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Abstract

Objective: This study investigates the actor and partner effects of self-esteem on the
quality of the parental couple relationships: the romantic relationship and the
coparental relationship. The mediating role of romantic quality also is considered.
Background: Previous findings suggest that self-esteem affects the quality of the
romantic relationship. Yet, few studies have focused on the parental couple or explored
the coparental relationship, which plays a significant role for the family unit.

Method: Using data from two independent samples (including a total of 2,549 couples),
actor-partner interdependence models (APIMs) were tested to analyze the effects of
self-esteem on both relationships of the parental couple.

Results: Parents with high self-esteem reported higher romantic quality and as did their
partner. Self-esteem also showed actor and partner effects on negative coparenting.
Accordingly, parents with high self-esteem reported fewer conflicts about the child and
fewer undermining behaviors. In contrast, the link between self-esteem and positive
coparenting received little support. However, when mothers had high self-esteem, they
engaged more frequently in positive coparental behaviors, such as including the father.
Finally, romantic relationship quality mediated the actor and partner effects of self-
esteem on negative coparenting.

Conclusion: Having high self-esteem appears to be a couple resource with beneficial
effects for both parents.

Implications: Improving parents' self-esteem could be an important gateway for
enhancing the functioning of families with romantic and coparental difficulties.

Keywords: coparenting, Couple/Marital/Romantic Relationships, Family strengths.
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Importance of self-esteem for the parental couple: Testing for actor and partner effects

Individuals with high self-esteem appear to be advantaged when it comes to
building and maintaining enriching relationships. The longitudinal meta-analysis by
Cameron and Granger (2019) established the prospective effect of self-esteem on one’s
interpersonal life. In the family system, research has focused on the role of self-esteem
for the romantic relationship. Findings highlight the dyadic effects of self-esteem and the
importance of considering both partners. Accordingly, a meta-analysis by Erol and Orth
(2017) indicated that self-esteem has both actor and partner effects, meaning that it is
linked to the individual’s romantic satisfaction (actor effect) but also to the individual’s
partner’s satisfaction (partner effect). Furthermore, the existing longitudinal research
support the fact that self-esteem predicts the development of the romantic satisfaction
(Erol & Orth, 2017).

Although extensive research has been carried out on self-esteem and the
romantic relationship, its effects in the parental couple have been overlooked. First,
research focusing on parents as couples is scarce and has led to mixed results (Culp &
Beach, 1998; Don & Mickelson, 2014; El Ghaziri, Darwiche, & Antonietti, 2019; Frosch,
Mangelsdorf, & McHale, 1998). Second, the parental couple is characterized by the fact
that the partners are simultaneously engaged in two distinct relationships. The romantic
relationship, only including the parents, and the coparental parental one, which refers to
the way parents share the caring and raising of their children (McHale, 2007). Again,
strikingly few studies have analyzed the effect of self-esteem on the coparental
relationship.

Parenthood entails fundamental transformations for the couple, with enduring

changes. Accordingly, the variables influencing the romantic relationship of parents and
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non-parents might differ. Also, the parental couple embodies the axis around which the
other family relationships emerge and develop. As we will see, the literature highlights
its predominant role in the well-being of each family member. Accordingly, enhancing
the knowledge on this unique system could help refining therapeutic interventions and
have beneficial repercussions on the whole family. In the present study, we examine the
effects of parents’ self-esteem on romantic satisfaction and adaptive coparenting. The
actor and partner effects of self-esteem on the romantic and coparental relationships are
analyzed as well as the paths linking those three variables, enabling an enriched
perspective on the parental couple system.

In the following sections, we start by defining the parental couple and its
different facets. We then address the importance of self-esteem for social bonds and
more specifically for the romantic and coparental relationship. Finally, we highlight the
value of considering the parental couple system as a whole, because of the potential

spillover effects between the romantic and coparental relationships.

The parental couple

Having a child fundamentally changes the couple system as it involves multiple
transformations for the individual and for the couple. This transition implies new
responsibilities, a new social role and the development of a new relationship: the
coparental one. Accordingly, couples who are parents seem to differ from couples who
are not parents. In line with this perspective, the transition to parenthood has been
linked to normative changes in mothers’ self-esteem (van Scheppingen et al., 2018).
Furthermore, literature repeatedly showed that parents report a less satisfying romantic
relationship with a steeper decline of satisfaction across time (e.g., Holmes et al., 2013;

Keizer & Schenk, 2012).
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As aforementioned, the parental couple system is characterized by two distinct
relationships, romantic and coparental. While the romantic relationship only involves
the parents and concerns aspects such as love, sex, or finances (Minuchin, 1974), the
coparental relationship includes the parents and the children. It refers to the ability of
the partners to work as a team in their parental role (McHale, 2007). In these roles, do
parents support, undermine, or compete with each other while raising their children?
Furthermore, are parents able to coordinate their various parenting tasks? Noticeably,
positive and negative coparenting are two distinct variables, meaning that one parent
may be simultaneously supportive and intrusive to the partner (Kuo et al., 2017).

Empirical findings support the theoretical relevance of distinguishing between
the romantic and coparental relationship. Indeed, previous literature reports that
distress at the romantic level is not synonymous with distress at the coparental level: a
couple can have disagreements at one level but may be well-functioning at the other
level (McHale et al., 2000). Furthermore, construct validity analyses confirm that
romantic and coparental quality ought to be considered separately (Van Egeren, 2004).

Both the romantic and coparental relationships are uniquely related to the well-
being of parents and children. For example, the romantic quality was shown to affect the
trajectory of partners’ life happiness and depressive symptoms (Kamp Dush, Taylor, &
Kroeger, 2008). It also was significantly associated with parenting stress and mothers’
parenting efficacy (Kersh et al., 2006). Furthermore, romantic satisfaction appears to be
linked to children’s internalizing and externalizing problems (Knopp et al., 2016;
Murphy et al., 2017). As for the coparental quality, it was shown to be a source of
psychological safety for parents (Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2016), and compared to the
romantic quality, coparental quality appears to be a more proximal predictor of

children’s well-being (Holland & McElwain, 2013). Accordingly, in a meta-analysis by
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Teubert & Pinquart (2010), it was shown that coparenting quality predicts change in
children’s adjustment and that the effects of coparenting persist after controlling for
marital quality.

In summary, the quality of the romantic and coparental relationships are two
distinct variables that cannot be deduced from one another and that significantly affect
the development of each family member’s well-being. As they represent different
constructs, they might not have the same causes, correlates, or consequences (McHale,
1995). It is relevant, therefore, to consider both of these relationships in order to further

understand the dynamics of the parental couple system.

Self-esteem and social bonds

Self-esteem refers to the way people perceive themselves, in their entirety
(Rosenberg, 1965). According to Rosenberg’s theory (1965), the importance of self-
esteem for one’s social life stems from the fact that we expect others to see us as we see
ourselves. High self-esteem individuals expect positive regard from others, which
facilitates sociability and restrains susceptibility. The sociometer theory takes a step
forward and posits that self-esteem is an evolutionary system developed to maintain
social interactions (MacDonald & Leary, 2011). In this perspective, trait self-esteem is
built upon childhood experiences and predicts the individuals’ future social behaviors.

High self-esteem individuals have experienced acceptance, leading to the
development of a sense of belongingness and allowing to approach others with serenity.
Low self-esteem individuals on the other hand, have been through more rejection,
leading them to develop defense mechanisms (i.e., unconscious psychological processes

that explain a certain behavior, Cramer, 2000) in order to avoid further hurt. For
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example, low self-esteem individuals are expected to anticipate exclusion and to adopt a

pessimistic perception in case of ambiguous cues.

Self-esteem and the romantic relationship

In order to understand the role of self-esteem for the quality of the romantic
relationship, a compelling theory is the one elaborated through the risk regulation
model (Murray et al., 1998). This model was developed specifically with the goal of
understanding individuals’ behaviors in their romantic relationships, and self-esteem is
considered to have a central role.

The risk regulation model suggests that partners are constantly torn between
their goals of connectedness and of self-protection, which cannot be achieved
simultaneously. Choosing connectedness goals means adopting behaviors such as
disclosing one’s feelings. If the partner has an appropriate reaction, it promotes the
relationship and comes with a feeling of being understood and loved. However, these
behaviors are risky because the partner might not react in the expected way, leading to a
feeling of rejection.

Consequently, adopting connectedness goals can only occur if the individual feels
it is safe enough. The model suggests that the individual’s self-esteem predicts this
choice. As mentioned above, the defense mechanisms of low self-esteem individuals are
exacerbated by previous hurtful experiences which makes them doubt the positive
regard of their partner and orientate them toward self-protective goals (Murray et al.,
2001). Low self-esteem individuals will have a tendency, therefore, to adopt behaviors
such as withdrawal instead of disclosure, which in turn erodes the quality of the

relationship (Murray et al., 2002). Low self-esteem also might modify the partner’s
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behavior, as the partner may grow tired of the individual’s insecurities (Murray et al.,
2006). Accordingly, partner effects are expected also.

Consistent with this perspective, previous studies repeatedly found that a
person’s low self-esteem is associated with a less satisfying romantic relationships, as
perceived by the individual and the partner (for a review see Erol & Orth, 2017). Low
self-esteem also tends to interfere with the development of the relationship, with a
significant decrease in satisfaction across time (Orth et al., 2012). However, those results
concern the general population.

Four studies exclusively sampled parents (Culp & Beach, 1998; Don & Mickelson,
2014; El Ghaziri et al.,, 2019 ; Frosch et al,, 1998). Using cross-sectional data, two of these
studies reported a significant correlation between parents’ self-esteem and their
perception of romantic satisfaction (Culp & Beach, 1998; Frosch et al., 1998). Using
longitudinal data, El Ghaziri et al. (2019) reported similar results: mothers’ and fathers’
self-esteem had a significant effect on the initial level of romantic quality. However, only
mothers’ self-esteem affected the trajectory of the romantic relationship. In the last
study, which was also longitudinal, the effect of self-esteem on one’s own romantic
quality was not significant. However, mothers’ low self-esteem predicted a steeper
decline in father’s romantic relationship quality (Don & Mickelson, 2014). Thus,
although few research studies have been conducted, the initial findings reported suggest
that parents also benefit from high self-esteem.

Nevertheless, some differences may exist. For example, as reported in two
studies, mothers’ self-esteem may have a more important role compared to fathers’ self-
esteem (Don & Mickelson, 2014; El Ghaziri et al., 2019), whereas this gender effect does

not seem to appear when evaluating the general population (Mund et al,, 2015). It is
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valuable, therefore, to verify whether the results from the general population are
supported also in the specific context of the parental couple.
Hypothesis: Our first hypothesis is that self-esteem will have actor and partner

effects on parents’ romantic quality.

Self-esteem and the coparental relationship

Although the risk regulation model was developed for the understanding of the
romantic relationship, the authors indicate that the model also may apply to other bonds
(Murray et al., 2006). Accordingly, it may represent an enriching avenue to why and how
self-esteem may affect the coparental relationship.

Here again, the behaviors adopted by parents with low self-esteem may be driven
by self-protective goals, which may have negative consequences for the relationship.
For example, after having a bad day with their child, parents with low self-esteem might
prefer not to ask for support, because having their partner minimizing the problem or
simply refusing to help would be too hard to face. Consequently, they might not disclose
the difficulties encountered with their child and hinder the coordination between
parents. Furthermore, the lack of trust in the other’s positive regard, which drives low
self-esteem individuals to prefer self-protective goals, does not only concern one’s
partner. Low self-esteem individuals also underestimate their child’s love (DeHart et al.,,
2003). Parents with low self-esteem might fear that the child would prefer the other
parent, which may guide them toward undermining and competitive coparental
behaviors. For instance, they might override the rules set by the other parent to gain the
child’s love and appreciation. In a broader perspective, it might be harder for them to set

limits to the child and to say no because rejection is more hurtful to them. This may also
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create coparental tensions (as agreed rules are not respected) and in turn, affect the
other partner’s coparenting. For example, s/he might get dismissive.

In line with these assumptions, only three studies have been found to analyze the
link between self-esteem and coparenting report, and these studies report significant
results. Parents with high self-esteem appear to engage more frequently in positive
coparental behaviors (e.g., supporting the other parent) and less frequently in negative
coparental behaviors (e.g., competing for the child’s attention; Frosch et al., 1998; El
Ghaziri et al,, 2019; Lindsey et al., 2005). Based on those findings, our second hypothesis

is that self-esteem will have actor and partner effects on the coparental quality.

Self-esteem and the parental couple system, the spillover effects

As highlighted by Minuchin (1974), who was the first to theorize the distinction
between the romantic and coparental relationships, the family system is defined by high
levels of interdependency, where relationships are interconnected (e.g., Gao et al., 2018).
Accordingly, when studying the parental couple, it is important also to evaluate the links
between its two relationships: romantic and coparental. Although distinct, these
relationships seem to affect each other. Indeed, the coordination developed between
partners in their romantic relationship appears to represent the basis on which
coparental quality will be built.

Previous findings have established that couples facing difficulties at the romantic
level are more prone to adopt detrimental coparenting behaviors (McHale, 2007).
Research also indicates that romantic quality has actor and partner effects on
coparenting (e.g., Lee et al., 2016; Liu & Wu, 2016). Accordingly, romantic quality seems
to have a spillover effect on coparenting, such that the quality of the former may

influence the latter. In view of these dynamics, the whole parental couple system should
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be considered to gain a comprehensive understanding of its functioning. A longitudinal
study adopted this perspective and the results indicated that mothers’ self-esteem
reduced the decline in romantic quality, which in turn attenuated the decline in
coparental quality (El Ghaziri et al., 2019). Based on this finding, our third hypothesis is
that the romantic quality will mediate the actor and partner effects of self-esteem on the

coparental quality.

Present research

Previous literature emphasizes the role of self-esteem for social bonds, as well as
the importance of the parental couple relationships for the well-being of the family. Yet,
surprisingly few studies tried to grasp the role of self-esteem for a satisfying parental
couple. Nevertheless, in a recent study with data spanning four years, El Ghaziri et al.
(2019) found that self-esteem had a long-term effect on the parental couple
relationships and showed that the romantic quality mediated the effect of self-esteem on
coparenting. Accordingly, self-esteem seems to have a powerful effect on the parental
couple. However, the mechanisms underlying those results were not yet tested.

In the present study, our aim is to take a step further in understanding the nature
of self-esteem’s effect. Is self-esteem an individual resource, only having an effect on the
individual’s own perception of the romantic and coparental relationships or could self-
esteem be considered a couple asset, with positive implications for both partners?
Accordingly, the goal of the present study is to provide a fine-grained analysis by
investigating the perception of the parental couple relationships at the individual level
and by analyzing the role of each parent’s self-esteem. We, therefore, focus on the

interdependence between partners by analyzing the actor and partner effects.



IMPORTANCE OF SELF-ESTEEM FOR THE PARENTAL COUPLE 12

Based on previous results (Erol & Orth, 2013; Lindsey et al., 2005), we expect to
find the following outcomes: As noted above, our first hypothesis is self-esteem will
have actor and partner effects on the quality of the romantic relationship (Hypothesis
1). Further, we hypothesize that self-esteem will have actor and partner effects on
negative coparenting (Hypothesis 2a) and on positive coparenting (Hypothesis 2b).
Finally, we examine the links between the three variables and expect the romantic
quality to mediate the actor and partner effects of self-esteem on coparental quality
(Hypothesis 3).

To test these hypotheses, we analyzed two different datasets. The first dataset
was derived from the German Family Panel (Briiderl et al., 2015), while the second was
collected in Switzerland. Investigating two independent samples represents an
advantage with regard to the generalizability of the results. Furthermore, the Swiss
sample included a measure of positive coparenting (which was not the case in the
German sample), allowing for a more comprehensive understanding of the role of self-
esteem for the coparental relationship.

The findings of the present study will enhance the comprehension of the parental
couple functioning, which is useful for both researchers and health professionals. By
untangling the links between an individual variable (self-esteem) and relational
outcomes (romantic and coparental quality) this study has the advantage of
representing a bond between two distinct research fields: personality and family. For
health practitioners, clarifying the links between those variables means having a better
comprehension of the mechanisms that lead to detrimental behaviors in the romantic
and coparental relationships. Accordingly, it may represent new working avenues for

interventions aimed at helping distressed families.
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Methods
Study 1

Participants.

The sample was composed of 2,313 couples (both parents in each couple
participated in the study). The data came from the German Family Panel pairfam, release
6.0 (Briderl et al., 2015), which is described in Huinink et al. (2011) and is freely
accessible to the scientific community (http://www.pairfam.de/en/data/). The
sampling method is described in Briiderl et al. (2015).

Participants’ data was gathered through interviews. We used data from Wave 2,
which was the first wave that included the three variables of interest and was collected
between 2009 and 2010. The couples selected were heterosexual, had at least one child,
and the family lived together. The age of the mothers ranged from 17 to 47 years (Myears
=33.91, SDyears = 4.76). That of fathers ranged from 18 to 69 years (Myears = 36.80, SDyears
= 5.52). The younger child’s age ranged from less than a year to 19.5 years (Myears = 4.70,
SDyears = 3.68). A large majority of the couples were married (87.5%) and on average,
they had been together for 12.2 years. Regarding their socioeconomic status, the
average household net income was 2,913 € per month (SD = 1,857).

Measures.

Self-esteem. Three items derived from the Rosenberg Scale (Rosenberg, 1965)
were used to evaluate the self-esteem of each parent. In one of them, the wording
proposed by Rosenberg was maintained (On the whole, I am satisfied with myself), while
in the other two, the meaning was kept but the wording was simplified (I like myself just
the way I am, and I feel worthless at times). A 5-point Likert-type scale (1=not at all,
5=absolutely) was used and the scores of the negative item were reversed. The alpha

reliability was .75 for mothers and .71 for fathers.
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Romantic relationship quality. The Network of Relationships Inventory (adapted
version; Furman & Buhrmester, 1985) was used to evaluate the quality of the romantic
relationship as perceived by each parent. It comprised four subscales: intimacy (e.g.,
frequency of Telling partner what you are thinking), esteem (e.g., frequency of Partner
expresses recognition for what you 've done), dominance (e.g., frequency of Partner makes
you do things his/her way), and conflict (e.g., frequency of being Annoyed or angry with
each other). Each subscale was composed of two items. Responses were measured using
a 5-point Likert scale (1=never, 5=always). For the analyses the negative items (i.e.,
dominance and conflict) were reverse-scored. The alpha reliability across all eight items
was .75 for mothers and .73 for fathers.

Coparenting. Three items adapted from the Parent Problem Checklist (Dadds &
Powell, 1991) were used to evaluate the coparenting quality of each parent. The items
were: how often do you experience Differences of opinion regarding caring and parenting
issues; how often do Discussions regarding caring and parenting issues end in fights; and
how often One parent disregards rules set by the other. Thus, only negative coparenting
was measured. Responses were measured using a 5-point Likert scale (1=never, 5=very
often). The alpha reliability was .81 for mothers and .79 for fathers.

The measures used are summarized in Table 1.

Study 2

Participants.

The sample consisted of 236 heterosexual couples who lived together and had at least
one child. Data were collected in the French-speaking part of Switzerland, between
November 2014 and November 2016. Participants were mainly reached through flyers
distributed in kindergartens and were asked to fill in a paper-pencil or an online

questionnaire. Both parents participated and were specifically asked to complete the
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questionnaire on their own and not to consult each other. The sample size was based on
the number of couples wherein both partners participated in the study.

Mothers’ ages ranged from 25 to 46 years (Myears = 35.9, SDyears = 4.23). Fathers’
ages ranged from 24 to 66 years (Myears = 38.19, SDyears = 5.60). The younger child’s age
ranged from less than a year to 12 years (Myears = 3.17, SDyears = 2.34). A large majority of
the couples were married (77.2%) and on average they had been together for seven
years. Of the participants, 69% of the mothers and 63% of the fathers had completed a
college degree.

Measures.

Self-esteem. The Rosenberg Scale (1965) was used to evaluate the self-esteem of
each parent. The questionnaire was composed of 10 items, three of which overlapped
with the items used in Study 1 (e.g., At times I feel that  am no good at all; I am able to do
things as well as most other people) and parents rated their responses on a 5-point
Likert-type scale (1=not at all, 5=absolutely). The alpha reliability was .83 for mothers
and .86 for fathers.

Romantic relationship quality. The Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976)
was used to evaluate the quality of the romantic relationship, as perceived by each
parent. The questionnaire comprises 32 items evaluating consensus, satisfaction,
cohesion, and expression of affection (e.g., extent of agreement between parents
regarding leisure time interests and activities and ways of handling family finances).
Response options vary, with the items being rated on three different Likert-type scales.
The alpha reliability was .91 for mothers and .91 for fathers.

Coparenting quality. The Coparental Scale was used to evaluate the coparenting
quality of each parent (McHale, 1997). It is composed of 11 items. The frequency of

behaviors was measured through a 7-point Likert-type scale (1= absolutely never,
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7=almost constantly -at least once an hour). The items were divided into two subscales:
negative and positive coparenting. Negative coparenting was evaluated through five
items measuring conflict (e.g., How often in a typical week - when all 3 of you are together
- do you argue with your partner regarding something the child has done?) and
disparagement (e.g., How often in a typical week - when you are alone with your child - do
you find yourself saying something clearly negative or disparaging about your partner to
your child?). Positive coparenting was evaluated through six items measuring affection
(e.g., How often in a typical week - when all 3 of you are together - do you show physical
affection to your child?) and family integrity (How often in a typical week - when all 3 of
you are together - do you say or do something to invite, facilitate, or promote an
affectionate or pleasant interchange between your partner and this child). For mothers,
the alpha reliability of positive and negative coparenting was .74 and .75., respectively.
For fathers, the alpha reliability of positive and negative coparenting was .80 and .75,
respectively.
Statistical Analyses

The analyses were conducted using the open source R (R development Core
Team, 2016). Missing values were handled using maximum likelihood estimation. In the
first sample, 17.6% of the mothers’ data and 31.6% of the fathers’ data was missing. In
the second sample, 0.4% of mothers’ data and 1.0% of fathers’ data was missing.

Although the missing rates were relatively high in Sample 1, the assumption that
the data were missing at random (MAR) was justified. As explained by Howell (2008,
p.208) “Data are missing at random (MAR) if the probability of missing data on a
variable (Y) is not a function of its own value after controlling for other variables in the
design”. Accordingly, in Sample 1, missing data were due mainly to two reasons: being a

secondary respondent and being a man. The PAIRFAM database (from which Sample 1
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was drawn) is based on a primary respondent who is asked if his or her partner would
also agree to participate. Among the missing data, 84.4% came from partners that
declined the request to participate in the study. Furthermore, several findings highlight
the fact that men are less likely to participate in research studies, compared to women
(e.g., Galea & Tracy, 2007). Accordingly, among the partners that refused to participate
69% were men. Based on these observations, there was reasons to expect that the
missing data were due to the type of participant and to gender, and not to the values of
the variables of interest.

The first step was to analyze the actor and partner interdependence models
(APIM; Kenny & Cook, 1999) using manifest variables and robust structural equation
modeling through the lavaan package (Rosseel, 2011). This type of analyses was chosen
as it was specially created to evaluate the interplay between partners and appropriately
test for it. The dyads were heterosexual and therefore treated as distinguishable.
Accordingly, the fit of the models was perfect but irrelevant (distinguishable APIMs are
saturated, i.e., they have zero degrees of freedom).

The second step was to analyze an actor and partner interdependence mediation
model (APIMeM; Ledermann & Kenny, 2012). This model is similar to the APIM because
it includes two actor and two partner effects. However, its specificity lies in the fact that
it also includes two mediator variables (one for mothers and one for fathers). Each of the
four actor and partner effects can be mediated by the two mediators. Consequently,
there are eight possible indirect effects. To evaluate the significance of the indirect
effects, we estimated the bias-corrected bootstrap of 95% confidence intervals for the
unstandardized effects. The confidence intervals were based on 1,000 bootstrap

samples.
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Considering the complexity of the APIMeM, it was only evaluated in the first
sample. As it is much larger than Sample 2 it assures greater power and thus higher
precision of the results.

In order to assess whether romantic and coparental quality were distinct
constructs, (i.e., capturing unique aspects of the parental couple), we calculated their
discriminant validity. To that end, we used the heterotrait-monotrait ratio of
correlations (HTMT; Henseler, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2015). Heterotrait correlations
evaluate the relationship between items of different constructs, while monotrait
correlations evaluate the relationship between items of the same construct. HTMT
quantifies the difference between the averages of these two types of correlations. The
smaller it is, the more the items of the same construct are related to one another and
unrelated to the items of the other construct. In both studies, for mothers and fathers,
the results confirmed that romantic and coparental quality were distinct constructs.
Indeed, the HTMTSs were all below 0.85, as recommended by Kline (2015). In Study 1,
HTMT was 0.57 for mothers and 0.50 for fathers; in Study 2, HTMT was 0.66 for mothers
and 0.58 for fathers. In Study 2, positive and negative coparenting were also found to be
different constructs (for mothers HTMT = 0.23 and for fathers HTMT = 0.16).

The syntax for the analyses can be accessed via the subsequent link:
https://osf.io/rzs24 /?view_only=61c8a65a53184471927ed7d7d5232a4e

Results
Preliminary Analyses

Fathers had significantly higher self-esteem, compared to mothers (Study 1:
t(1361) =7.67, p <.001; Study 2: t(234) = 2.29, p =.02). Mothers reported a higher
romantic quality. However, the difference between partners was only significant in the

first study (Study 1: ¢(1338) =-5.81, p <.001; Study 2: £(235) =-0.43, p =.67). Mothers
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also reported significantly more negative coparenting (Study 1: ¢(1390) =-3.00, p <.01;
Study 2: t(229) = -3.33, p <.01) and more positive coparenting (Study 2: t(229) = -4.39,
p <.001).

Zero-order correlations indicated that partners had some similarities with each
other regarding their level of self-esteem, romantic quality, and coparental quality (see
Tables 1 and 2 in the appendices). The results also showed that for mothers and fathers,
higher self-esteem was linked to enhanced romantic quality, less negative coparenting,
and more positive coparenting. Additionally, having a partner with high self-esteem was
also associated with the individual’s greater perception of romantic quality and a lower
level of negative coparenting. However, it was not linked to positive coparenting.
Hypothesis 1: Does Self-Esteem Have Actor and Partner Effects on the Quality of
the Romantic Relationship?

Study 1.

All actor and partner effects were significant (Figure 1). Mothers with high self-
esteem reported a higher romantic quality ( =.35, p <.001) and so did their partner (3
=.19, p <.001). Similarly, fathers’ high self-esteem had a positive effect on both their
own perception of romantic quality (f =.23, p <.001) and the perception of their
partner (§ =.11, p <.001).

Study 2.

Again, all actor and partner effects of self-esteem were significant (Figure 1, to be
placed about here). When mothers displayed high self-esteem, they perceived higher
romantic quality (B =.35, p <.001) and so did their partner ( =.21, p <.001). Similarly,
high self-esteem fathers perceived higher romantic quality (f =.31, p <.001) and so did

their partner ( =.12, p =.023).
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Accordingly, the results of Study 1 and Study 2 fully supported the first
hypothesis. Furthermore, in both studies, for mothers and fathers, the actor effects were
of medium effect size, while the partner effects were of small effect size (Cohen, 1988).
Hypothesis 2: Does Self-Esteem have Actor and Partner Effects on the Quality of
the Coparental Relationship?

Study 1.

Only negative coparenting was evaluated in this sample and self-esteem had
significant actor and partner effects (Figure 2). When mothers had high self-esteem,
they reported less negative coparenting (B =-.23, p <.001) and so did their partner (f =
-.17, p <.001). Similarly, when fathers had high self-esteem, they reported less negative
coparenting ( =-.18, p <.001) and so did their partner (f =-.09 p =.001).

Study 2.

In this sample, negative and positive coparenting were evaluated. The analysis on
negative coparenting showed actor effects for both parents (Figure 2, to be placed about
here). Mothers and fathers with high self-esteem reported less negative coparenting (for
mothers,  =-.14, p =.028, and for fathers, B =-.23, p =.001). However, only one partner
effect was significant: when fathers had high self-esteem, mothers reported less negative
coparenting (B =-.21, p =.002).

For positive coparenting, only mothers’ actor effect was significant. When they
had high self-esteem, they reported engaging more frequently in positive coparental
behaviors (f =.25, p <.001).

The second hypothesis was divided to examine negative and positive coparenting
separately. Hypothesis 2a concerned negative coparenting and was largely supported by

the results. Hypothesis 2b concerned positive coparenting and self-esteem seemed to
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have a less important effect on the quality of this variable. All of the significant results
were of small effect size.

Hypothesis 3: Does the Romantic Quality Mediate the Actor and Partner Effects of
Self-Esteem on Coparenting Quality?

The mediating effect of the romantic relationship quality was tested in Study 1.
Mothers’ and fathers’ romantic quality were significant mediators (Figure 3, to be placed
about here). Indeed, the bootstrap intervals showed that all total indirect effects were
significant (see Table 3 in appendices). Mothers’ actor effect was mediated only by their
own romantic quality (58.7% of the total effect), while fathers’ actor effect was mediated
by their own (39.4%) and by their partner’s (6.1%) romantic quality. Similarly, mothers’
partner effect was only mediated by their own romantic quality (50%), while fathers’
partner effect was mediated by their own romantic quality and by their partner’s
romantic quality (corresponding to 35.8% and 19.4%, respectively, of the total effect).
All direct effects remained significant with the exception of one. Mothers’ partner effect
was no longer significant.

The results were therefore in line with the third hypothesis and confirmed the
importance of considering the whole parental couple system as spillover effects were
found between the romantic and coparental relationships. Mothers’ romantic quality
appeared to have a central role as it mediated all actor and partner effects.

Discussion

This article aimed at gaining a better understanding of the role of self-esteem for
family relationships, focusing on the parental couple. To that end, actor and partner
effects were evaluated in two independent samples. As longitudinal effects have already

been shown (El Ghaziri et al., 2019), the goal of the present research was to uncover the
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mechanisms that may cause and explain the fact that parents’ self-esteem seems to
affect the development of the romantic and coparental across time.

The risk regulation model suggests that self-esteem affects individuals’
perception of their partner and relationship (Murray et al, 2001). While high self-esteem
individuals tend to see things through a more positive lens, low self-esteem individuals,
on the other hand, tend to focus on the negative aspects. Our results are in line with this
perspective and indicate that higher self-esteem is associated with a more positive
perception of the romantic relationship. The significant role of self-esteem for the
romantic relationship also seems to arise from the fact that its effects spread from one
partner to the other. Accordingly, when one of the parents had high self-esteem, both
members of the couple seemed to benefit and reported a satisfying romantic
relationship. Those results indicate a double effect of self-esteem, highlighting the fact
that interdependency is one of the processes through which self-esteem may affect the
trajectory of the romantic relationship. Noticeably, this is consistent with previous
findings on the general population (Erol & Orth, 2017)

Another contribution of the present article was to evaluate the effects of self-
esteem on coparenting quality. On a theoretical perspective, as for the romantic
relationship, parents with low self-esteem might doubt the positive regard of their
partner and child (Murray et al, 2001). Consequently, they may be more sensitive to
criticism and/or to the child’s bad mood, thereby enhancing the risks of adopting
unadjusted coparental behaviors and hindering the use of positive coparental behaviors.
Again, our results confirm previous findings (Frosch et al., 1998; Lindsey et al., 2005)
and indicate that self-esteem is an asset for the coparental relationship. Mothers and

fathers in both samples reported less negative coparental behaviors when they reported
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higher self-esteem. Noticeably, in Study 1, both partner effects were significant also,
whereas in Study 2 only fathers’ self-esteem had an effect on mothers’ coparenting.

The fact that mothers’ self-esteem had an effect on fathers’ negative coparenting
in Study 1 but not in Study 2 could have several explanations. It could be a consequence
of methodological differences. Indeed, the studies used different instruments to evaluate
negative coparenting. Although both instruments evaluated conflict, in Study 2 the
questionnaire also included items on disparagement, which may have affected the
results. The discrepancy between the two studies could also be a result of cultural
differences. Sample 1 was collected in Germany, while Sample 