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This study examined whether students’ perceptions of teacher parental leadership were associated with learning burnout among undergraduate medical students in China. Using cross-sectional survey data from 230 students, the analyses focused on three leadership dimensions—benevolent, moral, and authoritarian leadership—and four burnout outcomes: exhaustion, cynicism, reduced academic efficacy, and overall burnout. Pearson correlations and multiple regression models were estimated after controlling for gender and academic year. Benevolent and moral leadership were consistently associated with lower burnout, whereas authoritarian leadership predicted higher exhaustion, reduced academic efficacy, and overall burnout; its association with cynicism was weaker and did not reach the significance threshold in the full model. The final model explained 41.7% of the variance in overall burnout. Moderation tests did not provide robust evidence that the associations differed by gender and academic year. The findings indicate that teacher parental leadership should not be treated as a uniformly beneficial construct in medical education. Specially, care and moral example appear to buffer burnout, whereas control-oriented authority appears to intensify it.
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1. Introduction
Medical training exposes students to sustained academic demands, frequent evaluation, and a learning culture in which mistakes can carry both symbolic and practical consequences. Under these conditions, burnout is not simply a matter of feeling tired. It typically involves emotional exhaustion, psychological distance from learning, and a weakening sense of academic capability, all of which can disrupt persistence and diminish the quality of learning over time (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014). Recent evidence suggests that burnout remains common among medical students across settings, even though prevalence estimates vary by context and measurement strategy (Almutairi et al., 2022; Maslach & Leiter, 2016).
Although workload and assessment pressure are obvious contributors to burnout, they do not operate in a social vacuum. Students encounter these demands through relationships with teachers, who structure learning tasks, interpret standards, provide feedback, and signal what kinds of struggle are acceptable. Research on teacher leadership has therefore been useful in showing that teachers influence student outcomes not only through instructional technique but also through the relational and normative climate surrounding learning (Roorda et al., 2011; Wenner & Campbell, 2017). The present study builds on that broader insight but focuses on a more specific form of teacher influence-teacher parental leadership.
That distinction matters because the existing literature leaves two issues unresolved. First, much of the work linking teacher-related factors to student well-being has examined either broad teacher leadership constructs or general forms of support, rather than leadership patterns that explicitly combine authority, care, and moral example. Second, medical education is a setting in which hierarchy and developmental dependence are especially salient, yet relatively little is known about how these relationship features shape students’ burnout experiences. If different dimensions of parental leadership pull in different directions, treating the construct as globally positive or negative may conceal the pattern that matters most.
Parental leadership emerged from East Asian organizational research and is usually defined through three dimensions: authoritarianism, benevolence, and morality (Cheng et al., 2004). In educational settings, these dimensions capture whether teachers are experienced as control-oriented and obedience-focused, as personally caring and protective, and as fair, principled, and worthy of emulation. The framework is especially relevant in Chinese medical education, where teacher–student relationships are shaped by clear status asymmetries, strong expectations, and teachers’ dual role as academic evaluators and professional exemplars.
Existing evidence points in different directions across these dimensions. Authoritarian teacher behavior has been linked to poorer student well-being, with emotional exhaustion identified as one pathway through which such effects may unfold (Peng & Huang, 2024). By contrast, recent studies on teacher leadership suggest that relational and motivational resources—such as autonomy support, self-efficacy, teacher–student relationship quality, and professional commitment—can help reduce academic burnout (Fang, 2025; Xie et al., 2025). What remains unclear is whether these contrasting dynamics can be observed within a single parental leadership framework among medical students.
Accordingly, this study examines whether benevolent, moral, and authoritarian dimensions of teacher parental leadership are differentially associated with medical students’ learning burnout. By testing the three dimensions simultaneously, the study aims to clarify whether parental leadership functions as a protective or risk-laden feature of the learning environment and to sharpen the broader discussion of teacher-related influences on student burnout in medical education.
2. Methodology
This study employed a cross-sectional, questionnaire-based design to examine the relationship between teacher parental leadership and medical students’ learning burnout. A survey design was appropriate because both constructs concern students’ perceptions and learning experiences and are typically assessed through self-report instruments in educational research.
2.1 Participants and setting
Participants were full-time undergraduate medical students in mainland China. Medical education in China is commonly characterized by dense curricula, frequent assessments, and sustained performance pressure, all of which may increase students’ vulnerability to burnout. This context makes medical students an appropriate population for examining how teacher-related leadership patterns are associated with learning burnout.
2.2 Sampling
A cluster-based convenience sampling strategy was used. Two intact classes were recruited from each of three universities. This approach enabled the study to reach students in naturally occurring teaching groups while maintaining feasibility across institutions.
2.3 Procedure and data collection
Data were collected using an anonymous online questionnaire. Participation was voluntary, and no personally identifying information was collected. Before completing the survey, students were informed of the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of participation, and the confidential handling of their responses. The questionnaire required approximately 10 minutes to complete.
2.4 Measures
All study variables were measured using a self-administered questionnaire in Chinese. Items were rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Participants were instructed to respond on the basis of their actual learning experiences and their perceptions of the teacher who most frequently taught or supervised them in the current stage of study. Higher scores indicated higher levels of the corresponding construct after applying the required scoring procedures.
Teacher parental leadership 
Teacher parental leadership was measured as a multidimensional construct comprising authoritarian leadership, benevolent leadership, and moral leadership, in line with the paternalistic leadership framework developed by Cheng et al. (2004). In the educational context, the construct captures the extent to which students perceive teachers as combining authority and discipline with individualized care and moral example.
The scale items were adapted from the paternalistic leadership measure validated by Cheng et al. (2004). To ensure conceptual relevance to the present study, references to supervisors or organizational leaders were replaced with teacher-appropriate referents such as “teacher” or “instructor.” Students were asked to rate the teacher who most frequently taught or supervised them during the current semester. This referent-based approach was intended to anchor responses in sustained interaction rather than in diffuse impressions of teachers in general.
Authoritarian leadership reflects the extent to which a teacher emphasizes control, strict discipline, and obedience to authority. Benevolent leadership refers to individualized care and concern for students’ academic development and well-being. Moral leadership captures teachers’ fairness, integrity, self-discipline, and role-modeling function. Scores for each dimension were computed by averaging the corresponding items.
Learning burnout
Learning burnout was conceptualized as a study-related psychological syndrome characterized by exhaustion, cynicism, and reduced academic efficacy, consistent with established student burnout research (Schaufeli et al., 2002). This three-dimensional framework is widely used in higher education research and has shown acceptable factorial validity in Chinese student samples (Hu & Schaufeli, 2009).
In this study, learning burnout was assessed through students’ self-reported experiences across the three core dimensions. Exhaustion refers to emotional depletion caused by prolonged study demands. Cynicism reflects a detached or negative attitude toward learning. Reduced academic efficacy captures students’ declining confidence in their ability to meet academic demands successfully. Consistent with standard scoring procedures, items reflecting efficacy were reverse-coded where appropriate so that higher values consistently indicated higher levels of burnout.
2.5 Data analysis
Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, reliability analysis, Pearson correlation analysis, and multiple regression analysis. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were computed to evaluate internal consistency. Pearson correlations were used to examine bivariate relationships among the study variables. Multiple regression analyses were then conducted to test the unique effects of benevolent, moral, and authoritarian leadership on burnout after controlling for gender and academic year. Collinearity diagnostics and a Harman single-factor test were used as basic diagnostic checks before the regression analyses.
3. Results
3.1 Preliminary analyses
Internal consistency was first examined for each subscale. The three dimensions of teacher parental leadership showed strong reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of .90 for benevolent leadership, .91 for moral leadership, and .90 for authoritarian leadership. The three burnout dimensions also demonstrated satisfactory reliability, with alpha values of .88 for exhaustion, .91 for cynicism, and .90 for reduced academic efficacy. The overall burnout scale showed good internal consistency (α = .90).
Descriptive statistics indicated that participants reported relatively high levels of benevolent leadership (M = 3.31, SD = 0.87) and moral leadership (M = 3.42, SD = 0.89), whereas authoritarian leadership was rated lower (M = 2.47, SD = 0.89). Burnout scores fell in the moderate range: exhaustion (M = 2.59, SD = 0.66), cynicism (M = 2.32, SD = 0.80), reduced academic efficacy (M = 2.35, SD = 0.76), and overall burnout (M = 2.41, SD = 0.54).
Before hypothesis testing, collinearity among predictors was examined. Variance inflation factors ranged from 1.03 to 1.22, indicating no evidence of problematic multicollinearity. A Harman single-factor test was also conducted as a preliminary diagnostic for common method variance. The first unrotated factor accounted for 30.47% of the total variance, suggesting that common method variance was unlikely to be the dominant explanation for the observed associations, although this test alone cannot fully rule it out.
Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and reliability estimates
	Variable
	M
	SD
	α

	1. Benevolent leadership
	3.31
	0.87
	.90

	2. Moral leadership
	3.42
	0.89
	.91

	3. Authoritarian leadership
	2.47
	0.89
	.90

	4. Exhaustion
	2.59
	0.66
	.88

	5. Cynicism
	2.32
	0.80
	.91

	6. Reduced academic efficacy
	2.35
	0.76
	.90
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A Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to examine the bivariate relationships among the study variables. Table 2 presents the correlations among the three dimensions of teacher parental leadership, the overall parental leadership score, and the dimensions of learning burnout.
	Table 2. Correlations among study variables

	　
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8

	1.Benevolent
	Pearson Correlation
	1
	.376**
	-.269**
	.747**
	-.390**
	-.315**
	-.349**
	-.482**

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000

	2. Moral
	Pearson Correlation
	.376**
	1
	-.248**
	.743**
	-.466**
	-.305**
	-.318**
	-.488**

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.000
	
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000

	3. Authoritarian
	Pearson Correlation
	-.269**
	-.248**
	1
	-.695**
	.489**
	.222**
	.280**
	.437**

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.000
	0.000
	
	0.000
	0.000
	0.001
	0.000
	0.000

	4.parental leadership
	Pearson Correlation
	.747**
	.743**
	-.695**
	1
	-.618**
	-.385**
	-.441**
	-.649**

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000

	5. Exhaustion
	Pearson Correlation
	-.390**
	-.466**
	.489**
	-.618**
	1
	.376**
	.389**
	.771**

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000

	6. Cynicism
	Pearson Correlation
	-.315**
	-.305**
	.222**
	-.385**
	.376**
	1
	.163*
	.722**

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.000
	0.000
	0.001
	0.000
	0.000
	
	0.013
	0.000

	7. Reduced academic efficacy
	Pearson Correlation
	-.349**
	-.318**
	.280**
	-.441**
	.389**
	.163*
	1
	.704**

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.013
	
	0.000

	8. burnout
	Pearson Correlation
	-.482**
	-.488**
	.437**
	-.649**
	.771**
	.722**
	.704**
	1

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	

	**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

	*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).



Table 2 shows the correlations among the main study variables. Benevolent leadership was positively correlated with moral leadership (r = .376, p < .01) and negatively correlated with authoritarian leadership (r = −.269, p < .01). Moral leadership was likewise negatively correlated with authoritarian leadership (r = −.248, p < .01). The overall parental leadership score was negatively associated with exhaustion (r = −.618, p < .01), cynicism (r = −.385, p < .01), reduced academic efficacy (r = −.441, p < .01), and overall burnout (r = −.649, p < .01). At the dimensional level, benevolent and moral leadership were consistently negatively associated with all burnout indicators, whereas authoritarian leadership was positively associated with all burnout indicators. 
3.3 Regression analyses
To examine the unique effects of teacher parental leadership dimensions on burnout, four multiple regression models were estimated. Gender and academic year were entered as control variables, and benevolent leadership, moral leadership, and authoritarian leadership were entered simultaneously as predictors. Separate models were estimated for exhaustion, cynicism, reduced academic efficacy, and overall burnout.
Predicting exhaustion
The regression model for exhaustion was statistically significant, F(5, 224) = 29.23, p < .001, explaining 39.5% of the variance (R² = .395, adjusted R² = .381). Benevolent leadership significantly and negatively predicted exhaustion (B = −0.132, SE = 0.043, β = −.175, p = .002), as did moral leadership (B = −0.225, SE = 0.042, β = −.306, p < .001). In contrast, authoritarian leadership significantly and positively predicted exhaustion (B = 0.263, SE = 0.040, β = .358, p < .001). Neither control variable was significant.
Predicting cynicism
The regression model for cynicism was also statistically significant, F(5, 224) = 8.10, p < .001, explaining 15.3% of the variance (R² = .153, adjusted R² = .134). Benevolent leadership negatively predicted cynicism (B = −0.192, SE = 0.062, β = −.208, p = .002), and moral leadership also showed a significant negative effect (B = −0.173, SE = 0.061, β = −.193, p = .005). Authoritarian leadership was positively related to cynicism, but the coefficient did not reach the conventional .05 threshold (B = 0.109, SE = 0.059, β = .121, p = .065). Gender and academic year were not significant.
Predicting reduced academic efficacy
The model predicting reduced academic efficacy was significant, F(5, 224) = 11.00, p < .001, explaining 19.7% of the variance (R² = .197, adjusted R² = .179). Benevolent leadership negatively predicted reduced academic efficacy (B = −0.202, SE = 0.058, β = −.231, p = .001), and moral leadership showed a similar negative effect (B = −0.155, SE = 0.056, β = −.181, p = .007). Authoritarian leadership was a significant positive predictor (B = 0.156, SE = 0.054, β = .182, p = .004). Neither control variable was significant.
Predicting overall burnout
The model predicting overall burnout was statistically significant, F(5, 224) = 32.01, p < .001, and accounted for 41.7% of the variance (R² = .417, adjusted R² = .404). Benevolent leadership significantly and negatively predicted overall burnout (B = −0.178, SE = 0.035, β = −.288, p < .001), and moral leadership showed a similarly strong negative effect (B = −0.183, SE = 0.034, β = −.304, p < .001). Authoritarian leadership significantly and positively predicted overall burnout (B = 0.173, SE = 0.033, β = .288, p < .001). Gender and academic year were not significant predictors.
Table 3. Multiple regression results for learning burnout outcomes
	Outcome
	Predictor
	B
	SE
	β
	t
	p

	Exhaustion
	Benevolent
	-0.132
	0.043
	-.175
	-3.06
	.002

	
	Moral
	-0.225
	0.042
	-.306
	-5.35
	<.001

	
	Authoritarian
	0.263
	0.040
	.358
	6.50
	<.001

	Cynicism
	Benevolent
	-0.192
	0.062
	-.208
	-3.08
	.002

	
	Moral
	-0.173
	0.061
	-.193
	-2.85
	.005

	
	Authoritarian
	0.109
	0.059
	.121
	1.85
	.065

	Reduced academic efficacy
	Benevolent
	-0.202
	0.058
	-.231
	-3.51
	.001

	
	Moral
	-0.155
	0.056
	-.181
	-2.75
	.007

	
	Authoritarian
	0.156
	0.054
	.182
	2.87
	.004

	Overall burnout
	Benevolent
	-0.178
	0.035
	-.288
	-5.12
	<.001

	
	Moral
	-0.183
	0.034
	-.304
	-5.40
	<.001

	
	Authoritarian
	0.173
	0.033
	.288
	5.32
	<.001


Note. Gender and academic year were included as control variables in all models but were not significant.
As a supplementary check, overall parental leadership was also entered as a single composite predictor of overall burnout. The composite score was negatively associated with burnout (B = −0.540, p < .001). This result is directionally consistent with the main analyses, but it is less informative than the dimension-level models because it masks the fact that benevolent and moral leadership operate differently from authoritarian leadership.
Because gender was relatively balanced in the sample and might plausibly shape how students interpret teacher behavior, exploratory moderation analyses were conducted by adding interaction terms between gender and each leadership dimension. None of the interaction terms was robust across model specifications. Accordingly, gender moderation was treated as exploratory and is not emphasized in the interpretation of the main findings.
4. Discussion
This study set out to examine whether the three dimensions of teacher parental leadership relate to medical students’ learning burnout in the same way. 
4.1 Benevolent leadership and lower burnout
Benevolent leadership showed the clearest protective pattern. Students who perceived their teachers as attentive, supportive, and concerned with their development reported lower exhaustion, less cynicism, less reduced academic efficacy, and lower overall burnout. In a demanding learning environment, this makes substantive sense. Benevolence can function as a resource not because it lowers academic standards, but because it changes how students experience those standards.
This interpretation fits recent work showing that teacher leadership reduces academic burnout partly by strengthening autonomy, self-efficacy, relationship quality, and professional commitment (Fang, 2025; Xie et al., 2025). The present findings suggest that one route through which such resources may enter medical students’ experience is the teacher’s willingness to show concern in concrete, recognizable ways. In other words, support appears to matter most when it is embedded in an ongoing pedagogical relationship rather than treated as a generic interpersonal virtue.
4.2 Moral leadership and lower burnout
Moral leadership displayed a similarly consistent negative association with burnout, but its meaning is not identical to benevolence. Moral leadership concerns fairness, integrity, self-restraint, and credibility. In a medical program, those qualities may shape whether demanding expectations are experienced as legitimate. Students can tolerate heavy workloads more readily when they believe that those setting the standards are principled, fair, and accountable to the same norms they impose on others. This may help explain why moral leadership remained significant even after benevolent leadership was controlled. Care and fairness overlap, but they are not interchangeable. A teacher may be personally warm without being perceived as fair, just as a teacher may be fair without being especially nurturing. The present findings suggest that both matter, albeit for partly different reasons. Benevolence may soften the emotional burden of study, whereas moral leadership may stabilize students’ trust in the learning environment.
That distinction is important in medical education, where teachers are not only transmitters of knowledge but also visible representatives of professional norms. The effect of moral leadership in this study therefore points beyond classroom management. It suggests that students’ burnout experiences are shaped, at least in part, by whether authority is exercised in ways they recognize as ethically grounded.
4.3 Authoritarian leadership and higher burnout
Authoritarian leadership showed the opposite pattern. Students who perceived their teachers as highly controlling, excessively strict, and strongly obedience-oriented reported higher exhaustion, greater reduced academic efficacy, and higher overall burnout. The coefficient for cynicism was smaller and did not meet the conventional significance threshold in the full model, but the direction remained positive. 
This result aligns with recent evidence that authoritarian teacher behavior is associated with poorer student well-being and that emotional exhaustion may be one pathway linking the two (Peng & Huang, 2024). The present findings extend that point by showing that authoritarianism is not simply the absence of care or morality. Even when benevolent and moral leadership were included in the same model, authoritarian leadership retained an independent positive association with burnout. What seems to matter is not only whether teachers are supportive, but also whether students experience authority as coercive, rigid, or unquestionable.
4.4 Why the effects differed across burnout dimensions
The effects were not equally strong across burnout dimensions. The models accounted for more variance in exhaustion and overall burnout than in cynicism or reduced academic efficacy. This pattern suggests that teacher parental leadership may register most immediately at the level of emotional strain. Daily interactions with teachers can quickly alter whether students feel pressured, supported, respected, or cornered, and those changes are likely to surface first in exhaustion.
Cynicism may be less directly tied to day-to-day teacher behavior because it often reflects a broader withdrawal from learning that develops over time and may depend on factors such as curriculum fit, peer culture, or longer-term disappointment. Reduced academic efficacy may also be shaped by additional influences outside the teacher–student relationship, including prior achievement and repeated performance feedback. The weaker models for these outcomes therefore do not imply that leadership is irrelevant; rather, they suggest that its influence is more direct for some burnout components than for others.
4.5 Implications
The study contributes to the literature in three related ways. First, it narrows the broad category of teacher-related influence to a relationship-specific leadership pattern that is especially relevant in hierarchical educational settings. Second, it shows that the three dimensions of parental leadership should not be collapsed too quickly into a single score. Third, it extends discussion of teacher effects on student burnout into the context of Chinese medical education, where academic pressure is high and teacher authority is culturally and institutionally salient.
In practice, medical schools should be cautious about equating strong teacher authority with effective educational leadership. Authority appears most constructive when students encounter it alongside fairness, consistency, and genuine concern; it becomes more problematic when it is enacted primarily through control and obedience. The issue is therefore not whether teachers should hold authority, but what students experience that authority as doing.
4.6 Limitations and future research
Several limitations should be noted. The cross-sectional design does not permit causal inference, so the direction of influence cannot be established with certainty. The study also relied entirely on student self-report, which raises the possibility that some associations reflect shared perceptual bias rather than purely behavioral effects. In addition, the sample was limited to undergraduate medical students in one national context, and the academic-year distribution was uneven across categories. The exploratory moderation analyses should likewise be interpreted cautiously, as they were not theory-driven enough to warrant strong claims.
Future research could strengthen this line of inquiry in at least three ways. Longitudinal designs would help clarify whether parental leadership predicts later burnout or whether burnout changes how students perceive their teachers. Multi-source or observational designs would help distinguish enacted leadership from perceived leadership. It would also be valuable to test mediating processes directly—for example, whether benevolent and moral leadership reduce burnout through self-efficacy, relationship quality, or professional commitment, and whether authoritarian leadership operates through perceived pressure, fear of failure, or emotional exhaustion.
5. Conclusion
Teacher parental leadership was related to medical students’ learning burnout, but not in a uniform way. Benevolent and moral leadership were associated with lower burnout, whereas authoritarian leadership was associated with higher burnout. The practical lesson could be that authority by itself is not the issue. What matters is whether authority is experienced as caring and principled or as controlling and depleting.
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