
Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2020) 49:178–191
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-019-01068-1

EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

Coparenting Behavior, Parent–Adolescent Attachment, and Peer
Attachment: An Examination of Gender Differences

Shengqi Zou1
● Xinchun Wu1

● Xiaowei Li2

Received: 20 May 2019 / Accepted: 19 June 2019 / Published online: 15 July 2019
© Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2019

Abstract
Coparenting relationship has been linked to the development and adaptation of adolescents. However, whether and how
fathers and mothers’ individual behaviors in coparenting relationships are linked to peer outcomes of boys and girls during
adolescence have yet to be clarified. The present study addresses this gap in knowledge by examining the relationships among
coparenting behavior, parent–adolescent attachment, and peer attachment of adolescents and the gender differences of these
relationships. Families (N= 820) that included fathers, mothers, and focal adolescents (53% female, Mage= 13.70 ± 2.51)
participated in this study. The fathers and mothers reported their coparenting behavior to their spouse and the adolescents
completed the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment. Structure equation modeling in the total sample revealed that
maternal positive and paternal negative coparenting behaviors were related to peer attachment through the indirect effects of
father– and mother–adolescent attachments. Multi-group analysis revealed that father– and mother–adolescent attachments
had strong predicting effects on the peer attachment of offsprings with the same sex. Maternal positive coparenting behavior
was related to the peer attachment of boys and girls through the indirect effects of the father– and mother–adolescent
attachments. Paternal negative coparenting behavior had a double-edged effect on girls’ peer attachment and was not related
to boys’ peer attachment. This study extended the perspective of a family–peer system linkage by providing evidence that
parents’ individual behavior in the coparenting process was linked to adolescents’ peer outcome. Moreover, this research
suggested that encouraging mothers to enhance their positive relationship with fathers and preventing fathers from overtly
pursuing conflicts and covertly disparaging mothers may be effective methods to promote adolescents’ peer relationships.
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Introduction

Peer attachment has been the central issue in studies on
adolescents for years because attachment bonds with peers
gradually become prominent during adolescence (Cassidy
and Shaver 2008). Under the theoretical framework of
attachment theory, numerous studies have observed the
important contributions of peer attachment to the various
aspects of psychological adaptation (Mota and Matos 2013;
Murphy et al. 2017). Hence, exploring the influencing fac-
tors of peer attachment can aid in developing strategies for
facilitating peer attachment itself and promoting

pisychological adaptation among adolescents. Previous stu-
dies have emphasized the influence of parents and families
on the formation and development of attachment during
toddlerhood and infancy (Bretherton and Munholland 2008;
Lin et al. 2014). However, studies examining this theory
during adolescence have been largely neglected. Therefore,
this study aimed to explore the direct and indirect effects of
two family factors, parent coparenting and parent–adolescent
attachment, on peer attachment of adolescents. Moreover,
the present study aimed to further explore the differences
between boys and girls on these effects considering that peer
relations and parenting were strongly shaped by adolescent
gender (Pace et al. 2011; Meijer et al. 2016).

Relationships between Coparenting Behavior and
Parent–Adolescent and Peer Attachments

The systematic perspective of a family and peer system
linkage provides a valuable framework for understanding
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the relationships between parent coparenting and
parent–adolescent and peer attachments. First, the perspec-
tive of a family–peer linkage asserts that the family and peer
systems act as two independent “energy” systems, and this
energy flows from the former to the latter (Brown and
Bakken 2011). Current studies have supported this claim by
exploring the effect of parenting on peer outcomes
(McDowell and Parke 2009; Kliewer et al. 2018). Similarly,
parent coparenting and parent–adolescent attachment as
family factors are likely related to peer attachment in the
present study. Second, the system-based theory assumes
that processes linking two systems contain direct and
indirect pathways between constructs (Holmes et al. 2013).
Thus, considering that parent coparenting reflects the
executive function of triadic father–mother–child interac-
tion and that parent–adolescent attachment reflects the
dyadic interaction between fathers/mothers and adolescents
(Feinberg 2003; McDaniel et al. 2017), the present study
hypothesized that parent coparenting would contribute to
peer attachment through the mediating role of
parent–adolescent attachment.

As illustrated above, individual parenting has been the
key factor for the development of peer outcomes from the
systematic perspective of a family–peer linkage. For
instance, van Ingen et al. (2015) found that overbearing
parenting was negatively associated with the peer attach-
ment of adolescents; parenting practices specific to over-
seeing peer relations, such as parental knowledge about
adolescents’ activities and parental advice and provision of
opportunities, predicted the level of peer acceptance
(McDowell and Parke 2009; Brown and Bakken 2011).
However, the study of parenting has changed from indivi-
dual parenting behavior to collaborated parenting between
fathers and mothers—or coparenting—for many years
(McHale et al. 2004), studies linking coparenting and peer
outcomes have largely been neglected. Hence, the present
study extended previous studies and further tested the link
between families and the peer system by exploring the
effects of coparenting on peer outcomes.

Coparenting refers to the way partners relate to each
other in their roles as parents (McHale 1997; Van Egeren
and Hawkins 2004), with positive and negative coparenting
as the most acknowledged key dimensions (Feinberg et al.
2012). Feinberg’s (2003) ecological model of coparenting
applied the executive function of coparenting on family life
and emphasized its central role on children and adolescent
development. Empirical studies have also indicated that the
nature of coparenting was correlated with children and
adolescent outcomes. For instance, a meta-analysis study
conducted by Teubert and Pinquart (2010) revealed that
positive coparenting was linked to a low level of inter-
nalizing and externalizing behavior problems among chil-
dren, whereas negative coparenting was associated with a

low level of social functioning and attachment. Hereafter,
several subsequent studies have continued to provide evi-
dence supporting the effect of positive and negative
coparenting on the adaptation of children and adolescent
(Kopystynska et al. 2017; Parkes et al. 2019). Moreover,
coparenting has also been known to influence peer rela-
tionships. Leary and Katz (2004) found that positive
coparenting was correlated with a high level of positive peer
conversation in play and that negative coparenting was
correlated with a low level of positive conversation and a
high level of conflicted play with peers in middle childhood.
However, little is known whether coparenting is related to
the relationship quality with the peers of adolescents. One
of the aims of the present study was to explore the rela-
tionship between positive/negative coparenting and the peer
attachment of adolescents.

Furthermore, the present study examined the effects of
the coparenting behaviors of fathers and mothers. Although
previous studies have suggested that positive and negative
interactions between fathers and mothers in coparenting
relationships were related to offspring’s adaptation and peer
outcomes, few studies have investigated the effect of fathers
and mothers’ individual behaviors in the coparenting pro-
cess. Consequently, little attention has also been paid to the
different roles of fathers and mothers’ coparenting beha-
viors in offspring’s adaptation. As fathers’ contribution to
child development has been widely acknowledged (Barker
et al. 2017), studies comparing fathers and mothers’ relative
contributions to child and adolescent developments have
also emerged. Li and Meier (2017) reviewed published
studies on the relationship between parental acceptance and
child adjustment in the past five decades. They found that
fathers’ acceptance acts as a powerful determinant of
undesired development outcomes, whereas mothers’
acceptance contributes to socio-emotional development. As
for the same outcomes, empirical research has not yet come
to a consistent conclusion. For instance, Flouri and
Buchanan (2003) found that fathers had a stronger effect on
adolescents’ well-being compared with mothers, whereas
Doyle et al. (2015) revealed that mothers—not fathers—
contributed to the well-being of their college-aged children.
In addition, previous studies have primarily examined the
effect of fathers and mothers’ individual parenting beha-
viors on child outcomes. Little is still known about the
relationship between fathers and mothers’ coparenting
behaviors and peer attachment, despite studies suggesting
that fathers’ individual involvement influenced peer rela-
tionships of adolescents and young adults greater than
mothers’ (Reid 2011). Therefore, the present study inves-
tigated whether fathers and mothers’ coparenting behaviors
are related to peer attachment. If the results were consistent
with the conclusion of the research focusing on the effect of
individual parenting behavior on peer relationships, then
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fathers’ coparenting behavior would have a greater con-
tribution to peer attachment than mothers’ coparenting
behavior.

Coparenting reflects the triadic interaction between
fathers, mothers, and adolescents, which may be a relatively
distant but influential family variable in the development of
adolescents’ peer attachment (Feinberg 2003). On the basis
of the systematic theory of family and attachment theory
(Minuchin 1974; Bowlby 1982), parent–adolescent attach-
ment, a proximal family variable and a dyadic interaction
between fathers/mothers and adolescents, forms the basis of
the development of peer attachment. Specifically, the rela-
tionship between parent–adolescent and peer attachments is
apparent in the internal working model, which collects the
models of the world, self, and others (Schneider et al. 2001).
Adolescents with secure attachment bonds with their par-
ents have positive expectations about themselves and their
social interactions, and they may therefore be more likely to
develop a secure peer attachment. By contrast, adolescents
with insecure attachment bonds with their parents have
negative expectations about themselves and social interac-
tions, seeing others as unreliable. Thus, these adolescents
may less likely develop attachment bonds with their peers
(Allen 2008; Ward et al. 2018). Furthermore, empirical
studies have supported the relationship between
mother–adolescent and peer attachments of adolescents
(Ratto et al. 2016). Unfortunately, only a small number of
researchers have explored the relationship between
father–adolescent attachment and peer relationships or peer
attachment. However, existing views claimed that fathers
also serve as reliable attachment figures, and research has
treated father–child and mother–child attachments as
equally important factors for child development (Bretherton
2010). Therefore, the present study explored the effect of
father–adolescent and mother–adolescent attachments on
peer attachment in the same correlational model, accounting
for fathers and mothers’ contributions simultaneously.

The relationship between coparenting behavior and
parent–adolescent attachment is considered in the present
study. First, the systematic theory of family identifies
coparenting as an executive sub-system and emphasizes its
essential role in the family (Minuchin 1974; Feinberg
2003). Holland and McElwain (2013) showed that positive
coparenting was related to successful parent–toddler rela-
tionship. However, a positive parent–child relationship was
not easily achieved in the presence of coparenting conflicts
(Martin et al. 2017). Therefore, the present study would
explore the relationship between fathers and mothers’
coparenting behaviors and father– and mother–adolescent
attachments. Second, the two processes derived from
aforementioned theory guide the exploration of paths from
fathers and mothers’ coparenting behaviors to father– and
mother–adolescent attachments. The spillover hypothesis

proposes that individuals’ mood, affect, and behaviors can
be transferred from one family subsystem to another (Zemp
et al. 2018), thereby representing the intrapersonal transfer
of affect and behavior; the crossover hypothesis proposes
that one individual’s affect and behaviors can be transferred
to another family member, thereby representing the inter-
personal transfer of affect and behavior (Newland et al.
2015). Thus, the present study would investigate not only
the contributions of fathers and mothers’ coparenting
behaviors to their own attachment relationship with ado-
lescents, such as the relationship between paternal positive
coparenting behavior and father–adolescent attachment or
the relationship between maternal negative coparenting
behavior and mother–adolescent relationship. Moreover,
this study would analyze the contributions of fathers and
mothers’ coparenting behaviors to the spouse’s attachment
relationship with adolescent offspring, such as the rela-
tionship between paternal negative coparenting behavior
and mother–adolescent attachment or the relationship
between maternal positive coparenting behavior and
father–adolescent attachment. Therefore, the present study
proposed an indirect effect model of coparenting behavior
that influences peer attachment through the mediating role
of parent–adolescent attachment (see Fig. 1). This model
links the family to peer systems and deepens the under-
standing of the mechanism between coparenting behavior
and peer attachment. Finally, important individual and
family variables (i.e., adolescent age, gender, number of
children, socioeconomic status) were controlled for because
these factors have been linked to coparenting,
parent–adolescent attachment, and peer attachment (Fein-
berg 2003; Zhong et al. 2014).

Adolescent Gender Differences

The second purpose of the present study was to examine
whether the hypothesized indirect effect model differed in
boys and girls under the framework of the same-sex
matching effect model. Studies have suggested that gender
affects the individual attachment system. For instance,
Schoppe-Sullivan et al. (2006) found that one-year-old
daughters’ attachment security with their fathers and
mothers was similar, whereas the sons’ attachment security
with their fathers seemed to be more common than that with
their mothers. Pace et al. (2011) investigated adolescents’
parent and peer attachments and summarized that males
scored lower than females on fathers’ alienation subscale,
which is consistent with the study of Schoppe-Sullivan et al.
(2006), suggesting that males developed a more positive
attachment to their parents than females did. However,
males also scored lower than females on the peer trust and
communication subscales suggesting that males appeared to
be more insecure around their peers compared with females.
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At the same time, parental coparenting behavior may also
differ in boys and girls given that parents use the gender-
differentiated parenting (Brown et al. 2015; Endendijk et al.
2016). Therefore, these studies imply that the present study
should take adolescent gender into account when studying
the relationships among coparenting behavior and
parent–adolescent and peer attachments.

The same-sex matching effect model claims that fathers
and mothers affect the developmental outcomes of same-sex
children stronger than that of opposite-sex children (Li and
Meier 2017). For instance, Di Maggio and Zappulla (2014)
concluded that paternal strictness was negatively associated
with adolescent boys’ internalizing problem behavior and
positively associated with adolescent boys’ general satis-
faction, whereas paternal strictness had no effect on the
internalizing problem behavior and general satisfaction of
adolescent girls. However, this study did not find the same-
sex matching effect among the relationships between
maternal strictness and the developmental outcomes of
adolescent girls. Furthermore, Andersson (2016) provided
strong and direct evidence supporting the same-sex
matching effect, in that paternal warmth during childhood
was more important to male adulthood physical health,
whereas maternal warmth tended to be more important to
female adulthood physical health. Therefore, the present
study hypothesized the gender differences of the relation-
ships between fathers’/mothers’ coparenting behavior and
father–/mother–adolescent and peer attachments under the
framework of the same-sex matching effect. Specifically,
fathers’ coparenting behavior and father–adolescent

attachment exerted greater influence on the peer attachment
of boys than that of girls, and the mother’s coparenting
behaviors and mother–adolescent attachment exerted
greater influence on the peer attachment of girls than that of
boys. Moreover, fathers’ coparenting behaviors exerted
greater influence on the father– and mother–adolescent
attachment of boys than that of girls, and the mothers’
coparenting behavior exerted greater influence on the
father– and mother–adolescent attachment of girls than that
of boys.

Current Study

The first aim of this research was to examine the relation-
ships among coparenting behavior, parent–adolescent
attachment, and peer attachment during adolescence. Indi-
vidual parenting or parent–child interactions have been
recognized as key factors for the development of peer
outcomes on the basis of the systematic perspective of a
family and peer system linkage. However, the relationship
between collaborated parenting (coparenting) and peer
outcomes has been disregarded. Furthermore, studies on
coparenting have excluded the effect of fathers and
mothers’ individual behaviors (i.e., coparenting behaviors)
in the coparenting process and have not formulated clear
expectations concerning the predicting role of parental
coparenting on offsprings’ development and adaptation
during adolescence. Ferinberg’s (2003) ecological model of
coparenting has emphasized the mediating role of father–

Fig. 1 Hypothesized indirect effect model
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and mother–adolescent attachments in the relationship
between coparenting and child development. Thus, the
current study measured the positive/negative coparenting
behaviors of fathers and mothers toward an adolescent
child. This research also assessed adolescent attachment to
fathers and mothers separately to explore the spillover and
crossover effects of coparenting on parent–adolescent
attachment. In particular, the current study hypothesized
that paternal and maternal positive coparenting behaviors
were associated with the considerable security of the father–
and mother–adolescent attachments, thereby ultimately
predicting a high level of peer attachment. Meanwhile,
paternal and maternal negative coparenting behavior were
associated with minimal security of the father– and
mother–adolescent attachments, thereby ultimately predict-
ing a low level of peer attachment. The direct and indirect
effects of paternal coparenting behavior on peer attachment
were expected to be stronger than that of the maternal
coparenting behavior on the basis of the finding that fathers
contributed more to peer relationships than mothers.

The second aim of this study was to determine whether
the relationships among coparenting behavior,
parent–adolescent attachment, and peer attachment differed
by adolescent gender. The direct and indirect relationships
between fathers’ coparenting behavior and peer attachment
of boys were expected to be stronger than that of girls on
the basis of the same-sex matching effect model. Con-
versely, the direct and indirect relationships between
mothers’ coparenting behavior and peer attachment of girls
were expected to be stronger than that of boys. Moreover,
the father–and mother–adolescent attachments were expec-
ted to exert substantial predicting roles on the peer attach-
ment of boys and girls, respectively.

Methods

Participants

A total of 820 families including fathers, mothers, and focal
adolescent offspring participated in the present study. The
mean age of adolescents was 13.70 years old (SD= 2.51).
Forty-seven percent of the adolescents were boys, and fifty-
five percent of the adolescents were the only child. The mean
scores of subjective socioeconomic statuses (SSS, ranging
from 1 to 10) reported by adolescents compared with the
members in the province and school were 6.23 (SD= 1.55)
and 6.84 (SD= 1.61), respectively. The mean age of the
fathers was 43.04 years old (SD= 4.25). The educational
accomplishment of the fathers was as follows: 25.2% were
middle school graduates, 39.8% were high school graduates,
and 32.8% were college graduates or above. The mean scores
of the SSS reported by the fathers compared with the

members in the province and community were 5.78 (SD=
1.73) and 5.19 (SD= 1.79), respectively. The mean age of the
mothers was 40.81 years old (SD= 4.19). The educational
accomplishment of the mothers was as follows: 31.2% were
middle school graduates, 34.5% were high school graduates,
and 28.7% were college graduates or above. The mean scores
of the SSS reported by mothers compared with the members
in the province and community were 5.80 (SD= 1.56) and
5.23 (SD= 1.69), respectively.

Procedures

The present study used the convenience sampling method,
comprising a group of families with an adolescent offspring
studying at the primary and secondary school levels. The
study was approved by the Research Ethical Committee of
Beijing Normal University and conducted with the per-
mission of the principals of the participating schools. In
each selected school, students who attended school on the
date of the survey were recruited to participate. All these
students and their parents consented to participate in the
study, and written informed consent was obtained. The
participating students and parents were free to withdraw
from the research at any time. The assessment process
included two steps. First, the adolescents were initially
asked to provide demographic information that included
gender, age, and subjective family socioeconomic status.
They were asked to complete the remaining measures that
assessed their attachment to their fathers, mothers, and
peers. Second, the adolescents brought a package of ques-
tionnaires home from school. Parents were initially asked to
provide demographic information about the family and
themselves. They were then asked to complete the measures
that assessed coparenting behaviors. After completion, the
child took the questionnaires back to school.

Measures

Positive and negative coparenting behaviors

An adapted Chinese version of the coparenting behavior
scale (McHale 1997; Liu et al. 2017) was used for assessing
the fathers and mothers’ coparenting behaviors with their
spouses in several activities about parenting a target ado-
lescent offspring, which consists of 29 items and 4
dimensions. Positive coparenting behavior was categorized
by the dimensions of family integrity behavior (e.g., “Make
an affirming or complimentary remark about your partner to
this child”, 7 items) and consistent behavior (e.g., “Take a
“back seat” while your partner deals with your child’s
negative behavior”, 10 items). Negative coparenting beha-
vior was categorized by the dimensions of conflict behavior
(e.g., “Argue with your partner”, 6 items) and disparaging
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behavior (e.g., “Say something clearly negative or dis-
paraging about your partner to your child”, 6 items). The
fathers and mothers separately rated frequency with their
own coparenting behavior on a seven Linkert-type scale,
ranging from 1 (absolutely never) to 7 (almost constantly).
The confirmatory factor analysis indicated good construct
validity for this solution (χ2/df= 1.57, RMSEA= 0.03, CFI
= 0.99, TLI= 0.99, SRMR= 0.01, and all factor loadings
were higher than 0.78). In the current study, Cronbach’s
alphas of the dimensions ranged from 0.89 to 0.94 for
fathers and from 0.89 to 0.93 for mothers.

Parent–adolescent attachment and peer attachment

Father–adolescent, mother–adolescent, and peer attach-
ments were measured by using the Inventory of Parent and
Peer Attachment (IPPA, Armsden and Greenberg 1987).
Adolescents self-reported their perceptions of affection and
cognition of relationships with their fathers, mothers, and
close friends, which consisted of 3 dimensions: degree of
mutual trust (e.g., “My father/mother respects my feelings”
“My friends understand me”), quality of communication
(e.g., “My father/mother/friends can tell when I am upset
about something.”), and the extent of anger and alienation
(e.g., “I get upset easily around my father/mother” “I feel
alone or apart when I am with my friends”). The inventory
consists of 25 items in each section. Response options for
each item were provided using a 5-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 (almost never or never true) to 5 (almost
always or always true). After reverse-scoring the negatively
worded items, all the items in each section were summed,
yielding three attachment scores for fathers, mothers, and
peers. In the current study, Cronbach’s alphas of the
dimensions ranged from 0.75 to 0.88 for father–adolescent
attachment, from 0.76 to 0.91 for mother–adolescent
attachment, and from 0.64 to 0.90 for peer attachment.

Subjective socioeconomic status

Fathers, mothers, and adolescents respectively reported
their subjective socioeconomic status (SSS) in a two-item
questionnaire (Hu et al. 2012). One item measured family
socioeconomic status compared to the families in the pro-
vince and the other item measured family socioeconomic
status compared to the families at the community or school.
Response options ranged from 1 (very bad) to 10 (very
good). The higher score represented a higher level of sub-
jective socioeconomic status.

Data Analysis

The percentage of missing data was under 5% in the sam-
ple. Missing data were imputed using expectation

maximization (EM) in the practical application, an approach
that has been shown to work quite effectively in processing
missing data (Hair et al. 1998). Descriptive and correla-
tional analysis were conducted in SPSS 21.0. Structural
equation modeling (SEM) was used for testing the indirect
effect model and its differences between adolescent boys
and girls. First, the present study built a measurement
model, which included four latent variables of the inde-
pendent variable, two latent variables of the mediator, and
one latent variable of the dependent variable. The model
fitted the data well (χ2/df= 5.69, RMSEA= 0.07, CFI=
0.95, TLI= 0.92, SRMR= 0.04), and all factor loadings
were higher than 0.60. Second, the indirect effect model
was tested with adolescent characteristics as control vari-
ables using the maximum likelihood estimation (ML) with
bootstrap (with 5000 replicates and a 95% confidence
interval). Finally, a multi-group analysis was performed to
determine the differences in the indirect effect model
between adolescent boys and girls. The Wald chi-square test
was used for identifying the specific paths that differed
between adolescent boys and girls (Wang and Wang 2012).
The effect size for indirect effect was calculated with κ2,
which is standardized not wedded to the particular scale
(Preacher and Kelley 2011).

Results

Preliminary Analysis

Table 1 presents means, standard deviations, and Pearson
correlations among the study variables. As expected,
paternal and maternal positive coparenting behaviors were
positively and significantly correlated with
father–adolescent and mother–adolescent attachments and
peer attachment. Conversely, paternal and maternal nega-
tive coparenting behaviors were negatively and significantly
correlated with father–adolescent, mother–adolescent, and
peer attachments. Father–adolescent and mother–adolescent
attachments were positively correlated with peer attach-
ment. Adolescent age was negatively correlated with ado-
lescent attachment with fathers, mothers, and peers. The
only-child had a high level of attachment to fathers and
mothers, and no difference existed in peer attachment
between the only-child and the non-only-child. Girls had a
higher level of peer attachment than boys.

Coparenting Behavior, Parent–Adolescent
Attachment, and Peer Attachment

Figure 2 presents the standardized coefficient of the indirect
effect model in the total sample. The tested indirect effect
model obtained acceptable fit indices (χ2/df= 5.62,
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RMSEA= 0.07, CFI= 0.93, TLI= 0.90, SRMR= 0.04).
Paternal negative coparenting behavior was negatively
related to father–adolescent (β=−0.13, p < 0.05) and
mother–adolescent (β=−0.19, p < 0.01) attachments.
Maternal positive coparenting behavior was positively
related to father–adolescent (β= 0.26, p < 0.001) and
mother–adolescent (β= 0.19, p < 0.01) attachments.
Father–adolescent and mother–adolescent attachments were

positively related to peer attachment (β= 0.35, p < 0.001;
β= 0.40, p < 0.001, respectively). Paternal positive and
maternal negative coparenting behaviors were not related to
father– and mother–adolescent attachments. Table 2 illus-
trates that the 95% bootstrap confidence interval of the
indirect effect of father– and mother–adolescent attach-
ments between the relationship of maternal positive copar-
enting behavior and peer attachment and the relationship of

Fig. 2 Mediation model from coparenting behavior to adolescent peer attachment. †<0.10, *<0.05, **<0.01, ***<0.001. Dashed lines indicated
non-significant coefficient

Table 1 Pearson correlations and descriptive statistics for the main study variables (N= 820)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Adolescent stage 1

Adolescent gender 0.07 1

Only-one child 0.09** 0.14*** 1

PPCB −0.20*** 0.02 −0.13*** 1

MPCB −0.18*** 0.05 −0.15*** 0.50*** 1

PNCB 0.10** 0.01 −0.01 −0.31*** −0.24*** 1

MNCB 0.05 −0.01 −0.03 −0.23*** −0.34*** 0.49*** 1

FA −0.16*** 0.05 −0.08* 0.22*** 0.29*** −0.19*** −0.19*** 1

MA −0.19*** 0.06† −0.12*** 0.20*** 0.25*** −0.21*** −0.14*** −0.64*** 1

PA −0.14*** 0.12** −0.01 0.18*** 0.18*** −0.11** −0.11** 0.48*** 0.46*** 1

M − − − 4.67 4.84 1.93 1.96 3.73 3.92 3.75

SD − − − 1.06 1.06 0.85 0.84 0.64 0.62 0.55

Gender: 0= boys, 1= girls; Only-one child: 0= yes, 1= no.

PPCB Paternal positive coparenting behavior; MPCB Maternal positive coparenting behavior; PNCB Paternal negative coparenting behavior;
MNCB Maternal negative coparenting behavior; FA Father–adolescent attachment; MA Mother–adolescent attachment; PA Peer attachment
†<0.10; *<0.05; **<0.01; ***<0.001, the same below
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paternal negative coparenting behavior and peer attachment
did not include zero. Thus, these indirect effects were sta-
tistically significant with a medium effect size according to
the value of κ2.

Multi-group Analysis for Adolescent Gender

Multi-group analysis was performed to examine whether the
indirect effect model differed on the basis of adolescent
gender. Prior to multi-group analysis, the indirect effect
model was tested in families with boys and girls, and both
had acceptable fit indices (boys: χ2/df= 3.28, RMSEA=
0.08, CFI= 0.93, TLI= 0.90, SRMR= 0.05; girls: χ2/df=
2.76, RMSEA= 0.06, CFI= 0.96, TLI= 0.94, SRMR=
0.04). In multi-group analysis, the metric and scalar invar-
iances of the measurement model between boys and girls
were verified. The model with free estimated structural
paths fitted data well (χ2/df= 3.19, RMSEA= 0.07, CFI=
0.94, TLI= 0.91, SRMR= 0.05).

As shown in Fig. 3, maternal positive coparenting
behavior was positively related to father–son attachment (β
= 0.29, p < 0.01) but not related to father–daughter attach-
ment (β= 0.17, p < 0.10). However, maternal positive
coparenting behavior was positively related to the
mother–adolescent attachment of boys and girls (β= 0.17,
p < 0.05; β= 0.20, p < 0.05, respectively), and the Wald
chi-square test showed that these two paths had no sig-
nificant difference (Wald χ2= 0.01, p > 0.05). Paternal
negative coparenting behavior was negatively related to
father–daughter and mother–daughter attachments, but not
related to father–son and mother–son attachments. Paternal
positive and maternal negative coparenting behaviors were
not related to the father–adolescent attachment and the
mother–adolescent attachment of boys and girls. Father–son
and father–daughter attachments were positively related to
peer attachment (β= 0.50, p < 0.001; β= 0.29, p < 0.01,
respectively). The Wald chi-square test showed that the
former contributed greater than the latter (Wald χ2=4.83, p
< 0.05). Mother–son and mother–daughter attachments

were positively related to peer attachment (β= 0.29, p <
0.05; β= 0.48, p < 0.001, respectively), and the effect of
mother–daughter attachment on peer attachment was higher
than mother–son attachment (Wald χ2= 4.14, p < 0.05).
The directional effect of paternal negative coparenting
behavior on girls’ peer attachment remarkably had a posi-
tive sign (β= 0.21, p < 0.01).

Table 2 illustrates that the 95% bootstrap confidence
interval of the indirect effect of father–son attachment
between the relationship of maternal positive coparenting
behavior and peer attachment did not include zero (95% CI
[0.02, 0.28]). However, the 95% bootstrap confidence
interval of the indirect effect of mother–son attachment
between the relationship of maternal positive coparenting
behavior and peer attachment included zero (95% CI
[−0.01, 0.20]), whereas the 90% bootstrap CI did not
include zero ([0.00, 0.20]). The effect size of the indirect
effect of father–son attachment (κ2= 0.42) was larger than
mother–son attachment (κ2= 0.14). Although maternal
positive coparenting behavior was not related to
father–daughter attachment (β= 0.17, p < 0.10), the boot-
strap confidence interval of the indirect effect of
father–daughter attachment in the relationship between
maternal positive coparenting behavior and peer attachment
did not include zero (95% CI [0.00, 0.14]), which further
indicated that the indirect effect of father–daughter attach-
ment was significant. In addition, the indirect effect of
mother–daughter attachment between maternal positive
coparenting behavior and peer attachment and the indirect
effect of father–daughter and mother–daughter attachments
between paternal negative coparenting behavior and peer
attachment also did not include zero. Moreover, these
indirect effects had a medium effect size ranging from 0.09
to 0.20.

Sensitivity Analysis and Alternate Model Analysis

To test the robustness of the present findings, several
alternate model analyses were conducted. First, subjective

Table 2 The bootstrap confidence interval and effect size of the mediation model

Mediation paths Total sample Boys Girls

Estimate 95% CI κ2 Estimate 95% CI κ2 Estimate 95% CI κ2

PPCB→ FA→ PA 0.01 [−0.04, 0.05] Ns −0.02 [−0.14, 0.07] Ns 0.04 [−0.01, 0.13] Ns

PPCB→MA→ PA 0.01 [−0.04, 0.06] Ns 0.01 [−0.05, 0.09] Ns 0.02 [−0.06, 0.13] Ns

MPCB→ FA→ PA 0.09 [0.04, 0.17] 0.20 0.15 [0.02, 0.28] 0.42 0.05 [0.00, 0.14] 0.10

MPCB→MA→ PA 0.07 [0.02, 0.14] 0.17 0.05 [−0.01, 0.20] 0.14 0.09 [0.00, 0.23] 0.22

PNCB→ FA→ PA −0.04 [−0.10, −0.01] 0.10 −0.04 [−0.22, 0.07] Ns −0.04 [−0.10, −0.01] 0.09

PNCB→MA→ PA −0.07 [−0.15, −0.03] 0.17 −0.05 [−0.21, 0.01] Ns −0.08 [−0.19, −0.02] 0.21

MNCB→ FA→ PA −0.01 [−0.06, 0.02] Ns −0.01 [−0.13, 0.12] Ns −0.02 [−0.08, 0.02] Ns

MNCB→MA→ PA 0.01 [−0.04, 0.06] Ns 0.02 [−0.03, 0.15] Ns −0.01 [−0.10, 0.08] Ns
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socioeconomic status comparisons between the members in
provinces and schools reported by adolescents were inclu-
ded as control variables in the SEMs. The results showed
that only SSS at school was associated with the peer
attachment of adolescents (β= 0.11, p < 0.01) and all sig-
nificant findings were retained. Second, the control vari-
ables (i.e., adolescent age, gender, the only-one child status,
and SSSs) were removed in SEMs to examine the pattern of
results. Third, SEMs were retested using the robust max-
imum likelihood estimation (MLR). The last two analyses
yielded similar results to the primary analysis.

Adolescence is a period of profound transformation in
the emotional, cognitive, and behavioral systems sur-
rounding attachment relationships, with early adolescents
becoming minimally dependent on their parents and late
adolescents becoming attachment figures for their peers
(Allen 2008). Empirical study has found that the relation-
ship between coparenting behavior and attachment rela-
tionships differed in the developmental stages during
adolescence (Zou et al. 2019). Thus, the present study
further examined the developmental differences of the
indirect effect model in early (Mage= 11.21 ± 0.44), middle

Fig. 3 Multi-group mediation model from coparenting behavior to adolescent peer attachment. a The mediation model of boys. b The mediation
model of girls
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(Mage= 14.26 ± 0.51), and late (Mage= 17.29 ± 0.56) ado-
lescence. In early adolescence, maternal positive coparent-
ing behavior was associated with father–adolescent
attachment (β= 0.29, p < 0.01), while father–adolescent
attachment was associated with peer attachment (β= 0.39,
p < 0.001); paternal negative coparenting behavior was
associated with mother–adolescent attachment (β=−0.16,
p < 0.05), while mother–adolescent attachment was asso-
ciated with peer attachment (β= 0.30, p < 0.01); paternal
positive coparenting behavior was directly associated with
peer attachment (β= 0.23, p < 0.01). In middle adolescence,
father–adolescent attachment (β= 0.34, p < 0.05) and
mother–adolescent attachment (β= 0.55, p < 0.001) were
associated with peer attachment. However, paternal and
maternal coparenting behaviors were directly and indirectly
nonsignificant associated with peer attachment. In late
adolescence, maternal positive coparenting behavior was
associated with father–adolescent attachment (β= 0.37, p <
0.001) and mother–adolescent attachment (β= 0.52, p <
0.001), whereas paternal negative coparenting behavior was
associated with father–adolescent attachment (β=−0.21, p
< 0.05) and mother–adolescent attachment (β=−0.19, p <
0.05); mother–adolescent attachment was associated with
peer attachment (β= 0.51, p < 0.001), whereas
father–adolescent attachment was marginally associated
with peer attachment (β= 0.23 p < 0.10). The findings
highlighted the developmental differences of the relation-
ships among coparenting behavior, parent–adolescent
attachment, and peer attachment during adolescence. In
particular, the findings in early adolescence supported the
crossover effect from the maternal positive and paternal
negative coparenting behaviors to parent–adolescent
attachment. The findings also highlighted middle adoles-
cence as a special period when peer outcomes may be
unaffected by family factors (i.e., coparenting); and late
adolescence as a typical period when patterns of coparent-
ing behavior affecting peer attachment become consistent
with the results in the total samples.

Discussion

Although the systematic perspective of a family and peer
system linkage has emphasized the influence of parents and
families on peer outcomes, the majority of the related stu-
dies have primarily examined the effect of parent–child
relationship or parenting on peer outcomes (Brown and
Bakken 2011; Li and Meier 2017). Accordingly, a thorough
understanding of the influence of family on the peer system
is necessary by expanding the factor of the family assessed.
Previous research has examined the effects of coparenting
relationships on individual adaptation (Feinberg 2003).
However, whether and how fathers and mothers’ individual

behaviors in coparenting relationships are related to peer
outcomes during adolescence have yet to be clarified.
Therefore, the present study constructed an indirect effect
model of parents’ coparenting behaviors on peer attachment
through the mediating effect of parent–adolescent attach-
ment. Furthermore, this study clarified whether this model
showed differences in boys and girls for the purpose of
promoting family intervention programs targeted in ado-
lescence. This study used a cross-sectional design with a
large sample of 820 families, which included fathers,
mothers, and focal adolescents and addressed the afore-
mentioned knowledge gaps by providing a thorough
understanding of the family–peer systems linkage and par-
ents’ individual behaviors in coparenting process during
adolescence. The findings supported the systematic per-
spective of family–peer system linkage during adolescence
(Brown and Bakken 2011) by demonstrating that paternal/
maternal coparenting behavior was related to the peer
attachment of adolescents through the indirect effect of
father– and mother–adolescent attachments. Moreover, the
findings of this study suggested various effects of paternal
and maternal coparenting behaviors on peer attachment,
thereby highlighting the essential aspects to explore fathers
and mothers’ individual behavior in the coparenting process
(Murphy et al. 2017). The current study also demonstrated
gender differences in these relationships, thereby providing
targeted recommendations for practical activities.

As hypothesized, the findings revealed that maternal
positive coparenting behavior was associated with high
levels of father– and mother–adolescent attachments,
thereby ultimately predicting a high level of peer attach-
ment. By contrast, paternal negative coparenting behavior
was associated with low levels of father– and
mother–adolescent attachments, thereby ultimately predict-
ing a low level of peer attachment. These scenarios are
congruent with the systematic perspective of a family–peer
linkage, in which affect and behavior generated in the
family system can directly and indirectly transfer to the peer
system (Brown and Bakken 2011). Moreover, this result
indicated that family systems exerted influence on peer
attachment in adolescence, which provided evidence sup-
porting that family strongly and persistently affected off-
spring’s peer outcomes from childhood to adolescence
(Parke and Ladd 2016). This result also demonstrated the
central role of coparenting on children and adolescent
developments (Parkes et al. 2019). However, the majority of
the effects of coparenting was limited in terms of family
outcomes or individual adjustments (Teubert and Pinquart
2010; Kopystynska et al. 2017). This study deepened the
understanding of coparenting by demonstrating that it also
predicted offspring’s out-of-family adjustments, such as
school and peer outcomes. Furthermore, this study also
illustrated why positive or negative coparenting predicted
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peer attachment, as positive or negative coparenting
strengthened or destroyed parent–adolescent attachment,
respectively. Intimate and secure attachment relationships
with parents promoted a sense of self-value and trust, which
ultimately benefited the development of attachment with
peers (Allen 2008). By contrast, nervous, anxious, and
insecure attachment with parents could block the develop-
ment of peer attachment (Ward et al. 2018).

Notably, fathers and mothers predicted peer attachment
through different coparenting behaviors. The findings
revealed that the positive coparenting behavior of mothers
(not fathers) predicted peer attachment through the indirect
effects of the father– and mother–adolescent attachments.
By contrast, the negative coparenting behavior of fathers
(not mothers) predicted peer attachment through the indirect
effects of the father– and mother–adolescent attachments.
Previous studies have explored the different effects of
fathers and mothers on child development and have found
evidence that fathers may have a more subatantial role on
peer relationships than mothers (Reid 2011; Doyle et al.
2015). This study extended these differences between
fathers and mothers by demonstrating that the predicting
effect of fathers and mothers’ coparenting behavior on peer
attachment varied according to the characteristics of beha-
vior. In particular, the combination of fathers and negative
coparenting behaviors were relate to peer attachment greater
than mothers, whereas fathers would affect peer attachment
lower than mothers if positive coparenting behavior
occurred, resulting from children’s different interpretation
and expectation of fathers and mothers’ behaviors (Li and
Meier 2017). For example, children and adolescents may
likely expect mothers’ calming and warm behaviors and be
less tolerant of and vulnerable to fathers’ conflicting and
stressful behavior (Paquette 2004; Cummings et al. 2010).
Overall, these findings supported the spillover and cross-
over hypotheses of family system theory (Newland et al.
2015; Zemp et al. 2018). The findings also extended
knowledge of the specific conditions under which these
theoretical hypotheses work by demonstrating that only the
negative behaviors of fathers and positive behaviors of
mothers in coparenting relationships could cause intra-
personal and interpersonal transfer to other subsystems.

In terms of the gender differences, the findings indicated
that father–adolescent attachment contributed greater to the
peer attachment of boys than that of girls and that
mother–adolescent attachment contributed greater to the
peer attachment of girls than that of boys. This result was
consistent with this study’s hypothesis and the same-sex
matching hypothesis, claiming that fathers and mothers
affected the developmental outcomes of same-sex children
stronger than that of opposite-sex children (Andersson
2016; Li and Meier 2017). However, findings showed that
the relationships between paternal/ maternal coparenting

behaviors and peer attachment were complex. Specifically,
paternal negative coparenting behavior was negatively
related to peer attachment of girls through the indirect effect
of father– and mother–adolescent attachments, whereas this
indirect effect was insignificant in boys. Maternal positive
coparenting behavior was associated with peer attachment
through the indirect effect of father– and mother–adolescent
attachments in both boys and girls. Further analysis
revealed that the indirect effect through father– and
mother–adolescent attachments did not differ in boys and
girls (Wald (χ2)= 1.89, p > 0.05 for the indirect effect of
father–adolescent attachment; Wald (χ2)= 0.91, p > 0.05 for
the indirect effect of mother–adolescent attachment). These
results highlighted coparenting in comparison with dyadic
parenting. Although the present study could distinguish the
behavior subject during the coparenting process, it is
essentially an interaction between fathers and mothers
(Feinberg 2003). Hence, the present study could not clearly
clarify the same-sex matching effect from coparenting to
peer attachment.

However, the indirect effect of paternal negative copar-
enting behavior on the peer attachment of girls partly sup-
ported the opposite-sex effect, claiming the stronger effect
of parents on opposite-sex children (Li and Meier 2017).
Previous studies have found this effect by examining the
relationship between parental positive parenting behavior
and adolescent psychological adjustment (Tulviste and
Rohner 2010; Glavak-Tkalić and Kukolja-Cicmanović
2014). The present study expanded this effect to encompass
parental negative coparenting behavior. Moreover, the
present study found that only girls’ peer attachment was
predicted by paternal negative coparenting behavior. It
highlighted the fact that girls’ peer outcomes were more
vulnerable to negative family factors. It also suggested that
the father should pay attention to his behavior during the
coparenting process with his spouse, especially when
coparenting a girl. Furthermore, the same-sex matching
effect or the opposite-sex effect of paternal and maternal
coparenting behavior on children development must still be
further studied, partly because of the specific coparenting
behavior and the inconsistent results between positive and
negative coparenting behaviors.

Finally, the present study had to note that paternal
negative coparenting had a double-edged effect on the peer
attachment of girls. Specifically, paternal negative copar-
enting behavior was negatively related to the peer attach-
ment of girls through the indirect effect of father– and
mother–adolescent attachments, whereas the directional
predicting effect of paternal negative coparenting behavior
on peer attachment of girls was positive. These scenarios
were consistent with Caldera and Lindsey’s (2006)
hypothesis that positive coparenting does not necessarily
result in positive developmental outcomes of children
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considering that a positive coparenting relationship paired
with harsh or insensitive parenting behavior between fathers
and mothers may harm children’s development. Con-
versely, negative coparenting does not necessarily harm
development. If paternal negative coparenting behavior is
exercised to prevent mothers from interfering with adoles-
cents’ peer interaction, adolescents may interpret fathers’
behavior differently. The most important direction for future
study is to further explore the reason why paternal negative
coparenting behavior only affected girls’ peer attachment
and the concrete mechanism.

The present study linked the family and peer systems of
adolescents, explored the predicting effect of fathers and
mothers’ individual behaviors during the coparenting pro-
cess on peer attachment and the indirect effect of
parent–adolescent attachment, and examined gender dif-
ferences. However, some limitations should be acknowl-
edged. First, the present study was cross-sectional; thus, it
cannot explore the causal relationship between family fac-
tors and peer outcomes. Simultaneously, under the frame-
work of a family–peer system linkage, peer outcomes are
likely to have an effect on parenting. Although it was
beyond the aims of the present study to examine this causal
relationship, a longitudinal study and the cross-lagged
model should be undertaken to explore the causal rela-
tionships between coparenting behaviors and peer attach-
ment. Second, the present study only explored the
relationships between family factors, coparenting behavior
and parent–adolescent attachment, and peer outcomes and
ignored the role of peer behaviors. According to the linkage
of the family–peer system, the characteristics of the peer
system may also act as mediators between the relationship
of coparenting behavior and peer outcomes. Future studies
should consider the role of family and peer factors on peer
outcomes comprehensively. Finally, the present study
measured peer attachment not specific to an attachment
figure. It failed to investigate the interaction between the
gender of parents and the gender of the peer attachment
figures, which is a further exploration of the same-sex or
opposite-sex matching effect.

The present study has implications for practice. The
results showed that positive coparenting and secure attach-
ment relationship were related to peer outcomes. It sug-
gested that family exerted a persisting influence on
adolescent development, which may be an effective way to
interfere with adolescents’ peer relationship from a familial
point-of-view. Moreover, paternal negative coparenting
negatively predicted adolescents’ peer attachment, whereas
maternal positive coparenting behavior positively predicted
adolescents’ peer attachment. Therefore, professionals and
educators are suggested to encourage mothers to enhance the
positive relationship with fathers and prevent fathers from
overtly pursuing conflicts and covertly disparaging mothers,

which could help family intervention programs more tar-
geted to promote peer relationships during adolescence.
Furthermore, the present study found that paternal negative
coparenting behavior had a double-edged effect on the peer
attachment of girls. This result suggested that fathers may
play an important and special role in parenting girls.

Conclusion

Although previous studies have examined peer outcomes in
the coparenting context, only minimal knowledge has been
gained on the predicting effects and mechanism of fathers
and mothers’ individual behaviors in coparenting process
on peer outcomes. The present study examined the rela-
tionships among paternal/ maternal coparenting behaviors,
father– and mother–adolescent attachment, and peer
attachment. Furthermore, only minimal research has been
conducted on whether these relationships differ in terms of
gender. The present study used multi-group analysis to
determine if the proposed relationships operated similarly
for boys and girls. The findings indicated that maternal
positive and paternal negative coparenting behaviors were
related to peer attachment through the indirect effects of the
father– and mother–adolescent attachments in the total
sample. Father– and mother–adolescent attachments had a
strong predicting effects on the peer attachment of off-
springs with the same sex. Maternal positive coparenting
behavior was related to the peer attachment of boys and
girls through the indirect effects of father– and
mother–adolescent attachments. Paternal negative copar-
enting behavior had a double-edged effect on girls’ peer
attachment and was not related to boys’ peer attachment.
This study has shown that fathers and mothers’ different
individual behaviors in coparenting process were differently
linked to peer attachment of adolescents. That is, mothers’
positive and fathers’ negative coparenting behaviors pre-
dicted peer attachment. In addition, this study implies that
maternal positive coparenting behavior may be more
influential for boys, whereas paternal negative coparenting
behavior may be more special for girls. These findings can
help family intervention programs to be substantially tar-
geted promoting peer relationships among adolescence,
thereby improving their psychological adaptation and that
of adults as well.
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