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Abstract
This study examined the relationships of parents’ and children’s sibling status to parenting and co-parenting in Shanghai, China.
Parents of 652 children (mean age = 61.55 months) from 12 preschools completed the questionnaire. The fathers and mothers
provided demographic information and responded to items that assessed parenting style and perceived co-parenting. The results
found that, in two-child families, mothers without siblings reported more authoritative parenting styles and less authoritarian
parenting styles than mothers with siblings. Co-parenting positively related to authoritative parenting style and negatively related
to authoritarian parenting style for both parents and regardless of parents’ and children’s sibling status. The results support the
resource dilution model for Chinese families, emphasize the importance of sibling status on parenting and co-parenting, clarify
gender differences, and add to the emerging discourse on China’s changing population policy.
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Whether one spends childhood with or without siblings is one’s
“sibling status,” and it is an important aspect of family structure
(Dunn 1995). Sibling status in China is unique because China’s
one-child policy, which began in the late 1970s, limited family
size and many children born during that period had no siblings.
These singletons are now adults and most of them are parents.
Since the early 2000s, China has gradually been relaxing the
one-child policy to allow couples to have two children (Wang
et al. 2016), which has expanded the options of these parents
who never had siblings to provide their children with a brother
or sister. Therefore, the policy change offers unique research
opportunities regarding Chinese families. Our avenue of inquiry
is a quasi-experimental comparative study about the ways that
both parents’ and children’s sibling status might separately and
jointly influence Chinese family functioning (e.g., parenting and
co-parenting).

Differences in parenting and co-parenting based on parents’
sibling status (Chen 2019) or family size (Lu and Chang 2013)
are not clear because we lack relevant empirical studies. To
address this knowledge gap, the present study explored those
relationships in a sample of parents of preschoolers in
Shanghai, China. It further examined the way that parents’
and children’s sibling status might influence the relationship
between parenting style and co-parenting. The study’s theoret-
ical contribution is its clarification of the differences between
parents regarding parenting style and co-parenting behaviors
that depend on their sibling status, particularly regarding cul-
tural implications. The study’s results could suggest ways that
fathers and mothers might parent under the two-child policy
that differ from their own upbringing, and it might help to
develop interventions that support parents.

Parenting Styles and Co-Parenting

Baumrind’s typology was one of the most widely used theory
in parenting. Baumrind (1967) distinguished between author-
itative and authoritarian parenting styles. Authoritative parents
are characterized as highly demanding of their children with
appropriate support of their autonomy and significant emo-
tional investment. Authoritarian parents also are highly de-
manding, but they are low in support of their children’s auton-
omy andmake small emotional investments. Although there is
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cultural concern about Baumrind’s parenting constructs (Chao
2000), evidence showed that the authoritative and authoritar-
ian parenting styles are identified both in Western cultures
(e.g., United States) and in Asia, such as Mainland China
(Chen et al. 1997; Wu et al. 2002). In particular, with the rapid
of social and economic development, and the introduction of
western social values in recent years, Chinese parents’ parent-
ing practices, especially in urban areas, become more and
more similar to their counterparts in North America (Chen
et al. 2010). Therefore, we used the authoritative and author-
itarian scales because they have been well validated in China
and can be equally compared with the dimensions emphasized
in North America.

Recently, research on parenting has extended its reach to
include couples’ cooperation in parenting (i.e., co-parenting).
Co-parenting is the extent of support parents provide each
other in raising their children (Feinberg 2003). Co-parenting
occurs when fathers and mothers share parenting responsibil-
ities and support each other to achieve their common child-
related objectives. Although the majority of studies on co-
parenting to date has been set in Western societies (see
Feinberg 2003 for a review), some research is emerging else-
where, such as China (Chen in press-a, in press-b; Kwan et al.
2015; McHale et al. 2000). The co-parenting phenomenon in
Western families seems relevant to China, which strongly em-
phasizes family harmony (McHale et al. 2000).

Parenting and Co-Parenting in the Context
of China’s Population Policy

Historically, Chinese parents have been less likely to be au-
thoritative than authoritarian (Chao and Tseng 2002).
However, Chinese parents’ parenting styles might be chang-
ing under the influence of broad social changes, including to
the one-child policy, occurring in China. Of interest to the
present study is the empirical research that found Chinese
parents more likely to use authoritative parenting when they
raise one child (Lu and Chang 2013). According to the re-
source dilution model (Blake 1981; Trent and Spitze 2011),
every family has a limit to the resources that could be used for
children, and the resources each child receives (psychological
as well as material) tend to decrease as the number of children
in the family (family size) increases. It follows that, during
childhood, individuals without siblings obtain all the family’s
child-related resources, which might explain why parents of
only children are relatively likely to use a more supportive
(authoritative) parenting style.

Only children’s resource monopolization seems to persist
into adulthood (Chen 2018) and, even, to their own parenthood.
For example, Chinese parents tend to spend a great deal of time
helping their adult children by caring for the grandchildren (Goh
2009). They are considered regular caregivers whose efforts

relieve their adult children’s childcare stress (Chen et al. 2011).
Having one adult child means that all of one’s energies can be
directed at supporting that child through the grandchildren.
Consequently, parents without siblings might continue to obtain
all their parents’ support, and, thus, have relatively less parenting
stress. Previous studies have found that parenting stress nega-
tively related to authoritative parenting and positively related to
authoritarian parenting (e.g., Carapito et al. 2018; Chen in press-
b; Frontini et al. 2016). Therefore, compared to those with sib-
lings, parents without siblings might receive more support from
their own parents that lowers their parenting stress, which, in
turn, encourages authoritative parenting.

However, relatively little is known about the com-
bined influences of parents’ sibling status and their
number of children on parenting and co-parenting.
This is an important time to examine the question in
China because the first generation of China’s children,
who grew up without siblings (under the one-child pol-
icy) are becoming parents, are allowed to have more
than one child. In China, parents with two or more
children reported more stress than parents of one child
(Chen in press-b; Krieg 2007), which supports the re-
source dilution model. When there is more than one
child, parents without siblings are expected to receive
more support from their parents and experience less
parenting stress, and, consequently, use authoritative
parenting more than authoritarian parenting compared
to parents with siblings raising more than one child.
In contrast, parents raising one child are expected to
experience less stress than parents raising multiple chil-
dren, regardless of their sibling status. Therefore, par-
ents’ sibling status might have a relatively weaker influ-
ence on the parenting style of parents raising one child.

Furthermore, Chinese fathers and mothers tend to
have different parenting styles. Traditionally, Chinese
fathers were considered stern parents (Chang et al.
2011) who maintained emotional distance from their
family members to assert their authority over them (Li
and Lamb 2013). However, during the one-child policy
historical period, fathers were emotionally invested in
their (only) children more than they had been in the
past (when they were likely to have multiple children)
(Li and Lamb 2013), and they were more likely than in
the past to co-parent with the mothers (Chang et al.
2011). Since the relaxation of the one-child policy, fa-
thers’ co-parenting support has remained important in
two-children families (Chen in press-a, in press-b) be-
cause raising two children requires relatively more so-
cial resources (Kolak and Volling 2013; Szabó et al.
2010). Therefore, from the parenting stress perspective,
parents without siblings who have more than one child
might need more co-parenting support than if there were
one child.
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The Relationship between Co-Parenting
and Parenting Style

The family systems perspective (Cox and Paley 2003) pro-
poses that co-parenting and parenting are different yet interre-
lated subsystems in families. The ecological model of co-
parenting proposed that co-parenting was associated with par-
enting behaviors (Feinberg 2003). Increasing evidence from
Western samples suggests that co-parenting influences parent-
ing style (Bonds and Gondoli 2007; Feinberg et al. 2007;
Karreman et al. 2008), but there is limited research on that
relationship among Chinese families. Xu et al. (2005) found
that parents’ perceptions of social support positively related to
using authoritative parenting behaviors, suggesting that co-
parenting (a type of social support) may positively relate to
authoritative parenting and negatively relate to authoritarian
parenting. Given that there is no evidence that parents’ and
children’s sibling status influences the relationship between
co-parenting and parenting style, sibling status was, in this
study, investigated as an exploratory factor.

Objectives and Hypotheses

The main objective of this study was to examine the influ-
ences of parents’ sibling status and their number of children
on parenting style and perceptions of partner co-parenting in
China. Chinese children tend to spend more time with their
mothers than with their fathers (Kwan et al. 2015), suggesting
that these relationships might be different for fathers and
mothers, so the following hypotheses were separately tested
for the fathers and mothers in the sample.

First, based on the resource dilution model, it was expected
that among parents with two children, parents without siblings
would express more authoritative and less authoritarian par-
enting behaviors and they would have more co-parenting sup-
port than parents with siblings. Second, based on the previous
studies reviewed above, it was expected that co-parenting
would be positively related to authoritative parenting behav-
iors and negatively related to authoritarian parenting behav-
iors. Also such relationships would be moderated by parents
and children’s sibling status.

Methods

Participants and Procedure

The data were derived from an ongoing longitudinal survey in
Shanghai, China, on preschoolers’ developmental outcomes
and their environmental antecedents. Shanghai is a metropolis
on China’s east coast. The project was initially conducted in
2016, followed by two additional waves of data collected

annually. Children at 12 preschools and their parents were
invited to participate. Data on parents’ sibling status were
collected in the second wave (2017), and, therefore, this
study’s analyses used that year’s data. Before participating,
informed consent was obtained from the parents and the chil-
dren’s teachers. The children brought the questionnaires to the
parents who completed them at home and returned them
sealed within one week of receipt to their children’s teachers.

Seven hundred and eighteen children (M = 61.55 months,
SD = 7.02; 53.1% female) and their parents participated in the
secondwave. Respondents who did not provide sufficient data
on sibling status or who reported more than one parental or
child sibling were dropped from the sample (9.19%). The final
sample comprised 652 children (M = 61.69 months, SD =
6.92; 51.8% female). One hundred and seventy-two children
(26%) had one sibling and 480 children (74%) had no siblings.
Among the children with one sibling, 81 had a younger sibling
(47%), 90 had an older sibling (52%), and one respondent did
not report the birth order.

Regarding parents’ sibling status, 192 fathers reported sib-
lings and 399 fathers reported no siblings. Among the
mothers, 193 reported siblings and 404 reported no siblings.
About 9.8% of the mothers and 9.4% of the fathers had com-
pleted middle school or high school education, 76.9% of the
mothers and 67.3% of the fathers had college degrees, and
13.0% of the mothers and 22.7% of the fathers had graduate
school educations.

Measures

Parenting Style The Parenting Styles and Dimensions
Questionnaire (PSDQ; Robinson et al. 2001) were widely
used to measure parenting dimensions emphasized in North
America based on Baumrind’s parenting typology. The pres-
ent study adopted two subscales (i.e., authoritative and author-
itarian parenting) of the modified version of the PSDQ devel-
oped by Wu et al. (2002) since the two subscales have been
validated in China. It should be noted that although the per-
missive parenting style proposed by Baumrind was also in-
cluded as a subscale in the original version of PSDQ, the
construct has not been found to be strongly reliable or valid
in China, and it usually is not included in research on Chinese
samples (Ren and Edwards 2014; Wu et al. 2002). In addition,
permissiveness may not be relevant for describing the social-
ization goals and values in Chinese parents (Chen in press-c).
Therefore, the present study only used authoritative and au-
thoritarian parenting subscales. The authoritative parenting
subscale comprised 15 items (e.g., “I allow my kid(s) to have
input into family rules”). The authoritarian parenting subscale
was 11 items (e.g., “I yell and shout when my kid(s) misbe-
have(s)”). Fathers and mothers were asked to independently
answer the questions. Response options were on a five-point
Likert-type scale were 1 = never through 5 = always. The
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fathers and mothers were directed to respond to each item
regarding their children as a whole, not exclusively about
the child through whom the parent was recruited. The means
of the items’ scores on each subscale were computed into
composite scores. Cronbach’s α was .90 for fathers and .88
for mothers on the authoritative parenting style subscale and it
was .83 for fathers and .85 for mothers on the authoritarian
parenting style subscale.

Co-Parenting Fathers and mothers independently completed
the Chinese version (Chen in press-a) of the Co-
parenting Relationship Scale (Stright and Bales 2003)
regarding the quality of their co-parenting experiences.
The respondents assessed the 14 items (e.g., “My part-
ner backs me up when I discipline our child”) on a
five-point Likert-type scale where 1 = never through
5 = always. Items on unsupportive behavior were
reverse-coded; then, the mean score of the 14 items
was used as a composite score. A higher score indicated
a more supportive co-parenting experience. Cronbach’s
α was .89 for the fathers and .89 for the mothers.

Data Analyses

First, to test the first hypothesis (“Parents’ and children’s sib-
ling status separately influence and have interaction effects on
parenting style and perception of co-parenting”), six univari-
ate one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests were per-
formed. Second, to test the second hypothesis (“co-parenting
would be positively related to authoritative parenting behav-
iors and negatively related to authoritarian parenting behav-
iors”), regression analyses were conducted to assess the influ-
ences of children’s sibling status, mother’s/father’s sibling sta-
tus, and each parent’s co-parenting on parenting behaviors
with parents’ educational levels in control. A measure of par-
ents’ educational level was included in the analyses because it
often has been related to parenting variables (Chen in press-c;
Xu et al. 2005). The SPSS statistical program uses the
PROCESS macro (Hayes 2013) as the standard model for
analyzing the effects of the moderators (i.e., children’s sibling
status, and mother’s/father’s sibling status). The effects of par-
ents’ sibling status, children’s sibling status, and the measure
of the quality of co-parenting were analyzed regarding their
main effects on parenting styles. Two-way interaction terms
between co-parenting and parents’ sibling status and between
co-parenting and child’s sibling status were used to test their
interaction effects on parenting style behaviors. The continu-
ous variables were centered before the interaction terms were
created. Four dependent variables were separately regressed in
regression estimation models: mothers’ authoritative parent-
ing style behaviors, mothers’ authoritarian parenting style be-
haviors, fathers’ authoritative parenting style behaviors, and
fathers’ authoritarian parenting style behaviors.

Results

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations. The main
effects of parents’ sibling status were that mothers with no
siblings reported more authoritative parenting (F (1,594) =
10.64, p < .001) and higher quality co-parenting (F
(1,581) = 6.81, p = .009) than mothers with siblings.
Multiple children’s sibling status by mothers’ sibling status
interactions emerged from these analyses. Significant interac-
tion effects resulted for mothers’ authoritative parenting style,
F (1, 594) = 5.50, p = .02, and authoritarian parenting style,
F(2, 594) = 4.76, p < .03. However, there were no any signif-
icant sibling status effects and interaction effects on either
mothers’ coparenting or fathers’ parenting styles and
coparenting.

Because the influence of mothers’ sibling status depended
on their number of children, simple effect tests were per-
formed to separately assess the influence of mothers’ sibling
status for those with one versus two children. Among mothers
whose child had a sibling (two-child families), significant ef-
fects of mothers’ sibling status on authoritative parenting and
authoritarian parenting were found. Mothers without siblings
reported more authoritative parenting behaviors than mothers
with siblings (F (1, 158) = 12.19, p < .001), and mothers with-
out siblings reported fewer authoritarian parenting behaviors
than mothers with siblings (F (1, 158) = 3.13, p = .079). There
were no significant effects of mothers’ sibling status on
mothers’ authoritative and authoritarian parenting styles for
mothers of only children.

Tables 2 and 3 show the separate results regarding the
mothers and fathers, respectively. Regarding both types of
parent, quality of co-parenting positively related to authorita-
tive parenting behaviors and negatively related to authoritari-
an parenting behaviors, but no interaction effects were found.

Discussion

China’s population policy has had an important role in
Chinese family life (Chen and Shi 2017; Chen and Xu
2018). This is the first study to date that examines the rela-
tionships of parents’ sibling status and family size on parent-
ing style and the quality of co-parenting in China. First, the
results found that mothers without siblings who had two chil-
dren reported more authoritative parenting and less authoritar-
ian parenting than their counterparts with siblings. Second,
mothers’ and fathers’ co-parenting positively related to au-
thoritative parenting and negatively related to authoritarian
parenting, regardless of parents’ or children’ sibling status.
Therefore, this study provides new evidence to the research
literature on sibling status as a family structure and how the
number of children might influence parenting and co-
parenting practices.
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Consistent with the resource dilution model (Blake 1981;
Trent and Spitze 2011), mothers without siblings but with two
children were more authoritative and less authoritarian than
mothers with siblings and two children. Resource dilution
suggests that Chinese mothers without siblings might be more
likely than those with siblings to receive their parents’ re-
sources and support. These mothers might, therefore, have
relatively less parenting stress if their parents help them as
adults, and, consequently, they might be relatively likely to
have an authoritative parenting style (which has previously
been linked to less parenting stress) (Carapito et al. 2018;
Frontini et al. 2016). Recently, Chen (2019) found that
Chinese mothers without siblings who received more support
than those with siblings might more competently care for two
children. This study’s results implied that the influence of the
one-child policy might not be limited to individuals without
siblings while they were children; it also might influence their
parenting practices when they become adults.

In addition, socialization and social learning might help to
explain the findings because mothers who grew up without
siblings quite likely learned from their childhood experiences
and their parents’ parenting style (i.e., authoritative parenting;
Lu and Chang 2013) which was transmitted from their par-
ents’ to their parenting behaviors, regardless of their number
of children. Therefore, this finding also resonates with the
notion of intergenerational transmission of parenting (Belsky
et al. 2009), which emphasizes that one’s childhood experi-
ences in the family of origin influence caregiving behaviors in
the adult family where he or she becomes a parent.

However, the results were limited to the mothers. Fathers’
sibling status did not significantly influence their parenting
style. One reason for this finding might be that Chinese fathers
spend less time with their children than mothers (Kwan et al.
2015), and mothers are primary caregivers (Li and Lamb
2013). Fathers’ lower level of involvement in raising children
might be reflected in the lack of a statistically significant link
between fathers’ sibling status and their parenting. In addition,

there was no sibling status effect on coparenting either. It
seems to suggest that familism values in which mutual support
in child care was highly encouraged in Chinese families (Li
and Lamb 2013). Overall, whether there was one child or two
children in the family, and regardless of the parents’ sibling
status, co-parenting was emphasized by the respondents
(Chen in press-a; Lam et al. 2018).

In support of previous research results, co-parenting posi-
tively related to authoritative parenting and negatively related
to authoritarian parenting for mothers and fathers. The result
suggests that cooperation and mutual support in parents’ co-
ordinated efforts on behalf of their children function harmoni-
ously with authoritative rather than authoritarian parenting,
regardless of one or two children or of parents’ sibling status.
Co-parenting might help to relieve parenting stress (Chen in
press-a), which, in turn, might promote parents’ authoritative
parenting behaviors (Bonds and Gondoli 2007; Feinberg et al.
2007; Karreman et al. 2008).

However, it should be noted that, after co-parenting was
included as a predictor in regression models of parenting, no
main effect or interaction effect were found regarding parents’
or children’s sibling status, which indicated that co-parenting
played stronger roles in parenting behaviors than does chil-
dren’s or parents’ sibling status. One of possible reasons was
that the coparenting and parenting conceptually overlapped
because both of them had the same purpose and function for
child caregiving (McHale et al. 2002). Previous literature has
showed moderate associations between coparenting and par-
enting behaviors (e.g., Teubert and Pinquart 2010). In addi-
tion, co-parenting might be an important part of family-based
social support that can be used to promote healthy parenting,
whether or not the parents have siblings and regardless of the
number of children. Therefore, clinical practitioners should
encourage parents to support their partners in raising children.
Also, as a control variable, parents’ educational attainment
was associated with authoritative parenting. It was consistent
with previous literature in China (Chen in press-c). Education

Table 1 Differences in parenting style and co-parenting by Father’s/Mother’s sibling status and family size

Two-child family One-child family

Variables Parent with siblings Parent without siblings Parent with siblings Parent without siblings

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Mother

Authoritative parenting 3.91 (.53) 4.19 (.48) 4.07 (.51) 4.12 (.54)

Authoritarian parenting 1.99 (.64) 1.83 (.51) 1.80 (.44) 1.85 (.50)

Co-parenting 3.85 (.59) 3.98 (.60) 3.75 (.51) 3.91 (.57)

Father

Authoritative parenting 3.99 (.60) 4.05 (.56) 3.96 (.60) 3.96 (.58)

Authoritarian parenting 1.83 (.53) 1.90 (.48) 1.78 (.48) 1.85 (.53)

Co-parenting 3.94 (.51) 3.95 (.53) 3.85 (.67) 3.94 (.58)
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may serve the function to teach people to have more socially
acceptable practices including parenting behaviors. These
findings together suggested the possible limited predictive
power of sibling status in the presence of other predictors
(e.g., educational levels and co-parenting). Similar findings
were also demonstrated in other research. For instance, the
effect of sibling status on overweight was decreased by in-
cluding parents’ overweight in the regression models (Yang
2007).

The present research emphasized the important implica-
tions that sibling status may have on parenting behaviors.
Within the theoretical framework of Belsky’s (1984) process
model of the determinants of parenting behaviors, an individ-
ual’s developmental history influences her or his parenting
behaviors and early family processes (e.g., parenting behav-
ior) along with early-life and concurrent family structures
(e.g., sibling status). It argues that these contextual conditions
should be included in investigations of the functions of indi-
vidual developmental history on parenting behavior. Parents’
sibling status should be considered when intervention and
prevention programs to improve parenting practices are de-
signed. In addition, the present findings supported the

hypothesis derived from the ecological model of co-
parenting (Feinberg 2003), that co-parenting was associated
with parenting behaviors. Also, it emphasized that co-
parenting may be considered as a protective factor that may
decrease the influence of sibling status on parenting.
Therefore, parents should be encouraged to have closely co-
operative co-parenting relationships in the intervention and
prevention programs to improve parenting practices.

Limitations and Future Directions

This study has some limitations to consider when interpreting
and generalizing the results. First, parenting style was concep-
tualized and its items were measured according to Western
rather than Chinese parenting practices (e.g., encouragement
of modesty, protection, and shaming) (Wu et al. 2002). For
example, Chinese, but not Western, parents of only children
might use more protective behaviors than parents of two chil-
dren. Therefore, future studies should emphasize Chinese par-
enting characteristics.

Second, the large difference in the sample size of the two
groups (about 25% with and 75% without siblings among the

Table 2 The Effects of Mother’s Sibling Status, Family Size, and Co-parenting on Mother’s Parenting Styles

Authoritative parenting Authoritarian parenting

Variable B SE t-value B SE t-value

Mother’s educational attainment .10 .02 5.37*** −.01 .02 −.49
Mother’s sibling status (1 = no siblings) −.12 .31 −.39 −.46 .30 −1.54
Child’s sibling status (1 = only child) .31 .31 1.01 −.28 .30 −.92
Co-parenting .34 .08 4.31*** −.47 .08 −6.02***
Interaction terms

Mother’s sibling status × co-parenting .04 .08 .50 .13 .08 1.65

Child’s sibling status × co-parenting −.07 .08 −.95 .05 .08 −.64
R2 .19*** .16***

***p < .001

Table 3 The effects of Father’s sibling status, family size, and co-parenting on Father’s parenting styles

Authoritative parenting Authoritarian parenting

Variable B SE t-value B SE t-value

Father’s educational attainment .07 .02 3.39*** −.00 .02 −.24
Father’s sibling status (1 = no siblings) −.21 .34 −.63 −.24 .30 −.80
Child’s sibling status (1 = only child) .21 .37 .56 .17 .33 .53

Co-parenting .44 .10 4.60*** −.41 .08 −4.89***
Interaction terms

Father’s sibling status × co-parenting .06 .09 .66 .08 .08 1.12

Child’s sibling status × co-parenting −.07 .09 −.72 −.06 .08 −.68
R2 .21*** .20***

***p < .001
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children, mothers, and fathers) might have biased the compar-
ative results. However, as the first known study of the influ-
ence of parents’ sibling status on parenting behaviors, the
results offer valuable insights.

Third, we focused on sibling status, but other sibling fac-
tors, such as sibling gender, composition, and age differences,
might influence parenting style and co-parenting quality (e.g.,
Jenkins et al. 2003). Future studies should account for the
influences of these factors to strengthen our understanding
of sibling family structure, parenting behaviors, and co-
parenting.

Last, because of the cross-sectional nature of the study,
causal relationships could not be determined. In particular,
one of reviewers suggested that mothers’ sibling status would
influence authoritative parenting behaviors through the medi-
ating role of co-parenting. Based on the current cross-sectional
data, this hypothesis was not supported (see it in the
supplementary online material). However, to assess causality
and address related questions about change in parenting style
and co-parenting over time, future studies should use longitu-
dinal data.
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