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Abstract: Attachment theory suggests that secure attachment is associated
with better adjustment among children. We hypothesized that coparenting
relationship quality might be associated with child adjustment through pa-
rental attachment, inspired by the spillover hypothesis. Although couple
relationship quality is also known to influence family dynamics, the spe-
cific mechanisms underlying these associations remain unclear. The
sample of the current study included 1122 Chinese adolescents aged 10-13
years, 962 mothers, and 836 fathers. Mediation and moderation analyses
were conducted for data analysis. The results show that adolescents’ pa-
rental attachment mediates the association between coparenting and early
adolescents’ problem behaviors, based on both mothers’ and fathers’ re-
ports. Mothers’ reports of couple relationship quality moderated the

association between mothers’ perceptions of coparenting and adolescents’
problem behaviors, and fathers’ reports of couple relationship quality mod-
erated the association between fathers’ perceptions of coparenting and
adolescents’ attachment to fathers. The results indicate that enhancing
coparenting quality and couple relationships may enhance adolescents’ pa-
rental attachment and reduce behavioral problems. The findings also
showed a spillover effect, supporting the principle of interdependency of
family subsystems within the family systems theory.

Keywords: Coparenting; parental attachment; couple relationship quality;
adolescent problem behavior.

1. Introduction

The family systems theory conceptualizes the family as a complex organization of multiple interacting family sub-
systems, such as the parent-child/adolescent and the mother-father subsystems. These subsystems are interdependent,
meaning that processes and changes within one subsystem (e.g., the couple relationship) can affect the operating of other
subsystems (e.g., parent-adolescent relationship), consequently impacting individual adjustment and well-bing (Bonds &
Gondoli, 2007; Cox & Paley, 1997). Within this framework, coparenting has been identified as a distinct and important
component of family functioning (McHale & Cowan, 1996). Coparenting refers to the subsystem of parenting adults and
can be defined as the way two adults work together as parental figures (Feinberg, 2003). Coparenting is not only practiced
by married or cohabiting parents, but also among divorced parents or between a parent and other caregiving figures figures
such as grandparents (Baker et al., 2010).

Coparenting has been verified as a unique predictor of child and adolescent development (Campbell, 2023). A grow-
ing body of research has found that supportive coparenting is related to more prosocial behaviors in children aged 3-9
years (Liu et al., 2014; Cunha et al., 2025), less sibling conflict (Chen, 2019), and fewer problem behaviors in children
(Zhao et al., 2022). Coparenting can also affect children’s outcomes indirectly (e.g., mediated) through other family fac-
tors, such as parenting behaviors (Lu et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2017) and parenting stress (Liu et al., 2016). In turn,
coparenting has been shown to mediate the relationship between couple relationship quality and parent-child relationships
(Holland & McElwain, 2013).

1.1 Coparenting: Concept and dimensions
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In the current study, we adopt the multidimensional model of cooparenting proposed by Feinberg et al.’s (2012),
which includes five domains: childrearing agreement, coparenting support, coparenting undermining, joint management
of family dynamics, and division of labor. Childrearing agreement refers to the degree to which parents’ ideas on parenting
practices or topics are similar. Coparenting support/undermining consists of three dimensions: coparenting support (re-
specting and affirming partner’s parenting contributions), endorsement of partner’s parenting (positive attitudes toward
partner’s childrearing), and coparenting undermining (criticizing, blaming partner’s parenting practices). Joint manage-
ment of family dynamics refers to parents explicitly or implicitly guiding the structure of family relationships and the
degree of cohesion, allowing or avoiding parent-child unions, and determining the degree of balance in parent-child in-
teractions. This domain is represented by the dimension “exposure to conflict,” which refers to how much or how often
coparenting parents expose their children to conflict. Division of labor captured each parent’s satisfaction with the way
caregiving tasks are shared. Parent-based closeness, represented by the dimension “coparenting closeness”, refers to the
degree to which coparenting enhances a couple’s intimacy.

1.2 Associations between coparenting, parental attachment, and adolescent problem behaviors

From a theoretical perspective, this study is guided by both the family systems theory and the spillover hypothesis.
The spillover hypothesis suggests that behaviors or emotions emanating from one subsystem (e.g., the coparenting sub-
system) are reflected in another subsystem (e.g., the parent-child subsystem) (Cox & Paley, 1997). Previous empirical
research has supported this framework by showing that positive mother-father coparenting quality is associated with better
parent-infant attachment (Brown et al., 2010), parent-toddler attachment (Holland & McElwain, 2013), and parent-ado-
lescent attachment, as well as parental involvement (Zou et al., 2019). Attachment may be considered an indicator of the
parent-child relationship quality (Waters & Waters, 2006). The attachment theory posits that children’s quality of attach-
ment to others is an important factor in their psychological well-being (Ridenour et al., 2006). Studies have found that a
more secure parental attachment is related to better child development for children and adolescents (Chan & Koo, 2011;
Liu, 2011). Insecure parental attachment has been related to more problem behaviors and depression in toddlers (Zhang
et al., 2008) and early adolescents (Allen et al., 2007).

Although early adolescence is often seen as a period of increasing independence, attachment relationships with par-
ents remain important during this transition. Adolescents continue to seek emotional support from parents as they explore
new relationships and social roles (Li et al., 2020). Research also indicates that a supportive parent—child bond can serve
as a protective factor during early adolescence (Wu, 2007). Therefore, attachment may be a key pathway through which
coparenting influences adolescent adjustment.

Empirical studies investigating the spillover hypothesis and attachment theory have suggested that coparenting is
related to parental attachment (i.e., spillover hypothesis), and parental attachment, in turn, is related to adolescent out-
comes (Zou et al., 2019; Liu, 2011). Thus, we hypothesize that the quality of the mother-father coparenting relationship
is related to early adolescents’ problem behavior through the mechanism of adolescents’ parental attachment. In addition,
a recent Chinese study examined maternal and paternal coparenting behaviors and found that both mothers’ and fathers’
positive coparenting behaviors were significantly associated with early adolescents’ attachment to their parents (Zou et
al., 2020), supporting the inclusion of both mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of coparenting in this study.

1.3 Couple relationship quality as a moderator

Parents’ couple relationship quality is the core element for family harmony and cohesion (e.g., Davies & Cicchetti,
2004). Family systems theory indicates that the marital subsystem is related to both the parent-child and coparenting
subsystems. According to the spillover hypothesis, emotions and behaviors from one subsystem (e.g., marital subsystem)
can be expressed in another subsystem (e.g., coparenting subsystem and parent-child subsystem) (Almeida et al., 1999).
Studies have confirmed that more marital conflict is related to children’s problem behaviors (James et al., 2022), and that
marriage dissatisfaction undermines both coparenting alliance and parent-child attachment (Krishnakumar & Buehler,
2000).

However, while substantial attention has been given to the influence of couple relationship quality on coparenting or
parenting individually, limited research has explored whether marital satisfaction moderates the association between
coparenting quality and parent-child attachment, or between coparenting and adolescent outcomes. From a theoretical
perspective, such moderation is plausible. When the couple relationship is distressed, one parent may compensate by
becoming overinvolved in the child’s life, while the other may withdraw from both marital and parenting roles (Gable et
al., 1994; Kwok et al., 2013). In some cases, effective coparenting may persist despite marital difficulties; in others, couple
conflict may be transferred into childrearing contexts, thereby disrupting both coparenting collaboration and attachment
bonds (Deal et al., 1989).

Emotional Security Theory (EST; Davies & Cummings, 1994) offers a valuable lens through which to understand
these dynamics. EST posits that children’s emotional security is shaped by their observations of interparental interactions
and the emotional climate of the family. Insecure environments-marked by unresolved conflict or lack of cohesion-can
undermine a child’s emotional regulation and lead to elevated behavioral problems. From this perspective, couple rela-
tionship quality may moderate how coparenting dynamics influence adolescent adjustment by altering the emotional
context in which parenting takes place.

Moreover, empirical studies suggest that such moderating effects may differ between mothers and fathers. For in-
stance, Stroud et al. (2011) found that fathers’ emotions and coparenting behavior were more sensitive to the quality of
the couple relationship compared to mothers. Similarly, marital conflict has been linked to reduced paternal involvement
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and lower father-child attachment (Katz & Gottman, 2010), and fathers have been observed to become more intrusive
when interparental conflict is handled with hostility (Gottman et al., 1997). This pattern is encapsulated in the “fathering
vulnerability hypothesis” (Cummings et al., 2004), which suggests that fathers may be particularly susceptible to the
negative effects of marital discord. Belsky et al. (1991) also noted that while mothers may become more emotionally
reactive in response to marital dissatisfaction, fathers are more likely to exhibit intrusive and negative parenting behaviors.

Therefore, the quality of the couple relationship may function as either a risk or protective factor in the associations
between coparenting and both parent - child attachment and adolescent problem behavior. These effects may further vary
depending on whether reports are provided by mothers or fathers.

Against this background, we hypothesize that higher-quality coparenting will be associated with fewer adolescent
problem behaviors, and that this association will be mediated by the quality of parent-adolescent attachment, and that the
result could be different for mother and father reports. Further, we hypothesize an association between coparenting rela-
tionship and adolescents’ parental attachment and between coparenting and early adolescents’ problem behaviors,
depending on the couple relationship quality. Figure 1 depicts the conceptual model of this study.

Parental attachment

Couple relationship
quality

Coparenting Problem behaviors

Figure 1 CONCEPTUAL MODEL SHOWING THE HYPOTHESIZED MODERATED MEDIATION MODEL.

2. Methods

2.1 Participants and procedure

The sample of the present study includes 1122 early adolescents aged 10—13 years (44.4% boys, 40.9% having sib-
lings, Mage= 10.99 years, SD=0.81), as well as 962 mothers (Mape= 37.76 years, SD=4.15) and 836 fathers (Mage= 40.23
years, SD=4.29). Among these families, 32 were divorced, 14 were remarried and 2 identified as “other type of family”;
the remaining families were two-parent households. Parents’ educational background were as follows: middle school
(38.6% of mothers and 41.7% of fathers), technical secondary school (13.2% and 11.5%), university graduation (10.7%
and 12.6%), college graduation (11.5% and 10.8%), elementary school (12.2% and 7.5%), and high school (9.7% and
9.4%). The median family income reported by mothers was between 50,000 to 100,000 Chinese Yuan (1 CNY = 0.137
Dollars). It should be noted that this sample is not nationally representative. Of the initial 1165 families, 3.5% early
adolescents, 17.4% mothers, and 28.2% fathers (i.e., coparenting data) with over 50% missing data were excluded.

Participants were recruited from 12 primary schools (6 from Xi’an in northwest China, and 6 from Ningbo in the
east), with each school contributing two classes. These included both urban and suburban schools. First, we contacted the
schools and invited them to attend this study. We contacted 13 schools and 12 schools that agreed to attend the study.
After obtaining school approval, parents were informed of the study, and written consent was collected. Adolescents
received a survey package at school, which included an instruction letter, a consent form, questionnaires for both adoles-
cents and parents, and a return envelope. Adolescents completed the questionnaires in class under the guidance of teachers.
They were then asked to take the rest of the materials home for their parents to complete. Once the forms were filled out,
parents returned the sealed envelopes to the school. The overall return rate was 95%. This study was approved by the
Research Ethics Committee (blinded for review).

2.2 Measures

Coparenting. Coparenting was assessed using the Coparenting Relationship Scale (CRS; Feinberg et al., 2012), a
self-report questionnaire completed by both mothers and fathers. The full version includes 35 items across seven subscales:
coparenting support, endorsement of partner’ s parenting, coparenting undermining, childrearing agreement, coparenting
closeness, exposure to conflict, and division of labor. Each item was rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “Not
true ofus” (0)to “Verytrue ofus” (6), with the exception of the exposure to conflict subscale, which was rated from
“Never” (0)to “Very often” (6). This study used the brief version of the CRS, which includes 14 items—two from
each subscale—that were selected for their strong correlation with the full subscale scores and their ability to represent
the core meaning of each domain. Higher total scores indicated more positive coparenting. Cronbach’ s alpha values for
mothers’ and fathers’ reports were 0.78 and 0.76, respectively.

Parental attachment. Adolescents’  perceptions of their relationships with their parents were measured using the
abbreviated version of the People in My Life (PIML) questionnaire (Gifford-Smith, 2000; based on Cook et al., 1995).
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The scale includes three subdimensions: trust (6 items; e.g., “My mother is proud of me” ), communication (4 items;
e.g., “My mother can tell when I’ m upset” ), and alienation (5 items; e.g., “I feel angry with my mother” ). In the
present study, adolescents rated their attachment separately to mothers and to fathers on a 4-point Likert scale ranging
from “Almostneverornevertrue” to “Almostalways or always true.” Internal consistency was good, with Cronbach’
s alpha values of 0.84 for maternal and 0.86 for paternal attachment.

Problem behaviors. Problem behaviors were assessed using the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ;
Goodman, 1997), which contains 25 items across five subscales: conduct problems, emotional symptoms, hyperactivity,
peer problems, and prosocial behavior. Only the four difficulty subscales were used in this study. Items were rated by
both adolescents and mothers on a 3-point scale from  “Nottrue” to “Certainly true”. Fathers did not rate child behavior
due to concerns about response burden and lower awareness of children’s behavior (Phares, 1997). Following Goodman
et al.’s (2010) recommendation for low-risk populations, we calculated two composite scores: internalizing problems
(mean of emotional symptoms and peer problems; a =0.63, M =2.89, SD = 1.59) and externalizing problems (mean of
conduct problems and hyperactivity, «=0.69, M =2.95, SD = 1.57). These scores were averaged across adolescent and
mother reports.

Couple relationship quality. Couple relationship quality was measured using the Marital Adjustment Test (MAT,;
Locke & Wallace, 1959), which has been widely used in Chinese populations (Tang, 2006). The scale includes 15 items
assessing various aspects of the couple relationship, such as shared interests and emotional closeness (e.g., “Do you
confide in your mate?” ). Responses were summed to generate a total score, with higher scores indicating better marital
quality. Cronbach’ s alpha values were 0.79 for mothers and 0.77 for fathers.

Chinese versions of all the questionnaires were developed from the English versions using a translation and back-
translation procedure (Brislin, 1980).

2.3 Analysis Strategy

First, descriptive statistics (i.e., M, SD) and Spearman’s and Pearson’s correlations between all variables were calcu-
lated. Second, mediation and moderation analyses were conducted using Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS Macro (see Figure
1). We used the bootstrapping procedure (Preacher & Hayes, 2004), which is the most adequate method for testing medi-
ation effects (MacKinnon et al., 2004). Using bootstrapping could prevent bias (Cole & Preacher, 2013) and non-
normality of sample distribution when using traditional regression analysis (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Moreover, specific
indirect effects control variables’ effects can be easily tested (Lau & Cheung, 2012). Bootstrapping (bias-corrected with
repeated 5,000 samples and accelerated 95% confidence interval) was used to test the significance of indirect effects in
our mediation and moderation models. The indirect effects was statistically significant if confidence intervals does not
include zero.

This study was not preregistered. The data, study materials, and analysis code are available from the corresponding
author upon request.

3. Results

3.1 Preliminary analyses

We first computed Spearman correlations to identify appropriate control variables. Results (Table 1) showed that
socioeconomic status (SES) was significantly associated with both mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of coparenting, cou-
ple relationship quality, and adolescents’ problem behaviors. In addition, adolescents’ gender was significantly related to
their problem behaviors. Therefore, SES and gender were included as control variables in all subsequent models.

Pearson correlations among key study variables (coparenting, couple relationship quality, parental attachment, and
adolescent problem behaviors) indicated small to moderate associations (Table 1). Both mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions
of coparenting were positively related to their perceptions of couple relationship quality, and both were negatively asso-
ciated with adolescents’ problem behaviors. Coparenting was also positively correlated with adolescent-reported
attachment to parents.

3.2 Testing for mediation effect

Mediation analyses using Hayes’s (2012) PROCESS evaluated four models (two outcome variables x two inform-
ants): the impact of coparenting relationship on outcome variables (a) adolescents’ internalizing and (b) externalizing
problem behaviors, mediated by the adolescents’ attachment to their mothers and fathers. Separate models were run for
both parents’ perceptions of coparenting relationships with their partners, controlling for SES and child gender.

Results (Tables 2 and 3) showed that more positive coparenting relationship reported by mothers was positively
related to adolescents’ attachment to their mothers and negatively associated with both early adolescents’ internalizing
and externalizing problem behaviors. Similarly, fathers’ reports of more positive coparenting were related to stronger
adolescent-father attachment and fewer adolescent problem behaviors. In both maternal and paternal models, adolescents’
attachment to their parents was significantly linked to lower levels of internalizing and externalizing problems. The me-
diation effect was statistically significant in all models. Specifically, adolescents’ attachment to mothers mediated the
association between mothers’ coparenting and problem behaviors, accounting for 17.9% of the effect on internalizing
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Pearson’s Correlations Among the Study Measures.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1.SES
2.Child gender .02
3.Mother_coparenting Al .07*
4.Father coparenting B Rl 07* A49HH*
5.Attachment to mother Q5% F* .03 Al A oo
6.Attachment to father d6%F* .03 28FF* 25HH* Se%*F*
7 Mother CRQ A T7EEE .02 60 *** 38Hx* Jdox** A ok
8.Father CRQ A T7EEE .02 A3HHE S8H** DRk 5wk STHEE
9.INT - 25%** -.07* - 30%%* S 3R - 3TEEE - 3wk - QA - QA
10.EXT - 24 H* - 18HH* - 33wEk =33k - 40FE* - 3wk -26%** =22 ** 52 xHk
M 0.01 — 4.60 4.66 4.44 4.15 102.76 106.00 0.50 0.56
SD 0.78 — 0.81 0.77 1.50 1.68 24.13 21.19 0.28 0.26

Note. The table presents descriptive statistics, Spearman’s correlations (child gender) and Pearson’s correlations among all other study measures. SES = Social economic status;

INT = Internalizing problem behaviors; EXT = Externalizing problem behaviors. Mother/father coparenting = mothers’/fathers’ reports of coparenting; mother/father CRQ = moth-
ers’/fathers’ reports of couple relationship quality. *** p <.001; ** p <.01; * p < .05
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Table 2. Models Testing for Mediation and Moderation Effects for Mothers (N = 912).

Model A (DV = INT)

Model B (DV = EXT)

95% CI Bias 95%  CI
Corrected Bias Cor-

rected

INT B Boot- t p LLCI ULCI EXT s Boot- t p ULCI

strappe strapped
d SE SE

S—ATM 42 .06 6.95 <.001 .30 .54 SES—ATM 42 .06 6.95 <.001 .54

SES—INT -.19 .04 -5.12 <001 -27 -.12 SES—EXT -.14 .04 -3.79 <.001 -.07

Child gen- -.02 .09 -.16 .87 -.19 17 Child gender—ATM -.02 .09 -.16 .87 .16

der—ATM

Child gen- -.08 .06 -1.34 .18 -.19 .04 Child gender—EXT -.30 .06 -5.43 <.001 -.20

der—INT

M _CO—AT .29 .08 3.93 <.001 .14 44 M_CO—ATM .29 .08 3.93 <.001 45

M

ATM—INT -.18 .02 -9.14 <.001 -22 -.14 ATM—EXT -.20 .02 -10.39  <.001 -.16

M_CO—INT -.25 .05 -5.40 <.001 -.35 -.14 M_CO—EXT (direct) -.26 .04 -5.88 <.001 -.17

(direct)

M_CO—INT -.05 .02 -.09 -.02 M_CO—EXT (indirect) -.06 .02 -.03

(indirect)

M _CO x .001 .002 1 48 -.003  .006 M_CO x M_CRQ—ATM .001 .002 1 48 .006

M_CRQ—A

™

M _CO x -.004 .001 -3.12 .002 -.006 -.001 M_CO x M_CRQ—EXT -.004 .001 -3.37 <.001 -.002

M_CRQ—IN

T

Note. Model A: INT (internalizing problem behaviors) as the dependent variable; Model B: EXT (externalizing problem behaviors) as the dependent variable. f = standardized

coefficient. DV = Dependent variable. CI = Confidence interval; SE = Standard Error. LLCI = Lower limit confidence interval. ULC = Upper limit confidence interval. M_CO =
Mothers’ perceptions of coparenting. SES = Social economic status. ATM = attachment to mother. M_CRQ = Mothers’ perceptions of couple relationship quality. No p-values were
given for indirect effects.
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Table 3. Testing for Mediation and Moderation Effects for Fathers (N = 786).

Model A (DV =INT)

Model B (DV = EXT)

95% CI Bias

95% CI Bias

Corrected Corrected

INT B Bootstrapped ¢ p LLCI ULCI EXT B Boot- ‘ P LLCI UL

SE strapped SE CI
SES—ATF 24 .07 3.28 <.001 .10 .39 SES—ATF 24 .07 3.28 <.001 .10 .38
SES—INT -25 .04 -591 <.001 -33 -.16 SES—EXT -22 .04 -530 <001 -.30 -.13
Child gender—ATF -.02 12 -.15 .88 -23 22 Child gender—ATF -.02 12 -.15 .88 -.24 22
Child gender—INT -.11 .07 -1.66 .10 -23 .02 Child gender—EXT -31 .06 -487 <001 -43 -.18
F_CO—ATF 51 .09 5.46 <.001 .33 .70 F_CO—ATF 51 .09 5.46 <.001 .33 .70
ATF—INT -.14 .02 =721 <.001 -.18 -.10 ATF—EXT -.13 .02 -6.89  <.001 -.17 -.09
F_CO—INT (direct) -27 .06 -5.08 <.001 -39 -.16 F_CO—EXT (direct) =27 .05 -5.19 <001 -37 -.17
F_CO—INT (indirect) -.07 .02 -.11 -.04 F_CO—EXT (indirect)  -.07 .02 -.10 -.04
F CO x F_CRQ—ATF .007 .004 2.34 .019 .00 .014 F CO xF _CRQ—ATF .01 .00 2.34 .019 .001 .015
F CO xF_CRQ—INT .00 .002 -.03 98 -.004  .004 F CO xF CRQ—EXT .00 .00 .10 92 -.003 .004

Note. Model A: INT as the dependent variable; Model B: EXT as the dependent variable. DV = Dependent variable. CI = Confidence interval; SE = Standard Error. LLCI = Lower
limit confidence interval. ULC = Upper limit confidence interval. F_CO = Fathers’ perceptions of coparenting with mother. SES = Social economic status. ATF = attachment to father.
INT = Internalizing problem behavior. EXT = Externalizing problem behavior. F_CRQ = Fathers’ perceptions of couple relationship quality. No p-values were given for indirect effects.
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and 19% on externalizing behaviors (Table 2, Figure S1). Similarly, adolescents’ attachment to fathers mediated the as-
sociation between fathers’ coparenting and problem behaviors, accounting for 17.6% (internalizing) and 14.7%
(externalizing) of the total effect (Table 3, Figure S2).

3.3 Testing for moderation effect

We then used Model 8 of Hayes” s PROCESS macro to test whether couple relationship quality moderated the
associations between coparenting and (a) adolescents’ attachment to parents, and (b) adolescents’ internalizing and exter-
nalizing behaviors. These analyses were conducted separately for mothers”  and fathers’  reports, with SES and gender
as covariates.

For mothers, results (Table 2, Figure S1) showed that coparenting was significantly associated with adolescents’
attachment to mothers, but this association was not moderated by mothers’ perceptions of couple relationship quality.
However, couple relationship quality did moderate the relationship between coparenting and adolescent problem behav-
iors. Simple slope tests (Figure 2) showed that for internalizing problem behaviors as the dependent variable, the slopes
for mothers scoring high (¢ =-6.76, p =.000) and low (¢ = -4.54, p =.000) on couple relationship quality were significant.
For externalizing problem behaviors as the dependent variable, the slopes for mothers scoring high (¢ = -7.61, p =.000)
and low (t =-4.93, p =.000) on couple relationship quality were also significant.

0.39 039 -
——-15D Couple -l——lSD.C.oup.Ie
024 Relationship w 024 Relul_mnshlp
.é ’ — —h Quality 5 Quality
2 014 =0~ +1SD Couple % 0.14 == +1SD Couple
2 Relationship | -5, Relationship
2 0.0 Quality E 0.04 Quality
= 3
201 E 0.1
g =
= o
= -0.2 = 0.2+
E 0.2 §
£.03 £ 034
g 9
=
<.04 ) = 04 T 1
Below mean Above mean Below mgan Above mean
Coparenting rated by mother Coparenting rated by mother

Figure 2 MOTHERS’ PERCEIVED COUPLE RELATIONSHIP QUALITY AS A MODERATOR IN THE
ASSOCIATION BEETWEEN MOTHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF COPARENTING AND ADOLESCENTS’
INTERNALIZING AND EXTERNALIZING PROBLEM BEHAVIORS.

For fathers, results (Table 3, Figure S2) indicated that couple relationship quality moderated the relationship between
coparenting and adolescents’ attachment to fathers. Coparenting was positively associated with adolescent-father attach-
ment, and this relationship was stronger when fathers reported higher couple relationship quality (Figure 3). Simple slope
tests (Figure 3) showed that slopes for fathers scoring high (¢ = 5.40, p =.000) and low (¢ = 3.36, p =.001) on couple
relationship quality were all significant. In contrast, the relationship between coparenting and adolescent problem behav-
iors was not moderated by fathers’ couple relationship quality.

5.0 —&—-1SD Couple
4.8 - Relationship
Quality
5 4.6 1 == +1SD Couple
S 4.4 Relationship
e Quality
] 4.2
E 401
Lﬂé
Z 3.8
3.6
3.4 1
3.2
3.0 T 1
Below mean Above mean

Coparenting rated by father

Figure 3 FATHERS’ PERCEIVED COUPLE RELATIONSHIP QUALITY AS A MODERATOR IN THE
ASSOCIATION BETWEEN FATHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF COPARENTING AND ADOLESCENTS’
ATTACHMENT TO FATHERS.
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4. Discussion

The results of the direct effect models showed that more positive coparenting was associated with stronger adoles-
cent-parent attachment and fewer problem behaviors, regardless of whether the mother or father was the informant. These
findings support the spillover hypothesis and are consistent with prior research suggesting that supportive coparenting
promotes closer parent-adolescent relationships (Zou et al., 2020) and reduces adolescents’ maladaptive outcomes (Zhao
et al., 2022). Riina and McHale (2014) found that both mothers’ and fathers’ shared parenting involvement tends to peak
during early adolescence (around age 12) and decline in later adolescence. In this sensitive developmental period, a har-
monious coparenting relationship—not only from the mother’s side but also the father’s—can enhance emotional
connection and engagement in daily interactions (McHale & Irace, 2011). Fathers’ positive coparenting, such as affirming
their partner’s parenting and expressing agreement in childrearing, may reflect fathers’ active efforts to enhance family
cohesion (McHale, 1997). These efforts may contribute to stronger father-adolescent attachment and, in turn, fewer be-
havioral problems. In contrast, negative perceptions of coparenting, including frequent disagreement or undermining
behaviors, may reduce fathers’ authority and connection with their adolescents (Chen et al., 2014). The findings also
showed that more secure adolescent attachment to both mothers and fathers was associated with fewer behavioral prob-
lems, which is in line with attachment theory and prior studies (Liu, 2011). These results reaffirm the importance of
maintaining warm, supportive relationships between parents and adolescents during early adolescence.

The mediation analyses confirmed that adolescents’ attachment to parents played a mediating role in the relationship
between coparenting and adolescent problem behaviors. In other words, coparenting was related to behavioral adjustment
both directly and indirectly through the quality of the adolescent-parent attachment. This finding supports the notion of
interdependence among family subsystems, as proposed in family systems theory (Bonds & Gondoli, 2007).

The moderation analyses revealed that mothers’ perceptions of high couple relationship quality served as a protective
factor against adolescent problem behaviors, especially when the coparenting relationship was perceived as low in quality.
In contrast, fathers’ reports of couple relationship quality did not moderate the link between coparenting and adolescent
behavioral outcomes. These findings partially support our second hypothesis and align with prior research suggesting that
mothers are particularly sensitive to the emotional quality of their couple relationship, which may influence their parenting
behaviors and adolescents’ adjustment (Lu et al., 2019).  In the Chinese cultural context, where mothers are traditionally
expected to take the primary caregiving role, marital dissatisfaction may have a more direct impact on their emotional
involvement in parenting. Drawing on Emotional Security Theory (EST; Davies & Cummings, 1994), one possible ex-
planation is that low couple relationship quality reduces mothers’ ability to remain emotionally consistent and responsive
in parenting. This emotional instability may weaken adolescents’ sense of security in the family system, which could
increase the likelihood of internalizing and externalizing behaviors (Wu et al., 2017). In contexts of marital distress,
mothers have been found to exhibit more inconsistent or harsh parenting behaviors (e.g., verbal threats or physical disci-
pline; Xia et al., 2016), further contributing to children’s emotional insecurity. As primary caregivers in most families,
mothers’ emotional states may shape the overall family climate in ways that strongly influence adolescent development,
amplifying the spillover effects predicted by EST.

Interestingly, a different pattern was observed for fathers. The results indicated that fathers’ perceptions of lower
couple relationship quality can be a risk factor for adolescents’ attachment to their fathers when fathers report high levels
of coparenting. This finding supports earlier research indicating that father-child attachment is particularly vulnerable to
fluctuations in interparental relationship quality (Cummings et al., 2010). In modern Chinese families, fathers are increas-
ingly encouraged to take a more active role in childrearing. However, traditional expectations of fathers as economic
providers may limit their involvement in emotional caregiving, especially under marital stress. An explanation for our
findings could be that when couple relationship quality is high, fathers are more likely to express warmth and involvement
both as partners and as parents, reinforcing adolescents’ emotional security across domains (Lu et al., 2019). However, a
particularly notable finding is that under conditions of low couple relationship quality, lower coparenting quality was
paradoxically associated with higher adolescent attachment to fathers. One interpretation, consistent with prior work
(Zhou et al., 2017; Katz & Gottman, 2010), is that fathers in conflicted relationships may withdraw from coparenting
interactions to avoid conflict but redirect emotional investment toward their children, providing a compensatory source
of emotional security. In such cases, adolescents may perceive their fathers as a stable and supportive figure, despite
broader interparental discord. This may be especially relevant in collectivistic societies like China, where children tend
to maintain strong emotional dependency on parents, and the father’s presence-even in tension-can offer a unique form
of relational security. These findings highlight the nuanced role of couple relationship quality in shaping family dynamics
and underscore the importance of adopting a family systems perspective informed by Emotional Security Theory. The
observed gender differences further suggest that interventions aimed at promoting adolescent adjustment should consider
how mothers and fathers experience and respond to couple distress differently in their parenting roles.

5. Conclusion

This study also contributes to a culturally specific understanding of parenting dynamics in contemporary Chinese
families. This study provides insights into how coparenting and couple relationship quality influence adolescents’ attach-
ment to parents and their behavioral outcomes. By using reports from both mothers and fathers, the study revealed that
adolescents’ attachment to parents mediated the link between coparenting and adolescent problem behaviors. In addition,
couple relationship quality moderated some of these associations, with different patterns emerging for mothers and fathers.
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5.1. Implications

These findings have practical implications for schools and communities. Promoting stable and cooperative coparent-
ing relationships may foster adolescents’ emotional security and enhance parental attachment, thereby reducing behavioral
problems. When adolescents present behavioral challenges, it may be useful for practitioners to consider multiple family
subsystems, including coparenting and the couple relationship, in their assessment and intervention efforts. Importantly,
the results suggest that different strategies may be needed for mothers and fathers. For example, while low-quality couple
relationships may disrupt mothers’ parenting consistency and influence child adjustment, fathers may maintain positive
involvement with their children even in the context of poor marital quality. However, as shown in this study, even when
coparenting appears supportive, low couple relationship satisfaction reported by fathers may still weaken father—adoles-
cent attachment. Therefore, interventions aimed at improving couple relationship quality, particularly for fathers, may be
beneficial.

This study also highlights the value of including multiple informants. Prior parenting education programs in China
have often focused on mothers (Wen, 2012), yet our findings underscore the importance of involving fathers as well.
Since fathers typically have fewer opportunities to participate in caregiving activities (Parke & Brott, 1999), providing
targeted support for fathers may strengthen their engagement and enhance outcomes for children.

5.2. Limitations and future directions

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations. First, the cross-sectional design limits the ability to draw
causal conclusions about the relationships among coparenting, parental attachment, couple relationship quality, and ado-
lescent problem behaviors. Future longitudinal research is needed to better understand how these associations evolve over
time. Second, while the current study examined the effects of mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions separately, it did not
investigate the potential interpersonal or dyadic influences between parents. Future research could explore how mis-
matched perceptions of coparenting or relationship satisfaction between partners might influence adolescent outcomes.
Third, the sample was limited to two-parent families in relatively developed urban areas, which restricts the generaliza-
bility of the findings. Future studies should include families from rural regions, less economically developed areas, or
those with non-traditional structures (e.g., single-parent or same-sex parents) to provide a more comprehensive under-
standing of family dynamics in diverse Chinese contexts.
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Figure S1 Mediating of the Indirect Effect and Moderation effect of Marital Quality (Mother, N = 912)
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Figure S2 Mediating of the Indirect Effect and Moderation Effect (Father, N= 786)
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