parents showed substantial variability in beliefs about innate
ability versus effort. The mean rating was 4.85 (SD = 1.32,
range = 3-7). The distribution was bimodal: 43.3% (n=26)
of parents scored <4 (nature-oriented), while 56.7% (n=34)
scored >5 (nurture-oriented). A one-sample t-test comparing
the mean to the scale midpoint of 4 revealed that the sample
as a whole leaned slightly toward effort-based beliefs, but this
difference was not significant, t(59) = 1.32, p = .19.

Looking at the density plot above (Figure 1), the most fre-
quently selected value was the scale midpoint of 4, followed
by two secondary peaks in 6 and then 5, which were slightly
lower but still common. This indicates that a substantial num-
ber of parents hold a balanced or uncertain view, believing that
neither effort or innate ability are completely dominant and
determining. However, the two secondary peaks suggest that
the proportion of parents leans toward effort based (nurture-
based) beliefs in general. In contrast, values at the ends of the
scale (3 and 7) were selected less frequently, with no parents
selecting 1 or 2 at all. The small number of parents selecting
the more extreme values of 3 and 7 indicates that polarized
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Figure. 1 Density plot showing the overall distribution of parent
ratings of effort vs innate ability in determining child’s success.

views (i.e either believing in complete innate ability or com-
plete effort) are relatively rare in this sample. The presence
of a substantial group at the midpoint however, reveals that
the subsequent split into Nature-oriented and Nurture-oriented
groups, particularly for the nature group, included more par-
ents who felt balanced or mixed about both factors than par-
ents who leaned towards believing in innate ability. The la-
bels “Nature-oriented” and “Nurture-oriented” were applied
to two groups based on psychological research on parental at-
tributions and essentialism. Parents who rated effort as less
influential and instead emphasized their child’s innate per-
sonality as the primary driver of success can be understood
as endorsing a form of psychological essentialism, the be-
lief that a child’s attributes are determined by a stable, inborn
“essence”. This view corresponds with an “entity theory” of
ability, where traits are seen as fixed. Conversely, parents who
placed greater weight on the child’s efforts represent the con-
trasting “incremental theory” position, which views abilities
as malleable through actions like effort and learning. Parents
who scored a value of five or lower (belief in innate ability)
on the first question and of six or higher (belief in child’s nat-
ural personality determining success) on the second question
were grouped in “nature”, and parents who score a value of
six or higher (belief in effort) on the first question and five
or lower (belief in child’s natural personality determining suc-
cess) were grouped into “nurture” parents. Thus, based on the
parents’ ratings of effort and their beliefs on a child’s innate
personality, a split group methodology was applied as a tool
for analysis, allowing for a clear comparison of groups with a
higher relative tendency toward one of the two validated the-
oretical frameworks. We acknowledge the limitations of this
split and would require more substantiated multi-item analysis

for further research based on preliminary patterns.
Prioritization of skill sets

Mean importance ratings across developmental domains re-
vealed a clear hierarchy (see Table 1 and Figure 2). Executive
function (EF: M =5.77, SD = 1.31) and social-relational skills
(social: M = 5.63, SD = 1.34) were rated highest, followed by
core academic skills (coreAcademic: M = 5.27, SD = 1.56)
and extracurricular activities (extracurricular: M = 5.12, SD
= 1.44). Paired t-tests confirmed that Executive Function was
rated significantly higher than core academics, t(59) = 2.81,
p = .007, and social skills were rated marginally higher than
core academics, t(59) = 1.95, p = .056. It is important to note
that overall, differences were fairly small, showing that par-
ents generally rated all domains above the scale average and
leaning towards the highly important end.

Table 1 Mean Importance Ratings for Developmental Domains
(N=60)

Domain Mean Standard Deviation 95% CI
Executive 5.77 1.31 [5.43,6.11]
Function (EF)

Social- 5.63 1.34 [5.29, 5.97]
Relational

Skills

Core Academic  5.27 1.56 [4.87,5.67]
Skills

Extracurricular 5.12 1.44 [4.75, 5.49]
Activities

Note: All items were rated on a 7-point scale (1 = least
important, 7 = most important).

Perceived influences on child outcomes
When asked to rate the influence of various factors on long-
term outcomes (1=no influence, 7=significant influence), par-
ents ranked the child’s own natural personality highest (M =
5.83, SD = 1.24), followed by parenting choices (M = 5.32,
SD = 1.29), school environment (M = 5.22, SD = 1.30), and
friends/peers (M =5.10, SD = 1.35). A paired t-test confirmed
that natural personality was rated significantly higher than par-
enting, t(59) = 2.78, p = .007.

Developmental timing beliefs
Parents generally endorsed timing education to developmental
level (devTiming: M = 5.43, SD = 1.45), with 71.7% of re-
spondents scoring >5. This high agreement suggests a shared
intuitive theory that developmental readiness matters.

Group Differences — Nature-Oriented vs. Nurture-

Oriented Parents

A median split on the effort item created Nature-oriented
(n=26, M = 3.96, SD = 0.56) and Nurture-oriented (n=34, M
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Figure. 2 Mean Importance Ratings for Developmental Domains
with 95% Confidence Intervals

=5.73, SD = 0.64) groups. Those who fell in the 5 range were
split using a second column, NaturalPersonality, where higher
numbers corresponded to being placed in the Nurture group,
and lower numbers corresponded to the Nature group. Using
these groups, analysis of the other columns were conducted
which led to significantly differing values on several parent-
ing beliefs and strategies (see Table 2 and Figure 3).
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Figure. 3 Comparison of Concern About Developmental Delays be-
tween Nature-Oriented and Nurture-Oriented Parents. Created using
R-Studio.

The boxplot above shows that nature-oriented parents have
higher median concern scores (Mdn=5.0) and interquartile
ranges than nurture-oriented parents (Mdn=4.0). The most
striking differences between the split groups emerged for con-

cern about developmental delays and encouragement of giv-
ing up. Nature-oriented parents expressed significantly greater
concern if their child seemed to reach milestones later than
peers, being more likely to endorse innate ability as the most
influencing and important factor. Nurture-oriented parents
showed less concern (still moderate, M=4.79) and were sig-
nificantly more likely to endorse “push through” parental ap-
proach/strategy (M=5.82 vs. 4.73, p=.013) and significantly
less likely to endorse “encourage giving up” (M=2.44 vs. 3.38,
p=.035).

Comparison Scores of Nature and Nurture parents for 'Pushthrough'’
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Figure. 4 Comparison of Parents’ likelihood to encourage their child
to “push through” between Nature-Oriented and Nurture-Oriented
Parents.

Additionally, the boxplot comparing nature and nurture-
oriented parents’ choice to encourage their child to push
through when facing difficulty shows the nurture group par-
ents having higher median scores (Mdn=6.0) compared to na-
ture group parents (Mdn=5.0). The presence of outliers in the
nature group, particularly around six parents which chose 3
or under, shows that a group of the nature-oriented parents
may strongly reject encouraging persistence as a response to
their child struggling. This pattern reinforces the theoreti-
cal difference between innate and incremental beliefs, par-
ents who view ability as fixed (nature-oriented) appear less
likely to see value in persisting through difficulty, whereas par-
ents who view ability as malleable (nurture-oriented) tend to
view struggle as an opportunity for growth through continued
effort. Notably, no significant differences emerged between
groups on the importance ratings for academic, social, EF, or
extracurricular domains (all p > .20), suggesting that nature
and nurture parents share similar values about what matters
for development—they differ primarily in applications such
as how they respond when children encounter difficulty.
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Table 2 Group Differences in Parenting Beliefs and Approaches, split by beliefs on Origin of Ability (Nature vs Nurture groups).

Nurture-oriented (n=34) M (SD) t(df)

p Cohen’s d

Item Nature-oriented (n=26) M (SD)
Concern about developmental 5.69 (1.37)

delays

“Push through” when child 4.73 (1.93)

struggles

“Take a break and continue” 5.54 (1.24)

“Help them myself” 4.50 (1.70)

“Find additional resources” 4.92 (1.83)
“Encourage giving up” 3.38 (1.86)

4.79 (1.64) t(58)=2.25 .028 0.59
5.82(1.27) t(58)=-2.57 .013 0.67
5.91 (1.06) t(58)=-1.25 .216 0.33
5.09 (1.53) t(58)=-1.39 171 0.36
5.44 (1.60) t(58)=-1.17 .247 0.30
2.44 (1.48) t(58)=2.16  .035 0.56

Note. All items were rated on a 7-point scale. For concern about delays and giving up, higher scores indicate more
concern/greater likelihood of correlation. For push through, higher scores indicate a greater likelihood of supporting persisting.

Developmental Milestone Beliefs:
comparison with Empirical Research

Interpretations and

Parents’ estimates of age of emergence for seven abilities were
compared to established developmental norms from the em-
pirical literature. Table 3 presents the modal parent responses
alongside descriptive empirical benchmarks. The milestone
bins were used for exploratory purposes only and are not in-
tended to draw definitive conclusions about whether parents
were ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ in their beliefs. Our primary inter-
est was simply to explore whether there were any observable
differences in outcomes based on parental beliefs. Given that
this study functions as an exploratory pilot, the milestone bin
approach was used to help identify potentially promising vari-
ables worth following up on in the future. Accordingly, we re-
port uncorrected p-values with the explicit understanding that
any suggestive findings would need to be replicated in a new,
preregistered sample before being interpreted conclusively. It
is also worth noting that the normality assumption underlying
the t-tests may not be fully met in our data. While we initially
used t-tests to gain a general sense of the patterns, a more ap-
propriate approach for future analyses, and one we would rec-
ommend if this line of inquiry is pursued further, would be to
use Wilcoxon tests rather than t-tests, given their robustness to
non-normality.

As shown in Table 3, parental responses were broadly
distributed, with modal estimates clustering around later
preschool and early school-age years for most cognitive and
social abilities. The modal response for five of the seven abil-
ities fell in the 3-5 years or 6-8 years ranges.

For object permanence, 68% of parents estimated emer-
gence at 3—5 years or later. This contrasts with Piaget’s® orig-
inal observations of emergence in the first two years, as well
as more recent looking-time paradigms'! that suggest some
forms of object knowledge are present in infancy. However,
we acknowledge the difference in these constructs as labora-
tory measures of implicit expectation, such as through look-

ing longer at impossible events, are not the same as a child’s
explicit, observable ability to search for a hidden object in ev-
eryday contexts. Parents may reasonably interpret “object per-
manence” as a robust, observable behavioral milestone rather
than the former laboratory research measure, which would
substantially shift their estimates later. Thus, the discrep-
ancy likely reflects a difference in definition rather than a
straightforward misconception. For perspective-taking (the-
ory of mind), parent responses were split: 38% selected 6—8
years and 35% selected 3—-5 years. Wellman and colleagues’
meta-analysis® indicates that children begin passing false-
belief tasks around age 45, and these tasks measure a specific
aspect of perspective-taking—understanding that others can
hold false beliefs. Parents may be thinking of a broader, more
observable capacity, such as consistently taking others’ per-
spectives in real-world social interactions, which does emerge
later. For imagination, 57% of parents selected 3-5 years.
While Harris '© documents that pretend play emerges between
12 and 18 months, “imagination” is a far broader term that en-
compasses fantasy, creative thinking, and hypothetical reason-
ing, capacities that continue to develop well into the preschool
years and beyond. A parent thinking of a child inventing elab-
orate imaginary scenarios is likely to report a later age than
a researcher coding early object-substitution play. For social
preferences, 40% of parents selected 3-5 years. Here too, the
question is ambiguous since laboratory measures of social ref-
erencing, such as looking to caregivers for emotional infor-
mation, emerge around 12—-14 months 12 put preferences for
specific peers, friendship formation, and more complex social
judgments develop much later. Parents’ estimates likely reflect
this broader, more socially observable construct. Number con-
cepts was the one domain where parental modal responses (3—
5 years) aligned closely with empirical benchmarks for early
counting principles®. Interestingly, this is a domain where de-
velopmental milestones are more visible in everyday parenting
contexts (e.g., reciting numbers, counting objects).

Comparison between nature and nurture groups on mile-
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Table 3 Parent Beliefs About Age of Emergence Compared to Developmental Norms

Ability Parent Modal Re- Established Norm (Empirical Source)
sponse

Object permanence 3-5 years 0-2 years®

Social preferences 3-5 years 0-2 years’

Number concepts 3-5 years 3-5 years (counting principles®)

Perspective-taking 6-8 years 4-6 years (theory of mind?)

Physical skills 3-5 years Variable by skill (e.g., walking 1-2 years)

Logical reasoning 6-8 years 5-7 years (concrete operations ®)

Imagination 3-5 years 1-2 years (pretend play emergence '%)

Stone estimates:

Independent-samples t-tests comparing nature and nurture
parents on their numerical estimates (converted from ordinal
categories: 0-2 yrs=1, 3-5 yrs=2, 6-8 yrs=3, 9-11 yrs=4, 12-
14 yrs=5) revealed no significant differences for any mile-
stone: object permanence, t(58)=0.42, p=.68; social prefer-
ences, t(58)=0.51, p=.61; numbers, t(58)=0.33, p=.74; logic,
t(58)=0.19, p=.85; imagination, t(58)=0.67, p=.51. This pat-
tern suggests that broad parental estimates of developmental
timing were not strongly tied to their nature-nurture orienta-
tion.

Overall, these findings indicate that parents’ estimates were
broadly distributed, with modal responses often clustering in
later preschool or early school-age ranges for less concrete
abilities. Rather than concluding that parents systematically
“overestimate” by 2-3 years, we interpret these results as re-
flecting (a) genuine variability in what parents consider the
meaningful emergence of a given ability, (b) the inherent am-
biguity of the question wording, which did not distinguish
between early laboratory-based competence and later observ-
able behavior, and (c) the broad, everyday definitions par-
ents may use for terms like “imagination” and “‘social pref-
erences.” The absence of differences between nature- and
nurture-oriented parents further suggests that these broad es-
timates reflect shared cultural assumptions rather than theory-
driven predictions. Future work would benefit from more pre-
cise definitions of each ability, asking parents separately about
early “signs” versus robust, observable mastery, to better cap-
ture the richness of their beliefs.

Qualitative Descriptors of the School Environment

Of the 60 participants, 58 provided descriptors of the Hong
Kong international school environment. The most frequent
descriptors were “Well Rounded” (n=42, 72%), “Supportive”
(n=38, 66%), “Competitive” (n=31, 53%), “Collaborative”
(n=28, 48%), and “Balanced” (n=24, 41%). Notably, “Ex-
tremely Competitive” appeared in 15 responses (26%), while
“Stressful” appeared in 12 responses (21%), indicating that

parents simultaneously perceive the environment as both sup-
portive and high-pressure, a potential conflict/tension in find-
ings that mirrors the quantitative findings about competing
priorities. This will be discussed further in the general dis-
cussion section. When asked for additional beliefs (n=12 re-
sponses), several parents emphasized executive function and
self-regulation as foundational, with one parent writing: “Two
keys for child’s learning and development: 1) nurturing an at-
titude of enjoying learning; 2) cultivating a good habit for self
regulating and self management.” Another parent responded
with a critique of the educational system: “I think the current
education system in Hong Kong schools is seriously lagging
behind... With the rise of Al, society will need differentia-
tion, personality and creativity are more important.”

General Discussion

This study investigated parental beliefs about learning and de-
velopment among international school parents in Hong Kong,
with two primary research questions: (1.) How beliefs about
the origins of ability shape parenting approaches, and (2.)
whether parents hold accurate beliefs about developmental
timing. Given the modest sample size (N = 60), these find-
ings should be interpreted as exploratory rather than defini-
tive. The study was designed to identify preliminary patterns
that warrant replication in larger and more representative sam-
ples. The results reveal a complex landscape of findings that
do not show a completely consistent trend, leading to possible
explanations of external factors or potential misconception in
parents.

How beliefs about Origins of Ability shape parenting ap-
proaches

Overall, the differences in parental beliefs challenges both the
Western assumption that all educated parents endorse incre-
mental theories and the East Asian stereotype of fixed-ability
thinking. This split has direct consequences for parenting be-
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havior, particularly when children face difficulty. Research
has demonstrated that parents’ beliefs about failure, which are
closely tied to their underlying mindset, can also shape their
children’s beliefs about intelligence!3. It demonstrates that
parents’ attitudes, and thus their categorical “mindset,” are ob-
servable and impactful on their children, providing a strong
direction for researching and understanding parents based on
these belief profiles '3. However, it is necessary to evaluate the
basis of this split as data was categorized into groups based
on labelling, and multi-item testing to confirm more grounded
beliefs.

Nature-oriented parents expressed significantly greater con-
cern about developmental delays. This finding is theoretically
coherent, if one believes that ability is largely innate, then
delayed milestone attainment may signal fixed lower poten-
tial, which has a greater likelihood of raising concern. Con-
versely, nurture-oriented parents, who believe effort drives
success, may view delays as addressable through increased
support and practice, thus showing less anxiety. Most strik-
ingly, nature-oriented parents were significantly more likely
to encourage giving up when children struggle, while nurture-
oriented parents were more likely to endorse “push through”
strategies. This pattern aligns with Dweck’s? framework of
how entity theorists see difficulty as diagnostic of fixed low
ability, leading to helpless responses, whereas incremental
theorists see difficulty as a signal to increase effort. However,
the present data refines this framework by showing that nature-
oriented parents do not simply “give up” globally, since they
are equally likely to endorse “take a break” strategies (M=5.54
vs. 5.91). The key difference is in the threshold for deciding
that continued effort is futile. Nature-oriented parents appear
to reach this threshold earlier, in particular when difficulty per-
sists. Importantly, nature and nurture parents did not differ in
their prioritization of academic, social, executive function, or
extracurricular domains. Both groups rated executive function
and social skills as more important than academics. This sug-
gests that while parents diverge in their causal theories of abil-
ity development, they share similar values about what compe-
tencies matter most, a finding with potential practical implica-
tions for school-family communication.

Coherence and Potential Contradiction in Parental Belief
Systems

A key question motivating this research was whether par-
ents hold coherent, internally consistent belief systems or
whether they entertain contradictory beliefs. Evidence for
contradiction emerged when nurture-oriented parents, de-
spite valuing effort (scoring M=5.73 on the effort item),
still showed moderate concern about developmental delays
(M=4.79, above the scale midpoint). If one truly believes
that effort determines outcomes, concern about innate tim-
ing should be minimal. On a speculative level, this may sug-
gest that even nurture-oriented parents hold residual essential-

ist beliefs about developmental windows, a form of “implicit
essentialism” that potentially operates alongside explicit in-
cremental theories. However, due to lack of substantive evi-
dence, further research should use more advanced techniques
to test these nuances, if we want to discover whether parents
inevitability hold multiple coexisting reasonings and beliefs,
despite what they present explicitly. Existing research has
discovered parental implicit theories and the “bipolar contin-
uum” on which they lie, suggesting that parents’ theories can
be measured and categorized '#. There is also a significant im-
pact these categorized beliefs have on parental behavior, such
as affecting learning interactions with children and their use
of autonomy-support versus control 14,

Similarly, both groups rated the child’s own natural person-
ality as the most significant influence on outcomes (overall
M=5.83), significantly higher than parenting (p=.007). This
finding cuts across the nature-nurture divide because even
parents who explicitly endorse effort-based theories implic-
itly grant substantial causal weight to child-intrinsic factors.
This pattern mirrors findings from the implicit social cogni-
tion literature 1, where explicit and implicit attitudes diverge,
with implicit biases showing greater stability and resistance to
change.

The coexistence of multiple beliefs and reasoning systems
suggests that parental belief systems are not fully coherent or
singular in the philosophical sense. Rather, parents operate
with multiple, partially conflicting intuitive theories, activat-
ing different theories depending on the context (e.g., general
values vs. specific concerns about delays). This is not a failure
of reasoning but a reflection of the genuine complexity of de-
velopment, where both innate constraints and environmental
inputs matter. In fact, the most realistic answer lies in the mid-
dle of both. Children’s outcomes are a result of both innate and
external factors, as well as the dynamic interconnections be-
tween them. Thus, purely nature-oriented or nurture-oriented
factors are inherently incomplete without each other.

Real-World Applications — Parenting strategies when
children face difficulty

The group differences in responses to child struggle reveal
potential practical implications. When a child encounters dif-
ficulty, nature-oriented parents are more likely to interpret this
difficulty as evidence of fixed low ability and consequently
encourage disengagement. Nurture-oriented parents are more
likely to interpret the same difficulty as a signal to increase
effort and seek resources.

However, the data suggest that neither approach is univer-
sally optimal. The “take a break” strategy was endorsed by
both groups (means 5.54 and 5.91), indicating a shared recog-
nition by parents from both groups that rest and recovery are
sometimes necessary. The critical difference lies in the thresh-
old for giving up versus persisting.

Developmental research suggests that adaptive persistence
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requires calibration, suggesting that children should persist
when effort can overcome the obstacle but disengage when
the goal is genuinely unattainable or when the cost of per-
sistence outweighs benefits '®. Nature-oriented parents may
set this threshold too low, encouraging disengagement pre-
maturely. Nurture-oriented parents may set it too high, en-
couraging persistence when strategic withdrawal would be
more adaptive. Neither group showed evidence of calibrated,
context-sensitive reasoning about when persistence helps and
when it harms, a potential limitation of the method and ques-
tions used. Studies have found parents who endorse a more
“entity” theory report using more helpless-oriented strategies
and less mastery-oriented strategies with their children. This
evidence provides strong behavioral validation for the impor-
tance of distinguishing between these two categorical groups
of parents based on their underlying beliefs .

Furthermore, research has revealed that many parenting be-
liefs may predict parenting practices and behaviours, such as
in consumption decisions for their children 18 For instance,
entity theorists are more likely to choose activities that are
compatible with their child’s revealed character, while incre-
mental theorists choose activities that balance or develop other
skills, clearly validating the practical distinction between these
two parental groups '8.

Future interventions might help parents develop more nu-
anced strategies such as teaching children to distinguish be-
tween difficulties caused by insufficient effort (where persis-
tence is appropriate) versus difficulties caused by mismatched
task demands or genuine capacity limits (where strategic with-
drawal or alternative approaches may be better). The qualita-
tive data suggest some parents are already engaging in this
kind of nuanced thinking, particularly around the tension be-
tween “following interests” versus “system rewards drilling.”

Further Extension and Comparative Literature Review

Within the Hong Kong context, several studies have addressed
and challenged the assumption that parents from East Asian
cultural backgrounds uniformly endorse effort-based theories
while those from Western backgrounds favour innate abil-
ity. Phillipson’s study'® examined parent and child attribu-
tions for academic achievement across different school types
in Hong Kong, including a sample from a British international
school. The findings revealed a more nuanced picture than
just the simple cultural dichotomy—Chinese children’s attri-
butions varied by the socioeconomic status of their school,
indicating that parental belief systems are shaped not only
by broad cultural frameworks but also by the specific edu-
cational contexts in which families participate!”. This vari-
ability is particularly relevant to the present study, as it sug-
gests that the international school environment in Hong Kong,
where Western educational philosophies intersect with local

achievement-oriented values, may generate a distinctive, hy-
brid set of parental beliefs rather than a straightforward repli-
cation of either cultural prototype. The present study extends
this line of inquiry by examining not only attributional beliefs
but also how these beliefs relate to parenting strategies and
perceptions of developmental timing.

Understanding how parental beliefs translate into parent-
ing behaviours and, subsequently, child outcomes also re-
quires further examination of the family processes that me-
diate these relationships. One study investigated how parental
beliefs shape family processes among Hong Kong families,
demonstrating that beliefs were significant predictors of par-
enting styles and parental control, which in turn influenced
children’s achievement motivation and psychological compe-
tence??. This correlates with the present study’s findings re-
garding the relationship between nature-nurture orientations
and parenting responses to child struggle. Future research
building on these preliminary findings would benefit from in-
corporating the more comprehensive theoretical framework
developed in this work.

Recent research from Hong Kong institutions has further
complicated the traditional nature-nurture dichotomy by re-
vealing that parental belief systems are often more ambiva-
lent and contextually driven than previously theorised. A
study in 20232! found that a substantial proportion of Hong
Kong Chinese parents hold an “ambivalent mindset,” simul-
taneously endorsing both fixed and growth beliefs about per-
sonal qualities rather than aligning exclusively with either the-
oretical pole. Critically, it also demonstrated that this am-
bivalent mindset predicts specific parenting practices, such as
the use of person praise and efforts to compensate for per-
ceived low ability, providing a framework for understanding
why Nature-oriented and Nurture-oriented parents in our sam-
ple showed different responses to child struggle despite shar-
ing similar values about developmental priorities. Another
study in 2024%? examined educational value priorities among
Hong Kong parents using a large mixed-methods sample and
found that parents’ concerns for child development frequently
conflict with the school system’s academic focus, generating
what they describe as a “value tension” that shapes parental
decision-making and school-family dynamics. This tension
mirrors the conflicting perceptions of the international school
environment expressed by parents in our qualitative data, who
simultaneously described the environment as “Supportive,”
“Competitive,” and “Stressful.” Together, these recent stud-
ies suggest that the contradictions and tensions observed in
the present exploratory sample reflect broader socio-cultural
transformations occurring in Hong Kong’s educational land-
scape. These findings underscore the need for continued in-
vestigation into how parents navigate competing priorities and
construct frameworks for supporting their children’s develop-
ment in culturally distinct, high-pressure settings.
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Limitations and future extension

Several limitations should be noted. The sample (N=60),
while potentially adequate for detecting moderate-to-large ef-
fects, may have been insufficient for smaller effects. Some
descriptive differences that did not reach significance might
have become significant with a larger sample. Future re-
search should recruit larger samples to detect smaller effect
sizes as well as strengthen the confidence of moderate-to-
large effects/findings. Using the preliminary findings from
this study as a baseline, future studies should involve more
multi-dimensional analysis using multi-item entity theories to
investigate more in-depth psychological beliefs and complex-
ity.

Participants were recruited through parent discussion
groups and snowball sampling. Consequently, the sample
likely overrepresents parents who are already actively engaged
in educational discussions and thus limits its representation of
the wider population of international school parents in Hong
Kong. The sampling strategy limits external validity, and find-
ings should therefore not be generalized beyond similar popu-
lations.

Important demographic variables including parental educa-
tion, occupation, socioeconomic status, nationality, years re-
siding in Hong Kong, and parental age were not collected.
These variables may influence parental beliefs and therefore
should be incorporated into future studies. As cultural de-
mographics were not collected in the survey, it was not fea-
sible to systematically analyze cultural context in this study.
However, cultural frameworks are proven to influence how
parents conceptualize success, ability, and the roles of effort
and innate talent. Research has shown that parents from East
Asian cultural backgrounds may place greater emphasis on
effort and perseverance as pathways to achievement, reflect-
ing a more incremental or “nurture-oriented” belief system23.
Conversely, parents from Western individualistic cultures may
be more inclined to attribute success to innate ability or fixed
traits, aligning with an “entity” or “nature-oriented” perspec-
tive?*. These cultural variations have been documented in
studies examining parental attributions across different soci-
eties. We therefore acknowledge this as a key limitation of
the current study. Future research should explicitly incorpo-
rate cultural demographics as a central variable of analysis.
Detailed cultural background data, including parental country
of origin, length of residence in the host country, and cultural
identification, should be collected to examine whether the Na-
ture and Nurture classification operates similarly across cul-
tural groups.

Existing cross-cultural research has demonstrated that
parental mindsets and their behavioral manifestations vary sig-
nificantly across cultural contexts. One study comparing US
and Danish parents found that while parents in both countries

held similar ability and effort mindsets, they differed substan-
tially in home-learning activities. US parents opted for more
family learning activities and parental time investment, while
Danish parents showed higher levels of school investment?>.
Additionally, cultural differences in parental attributions have
been documented between Chinese-American and European-
American mothers, with Chinese-American mothers showing
stronger effort-related beliefs and their children demonstrating
higher autonomy and school readiness scores?S.

Given the exploratory nature of the study, the survey was
designed and reviewed by a researcher using English as their
primary language then sent to participants. If further research
were to be conducted, revisions should be made with pilot
testing, internal consistency measures, and validation proce-
dures. The cross-sectional design of the survey prevents any
causal inferences about how beliefs translate into actual par-
enting behavior. Self-report surveys are also subject to social
desirability bias since parents may have over-endorsed effort-
based beliefs and executive function values because these are
socially valued in international school contexts as well as Chi-
nese parenting culture. Future research directed at the topic
could incorporate observational measures of parent-child in-
teraction during challenging tasks and include designs testing
implicit beliefs to examine how beliefs predict behavior and
developmental outcomes over time.

The generalizability of these findings is limited to interna-
tional school parents in Hong Kong and only reveal potential
patterns that require further research. Particularly, those in the
debate community from which most parents were recruited
from. Finally, the developmental milestone questions asked
parents for an age range of emergence, but developmental sci-
ence recognizes that abilities emerge gradually and show sub-
stantial individual variation. Future research might ask parents
for self-selected ranges or confidence ratings to better capture
the complexity of their beliefs.

Practical Implications

The exploratory findings reveal patterns, leaving potential im-
plications for parent education and communication. First,
schools should recognize that parents hold divergent theo-
ries of ability, meaning communication about student progress
should address both effort and individual variation/innate abil-
ities of each child. For nature-oriented parents, explicitly not-
ing that difficulty does not necessarily indicate fixed low abil-
ity may be important. Nature-oriented parents might ben-
efit from strategies to postpone giving-up decisions, while
nurture-oriented parents might benefit from learning to recog-
nize when strategic withdrawal is adaptive. Overall, for both
groups of parents, knowledge around developmental windows
might contribute to a better understanding of child develop-
ment and potentially less concern over observed behaviours.
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Conclusion

Parents from Hong Kong’s international schools surveyed in
the exploratory study potentially hold diverse, partially con-
tradictory and mixed belief systems about child development.
From the findings of this research survey, they are divided on
whether innate ability or effort determines success, but also
similarly position on beliefs, executive function and social
skills over pure academics. They also show systematic de-
velopmental misconceptions about particularly developmental
milestones that cut across nature-nurture divides. However,
the nature-nurture divide demonstrates particular differences
in applications where parents are asked for a choice to encour-
age persistence or strategic withdrawal for children facing a
difficulty/challenge. Ultimately, understanding these parental
beliefs exceeds sole academic research but may also extend to
practical applications of designing parent education, commu-
nication, and better education environments that support both
children’s learning and their well-being.
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Appendix

Al. Survey Presentation:

Do you consent to taking part in the survey?

How many children do you have who go to international schools?

What grade level is your child in?

Q1. To what extent do you believe a child’s ultimate academic success
is determined by their innate, natural ability versus their effort and persever-
ance? (1=Fully innate, 7=Fully effort)

Q2. How important is it for your child’s long-term success to focus on
developing skills and competencies that lead to a competitive advantage (e.g.,
in university admissions, careers)?

Q3. Rate each of the following area’s importance for your child’s develop-
ment: (1=Least Important, 7=Most Important)

(Core Academic Skills, Extracurricular Activities, Social-Relational
Skills, Individual Management/Executive Function Skills)

Q4. How much do you agree with this statement: “Educational activities
should be closely timed to my child’s specific developmental level or current
competencies.”

Q5. How much influence do you believe your parenting choices have on
your child’s long-term academic and life outcomes, compared to influences
like the school, peers, or the child’s own personality? (1=No Influence, 7=Sig-
nificant Influence)

(a. Your Influence as a Parent, b. Influence from School and Teachers, c.
Influence from Friends and Peers, d. The Child’s own Personality and Natural
Tendencies )

Q6. To what extent do you agree with the following statements: (1=Com-
pletely Disagree, 7=Completely Agree)

(a. “The competitive Hong Kong International School environment is
highly competitive”, b. “The Hong Kong International School environment
significantly shapes my educational beliefs for my child”, c. “When re-
flecting on my child’s progress, I prioritize their weaknesses/mistakes over
strengths/successes” d. I am concerned if my child reaches developmental
milestones (e.g., in reading, social behavior) later than their peers.”)

Q7. When your child struggles with a difficult task, how likely are you
to... — 2 (1=Very unlikely, 7=Very Likely)

(1. Encourage them to take a break and try again later, 2. Encourage them
to push through, 3. Help them yourself, 4. Find other resources/support to
help your child, 5.Support them to give up and try something else)

Q8. When considering my child’s development, how much am I influenced
by the following factors: (1=Least influence, 7=Most influence)

(a. My own beliefs and observations, b. Scientific research or expert
sources, ¢. Advice from school or teachers, d. Social Media, e. Discussions
with other parents)

Q9. Based on your own beliefs, at what age do you think children can
demonstrate the following abilities? (0-2 yrs, 3-5 yrs, 6-8 yrs, 9-11yrs, 12-14
yIs)

(1. Knowing objects exist outside their vision/what they see immediately
in front of them, 2. Developing a social preference (eg. preferring a helpful
person over someone unhelpful) 3. Understanding basic facts about numbers
and quantities 4. Taking perspective of others 5. Develop physical/standard
skills (eg. learning to bike, play an instrument, swim) 6. Solve logic problems
through reasoning and deduction 7. Having the ability to imagine )

Q10. For the same abilities, what do you believe is the primary source of
this ability when it first appears?

Q11. At what ages do you think it is most important for children to do the
activities listed below? (check all that apply)

Q12. Words you would use to describe the Hong Kong international school
environment are: (Select up to 5)

Q13. Is there anything else you would like to share about your beliefs
on your child’s learning and development that the previous questions did not
capture?
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