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ABSTRACT 

In this dissertation, I examine the mediating and moderating effects of sibling and 

peer relationship quality on the association between parent-child relationship quality and 

adult romantic relationship quality.  The first chapter focuses on exploring family 

systems and attachment theories as they interact to help understand the dynamics and 

interrelatedness of parent, sibling, peer, and romantic relationships.  This theoretical 

approach is then used in the subsequent chapters.  The remaining chapters introduce and 

analyze data from the Iowa Youth and Families Project (IYFP), a division of the Family 

Transitions Project.  This project began in 1989 gathering data on Iowa families, and 

proceeded to become a nearly 20-year study. In the second chapter, a brief history of the 

initiation of the IYFP, acquisition of the data, the data collection process, and details of 

the sample are included.  This chapter also includes explanations for the waves of data 

selected to be analyzed, as well as the variables used to measure parent-child, sibling, 

peer, and romantic relationship quality.   

Chapter 3 examines how the association between parent-child relationship quality 

and romantic relationship quality is mediated by sibling and peer relationship quality. 

Parent-child relationships have been clearly linked with adult romantic relational 

behavior (Fraley & Davis, 1997; Hazan & Shaver, 1987), yet this association is likely 

mediated through children experimenting with their internal working models in peer and 

sibling relationships.  Internal working models, a core tenet of attachment theory, refer to 

one’s view of others as reliable (or not) and view of self as worthy of love (or not).  

Internal working models may directly influence adults, but a central argument of this 

chapter is that much of this influence is likely mediated by how the internal working 
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models are utilized in earlier relationships, such as peer and sibling relationships. 

Specifically, a mediation model embodies the hypothesis that people’s attachment to 

parents may be correlated with their attachment to romantic partners, but only if they had 

a similar attachment with siblings or peers.  In other words, this association would be 

mediated through experimentation and solidification of the attachment behaviors and 

perspectives within sibling and peer relationships.  Results of a structural equation model, 

using data from the IYFP, show that sibling relationship quality mediated the associations 

between parent-child and romantic relationship quality as predicted.  Although the effects 

were generally small, the results suggest that higher parent-child relationship quality was 

associated with higher quality sibling relationships, which in turn was significantly 

associated with higher quality of romantic relationships.  Peer relationship quality did not 

significantly mediate the association between parents and peers. 

The fourth chapter examines whether the association between parent-child 

relationship quality and romantic relationship quality is moderated by sibling and peer 

relationship quality.  This chapter builds upon the foundation of the previous chapters to 

examine the case of individuals whose relationships with siblings and peers differed from 

those experienced in infancy with parents.  This path may illustrate how people with 

insecure internal working models during infancy are able to compensate through secure 

attachment with siblings or peers.  Conversely, a child with secure attachment to parents 

in early life may, through pervasive insecure attachment experiences with siblings or 

peers, begin to be less secure in attachment relationships. The results of moderation 

modeling with data from the IYFP did not support my hypotheses. Neither sibling nor 
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peer relationship quality moderated the association between parent and romantic 

relationship quality.   

The concluding chapter discusses interpretations and the potential impact of the 

results.  My central finding was that sibling relationship quality significantly mediated 

the association between parent-child and romantic relationship quality. The failure of 

peer quality to mediate or moderate, as well as sibling quality’s failure to moderate the 

parent partner association strengthens the case for sibling mediation.  These results 

suggest that the sibling relationship in adolescence impacts a person’s future 

relationships.  These findings may assist individuals, families, and others, while 

providing justification for continued and extended research on the impacts of sibling 

relationships.  All roads may, indeed, “lead to the Emerald City”, but I believe that the 

path is worthy of exploration, not just the destination.  Each of the five chapters, from the 

multi-dimensional theoretical view of family systems and attachment to the mediation 

and moderation analyses work together to increase knowledge and relevance of parent, 

peer, romantic, and especially sibling relationships.   
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CHAPTER I 

THE WORTH OF GOLD DUST: COMBINING THEORETICAL APPROACHES 

FOR A DEEPER UNDERSTANDING OF PARENTS, SIBLINGS, PEERS AND 

PARTNERS 

Abstract: Family systems and attachment theories are examined as lenses through which 

to view parent, sibling, peer, and romantic relationships.  Both theories are first 

considered independently, and then collectively.  The focus of this chapter is to 

underscore the great benefit to using them interdependently to provide a more 

dimensional view of relationships across the lifespan.  For example, attachment provides 

a guiding framework for understanding relationships, yet the family systems approach 

provides the motivation for examining mutual influences between a person's various 

relationships.  Both theories provide meaningful information independently, yet perhaps 

a unified theoretical approach may allow for a more in-depth understanding.  As an 

example I demonstrate how the combined theories help to formulate models of sibling 

and peers as both mediators and moderators of the association between parent-child and 

romantic relationship quality.  

Over four decades have passed since Urie Bronfenbrenner concluded that, “As 

scientists, we must work from different perspectives in different ways. A variety of 

approaches are needed if we are to make progress toward the ultimate goal of 

understanding human development in context.” (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).  In accord with 

this, family scholars utilize varied theoretical lenses to frame their understanding of 

human development, but these theories have most often been used in direct opposition of 

one another.  While some theories may complement each other, most research relies on 
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the strength of a single guiding theory. Of course, most researchers have integrity and rise 

above the temptation to simply subscribe to whichever theory fits best with their 

assumptions.  However, even the most virtuous researcher may rely too heavily on one 

favorite theory.  Becoming wedded to a particular theory, and repeatedly defending it, 

entrenches the reliance on that theory.  This practice, though not maliciously intended, 

may prevent researchers from examining empirical associations from a different 

perspective.  The result is often a wide array of publications all examining the same 

associations, but from decidedly distinct theoretical perspectives.  By pitting these 

theories against one another and focusing on them in isolation, there may be valuable 

information that “slips through the cracks” simply because the tenets of the subscribed 

theory do not fully address every nuance. 

 Despite the widespread tendency to use theories in isolation or in contention with 

each other, substantial progress has been made toward the ultimate goal of understanding 

human development in context.  Now that such advances have been indisputably made, 

some family scientists may wonder what great discoveries are left to be made.  This 

conundrum may be well illustrated by the account of a Bostonian merchant who sold all 

of his possessions to seek the gold nuggets of California in 1849 (Ballard, 2011).  After 

being unsuccessful in finding large nuggets, he was prepared to give up and return home.  

An older prospector encouraged him, saying “Oh, there is gold all right.  You just have to 

know where to find it.”  Practically all of the easily attainable gold nuggets had already 

been prospected, yet this old prospector taught the young seeker of gold that by obsessing 

over finding large nuggets he was missing filling his pouch with the precious flecks of 

gold found in unassuming nearby rocks.  He concluded with, “The patient accumulation 
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of these little flecks has brought me great wealth” (Ballard, 2011).  Contemporary family 

scientists may rightly believe that the large “nuggets” of family science have already 

been claimed.  Yet there may be a rich wealth yet available through the leftover flecks of 

gold that were missed by those collecting the large nuggets associated with a given 

theory.  Just as the patient accumulation of the little flecks can lead to great wealth 

comparable to individual nuggets, an accumulation of independent theoretical insights as 

they work interdependently may lead to great advances in the field of family science. 

 The aim of this chapter is to use the theoretical frameworks of family systems and 

attachment theories in combination to view the associations between relationship quality 

with parents, siblings, peers and partners.  As shown in Figure 1.1, interactions in parent-

child relationships lay the foundation for sibling and peer interactions.  Sibling and peer 

interactions, in turn, lay the foundation for romantic relationship interactions.  The direct 

association between parents and romantic partners, as well as the mutual influence 

between siblings and peers will also be addressed.  First the independent value of each 

theory will be examined as it relates to each of the focal relationships.  Next the 

associations between the relationships will be discussed.  Then the process of viewing 

relationships through the lens of both theories simultaneously will be examined.  The 

merits of this interdependent approach will then be discussed. Ultimately, the focus of 

this chapter is to underscore the great benefit to using independent and powerful theories 

concurrently to provide a more dimensional view of the important associations between 

relationship quality with parents, siblings, peers and partners.  
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Figure 1.1 Model of the associations between the focal relationships: parent-child, 
sibling, peer, and romantic.     

 

 

Attachment Perspectives on Parent-child, Sibling, Peer, and Romantic (Partnered) 

Relationships (PSPP) 

Introduction and Overview 

John Bowlby convincingly suggested that attachment influences individuals from 

“the cradle to the grave” (Bowlby, 1969, 1982).  Many researchers have used this theory 

to understand how individuals interact in primary relationships across the lifespan, 

including parent-child relationships and romantic relationships. Most research has 
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focused on internal working models in the parent-child relationship, particularly in 

infancy (Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000).  Internal working models will be discussed in 

depth later, but can be summarized as one’s view of others as reliable and view of self as 

worthy of love. There are additional relationships, however, that influence and are 

influenced by these internal working models. Prior to adulthood, children and adolescents 

develop meaningful relationships with peers and siblings.  These relationships can be 

influential through childhood and adulthood.  While researchers have begun to 

acknowledge their influence on later relationships, there is a void in the literature 

regarding the interplay of parent-child, sibling and peer relationships in childhood and 

adolescence in predicting adult relationships. 

This section will highlight how parent, sibling and peer attachment uniquely 

influence each other and adult romantic attachment. In particular, mediation and 

moderation may prove to be beneficial representational models to explain these 

relationships.  For example, parent-child relationships have been clearly linked with adult 

romantic relational behavior, yet this association is likely mediated through children 

experimenting with their internal working models in peer and sibling relationships. This 

association may also be moderated by sibling and/or peer relationships, such as when a 

child is able to compensate for prior insecure attachment with parents through secure 

attachment with siblings or peers.  Conversely, a child with secure attachment to parents 

in early life may, through pervasive insecure attachment experiences with siblings or 

peers, begin to be less secure in attachment relationships. Relevant literature has virtually 

ignored these potential interactions, yet attachment theory, as well as family systems 

theory, argues for their importance.  The aim of this review is to investigate these 
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influences as individually relevant, yet importantly interrelated.  Approaching the topic of 

attachment through the simultaneous investigation of parents, siblings and peers may 

allow added dimensions and richer understandings regarding why people interact in 

relationships as they do. This clarity may lead to more focused future intervention and 

prevention efforts.  

Early attachment scholars focused primarily on parent-child relationships, yet the 

tenets of attachment theory can explain many critical aspects of most relationships. 

Attachment theory draws on the principle of filial imprinting as seen in non-human 

animals.  Most animals will imprint with the first animate object they are exposed to, 

which in very nearly every case is the mother, as she is the one who births the offspring.  

Through this filial imprinting, the animal is assured that their physical needs are met, and 

also learns behavioral characteristics from its parent (Insel & Young, 2001).  John 

Bowlby witnessed the children of WWII-ravaged Britain having their physical needs met 

while living in the country apart from their parents, yet these children were not healthy or 

happy.  He combined the principle of filial imprinting with the work of Harry Harlow 

(Van Der Horst, Leroy, & Van Der Veer, 2008). Harlow pioneered research on animals’ 

basic needs, including comfort.  By giving primates two “mothers”, one wire-mother that 

provided food and one cloth-mother that did not provide food, Harlow examined how 

primates utilized the wire-mother for food, but that they preferred the cloth-mother for 

providing comfort, particularly when they were stressed.  His research provided evidence 

that in addition to physical needs, animals have an equal, if not greater need for comfort 

and care (Seay & Harlow, 1965).  John Bowlby formulated this need for comfort and care 

into attachment theory. 
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Mary Ainsworth was another foundational researcher who worked to establish 

attachment theory.  Expanding on the groundwork done by John Bowlby, in 1989, she 

published a pivotal research piece that illustrated the benefit of viewing the family and 

relationships through the lens of attachment theory.  Her rationale underscored how 

attachment theory is rooted in the basic human biological system (Ainsworth, 1989).  

This suggests that attachment is a characteristic of our species, thereby making 

attachment universally applicable 

 Parent-child, sibling, peer and romantic relationships are similar in many of their 

attachment processes.  While the boundaries, interactions, and relational qualities may 

differ between them, there are other aspects of each of these relationships that are similar.  

For example, interaction qualities such as conflict, conflict resolution, and so forth are 

seen in parent-child, sibling, peer and romantic relationships.  These interaction qualities 

are strongly associated with attachment, and provide examples of how attachment plays 

out in each relationship.   

Attachment in the Parent-Child Relationship 

Internal working models are of central import to attachment theory (Ainsworth, 

1989; Furman, Simon, Shaffer, & Bouchey, 2002; Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985).  The 

internal working model is a mental representation of self, attachment figures, and 

relationships based on experiences with multiple attachment figures over time (Bowlby, 

1982; Colin, 1996).  Internal working models are generally formed within the first 18 to 

36 months of life.  Infants make conclusions as to whether they are worthy of love, and 

whether their caregiver is worthy of trust, as a method of ensuring their needs are met. 

For example, a caregiver who repeatedly and consistently responds to bids from their 
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infant with appropriate responses, including feeding, diapering, and comforting the 

infant, creates an indelible impression on the infant that their needs are worth meeting 

(leading the infant to recognize they are worthy of love) and that their caregiver will 

respond to their needs (indicating that the caregiver is worthy of trust).  Alternatively, a 

caregiver who is inconsistent with responding to infant bids signifies through their 

actions and inactions that the infant’s needs are not worth meeting consistently (leading 

the infant to question if they are worthy of love, or to conclude that they are unworthy of 

love) and sends a clear message that the caregiver is unworthy of trust.  While the 

previous examples were perhaps overly simplified, they are used to illustrate how 

interactions between parents and children, especially at an early age, create impressions 

and imprints on the child that will influence how children view themselves and others in 

future relationships.   

 Three primary attachment functions have been identified: (1) proximity 

maintenance, (2) safe haven, and (3) secure base (Fraley & Davis, 1997).  Proximity 

maintenance refers to the child wanting to be close to, spend time with, or simply be 

around an attachment figure.  Children also need a safe haven, or a person to whom the 

child can go to for support, in response to fear, trouble or other difficulty.  Finally, a 

secure base refers to the attachment figure who provides a safe haven.  When the secure 

base is nearby and accessible the child feels comfortable to explore their surroundings. A 

secure base also serves as a reinforcement when the person’s worthiness of love, or view 

of another’s worthiness of trust is questioned or shaken. 

Though these attachment functions were originally designed to help understand 

child attachment, variations can be found in relationships from infancy through late 
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adulthood. Through the internal working models, the individual has an organized pattern 

of behavior, which persists throughout the lifespan and is activated for the purpose of 

maintaining or regulating proximity (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). While some may 

doubt the indelibility of such early imprinting and creating of internal working models 

(Mageo, Otto, Weisner, & Vicecdo, 2015), researchers have found numerous associations 

between early attachment and later relational outcomes that internal working models help 

to explain. 

Attachment in the Sibling Relationship 

 While most research on attachment has focused solely on caregivers, attachment 

in sibling relationships has also been studied at length. Sibling attachment plays a unique 

role as older siblings act as social models (Lewis, 2005).  Siblings are most often the 

child’s first non-parental relationship, and provide a platform for children to test their 

prosocial behaviors, learn to manage conflict, and develop relationships with similarly 

aged children (Shalash, Wood, & Parker, 2013; Yeh & Lempers, 2004).  While the 

sibling influence is eclipsed in salience by the peer relationship in adolescence, even then 

closest siblings were still ranked higher than parents for attachment attributes such as 

intimacy (Lempers & Clark-Lempers, 1992; Shalash et al., 2013).   

Despite siblings playing an important role in adolescent attachment, during the 

transition to adulthood, siblings spend less time with each other than in adolescence, 

which, at least in part, leads to less conflict and more warmth (Scharf, 2005). While 

sibling relationships in childhood are characterized by intensity and intimacy, in 

emerging adulthood siblings generally maintain at least minimal contact, and offer 

mutual support and assistance (Cicirelli, 1995).  One study found that when early adults 
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reported low peer support, a supportive sibling relationship was more likely to 

compensate than a supportive parental relationship (Milevsky, 2005).  Another study 

found that during times of stress, sibling warmth offered protective influences on 

siblings, regardless of mother-child relationship quality (Gass, Jenkins, & Dunn, 2007).  

This may be due to the natural occurrence of a renewed appreciation for one another now 

that they are not forced to live together (Cicirelli, 1995). This voluntariness in adult 

sibling relationships differs significantly from the voluntariness in peer or romantic 

relationships (Conger & Little, 2010).  

Peer and romantic relationships are entered into at will and are comprised of two 

unrelated persons.  Conversely, adult siblings are still bound by biological and familial 

ties, regardless if they choose to prioritize their sibling relationship. This makes the 

sibling relationship somewhat voluntary, but not voluntary in the same regard as peer or 

romantic relationships.   Future research would do well to examine how the negotiated 

salience of adult sibling relationships is related to the negotiated salience of adult 

romantic relationships.  For example, if someone chooses to disengage from their sibling 

when they enter adulthood in an attempt to enjoy independence, are they likely to later 

seek that same independence from their romantic partner?  

Attachment in the Peer Relationship  

Exploring relationships outside familial bonds, peer relationships “may be better 

described as affiliative relationships, serving the function of providing stimulation and 

pleasure” (Nickerson & Nagle, 2005, p. 224).  Though distinct from the parent-child 

relationship, Hazan and Zeifman (1994) suggest that some attachment components are 

evident in friendship.  Voluntariness and expectations of reciprocity are unique to 
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friendships. Where infant-caregiver relationships largely provide the foundation for 

strong internal working models that allow children to be close and intimate with others, 

attachment with friends includes the expectation that they will contribute to the 

development of reciprocity and mutual intimacy (Furman et al., 2002), which lead into 

principles related to romantic attachment.  Researchers largely agree that as children 

mature into adolescence, children begin to transfer their attachment needs to peers 

(Nickerson & Nagle, 2005).  Peers as attachment figures have been established as 

influential resources of emotional and social support (Gorrese & Ruggieri, 2012; Laible, 

Carlo, & Raffaelli, 2000; Laible, 2007; Wilkinson, 2010). Friendship’s unique design 

allows children to develop emotional and social competence, while also beginning to 

experience reciprocal intimacy (Furman & Wehner, 1994; Hartup, 1989; Nickerson & 

Nagle, 2005).  Peers also play a vital role as adolescents begin to practice the transference 

of attachment to peers (Gorrese & Ruggieri, 2012).  

Attachment in the Romantic Relationship 

 Building off both peer and sibling attachment, for many people the romantic 

relationship is the culminating relationship.  Similar to peer attachment, romantic 

attachment figures are affiliative, and both partners are expected to contribute to the 

development of mutual intimacy and reciprocity (Furman et al., 2002).  Romantic 

relationships generally begin in earnest as early as adolescence, but individuals do not 

usually begin transference of attachment to romantic partners until adulthood (Hazan, 

Hutt, Sturgeon, & Bricker, 1991; Hazan & Shaver, 1994).  This transference of 

attachment is when the individual begins to shift their reliance from one secure base, 

usually parents, to another secure base, usually a romantic partner.  Perhaps one, if not 
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the ultimate, purpose of transference of attachment as practiced with peers in adolescence 

is the eventual transference of attachment to a romantic partner in adulthood.  While 

distant from infant-caregiving attachment, romantic love in adulthood is a manifestation 

of the attachment system and its interaction with the sexual and caregiving behavioral 

systems (Fraley & Davis, 1997; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Hazan & Zeifman, 1994; Shaver 

& Hazan, 1988). 

Many relevant research articles have been published regarding romantic 

attachment.  These articles provide an understanding of the key tenets of attachment in 

adult partnered relationships.  One article, which has been cited over 9,500 times, found 

that the prevalence of the three main styles of attachment is roughly the same in 

adulthood as in infancy (with adults acting predictably in romantic relationships 

according to their attachment style), and that individuals’ attachment style greatly 

impacts how they view self and social relationships (Hazan & Shaver, 1987).  Other key 

romantic attachment research found evidence that securely attached individuals 

experienced more frequent positive emotions and greater satisfaction and prosocial 

behaviors in their romantic relationship (Simpson, 1990), and a more positive perception 

of early family relationships, while insecurely attached individuals largely mistrusted 

others, and lacked independence and a desire for deep commitment in adulthood (Feeney 

& Noller, 1990).   

These foundational articles provided forward thrust for research on romantic 

attachment, which continues to be a focal point for family relations research.  Very recent 

research builds upon the pioneering efforts of the past to address relevant and timely 

factors affecting relationships.  One recent study found that attachment style or 
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classification was associated with perceptions of key relationship interactions, such as 

when securely attached partners were more likely to make charitable interpretations of 

their partner’s transgressions (Kimmes, Durtschi, & Fincham, 2017).  Other recent 

studies have focused on stress, finding that insecurely attached partners in stable 

relationships were less inclined to think, feel, and behave according to insecure working 

models when their partner buffered their attachment-related concerns (Simpson & 

Rholes, 2017).   Similarly, mindfulness has been recently identified as a potential buffer 

for attachment insecurity (Karremans, Schellekens, & Kappen, 2017), but other recent 

articles continue to find that insecure attachment can interfere with caregiving in 

romantic relationships (Shaver, Mikulincer, & Cassidy, 2019; Simpson & Rholes, 2017).   

Attachment in romantic partnerships has even recently been studied as it relates to 

technology, with results suggesting that when individuals are unduly distracted by their 

electronic devices it increases attachment anxiety, and that insecurely-attached 

individuals were more likely to perceive “technoference” from their partner (McDaniel, 

Galovan, Cravens, & Drouin, 2018).  Finally, researchers have consistently found that 

romantic attachment impacts nearly every aspect of the romantic relationship, including 

sexual intimacy, with avoidantly-attached individuals having lower interest in partner 

orgasm, and anxiously-attached individuals being too interested in partner orgasm to the 

point of distress when orgasm is not achieved (Barnett, Moore, Woolford, & Riggs, 

2018).   

Family Systems Perspectives on PSPP 

Introduction and Overview 

Family systems theory provides a useful compliment to attachment theory for 

understanding the interplay of different relationships. Family systems theory draws from 
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general systems theory for its central tenets (Cox & Paley, 1997).  First, the whole is 

greater than the sum of the parts.  A family is comprised of individuals, and these 

individuals mutually influence one another, and this mutual influence is more extensive 

and different than the simple added effect of one another.  This also explains how 

individuals are best understood in their entire context. Each individual in the family is 

influenced by the actions of all others, and all others are influenced by the actions of each 

individual.   

The second principle is that a family has a clear hierarchical structure.  A 

hierarchical structure in a family is illustrated in systems and subsystems, such as the 

parental subsystem and the sibling subsystem.  Parents should take parental roles in the 

family; children should have a child role (Minuchin, 1974).  As long as these systems are 

clearly in place and there is no blurring of the boundaries, the entire family as a system is 

able to function properly.   

The third principle is adaptive self-stabilization.  Families undergo change, and 

will need to make allocations and adaptations to the circumstances of the individuals and 

the family system, particularly related to outside influences.  As many requisite changes 

come from disruptions to the family, this often requires sacrifice and other costs to 

individual family members.  For example, a teenage pregnancy’s effects on the teen and 

her parents are easily understood, but it also impacts all others, such as when a younger 

sibling has to share a room to make space for a nursery, or their grades suffer due to lack 

of sleep from nightly disruptions from the baby.  

The fourth and final principle is adaptive self-organization, or the ability of living 

systems to adapt and change.  This is different than the need to make allocations or 
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adaptations as discussed in the third principle as it relates to the family system’s ability to 

regulate change within the family system.  Change is perhaps the only general constant, 

and individuals and families must be adaptable in order to continue proper function.   

Family systems are considered cybernetic (Whitchurch & Constantine, 2009), which 

means that they are a system with feedback.  In the case of families, feedback suggests 

that events within the system naturally occur which require adaptation. How a family 

chooses to approach these changes, in most cases using error-activated or deviance-

amplifying feedback loops, determines bonadaptivity or maladaptivity.  Strong family 

systems are able to address even difficult changes such as loss of job, unplanned 

pregnancy, or death of a family member and create a bonadaptive approach for adapting 

to their new reality.  An example might be when a family must respond to the infidelity 

of one of the parents, and the family must make changes within the family system to re-

establish or return to homeostasis.  The following sections will address the lens of family 

systems theory as it relates to parent-child, sibling, peer, and romantic relationships.   

Family Systems Theory and the Parent-Child Relationship 

 From the moment a child is born, whether realized or not, a family system has 

been organized.  The system has been organically created with an executive subsystem 

comprised of the parents.  The executive subsystem should lead and govern the entire 

system.  Each child forms additional subsystems with both parents collectively, and each 

parent individually.  These subsystems are best served through clear, but flexible 

boundaries.  As children grow and develop, they begin to exercise autonomy and healthy 

subsystems naturally go through updating, reshaping, and changes in organization.    
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 Yet other times, some family systems resist such change, and fail to adapt.  When 

change occurs, whether positive or negative, naturally-occurring or caused by a member 

of the system, the family system must choose how to respond.  Some families err on the 

side of morphostasis, which is the desire for, and commitment to continuity and sameness 

(Day, 2010).  An example of this would be parents who are too rigid on adapting curfew 

or other expectations of their children as they advance through adolescence.  

Morphogenesis can be defined simply as creation and change (Day, 2010), such as when 

provisions are made when an adolescent becomes involved in extracurricular activities 

and is no longer able to complete the same amount of family-oriented tasks, such as 

watching younger children, or doing chores.   

Randal Day (2010) suggests that families are intrinsically goal seeking, although 

this process is not readily apparent to a typical family since most families “rarely sit 

down and discuss the overall meaning or goal of their family” (pp. 41-42).  Nevertheless, 

each individual and subsystem operate towards fulfillment of these goals.  Often, the 

systems of a family work harmoniously to help each other, such as when higher marital 

quality leads to more sensitivity from mothers and fathers with infants (Barnett, Deng, 

Mills-Koonce, Willoughby, & Cox, 2008).  But not every action in the family system 

assists the family in smoothly gliding towards the achievement of their goals.  

Particularly in the parent-child subsystem, there are issues with great potential to damage 

the family system.  Triangulation occurs when one parent teams up with one child against 

another parent.  Triangulation strains the executive subsystem, and weakens their 

authority.  Another way that parents blur the boundaries of their family system is by not 

fulfilling their executive responsibilities.  This could be through inconsistent or incorrect 
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discipline, ineffective structuring, or incomplete training of children, including failure to 

clearly communicate goals and expectations.  When these and other boundary 

interferences occur, the family system is weakened.   

Family Systems Theory and the Sibling Relationship 

 The sibling relationship holds a distinct and impressionable place within the 

family system.  In many families siblings form their own subsystem (or potentially 

multiple subsystems in the case of more than two children), which may be overt or covert 

(Whitchurch & Constantine, 2009).  These subsystems can be impacted by issues within 

the system, such as parent preferential treatment (Volling & Elins, 1998).  The issue of 

favoritism, or parental preferential treatment affects both the executive and the sibling 

subsystems.  Volling and Belsky (1992) found that parents exhibited congruent patterns 

(preference towards the same child), complementary patterns (one parent favors one 

child, the other parent favors the other), and incongruent patterns (one parent shows 

preference towards one child while the other reports equal treatment).  Differential 

treatment between parents often indicates a parent-child coalition, often due to marital 

distress (McHale, Crouter, McGuire, & Updegraff, 1995).  In the sibling subsystem, 

differential treatment leads to individual and systemic issues.  When parents treat their 

children equally the sibling relationship is more positive, but when either older or 

younger sibling perceives inequity of treatment and privileges afforded, there is greater 

conflict, less closeness, lower self-esteem, and other issues (Finzi-Dottan & Cohen, 2010; 

McHale, Crouter, McGuire, & Updegraff, 1995; Shebloski, Conger, & Widaman, 2005; 

Suitor, Sechrist, Plikuhn, Pardo, Gilligan, & Pillemer, 2009; Zervas & Sherman, 1993).  

One recent study found evidence that parental preference mutually influences the 
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hierarchy of the family system, with parents serving as referents for firstborn children, 

and then firstborn children serving as referents for secondborns (Jensen & McHale, 

2017).    

 A key component of the sibling subsystem deals with power.  Although the 

hierarchy is clearer in parent-child subsystems, in the sibling subsystem the natural 

hierarchy is less clear.  Beginning in early childhood, the older child typically exerts 

physical and psychological power over the younger sibling, yet by adulthood the 

relationship traditionally shifts to a more egalitarian relationship (Campione-Barr, 2017).   

Children and parents both recognize that age and birth order impact the sibling hierarchy, 

which then impact how the siblings behave and are treated (Punch, 2018).  Older siblings 

are then the ones who relinquish the most power over time as siblings age and the 

relationship becomes generally more egalitarian.  However, in some cases siblings fail to 

achieve the typical level of egalitarianism due to the sibling relationship being too highly 

involved, or enmeshed (Lindell & Campione-Barr, 2017).   Parents have an opportunity 

to use their executive power to assist their children in the proper development of 

hierarchy in the sibling subsystem.   

 The sibling subsystem can be impacted by other systems in the family.  A recent 

study found that frequency of sibling victimization was largely due to negative family 

dynamics in the rest of the family system, particularly for those who experienced greater 

conflict in the parent subsystem (Tucker, Finkelhor, Turner, & Shattuck, 2014).  As the 

system is the sum of all parts, the sibling subsystem can also benefit the system, as well 

as the individual.  Strong sibling subsystems lead to subsequent individual well-being, as 

well as life-satisfaction (Conger, Conger, & Elder, 1994; Hollifield & Conger, 2015).   
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Family Systems Theory and the Peer Relationship 

 The family subsystem can be strongly influenced by the supra-systems of both 

parents’ and children’s circles of friends (Whitchurch & Constantine, 2009).  The degree 

to which peers can influence the family system depend in large measure on the 

permeability or rigidity of the boundaries of each family.  In typical families the peer 

influence is felt indirectly, through the impacts on the individual members of subsystems 

(Bryant & DeMorris, 2016).   

 A meta-analysis published in 2001 found that the peer relationship moderated the 

association between parent-child relationship and the child’s interpersonal relationships 

throughout life (Schnieder, Atkinson, & Tardif).  The authors found that parent 

attachment consistently predicted peer relationships, particularly close friendships, which 

then impact their future relationships.  However, the authors suggest that rather than a 

typical cause-and-effect from internal working models, that the attachment bond 

facilitates bonds within other relationships in other ways.  In 2014 a new group of 

researchers picked up where the last meta-analysis left off, hoping to find the same 

results (Pallini, Baiocco, Schneider, Madigan, & Atkinson, 2014).  Although they were 

able to replicate, or continue to show evidence that attachment between parents and 

children impacts interpersonal relationships, they did not find evidence that the peer 

relationship moderated this association.  They suggested that this may be due to a general 

lower level of intimacy in peers.  Together these meta-analyses suggest that the peer 

relationship has the capacity to impact, and be impacted by the family system, but that it 

is dependent on the salience of the peer relationship.       
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Family Systems Theory and the Romantic Relationship 

 When couples form a committed romantic relationship, they are creating a new 

family system.  Unlike a family system with children present, their new system is 

comprised of only one primary subsystem. However, the couple’s family system is 

comprised of two individuals who have been largely impacted by their previous family 

systems.  In some cases, the individual may still be considered an active part of their prior 

family system.  Some families may be able to handle dual-citizenship of this sort without 

problem, but in many cases the individual must determine how to interact in their new 

and old family systems. Family dynamics, such as triangulation, fusion, and control in 

family of origin directly impact individual anxiety and other aspects of the romantic 

relationship (Benson, Larson, Wilson, & Demo, 1993). 

  In the new family system, conflict is inevitable.  The individual’s ability to 

resolve conflict, and their conflict resolution style is largely impacted by their former 

family system.  One study found a direct relationship between sibling conflict resolution 

style and subsequent romantic conflict resolution style (Reese-Weber & Bartle-Haring, 

1998).  As the new family system continues to grow and develop, the partners entrench 

themselves in their own system, which strengthens the system’s capacity to create and 

maintain borders, be appropriately adaptable, and handle feedback in beneficial ways.    

Attachment & Family Systems Theory 

As reviewed above, the four primary tenets of Family Systems theory are: 1) the 

whole is greater than the sum of the parts, 2) a family has a clear hierarchical structure, 3) 

families undergo change requiring adaptive self-stabilization, and 4) families must be 

able to adapt and change through self-organization.  Each of these four principles can 
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offer insight into how attachments in parent-child, sibling, peer relationships, and 

romantic relationships are interrelated.  For example, the principle of the whole being 

greater than the sum of the individual parts could inform the literature on relational 

attachments.  Parent-child attachment has been examined to great lengths, sibling 

attachment research is beginning to gain momentum, peer attachment has been clearly 

mapped out, and romantic attachment is continuously focused on. Utilizing the principle 

of mutual influence it is clear that individuals in the family will be influenced by all 

members of all subsystems.  This may be manifested by a person’s internal working 

models being molded by their attachment with parents (executive subsystem) as well as 

their attachment with siblings (sibling subsystem).  While each of these attachment 

relationships individually influences romantic relationships, when viewed through the 

lens of the mutual influence of these relationships, it may create a deeper and richer view.  

This view may be additionally enriched through an additional dimension utilizing peer 

attachment.   

The hierarchical principle of family systems theory provides traction for 

understanding how parent-child attachment and sibling attachment are unique, while also 

illustrating the structure of family relationships and how they are interrelated.  For 

example, the parent-child relationship is likely most healthy in a vertical power situation, 

where the parents have executive power.  In this vertical relationship the attachment 

aspects are unique, such as the responsibility the executive subsystem has for the physical 

sustenance of the child.  Conversely, the sibling relationship is likely most healthy when 

power is distributed horizontally.  In this horizontal relationship the attachment aspects 

are unique, such as the shared experience that is largely absent from vertical 
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relationships.  Additionally, poorly structured family hierarchies may explain the 

transmission of maladaptive relationship behaviors from familial to romantic 

relationships in a way that goes beyond attachment.  For example, an adult who 

developed negative internal working models of self and others will likely be influenced 

by those views in their relational habits, yet a poorly structured family hierarchy may 

impose additional negative habits or boundaries within the romantic relationship, such as 

when siblings are burdened with executive subsystem responsibilities. Similarly, 

adaptation to outside and inside influences is likely related to the internal working models 

of the family members.  One clear example relates to conflict resolution.  People 

experience conflict in nearly all relational contexts, yet how the individual and the family 

resolve the conflict is likely related to their views of self and views of others (internal 

working model).  When a family is able to have bonadaptive resolution to conflict, this 

entrenches the practice of prosocial and positive conflict resolution skills in each member 

of the family.  The same can be said of repeated maladaptive resolution to conflict.  The 

child will then model this behavior in other relationships.  This modeling reinforces the 

internal working models, which perpetuates the process. 

A general example relates to sibling conflict.  Siblings interact with each other in 

a way directly related to their internal working models formed with parents as an infant 

(Fortuna, Roisman, Haydon, Groh, & Holland, 2011). Within the sibling relationship, 

both partners must work to negotiate conflict independent of their parents.  Yet, the 

sibling relationship is a subsystem of the larger family system, and as such is directly 

under the supervision and responsibility of the parents.  Therefore, siblings must be able 

to work independently for conflict resolution, while ultimately having the option to seek 
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support or mediation from parents when necessary (Cox & Paley, 1997). Parental support 

or mediation additionally impacts each sibling’s internal working model, for better or 

worse.  Parents who previously modeled bonadaptive conflict resolution may more easily 

approach their children (siblings) who are practicing bonadaptive strategies, thus 

reinforcing the positive internal working models and attachment behavior.  Parents who 

modeled maladaptive conflict resolution to an insecure child will likely face sibling 

conflict with their children (Cui, Fincham, & Pasley, 2008).  Their difficulty to model 

and teach bonadaptive conflict resolution may further reinforce the negative behavior and 

insecurity in their children. 

While attachment theory clearly articulates how the individual behaves in each 

specific relationship, family systems theory gives us the connective tissue of how these 

various attachments can be linked together in a meaningful and organized manner. The 

story that is told when all attachments are interwoven may be more important than the 

individual attachments within each of the various relationships.  The following sections 

examine the interfaces between the various attachment relationships.  While each path is 

examined separately, each path is embedded within an individual’s overall system of 

influence.  This acknowledges the need to understand each path’s unique characteristics, 

yet places highest value on the information gathered from a collectivistic approach. 

Associations Between PSPP 

Associations Between Parent-Child and Romantic Relationships 

The direct association between parent-child attachment and romantic relationships 

has been studied extensively. This section provides a summary of the most relevant 

aspects.  A seminal work (Hazan & Shaver, 1987) utilizing attachment theory to 
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understand adult relationships was summarized by Fraley and Shaver (2000) as follows: 

(1) Adult romantic relationships and parent-child relationships are governed by the same 

biological system, (2) individual differences in attachment are similarly found in parent-

child relationships and adult romantic relationships, (3) internal working models clarify, 

inform and reflect the individual differences in adult attachment behavior, and (4) while 

distinct from infant-caregiver relationships, romantic love consists of the interplay of 

caregiving, attachment, and sex.  Whereas internal working models in infancy related 

primarily to the promptness and consistency in responding to infant bids, translated into 

adult relationships, internal working models consist of the appraisal of a partner as 

reliable and predictable, a belief that the partner is concerned with the other’s needs and 

able to be counted on in times of need, and confidence in the strength of the relationship 

(Mikulincer, 1998; Rempel, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985).  

Childhood attachment classification (secure, insecure-avoidant, insecure-anxious-

ambivalent) has clear connections to relationship behavior in adult romantic 

relationships. While some may believe that the influence of a parent is most influential in 

childhood, in reality that influence is stronger in later adolescence and early adulthood 

(Collins, 2003; Furman & Wehner, 1994).  For example, in one study success in early 

adult romantic relationships was connected to behavioral competencies and skills of the 

adult, which were clearly linked to childhood interactions within the family (Conger & 

Little, 2010).  Another study found that adults who were insecurely attached to their 

parents as children had generally poorer outcomes in romantic relationships than those 

who were securely attached (Crowell, Treboux, & Brockmeyer, 2009).  They also found 

that children whose attachment was classified as insecure were more likely to report 
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discord, verbal aggression and low feelings of intimacy which led the couple to be more 

likely to divorce within a few years of the marriage. Those whose attachment was 

classified as insecure-avoidant, who perceived their parents’ conflict negatively were 

more likely to expect dissatisfaction and divorce in their future marriage (Steinberg, 

Davila, & Fincham, 2006).  These negative outcomes were not specific to the insecurely 

attached partner alone.  Those whose attachment was classified as anxious-ambivalent 

self-reported their partners as being less interdependent (Jarnecke & South, 2013) and 

those whose attachment was classified as insecure-avoidant reported less trust with their 

partners (Simpson, 1990). Similarly, in one study recollections of parent discord 17 years 

later mediated the relationship between parental marital discord and adult child report of 

discord (Masarik, Conger, Martin, Donnellan, Masyn, & Lorenz, 2013). Finally, Fraley 

and Davis’ work (1997) dovetails with other predictions of attachment behaviors in 

romantic relationships; namely that those who are classified as preoccupied/anxious-

ambivalent attachment fall in love quickly and frequently, and engage in intense 

attachment behaviors when nonexclusive relationships dissolve (Hazan & Shaver, 1987).  

Further research suggests that these insecurely attached people often experience dynamic 

highs and lows with frequent “on-again, off-again” break-ups and reconciliations, and 

that they actually feel closer to their partner after conflict and abuse (Morgan & 

Pietromonaco, 1995).  

In contrast, securely attached adults have been found to experience more positive 

outcomes and greater longevity in their romantic relationships than insecurely attached 

individuals (Crowell et al., 2009).  Additionally, securely attached people in romantic 

relationships were more likely to enjoy more intimacy, evidence more commitment-
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seeking behavior, perceive their partners as feeling more intimacy, expect and value 

intimacy, share perceptions of mutually satisfactory relationships with their partners, and 

rate passion and commitment as important (Mikulincer & Erev, 1991).  In general, 

securely attached romantic partners were higher in dependability and faith, achieved 

higher levels of trust, had an increased focus on intimacy and were more easily able to 

access memories of trust and validation (Mikulincer, 1998).  Just as the partners of 

insecure people were influenced by the attachment of their insecure partners, partners of 

securely attached adults felt more commitment and intimacy in their romantic 

relationship (Mikulincer & Erev, 1991).  

Even decades after initial parent-child attachments are formed, parent-child 

attachment may have clear connections to romantic relationships in part due to the 

similarities of the two relationships.  Fraley and Shaver (2000) identify four primary 

similarities of romantic relationships and parent-child relationships, including behavioral 

dynamics, expectations and beliefs of self and close relationships, and romantic love 

being an interplay of attachment, caregiving and sex (Fraley & Shaver, 2000).  These 

explanations motivate the idea of intergenerational transmission of marital quality and 

divorce. Inter-parental conflict has been linked to conflict within the offspring’s romantic 

relationship and even divorce (Cui, Fincham, & Pasley, 2008), which could be explained 

by the idea of enduring dispositions.  These enduring dispositions are acquired and 

established early in life, and include beliefs and expectations about relationships 

(Bradbury, Cohan, & Karney, 1998), in other words, internal working models.  While the 

findings clearly connect internal working models with later conflict and divorce, 

directionality is still undetermined.  The authors who found this clear connection 



 44 

suggested that an alternative explanation for the connection between inter-parental 

conflict and later conflict and divorce could be that overly conflicted children may cause 

more inter-parental conflict (Cui et al., 2008).  This suggests that parental conflict is a 

mediating influence between child conflict or personality and later likelihood of divorce 

and conflict.  

Parents who expressed anger frequently, intensely, physically and without 

restraint had children who experienced relationship issues in adult romantic relationships 

(Cummings & Davies, 1994).  Inter-parental conflict may seem to have minimal 

relatedness to attachment, yet two key arguments illustrate their interconnectedness.  

First, attachment classification is related to frequency of marital conflict.  Insecurely 

attached children were more likely to grow up in homes with higher frequency of marital 

conflict than securely attached children (Frosch, Mangelsdorf, & McHale, 2000; Owen & 

Cox, 1997).  Second, Linder and Collins (2005) found that the full impact of violent 

experiences with attachment figures in childhood only became influential in adult 

romantic relationship where components of caregiving and attachment emerge.  This 

second argument suggests that those in intimate relationships utilize attachment behavior 

to unlock previous experiences, thought processes, perspectives, and other aspects of the 

internal working model, even when those aspects had lain dormant for multiple decades. 

This demonstrates the mutual influence aspect of family systems theory, suggesting that 

even years after initial influence, individuals continue to be influenced by the mutual 

influence of individuals within and the family system as a whole. 

Relationship quality, conflict resolution, divorce rates, and violence in romantic 

relationships are clearly connected to the parent-child attachment. Additional aspects of 
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the romantic relationship are also connected to parent-child attachment.  Despite sexual 

intimacy not being an appropriate aspect of the parent-child relationship, sexual activities 

in romantic relationships have also been connected to the parent-child attachment.  One 

study found that adults who were securely attached as children enjoy a wide range of 

sexual activities, and are usually sexually active in long-term relationships, whereas those 

with an insecure-avoidant style dislike affectionate aspects of sexual intimacy and those 

with an anxious-ambivalent style enjoy cuddly, affectionate aspects of intimacy more 

than genital aspects (Zeifman & Hazan, 1997). In sum, parent-child attachment is directly 

and indirectly related to later romantic relationships, perhaps in part due to the 

similarities of the two relationships.  Further, romantic partners eventually replace the 

primary caregiver as the primary attachment figure in adulthood (Furman & Wehner, 

1994; Hazan & Zeifman, 1994; Nickerson & Nagle, 2005).    

Associations Between Parent-Child and Sibling Relationships 

Siblings are generally the first non-caregivers with whom children form 

attachments. Siblings are able to form a unique bond as they share parentage.  From an 

evolutionary perspective, as siblings share similar genetics, they are likely to be 

motivated to promote the survival of their genes by promoting the welfare of each other 

(Ainsworth, 1989).  The sibling relationship is often the most enduring relationship of the 

lifetime (Cicirelli, 1995).  This is beneficial to the individual as it allows them at a very 

early age to begin to exercise their emotional competence in a non-voluntary familial 

relationship before being launched into voluntary non-familial relationships (Dunn & 

Dale, 1984; Dunn, 1988).  
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Older siblings often accompany or assist in the parental caregiving role of 

younger siblings (Ainsworth, 1989).  Early research found that in a laboratory setting 

when parents were absent, a younger sibling’s distress was diminished through 

interacting with the older sibling (Heinicke & Westheimer, 1965).  One study found that 

half of three to four year old elder siblings acted to provide reassurance, care and comfort 

to younger siblings (Stewart & Marvin, 1984).  This suggests that in stressful 

circumstances, younger siblings were able to use their older sibling as a secure base, at 

least temporarily.  However, the older sibling’s internal working models and attachment 

categorization influences their response, including their ability and willingness to provide 

care and comfort to their younger sibling. For example, studies found that when the older 

sibling was securely attached to their mother, they were more likely to show care-giving 

behavior towards their younger sibling (Fortuna, Roisman, Haydon, Groh, & Holland, 

2011; Teti & Ablard, 1989).  Another study found that in a lab setting where the parent 

left temporarily and the two siblings were left alone, insecure-resistant older siblings 

exhibited hostility and conflict with their younger sibling and were more likely to seek 

comfort from their younger sibling (Volling, 2001). 

Despite sharing genetics with siblings and having shared parenthood, parent-child 

attachments of individual siblings are not necessarily similar.  With the exception of 

twins, siblings are born at different times and in different circumstances than each other.  

This means that while parents may not radically change their parenting behaviors, 

including attachment-driven interactions, siblings do not experience the carbon copy of 

their other siblings’ parent-child relationships.  One specific example is that older 

children spend on average 3,000 more one-on-one hours with their parents than their 
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younger sibling(s) (Price, 2008).  One study found that while mothers may be consistent 

in affectionate and verbal responsiveness, they were not consistent in controlling 

behavior (Stocker, Dunn, & Plomin, 1989).  In addition to influences such as age of 

parents, current SES in the rearing environment and size of family, individual 

components such as gender or temperament of the infant also influence the parent-child 

attachments (McCartney & Diggins, 1993; van IJzendoorn et al., 2000).  These 

differences in parenting may not necessarily be negative, as sensitive caregivers will not 

behave identically when interacting with two different children.  For example, one study 

found that extensive face-to-face interactions that were highly pleasurable for one child 

were overly arousing for another (van IJzendoorn et al., 2000).  For these and other 

reasons siblings with shared parents may have different attachment classifications.  

While exact percentages vary between studies, between 56-72% of same-sex 

sibling dyads share the same attachment classification.  In one study, 68% of biologically 

unrelated children shared attachment classification (Sagi et al., 1995).  Studies on 

monozygotic twins found no significant variation from this average (Finkel, Wille, & 

Matheny, 1999; Ricciuti, 1992), suggesting that attachment classification is not 

influenced by biological relationship (van IJzendoorn et al., 2000). In contrast, in other 

work the concordance of attachment between siblings was directly related to maternal 

insensitivity due to the association with the mother’s insecure relationships with both 

siblings.  Mothers were less sensitive with younger siblings than older siblings overall, 

especially when sibling age gaps were small, although spacing was shown to have no 

influence on attachment concordance (van IJzendoorn et al., 2000).  
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 Most prior research is centered on the younger child’s attachment behavior as 

influenced by the older sibling. An area of interest that has not been studied extensively 

relates to how older siblings are influenced by their attachment to their younger sibling. 

While attachment classifications and internal working models are relatively stable across 

time, one study found that four out of 20 children changed their attachment classification.  

This number tripled to 12 out of 20 for similarly aged peers due to the birth of their 

sibling (Touris, Kromelow, & Harding, 1995).  This dramatic increase is likely related to 

the changing dynamics of the family, where the child once was the sole recipient of 

parental attention and affection, and now the child’s sense of normalcy is shattered as a 

needy baby takes away resources such as parental attention and care (see also Kramer & 

Gottman, 1992).  These findings suggest that both older and younger siblings are 

mutually influenced through attachment.  This impact may have lasting implications for 

future relationships.   

One study found that the quality of the sibling attachment was more significantly 

influenced by attachment quality with parents than interactions with siblings, (Buist, 

Deković, Meeus, & Van Aken, 2002).  Parental behaviors and the emotional tone of 

parent-child interactions are often transmitted into sibling interactions (Fortuna et al., 

2011).  For example, if the mother was intrusive, controlling and used physical 

punishment, the siblings were likely to experience higher levels of aggression and 

conflict in their relationship (Kendrick & Dunn, 1983; Volling & Belsky, 1992), whereas 

when parents were sensitive, their children were cooperative and friendly in their sibling 

interactions (Brody, Stoneman, & Burke, 1987; Stocker et al., 1989).  Parent rejection 

was linked with aggressive behavior of children towards their siblings and parents 
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(MacKinnon-Lewis, Starnes, Volling, & Johnson, 1997).  How siblings interact with each 

other is influenced not only by inter-parental interactions (Reese-Weber, 2000), but by 

parents’ interactional histories with their children (Fortuna et al., 2011) as well as 

parental care and control (Portner & Riggs, 2016).  This spillover effect from parent-child 

attachment to sibling attachment was also seen in other studies (Brody et al., 1987; Pike, 

Coldwell, & Dunn, 2005) and its influence extended beyond adolescence into a time 

when siblings are earning their independence from their parents (Fortuna et al., 2011).  

This also demonstrates the mutual influence aspect of family systems theory, specifically 

highlighting that individual family members and the family system as a whole are largely 

influenced by the actions and inactions of each member.   

Though the sibling relationship is often the most enduring, it is perhaps most 

influential from birth through emerging adulthood, when siblings are most likely to be 

living in close quarters.  What starts out as an intense relationship in childhood becomes 

more distant in adolescence through normative age-related changes (Dunn, 2002).  While 

friends and extracurricular activities begin to eclipse familial relationships in priority, 

adolescents still acknowledge their siblings as significant sources of intimacy, nurturance 

and companionship (Dunn, 1996).  Sibling relationship quality is often influenced by the 

gender constellation (Dunn & Kendrick, 1981), with available research suggesting that in 

general girls consistently give higher priority and show higher competence in attachment 

related behavior between siblings (Buist et al., 2002).  This is likely related to girls being 

more experienced or fluent in attachment behavior as a result of their strong attachment 

to both their mother and father (Buist et al., 2002).  Despite adolescent girls’ fluency with 
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attachment, attachment with parents, especially the same sex parent decreases in 

adolescence, and similar trends were found with sibling attachment (Buist et al., 2002).   

Adolescent sibling relationship quality influences adjustment such as the 

development of autonomy and identity (Dunn, Slomkowski, Beardsall, & Rende, 1994). 

Despite the recentering of attachment in adolescence, family of origin and previous 

relational qualities still permeate the adult sibling relationship as well as individual 

outcomes.  Interestingly, adults with only one sibling were not as able as those from 

larger families to recollect generally positive childhood memories (Riggio, 2006). 

Siblings who experienced positive sibling relationships in adolescence were characterized 

by higher self-esteem, greater empathy, and better academic competence in early 

adulthood (Volling, 2003).   

The context of the sibling relationship changes in adulthood, leaving the 

relationship to be reconstructed and recentered.  As adult siblings often do not live 

together, their relationship shifts from involuntary to an enforced voluntariness (Aquilino, 

2006; Connidis, 2001; Stocker, Lanthier, & Furman, 1997).   Enforced voluntariness 

suggests that unlike the peer relationship that can be entered into or departed from with 

very minimal interruption, the shared history, and the filial obligation (Fuligni & 

Pedersen, 2002) and biological relatedness (Collins & van Dulmen, 2006) prevent 

complete dissolution of the relationship.  Yet, as adult siblings are no longer constrained 

by the physical logistics of living together, the salience and depth of the relationship is up 

for negotiation.   

In sum, sibling attachment is highly influenced by a variety of factors, such as 

internal working models with parents, inter-parental relationships, views of their personal 
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relationship with their parent(s) and so forth. Siblings who have secure attachment status 

with their caregivers are more likely to engage in prosocial behavior with their siblings.  

These securely attached siblings are able to act as a proxy secure other in the absence of a 

parent, whereas insecure siblings react negatively.  Sibling attachment proves to be 

influential throughout the lifespan (see Bank and Kahn, 1982; Milevsky, 2011), even 

during adolescence when peer attachment begins to takes precedence.  Though siblings 

are not always close, even though they may be involved in different interests and 

activities, and despite conflicts and rivalries, siblings have a background of shared 

experiences over a long period of time which promotes a similar perception of situations 

and value systems (Ainsworth, 1989).  Research on sibling attachment is significantly 

less developed than the peer or parent-child attachment. Though caregiver-child and peer 

attachment research helps us understand individuals, the sibling relationship offers a 

unique blend of semi-structured familial bonds with people of similar ages, in a 

relationship that shifts from involuntary to voluntary.  As these are also characteristics of 

adult romantic relationships and other adult relationships, further research on sibling 

attachment may be one of the best sources for understanding behavior in these vital 

relationships.  

Associations Between Parent-Child and Peer Relationships 

 When children launch into society their prior relational experience is primarily in 

the familial context. Parent and sibling relationships are familial and involuntary.  The 

peer group is the first opportunity for young children to experiment with non-familial 

relationships.  In these new and voluntary relationships, the lessons learned from siblings 

and parents (involuntary relationships) begin to be applied.  As children engage in these 
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new social relationships, the emotion regulation abilities that were initially socialized 

within the family (Eisenberg, Cumberland, & Spinrad, 1998; Kopp, 1989) are related to 

their ability to develop social competence with their peers (Volling, 2001).  Peer 

relationships are also influenced directly and indirectly by other important aspects of the 

family relationship, such as the family’s choice of neighborhood and school (Ladd, Le 

Sieur, & Profilet, 1993), quality of inter-parental relationship and marriage (Lucas-

Thompson & Clarke-Stewart, 2007), parent expression of anger (Cummings & Davies, 

1994), or parent depression (Lucas-Thompson & Clarke-Stewart, 2007).  

 A child’s emotion regulation strategies are clearly connected to their early 

attachment relationships (Carlson & Sroufe, 1995; Cassidy, 1994; Cicchetti, Ganiban, & 

Barnett, 1991; Crittenden, 1992; Sroufe et al., 1985). When an infant endures repeated 

rejection from their caregiver they are likely to become physiologically aroused by stress, 

and their defense mechanism is to remain expressionless in order to avoid the risk of 

further rejection (Volling, 2001).  This attachment history creates internal working 

models that indicate insecure-avoidant attachment classification.  When these children 

with insecure-avoidant attachment relationships with parents enter preschool, they show 

anti-empathic responses in interactions with peers, act over-controlled, and are likely to 

continue to have difficulty differentiating between their personal distress and the distress 

of others (Kestenbaum, Farber, & Sroufe, 1989).  Children with insecure-resistant 

attachment relationships with parents strategically heighten the negative emotions in an 

effort to attract the attention of an unavailable caregiver (Cassidy & Berlin, 1994; 

Cassidy, 1994).  However, securely attached children who experienced emotionally 

available caregivers enter preschool more prepared and adept at social interaction.  These 
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secure children are able to enjoy social interchanges (Sroufe, 1983), maintain organized 

behavior despite emotional arousal (Crittenden, 1992), are better able and willing to share 

(Sroufe et al., 1985), and display empathic concern for others (Kestenbaum et al., 1989). 

 As children progress through developmental periods, they become more fluent in 

peer relationships, and the dynamics of their interactions with peers shifts slightly.  

Whereas preschool children had only their experience in familial relationships, by the 

time children enter adolescence, their relationship history has become richer and more 

multifaceted.  Adolescence also introduces new issues such as gender and sexuality and 

power and control (Gorrese & Ruggieri, 2012).  Yet, attachment continues to be 

important across all relationships.  Unlike early childhood where children were triggered 

by physical safety needs or the risk of imminent emotional disorganization to seek their 

attachment figures, peer attachment in adolescence is generally spurred by other more 

subtle needs (Gorrese & Ruggieri, 2012).  While younger children may need the actual 

presence of their parents in order to best utilize their attachment features, adolescents are 

capable of functioning as competent allies with friends even in the absence of parents 

(Weiss, 1982).   

Some studies suggest that security status with a caregiver does not always 

prescribe security status with peers (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Gorrese & Ruggieri, 

2012).  In other words, while infant-caregiver attachment informs how children interact 

in peer groups, a secure attachment to parents does not always indicate a secure 

attachment to peers, and an insecure attachment to parents does not always indicate an 

insecure attachment to peers.  One explanation of this is the moderation model, 

suggesting that children’s initially formed internal working models with parents may be 
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modified by meaningful attachments with siblings or peers. In one study, security to 

either peers or parents was linked with better outcomes, and insecurity to either peers or 

parents was linked with worse outcomes, with the combinations of secure-secure and 

insecure-insecure having the polar opposite outcomes (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987).  

While security status with parents is not always indicative of peer security status, secure 

children were more likely to report high quality peer relationships (Allen, 2008; Armsden 

& Greenberg, 1987).  Further, these secure adolescents are more likely to be engaging in 

current positive relationships with their parents, which influences the quality of their peer 

attachment (Laible, 2007; Wilkinson, 2004).  Consistent with outcomes for parents and 

siblings, secure peers experience more positive expressiveness, prosocial behavior, 

greater empathy, and less aggression in their peer relationships (Laible, 2007).   

Adolescents experience changes in the organization of their attachment systems as 

a normative part of their development (Ma & Huebner, 2008).  These changes are the 

stirrings of the eventual eclipse of parents as priorities, and the prominence of and 

transferal of attachment to peers (Hazan & Shaver, 1994).  As part of this eclipse, other 

characters such as romantic partners, extracurricular social groups, and others diversify 

and differentiate the attachment behavioral system (Allen, 2008).  This process is gradual 

and complex, and highlights the family system’s need to adapt to normative 

developments.  Despite an 8th grade student being significantly further in their attachment 

transmission than a 4th grade student (Hazan & Zeifman, 1994), the transmission process 

most often is still incomplete in early adolescence (Cassidy & Shaver, 2008).  Some peer 

attachment figures may overtake parents as the primary attachment figure (Allen & Land, 

1999; Laible, 2007), yet during the process of transference most parents still maintain 
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their place as original attachment secure bases, and adolescents still report utilizing them 

as such (Nickerson & Nagle, 2005).  Parent attachment quality continues to predict 

wellbeing even into young adulthood (Larson, Richards, Moneta, Holmbeck, & Duckett, 

1996).  Though they do not replace the family bonds, (Gorrese & Ruggieri, 2012; 

Greenberg, Siegel, & Leitch, 1983; Paterson, Field, & Pryor, 1994), peer attachment 

figures become an additional attachment resource or stand-in (Seibert & Kerns, 2009), 

particularly when parents are inaccessible, such as at school (Schuengel & van 

IJzendoorn, 2001).  Even during adolescence, however, children most often go first to 

their parents for general attachment needs, and peers first for companionship situations 

(Seibert & Kerns, 2009).   

During this transferal of attachment, peers begin to serve the attachment needs of 

emotional support, proximity seeking and safe havens, particularly as friendships endure 

longer (Fraley & Davis, 1997; Hazan & Zeifman, 1999; Nickerson & Nagle, 2005).  At 

this time parent attachment and peer attachment serve complimentary roles that are 

similar, but not necessarily equivalent in terms of adolescent adjustment (Laible et al., 

2000).  This transmission of attachment culminates with an adult having entrenched their 

internal working models in familial and non-familial relationships.  This process takes the 

internal working models formed with caregivers in infancy, solidifies and proves them in 

childhood peer relationships, then encourages the adolescent to experiment with utilizing 

non-caregivers as attachment figures.  Thus, by the time an individual reaches adulthood, 

their internal working models have become tried and true in both familial and non-

familial, voluntary and involuntary relationships.  This newly entrenched internal 

working model provides a clear and stable lens through which all adult relationships, 
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including the important romantic relationships, are viewed.  Of course, this transmission 

may take yet another path, where experiences in non-familial relationships that are 

dissimilar than the familial relationships modify the internal working models, for better 

or worse. 

Fraley and Davis (1997) found that when friendships consisted of high mutual 

support, caring, trust and intimacy, these individuals were more likely to have transferred 

attachment-related functions to their peer attachment figures.  Although the parents were 

still the primary secure base, these secure individuals were able to enjoy the dual-

citizenship in attachment with peers and parents.  While peers were used to fulfill 

proximal-seeking attachment needs, only approximately half of the sample selected peers 

to fulfill safe haven functions.  More secure internal working models were positively 

associated with the adolescent’s ability to use peers as a secure base.  These peer secure 

bases began to be used primarily for proximity and safe haven attachment needs.  Those 

of an insecure attachment designation did not fare as well.  Their outcomes were 

scattered with immature, incomplete, and sometimes inappropriate transference, such as a 

sexual desire for their (generally opposite-sex) friend, despite the clear violation of 

friendship.  This suggests that their failure to create a clear, distinct and secure 

relationship with their parents led to confusion, misinterpretation, and inability to fluently 

transition appropriately. 

Though the purpose of peer attachment may be in part a preparatory role for the 

ultimate transmission of attachment to the romantic partner, and though the adolescent 

peer attachment phase may be relatively short compared with the complimentary 

attachment roles of parents, siblings and romantic partners, peer attachment is, 
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nevertheless, related to individual wellbeing, including emotional expressiveness and 

awareness, empathy, prosocial behavior, and aggression (Laible, 2007).  As this relation 

may be bidirectional, this is an important aspect of the mediation path.  Specifically, 

attachment in childhood may be reinforced and entrenched through the mediating 

influence of attachment experiences in sibling and peer relationships.  

Associations Between Sibling and Peer Relationships 

While peer relationships and sibling relationships vary in terms of voluntariness, 

length, inception and other critical pieces, there are important similarities in 

understanding the relationship between siblings and peers.  For example, sibling conflict 

mirrors the general trend of peer conflict in adolescence, where early adolescence is 

marked by an initial spurt of conflict (Brody, Stoneman, & McCoy, 1994), then by late 

adolescence intimacy stabilizes or increases, resulting in a decrease of conflict 

(Buhrmester, 1992; Updegraff, McHale, & Crouter, 2002).   

 The influence of siblings is particularly pertinent during childhood and 

adolescence when siblings are most likely to live together.  Their close proximity makes 

them particularly susceptible to being mutually influenced in their sibling subsystem. As 

with most relationships, siblings experience high frequency of conflict and aggression 

(Caspi, 2012).  Adolescent siblings with high frequency of conflict and violence were 

more likely to struggle with personal adjustment, and exhibited antisocial tendencies 

(Graham-Bermann, Cutler, Litzenberger, & Schwartz, 1994; Conger, Conger, & 

Scaramella, 1997; Schaeffer & Borduin, 1999).  These influences are often influenced by 

sex constellation, age, number of siblings, and so forth.  For example, one study 

examined boys and girls and found no significant results for boys, but found that girls had 
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better sibling adjustment, which was associated with better parental acceptance, greater 

peer attachment, and greater intimacy with their best friend (Oliva & Arranz, 2005).  In 

parent-child, peer and sibling relationships, girls have been found to be more 

impressionable to the influences of attachment, with one proffered explanation being 

investment and sensitivity to family relationships.  Nevertheless, both boys and girls are 

ultimately influenced by the sibling and peer relationships, which are mutually influenced 

by their individual internal working models formed with parents. 

 The sibling relationship, similar to the peer relationship, undergoes complex 

changes as children progress through developmental stages.  These changes are 

influenced by, and influence their attachment in multiple contexts.  For example, in 

childhood, siblings are seen as playmates (Yenes, Olabarrieta, Arranz, & Artamendi, 

2000), whereas in adolescence the function of siblings is primarily to support and aid 

during socioemotional and cognitive advances and changes (Oliva & Arranz, 2005).  This 

suggests that while sibling attachment may be more prevalent during early childhood, the 

sibling relationship and attachment are still influential in later developmental periods, 

though perhaps in different ways.  In fact, one study found that siblings influenced 

personal adjustment more than parents (Seginer, 1998).  Though the transference of 

attachment needs often concludes with adolescents utilizing both peers and parents 

(Seibert & Kerns, 2009), there are unique aspects related to the sibling relationship.  As 

most adolescents utilize same age or older persons as potential attachment figures, older 

siblings are left only with peers and parents, whereas younger siblings have the benefit of 

an additional potential attachment figure: their older sibling (Stewart & Marvin, 1984).     
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 There is a need for more research examining how the sibling relationship and peer 

relationship are mutually influential.  The relevant literature focuses primarily on 

maladaptive behavior such as substance use.  While friend substance use was correlated 

with adolescent substance use, older sibling substance use was found to predict their 

younger sibling’s substance use beyond the combined influence of peer and parent 

substance use (Whiteman, Jensen, & Maggs, 2013).  This research highlighted the 

influence of two approaches to sibling relationships: (1) modeling behavior—where the 

younger sibling wanted to model the behavior of the older sibling and (2) distancing 

behavior—where younger siblings purposely did not want to be associated with the 

behavior of their older sibling.  The influence of sibling modeling became significant 

when siblings shared the same friends.  Same-sex siblings were most likely to share 

friends (Whiteman, Jensen, & Maggs, 2014).  Interestingly, younger siblings with an 

older brother were less likely to have similar patterns of substance use (Whiteman et al., 

2014). Age was also found to be an important factor, where close-in-age siblings would 

often seek to be different and therefore not share many friends.  This led to siblings 

having divergent opinions about substance use and other delinquency (Whiteman et al., 

2014).  Interestingly, parent substance use was indicative of siblings who were less likely 

to have similar frequency of substance use.  What these two studies illustrate clearly is 

that while peers can be a great influence for bad or good on adolescents, when it comes to 

unhealthy behavior, the influence of friends and parents is superseded by the role of 

siblings.  This places a burden of responsibility on older siblings (no older siblings 

wanted to be just like their younger siblings).  For example, younger siblings of 

marijuana smokers were six times more likely than younger siblings of non-smokers to 
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use marijuana (Whiteman et al., 2013).  These influences are largely dependent on age 

spacing and gender constellation, but surprisingly are entirely unrelated to level of 

conflict within the sibling relationship.    

 Essentially all research on siblings and peers centers around substance use and 

other antisocial behaviors.  This is a significant gap in the literature.  As the relevant 

literature is sparse, the only venue for further discussion is in extrapolation.  The finding 

that younger siblings’ substance use is more influenced by their older sibling than vice 

versa aligns with principles related to both attachment and family systems.  As the sibling 

subsystem experiences mutual influence, the actions and views of older siblings would 

certainly influence the actions and views of younger siblings.  Further, attachment 

research suggests that older siblings can act as temporary secure bases for younger 

siblings (Stewart & Marvin, 1984).  While the internal working models of an older 

sibling influence the younger sibling, this relationship may not be bidirectional.  Except 

in the case of older siblings with insecure-resistant attachment classification with their 

parents (Volling, 2001), the older sibling is primarily the giver of attachment behavior, 

while the younger sibling is generally the recipient.  This may induce some sort of 

attachment void that is not seen in younger siblings.  While the oldest sibling generally 

spends thousands of hours more of alone time with their parents (Price, 2008), in 

adolescence these older siblings may utilize the peer relationship to fill their attachment 

needs.  This suggests that while younger siblings also utilize peer relationships, the 

importance may be greater for older siblings as non-beneficiaries of sibling attachment. 

 Most of the findings discussed in this section can be explained using "the sibling 

socialization hypothesis", which suggests that how siblings interact influences their other 
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relationships (Conger & Little, 2010; Kramer & Conger, 2009).  The sibling socialization 

hypothesis utilizes aspects of both family systems theory (mutual influence) and 

attachment (sibling attachment).  Further research could extend this hypothesis and 

explore how the sibling relationship is mutually influenced by other relationships.  

Understanding how a sibling influences maladaptive behavior compared to peer influence 

is helpful, but examining how sibling attachment and peer attachment collectively 

influence each other would facilitate deeper understanding of the hierarchy of attachment 

relationships in adolescence as well as provide a useful foundation for examining other 

related relationships, such as romantic relationships. 

Associations Between Sibling and Romantic Relationships 

 Romantic relationships can begin as early as adolescence and contain a blend of 

relational aspects seen in sibling and peer relationships.  The similarities between sibling 

relationships and romantic relationships can include issues such as the blend of enforced 

voluntariness, where the relationship is an at-will relationship, yet has constraints not 

experienced in peer relationships, and familial bonds, though romantic relationships 

differ as they are filially bonded, but always by choice.  Romantic partners are usually in 

similar age cohorts, generally marked by high levels of intimacy and conflict, involve 

both partners either living together or spending significant amounts of time together, are 

benefitted by familial ties, and so forth.  Due to these similarities, sibling attachment and 

internal working models may be quite similar in sibling and in romantic relationships. 

There are also distinct differences, such as the expression of intimacy and the 

voluntariness of the romantic relationship.   
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 As a result of the influence of shared parentage siblings often utilize similar 

conflict resolution styles as their parents (Conger, Williams, Little, Amsyn, & Shebloski, 

2009; Reese-Weber & Bartle-Haring, 1998; Shalash et al., 2013).  This conflict resolution 

style is employed in the sibling relationship, but also likely employed as adults in their 

romantic relationships.  This suggests that how one resolves conflict with their sibling in 

adolescence may be predictive of conflict resolution approaches in adult romantic 

relationships. This could be explained through previous attachment behavior or habits 

from the sibling relationship being carried forward into the romantic relationship, or even 

from the principles of family systems theory, particularly those of adaptation and 

feedback loops.  In this case the individual or sibling subsystem recognizes a problem 

(conflict), recognizes the need to return to homeostasis, and then utilizes modeled 

behavior (conflict resolution) to respond to the problem. Combining both attachment and 

family systems theoretical approaches may lead to more thorough understanding. This is 

a somewhat underexplored area of research that has great potential for future work.  

 Perhaps the clearest illustration of how sibling relationships influence romantic 

relationships is as part of an indirect model of parent influence on romantic relationships.  

These principles are evidences for mutual influence within a family. The sibling 

subsystem is often mutually influenced by their inter-parental conflict resolution style.  

When siblings face conflict within their subsystem, they may use the conflict resolution 

styles modeled by the parents.  However, this influence may be bidirectional, as the 

conflict within the sibling subsystem wears on the inter-parental relationship, potentially 

igniting additional conflict within the executive subsystem. For example, in a home 

where parents are highly conflicted, there are short-term and long-term increases in 
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sibling conflict (Brody, Stoneman, McCoy, & Forehand, 1992) and aggressive behavior 

to non-family members in late adolescence, including romantic partners (Foo & 

Margolin, 1995; Mangold & Koski, 1990).  This suggests that the interactions between 

the siblings are perhaps predictive of interactions with romantic partners, but only 

because both siblings experienced a home setting where the inter-parental relationship 

was highly conflicted.  This perhaps offers a deeper explanation for why each sibling 

from divorced or highly conflicted parents reported less warmth in early adulthood 

compared with siblings from intact families (Milevsky, 2005).  This "common cause" 

model adds another dimension to the mediation and moderation models emphasized 

previously and offers an additional possible explanation.  However, in keeping with those 

models, the sibling subsystem is seen to inform the final internal working model that 

individuals take to romantic relationships as described in both mediation and moderation 

models.  Also, the common cause model emphasizes the consistency of parent-child and 

sibling interactions, which is the basis for the mediation model.       

Witnessing relational interactions, such as when siblings observe their parents’ 

conflict resolution behaviors, may impact individual behavior in relationships.  However, 

what a child experiences in a relationship is more influential than what they observed or 

witnessed (Reese-Weber & Bartle-Haring, 1998). As the sibling relationship is the first 

and primary relationship where children can experiment and experience outside the 

caregiver-child realm, it holds that while their sibling interactions may be based on the 

behavior modeled by their parents, it will be the experience with the relational aspect that 

influences them most.  For example, children whose parents utilize negative conflict 

resolution strategies will be most likely to model those in their inter-sibling relationship 
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(see Conger & Conger, 1996).  Most researchers have inquired only about parent-child 

relationships and inter-parental relationships, and not siblings.  Therefore what has been 

attributed to the influence of inter-parental relationships may in actuality be a direct result 

of siblings first witnessing the behavior, but then enacting and experiencing the behavior.  

This hypothesis highlights the principle of mutual influence from the family systems lens, 

and is in concert with the findings that how a child treated and was treated by their 

sibling in childhood was directly related to how they interacted with romantic partners 

years later (Conger, Cui, Bryant, & Elder, 2000) and future research exploring this 

hypothesis further could be fruitful. 

Most long-term romantic relationships begin as adolescents move into emerging 

adulthood, which is also a time of great change and recentering in sibling relationships.  

This recentering effort usually includes the family of origin slipping from the limelight 

and being replaced by jobs or own natal families.  This naturally results in adults 

spending less time with siblings. Yet the influence of the sibling relationship does not end 

here.  Unfortunately, the research is sparse at best regarding the connection between 

sibling relationships and romantic relationships in general, but a specific void is in the 

relationship between adult sibling relationships and adult romantic relationships.   

One recent study (Doughty, Lam, Stanik, & McHale, 2015) examined siblings 

longitudinally from middle adolescence (younger siblings Mage=13.88, older siblings 

Mage=16.47) to late adolescence/emerging adulthood.  They determined that romantic 

competence was, in fact, impacted by aspects of the sibling relationship.  These results 

were primarily dependent on gender and amount of conflict.  Only mixed-sex sibling 

constellations experienced increases of romantic competence.  Additionally, sibling 



 65 

conflict led to lower romantic competence.  Another study determined a significant 

association between companionship in the sibling and romantic relationships (Doughty, 

McHale, & Feinberg, 2015).  They explored how the sibling and romantic relationships 

are similar in terms of emotional ties, power and control, and conflict.  They found that 

higher rates of sibling intimacy was associated with higher rates of romantic intimacy.  

They also found that control in sibling relationships was associated with power in 

romantic relationships. 

A few critical areas left unexplored include the interaction of an adult sibling with 

the romantic partner-in-law (Conger & Little, 2010), whether the behavior in a mixed-sex 

sibling constellation is indicative of behavior in a mixed-sex romantic relationship (i.e., if 

a boy feels comfortable being physically aggressive towards his sister will he also feel 

comfortable being physically aggressive towards his female partner?), and how sibling 

characteristics influence partner choice in adulthood.  While the extant research clearly 

illustrates that the sibling relationship is influential in personal and relational ways 

throughout the lifespan, much more research is needed to clarify the intricacies. 

Associations Between Peer and Romantic Relationships 

 As mentioned previously, attachment transmission from parents to peers begins in 

early adolescence and most often is not fully complete until adulthood.  This transference 

of attachment solidifies internal working models of self-worth and views of others as 

worthy of trust.  This ultimately allows individuals to enter into romantic relationships.  

As such, the process of transference from parent to peer has select influence on romantic 

relationships. 
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 One study extensively focused on the process of transference of attachment to 

peers and romantic partners in adolescence (Fraley & Davis, 1997).  Transference of 

attachment in adolescence primarily follows a path from parent to shared attachment with 

parents and peers, and eventually to romantic partners.  However, when romantic 

relationships were formed prior to some transference of attachment to peers, the 

transmission to the romantic relationship was disjointed.  This was particularly true for 

insecurely attached adolescents.  This suggests that, consistent with the mediation path 

suggesting that early attachment is entrenched and validated through sibling and peer 

relational attachments, while parents largely remain the primary attachment figure 

throughout adolescence, the experience of even some transference of attachment to peers 

is associated with a more successful transference to romantic relationships.   

Other research contributes to this understanding, finding that, consistent with the 

moderation path suggesting that early attachment may be overcome through dissonant, 

repeated, persistent attachment with siblings or peers, when adolescents were less 

securely attached to their parents, they were more likely to turn to peers to fulfill their 

attachment needs (Nickerson & Nagle, 2005).  One great benefit of this transference 

occurring during adolescence is the ease of access of the child’s secure base.  While the 

adolescent is transferring attachment to peers and romantic partners, they are still able to 

enjoy the parental base, or at very least they are able to consult with their secure base as 

they make significant attachment explorations and leaps.  This is particularly important as 

age in adolescence is associated with less trust and communication with parents 

(Nickerson & Nagle, 2005).  
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 The influence of this transference does not end in adolescence.  Young adults with 

a generally secure attachment experience are more likely to explore adult relationships 

and make a successful transition to new adult attachment relationships.  Internal working 

models are developed in infancy with primary caregivers and lead to initial classification 

of attachment.  While classified in infancy based on interactions with parents, the 

classifications are yet relevant in peer and romantic relationships in adolescence and 

adulthood.  For example, those that were classified as dismissing-avoidant were not as 

successful as secures in creating bonds with best friends or romantic partners (Fraley & 

Davis, 1997).   

 Concordance of attachment between peer and romantic relationships has also been 

studied.  Attachment is considered concordant when ratings, quality and attachment 

classification of both relationships are congruent.  In one study peer attachment was more 

concordant with romantic attachment than parent attachment (Furman et al., 2002).  This 

suggests that the romantic relationship is more likely to reflect principles and interactions 

found in peer relationships than those found in the parent-child relationship.  Furman and 

colleagues (2002) interpret this to imply that the peer attachment serves as the mediating 

link between parent-child attachment and romantic attachment.  In other words, the 

quality and interactions in peer relationships are based upon the interactions from the 

parent-child relationship, and as they are interpreted to horizontally hierarchical 

relationships, this translation serves as the foundation for romantic relationships.   

Beyond attachment, general interactions in peer relationships influence romantic 

relationships.  One study found that regardless of sex, adolescents who aggressed against 

peers were more likely to aggress against a romantic partner (Connolly, Furman, & 
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Konarski, 2000).  Yet the peer relationship may conversely serve as a protective buffer.  

Men were able to overcome the negative impacts of a violent family history if they were 

able to have strong social bonds to peers, eventually leading them to be less likely to 

aggress against their romantic partners than men with violent family history and no 

strong peer relationships (Lackey & Williams, 1995).  As discussed previously, 

witnessing and experiencing violence are often indicators of future aggression, yet when 

peers express disapproval of violence, even those who previously witnessed violence 

were less likely to aggress (Williamson & Silverman, 2001).  While most peer 

relationships do not experience the same longevity as parent-child, sibling or even some 

romantic relationships, the effects are long-lasting.  Individuals with high-quality 

friendships at age 16 reported lower levels of aggression and victimization in romantic 

relationships at age 21 (Linder & Collins, 2005).  This effect went above and beyond the 

influence of high-quality parent-child relationships.  “Characteristics that are essential for 

high-quality romantic relationships (e.g., intimacy, warmth, closeness, and support), 

although founded in parent-child relationships, first develop with a relationship partner of 

equal status in the friendships of middle childhood” (Collins & van Dulmen, 2006).  

Though romantic violence can be directly influenced by early family violence, it is the 

interactions between influences, contexts, and experiences that provide the clearest 

understanding. 

Summary and Future Directions  

This chapter has examined parent-child, sibling, and peer attachment, with a 

particular focus on how these relationships interact to predict behavior in romantic 

relationships.  Most research has examined these relationships independently.  Consistent 
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with tenets from family systems theory, examining these relationships as they are 

interrelated may be more fruitful.  Using the oft-cited example of the blind men 

describing an elephant, including perspectives from multiple relationships allows us to 

get closer to explaining what an elephant really is. While prior research has examined 

these relationships and created a valid representation of each individually, by using the 

“whole”, as opposed to the “sum of the parts”, we create one lens providing a multi-

dimensional understanding.  

 In predicting how parent-child, sibling, and peer attachment interact to influence 

romantic behavior two primary models have been examined: mediation and moderation.  

The early attachment with parents directly influences behavior in later romantic contexts, 

yet this relationship may be mediated by salient experiences with internal working 

models in sibling and peer relationships.  For example, parental conflict resolution 

influences adult romantic conflict resolution, yet the child first experimented with their 

conflict resolution in their sibling and peer relationship.  As peer relationships are 

voluntary, this conflict resolution approach may influence which peer relationships last.  

This mediation may also help to explain the transference of attachment in adolescence.  

Adolescents begin to transfer their attachment behaviors and needs to their immediate 

peers.  While they most often maintain their primary secure base of parents, this 

transmission is preparatory for the ultimate full transference of attachment to romantic 

partners.  The role of parents in this process has been examined, yet the potential 

mediating influence of siblings and peers has not been examined.  This mediating model 

suggests that to truly understand how parent-child attachment influences adult romantic 
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behavior, one must first examine how the internal working models established with 

primary caregivers were validated and entrenched in the sibling and peer relationships.   

 Considering that the sum of the parts is less than the value of the whole, the 

moderation model suggests that the influence of sibling and peer attachments can 

compensate and override previously established internal working models with parents 

through dissonant experiences.  For example, having a strong peer relationship with 

bonadaptive behavior modeled frequently may overcome previously insecure attachment 

with parents.  While internal working models are frequently consistent, it is reasonable to 

suggest that, particularly for those who begin with insecure attachment, utilizing a new 

secure base of siblings and/or peers can provide clarity and help rework internal working 

models, leading the child to enter romantic relationships prepared with earned security 

(Phelps, Belsky, & Crnic, 1998) and ready to experience similar benefits to consistently 

secure individuals.  The largest void in this literature is primarily related to the 

compensatory power of sibling and peer relationships, particularly as they are related to 

each other.   

 As has been illustrated, an individual does not enter a romantic relationship as an 

adult with only one or two relational experiences.  Rather, the individual has gone 

through extensive relationship training that has prepared them to engage in this 

culminating romantic relationship.  Perhaps the imagery of a rough stone rolling may be 

beneficial to understanding this process.  Illustrating the mediation process, the stone 

begins with many jagged edges, and is first met with opportunity to be shaped as an 

infant, determining the trustworthiness of others, and their own interpretation of their 

worth.   This interpretation was tested and tried in a familial relationship with a sibling of 



 71 

a similar age, and the roughest and most prominent edges are initially worn off in a 

somewhat safe and controlled arena.  Next the individual, as a somewhat smoother stone, 

begins reestablishing their initial understanding of relationships in entirely voluntary 

relationships with peers. They must endure smoothing of rough edges.  It is only after 

these experiences with opportunities to chip away at the roughest edges that the 

individual arrives at the threshold of the romantic relationship, not a perfectly smooth 

stone, but much smoother than in the beginning, with tried and true established behavior.  

This stone is still comprised of its original matter, but has become a much smoother 

version of itself.  In contrast, illustrating the moderation process, the stone follows a 

similar path, yet when it collides with strong influences in sibling or peer relationships, 

the stone must undergo extreme reshaping in order to progress and advance.  This 

reshaping creates a stone that, while still made of its original matter, now bears no 

resemblance to its initial self, but has become a stone with a shape that is consistent with 

the path it has travelled.  With both the mediation and moderation paths of the rough 

stone, which influence (or relationship) is most responsible for the eventual shape of the 

stone? It would be entirely inappropriate to assume that one alone is responsible, yet by 

examining the entire process, each aspect can be explored to its fullest potential.     

 Many future directions for research, gaps in the literature, and unanswered 

questions remain.  The association between peer and sibling relationships is relatively 

unstudied, yet both are salient throughout childhood and adolescence.  Future research 

could clarify important questions such as how the prioritization of sibling and peer 

relationship ebbs and flows, what the ramifications are for a sibling who is overshadowed 

by a peer relationship, and further exploration into the sibling socialization hypothesis.  
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Adult sibling relationships have also not been studied extensively.  As sibling 

relationships in adulthood may be similar to romantic relationships, as they both have 

aspects of voluntariness, further research is needed to examine their interrelatedness, 

particularly with regards to how the salience of each has been determined.  Finally, 

parent-child attachment has been studied extensively, and the connection to romantic 

relationship behavior in adulthood has received much attention.  Yet the majority of the 

findings of this literature attribute the connection between parent-child attachment and 

romantic behavior directly to the parent-child relationship alone.  Consistent with the 

mediation model, Conger and colleagues (2000) suggest that what the siblings view in 

their parents relationship, they practice in their sibling relationship, or in other words, that 

the sibling subsystem is mutually influenced by the executive subsystem.  Thus the 

mediating influences of these relationships need to be unearthed and acknowledged.  

Although the multi-dimensional lens of this review has synthesized some extant findings, 

this broader view may have exposed more questions than answers, suggesting that there 

is much research left to be done.  
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CHAPTER II 

METHODS 

The Iowa Youth and Families Project (IYFP) 

Based on the theoretical review in Chapter 1, subsequent chapters report results 

from two empirical analyses, one focused on mediation and the other focused on 

moderation.  The hypotheses for both analyses are presented in Table 2.1 (in text). 

 

Both analyses make use of the IYFP data.  Families in rural Iowa in the 1980’s 

experienced extreme economic stress due to the Great Farm Crisis.  As early as 1786 

when farmers joined together in insurrection (known as Shay’s rebellion) to avoid farm 

foreclosures, farms in the United States have experienced repeated financial crises.  The 

farm crisis of the 1980’s resulted in conditions similar to those of the Great Depression 

Table 2.1.  Study Hypotheses  
Mediation Model  
    Sibling Relationship Quality Sibling relationship quality will significantly 

mediate the association between parent and 
partner relationship quality. 
 

    Peer Relationship Quality Peer relationship quality will significantly 
mediate, but to a lesser degree than sibling 
quality, the association between parent and 
partner relationship quality. 

  
Moderation Model  
    High Parent-Child Relationship 
Quality 

High quality parent-child relationships 
predict high quality romantic relationships, 
except in the case of low quality sibling or 
peer relationships. 
 

    Low Parent-Child Relationship 
Quality 

Low quality parent-child relationships predict 
low quality romantic relationships, except in 
the case of high quality sibling or peer 
relationships. 
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(Bultena, Lasley, & Geller, 1986).  This crisis resulted from a perfect storm of external 

economic factors such as high interest rates and a strong dollar, as well as farm debt 

doubling for land and equipment between 1978 and 1984, record production of crops 

during this same time, extreme diminishes in foreign markets for agricultural products 

due in part to the U.S. grain embargo against the Soviet Union in 1980, and a significant 

decline in farmland values.  For the first time since the Great Depression, the Farm Credit 

System (FCS), which was established by the U.S. Congress in 1916 to provide a reliable 

source of credit in the form of loans and leases to farmers and ranchers, experienced 

losses.  Land prices fell dramatically, and a record number of farm foreclosures followed.  

Farmers in rural Iowa in the 1980’s were dealing with financial instability, displacement, 

and a myriad of other challenges.  Most older, well-established, largely debt-free farm 

operations were able to avoid the challenges due to fluctuations in farm income (Hoiberg 

& Lasley, 1986).  However, the younger, better educated, and more highly capitalized 

farmers took on heavy debt loads in the 1970’s to aggressively expand their operations 

(Campbell, Heffernan, & Giles, 1984; Schotsch, 1985).  These farmers experienced the 

most intense financial distress and vulnerability.  

In 1989 the Iowa Youth and Families Project (IYFP) was launched with the 

purpose of examining the effects on families of widespread stress in a geographical area 

(Conger & Conger, 2002; Conger & Elder, 1994).  The project was initiated by the 

Family Research Center of the Iowa State University campus, located in Ames, Iowa.  

Families were recruited in rural areas and in towns of 6,500 or fewer residents in eight 

neighboring counties (see Figure 2.1).  These counties were selected based on their rural 

farm economy as well as proximity to the project’s home at ISU.   



 75 

Figure 2.1.  Map of eight counties in Iowa (highlighted in green) from which the 
population for the Iowa Youth and Families Project was selected. 
 

 Iowa farm families in the 1980’s were typically intact, and in an effort to 

minimize variations within the family structure, the study was designed to include two-

parent families with a target child in seventh grade (enrolled in private or public school in 

fall semester 1989), and one sibling within four years of the target child’s age.  Many 

portions of the study’s design were patterned after the Children of the Great Depression 

study (Elder, 1998), including age of target child, perspectives on family relationships, 

family strains, as well as the connection between socioeconomic situations and the effects 

on children and adults.  

 Although the Iowa counties were selected for participation in part due to their 

economic similarities, the population was still socially diverse.  The sample included a 

substantial number of both farm and nonfarm households.  Participants were recruited 

through enrollment in public and private schools.  Parents of seventh-grade children were 
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contacted by phone and mail and asked to participate, offering compensation of 

approximately $10 per hour spent in participation of the study.  Over two-thirds (78%) of 

the eligible families contacted agreed to participate in the first wave of data collection. 

 After the initial pilot study was completed in a non-participating county, the 

project began in earnest with 451 households.  One-third (34%) of the families were 

involved in farming.  Farm size, whether rented or owned, generally exceeded four 

hundred acres and were primarily used for grain and livestock.  Of the non-farming 

families nearly 60 had recently been farmers, but had given up farming as a result of the 

Great Farm Crisis.  The remaining non-farming families had not farmed, although some 

parents had grown up on farms.  These families lived in small towns (54%) or rural areas 

(12%).  These rural counties in north central Iowa at this time had a minority population 

of only about 1% (see Goudy, Burke, & Hanson, 1999).  As such, all participants were 

European American (Caucasian).   

 In the first wave of data collection (1989) the average age of mothers was 37 and 

the average age of fathers was 39.  These couples were born shortly after the end of 

World War II, had married in the early 1970’s, and on average had three children.  Sixty 

percent of parents had at least some education beyond high school, with a median 

education of 13 years for both mothers and fathers.   Two of every five fathers had served 

in the military, most during the Vietnam War.  Regarding employment, 97% of fathers 

and 78% of mothers were employed (of those employed 97% of males and 50% of 

females reported working full-time.)  Fathers and mothers were engaged in a wide range 

of occupations, with 22% of men being involved in farming, and others occupied in jobs 

such as manager or administrator, factory workers, sales representatives, truck driver, 
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teacher, and even one physician.  Of the mothers, 22% identified themselves as 

housewives, and 17% were occupied as secretaries or bookkeepers, with the remaining 

women employed in occupations such as medical/dental assistants, registered nurse, and 

child care provider.  Although the median income for fathers was more than double that 

of mothers, the median combined household income was $34,000 yearly, which matched 

the median for American families of this size (for more details on this sample and 

procedure, see Lorenz & Melby, 1994).   

 In the beginning of the project, data collection included a survey portion 

administered to each parent, the target child, and the sibling.  Within two weeks of 

completing the survey portion, participants were video recorded doing predetermined 

tasks designed to illustrate many of the same aspects of family relationships and 

interactions.  These video recordings were then coded by trained observers to assess a 

range of constructs.  (In an effort to ensure greater consistency between focal 

relationships, the coded videos of interactions were not analyzed for this study.)  During 

the later waves of data collection the researchers would collect data in the nuclear home, 

and collect data from parents and occasionally others via phone.   

For this dissertation, I analyzed the mediating and moderating influence of 

siblings and peers on the association between parent-child relationships and romantic 

relationships.  The analyses made use of: 1) parent-child data collected at Wave 1 (1989) 

when children were on average 12.6 years old, 2) sibling and target data collected at 

Wave 4 (1992) when children were on average 15.6 years old, 3) peer-related data 

collected from targets and parents (no data was collected directly from peers) at Wave 9 

(1997) when targets were on average 20.6 years old, and 4) romantic partner and target 
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data collected at Wave 19 (2007) when targets were on average 30.6 years old.  Parent-

child relationship quality as measured in W1 allows for the earliest possible 

measurement.  Sibling relationship quality as measured in W4 captures an age at which 

each of the siblings (within 4 years of age) are still living at home while the target is an 

adolescent.  Peer relationship quality as measured at W9 is an ideal timing as emerging 

adulthood is a time when friendships become more salient and the transference of 

attachment from parents to friends is nearly complete (Fraley & Davis, 1997). Romantic 

relationship quality as measured at W19 captures the largest number of targets in 

romantic relationships, while also affording most of them at least a few years’ experience 

on which to reflect.  

Sample Characteristics 

Parents 

Data on parent-child relationships from the first wave (1989) of data collection 

was used.  The average target age in wave I is 12.6 years.  Parent-child relationship 

quality would ideally be measured in early- or even mid-childhood to fully examine the 

intricacies of a time-sensitive relationship.  However, this project began when targets 

were already entering adolescence.  As seen in Table 1, the average age of their parents 

was 37.7 and 39.7 for mothers and fathers, respectively.  The family households included 

a mean of 3.07 children, with the smallest family having two children and the largest 

family having 11 children.  Similarly, target children came from homes with the mean 

number of people in the home of 4.95, with a minimum of 4 and a maximum of 13 people 

per household.     
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Siblings 

 In W4 of data collection (1992) the mean age for target children was 15.7, 

capturing the targets in the middle of adolescence.  As seen in Table 1, 451 siblings 

responded to questions related to their sibling relationship.  The sibling constellations are 

as follows (see Table 2): 131 sister-sister, 112 brother-brother, and 208 mixed-sex sibling 

constellations.  In W4 the average age of sisters was 16.09, and the average age of 

brothers was 15.62.  Older/younger sibling status is as follows: 101 younger sisters, 112 

younger brothers, 139 older sisters, and 103 older brothers.  In W4 the average age of 

younger siblings was 14.2 (with an age range of 12-17 years old), and the average age of 

older siblings was 16.1 (with an age range of 15-18 years old).    

Peers 

Although the target responded to questions regarding friendships and peer 

relationships, as this study focused on target children, it did not acquire data directly from 

their friends or peers.  To address this limitation, one parent-response item regarding their 

perspective of their child’s peer relationship is included.  The remaining two measures to 

be used (target self-report) mirror both the parent-child and sibling relationship measures 

of relationship satisfaction and supportiveness/warmth.  The first wave of available data 

with these measures was in W9, when targets were aged 20.6 years on average.  This age 

is useful to measure peer relationship quality as target children are emerging adults, 

entering the adult world where friendships are nearly entirely voluntary (as opposed to 

high school settings in which friendships are more likely to have some element of 

involuntariness).  Additionally, this is the age in which Fraley and Davis (1997) suggest 

that transference of attachment from parents to peers is nearly complete. 
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Romantic Partners 

Beginning in the seventh wave of data collection (1995) romantic partners were 

included in data collection.  The 19th wave of data was selected to measure romantic 

relationship quality because the average age of targets at that wave was 30.6 years, which 

is ideal as it allows for those who delayed romantic engagement until their late 20’s to be 

included, while also capturing data from those in a long-standing relationship.  In Wave 

19, target and romantic partner couples were more educated and wealthier than the 

parents of targets at Wave 1.  Over 150 mothers and 182 fathers had at least a bachelor’s 

degree, yet 206 targets held at least a bachelor’s degree.  Interestingly, targets seem to 

have selected highly educated partners, as 242 partners of targets held at least a 

bachelor’s degree, with 87 having earned a doctorate degree.  As previously mentioned, 

the median income for the families in 1988 was $34,000, which matches the median 

American family income at this time.  Calculating an average inflation rate increase of 

3% per year, in 2007 when targets reported their income, the $34,000 median income 

would equate with approximately $59,000.  As targets and romantic partners reported 

their combined household income, 58 couples reported an income of less than $35,000, 

142 couples reported an income between $35,000 and $65,000, and 201 couples reported 

an income of more than $65,000 (51 couples did not provide their income). 

Measures 

 With nearly 20 years of extensive data available from the IYFP, utilizing a 

snapshot approach of selecting one meaningful time point for each relationship allows for 

some benefits of the longitudinal approach without being overwhelmed with the co-

variances and autocorrelations between time points.  Although the focal relationships 
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(parent, sibling, peer, and partner) were selected for theoretical purposes, the measures 

used for each were determined pragmatically.  Over 200 articles, chapters and other 

works have featured results from the IYFP and have been published in a wide array of 

publications.  Similarly, the data have also been used for many conference presentations, 

as well as masters and doctoral theses and dissertations.  Many published research reports 

have used this dataset to examine one or more of the focal relationships. The most 

frequently used or relevant measures were recorded and used as the basis for determining 

which measures to select.  Of those that examined relationship quality of parents and 

children, siblings, peers, and romantic partners, most relied heavily on the observational 

data.  Interestingly, even when research articles examined similar relationships (such as 

parent-child or sibling), the authors did not usually use the same quantitative measures. 

As nearly all parent-child, sibling, peer, or romantic relationship publications have used 

the observational data, I used the largely untapped quantitative measures.  

Although previous publications did not frequently use the same quantitative 

measures, there were some recurring patterns of variable and measure usage.  Examining 

previous publications and observing which variables and measures were used in each 

informed the variable/measure selection process.  The following considerations were 

used to make the final selection of measures: how frequently a measure was used in prior 

publications with the IYFP, how frequently a measure was used in non-IYFP 

publications, as well as the reported validity and reliability of the measure.  A description 

of the chosen measures is provided in Table 3, and a list of items used for each construct 

is found in Appendix B. 
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Establishing Measurement Models 

A first step in the analysis was to establish measurement models connecting latent 

variables for each relationship domain and their indicators. “Statistical models are 

mathematical representations of population behavior; they describe salient features of the 

hypothesized process of interest among individuals in the target population” (Singer & 

Willett, 2003, p 46).  Yet the models are not statements about the behavior of the sample, 

but rather are “statements about the population process that generated the data” (Singer 

& Willett, 2003, p 46).  Parcels of items for each indicator were used for the analyses.  

The purpose of the measurement model is to determine how the factors (focal 

relationships) are measured by the indicators (identified measures). This was done using 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).  CFA’s are done when organizing items into 

meaningful latent constructs.  When a cluster of related questions are significantly 

correlated it suggests that the individual questions may be combined to explain a broader 

phenomena.  For example, questions such as, “How satisfied are you in your 

relationship?”, “How much do you want your relationship to succeed?”, “How happy are 

you with the way things are between the two of you?”, and “How frequently does your 

relationship make you feel happy?” will likely be correlated.  Although these questions 

clearly have much in common, each includes some unique information about the 

relationship.  When correlated questions are grouped together, it is akin to multiple 

puzzle pieces coming together to provide a wider picture.  CFAs are useful when using 

measures to confirm the theory that the selected indicators do (or do not) load on to the 

constructs.  
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A latent variable can be considered as a combination of the variance of the 

individual indicators.  Using the four questions listed in the previous paragraph, there are 

two types of variance that would exist in the latent variable of “relationship 

quality”.  Common variance is the representation of the underlying construct. The other 

variance is unique variance, and is comprised of two portions: specific variance and 

random error.  Specific variance refers to each question or factor’s individual aspect. The 

random error refers to anything that keeps this representation from being perfect, 

including sampling errors, reporting errors, and a myriad of other unseen issues that 

nobody can really pinpoint (otherwise they would accommodate for them and they 

wouldn’t be errors), but everybody knows exists and needs to be accounted for.   

To begin the process of CFA, the scale of each latent variable must first be fixed 

to a constant.  As each measure uses different scales, each item was rescaled to make 

them consistent across all scales (Little, 2013).  At this point in the factor analysis it is 

important to determine the number of latent factors, whether the errors of the indicators 

are correlated, how many indicators load on how many factors, and if the variances of or 

covariances between the factors is zero. A sequence of models were examined and 

compared to choose the simplest possible latent structure for each of the domains.  Each 

domain is represented below (see Figures 2.2-2.5) in their simplest possible latent 

structure, with each having a single latent factor.  Figure 2.6 shows the full model with 

the most complexity possible for each structure (4 factors for parent-child, 2 for sibling, 1 

for peer, and 2 for romantic).  Although each indicator was selected theoretically, with 

each measure having previously been used in research, through the measurement 

modeling analyses any indicator that did not load well on at least one factor was dropped.   
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Although the figures do not show inter-correlations between exogenous variables for 

convenience, they are taken into account in the analyses. 

Figure 2.2. Parent-child relationship quality latent variable and potential indicators. 

 

Parent-child relationship quality was measured in W1 (MAge=12.6) with eight 

multi-item scales using both parent-response and target-response for relationship 

satisfaction (N items = 4), parental rejection (N items = 5), harsh parenting (N items = 4), 

as well as parent-response for child supportiveness/warmth (N items = 4) and target-

response for parent supportiveness/warmth (N items = 4).  Both mother and father 

reported on each of the four scales. The simplest possible latent structure would be that 

mother report, father report, target report of mother, and target report of father on each 

indicator scale load well on one factor (see Figure 1.1).  The most complex latent 

structure would be that each combination of parent and reporter (mother about mother, 

father about father, target about mother, target about father) would load on four separate 

factors (see Figure 2.6).  It was hypothesized that the most likely factor loading would be 

a middle-ground 2-factor model, with mother report and target report of mother loading 

on one factor, and father report and target report of father loading on another.   
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Figure 2.3. Sibling relationship quality latent variable and potential indicators. 

 

Sibling relationship quality was measured in W3 (MAge=15.6) with eight multi-

item scales using both sibling-response and target-response for relationship satisfaction 

(N items = 2), sibling support/warmth (N items =4), target support/warmth (N items = 4), 

and warmth and conflict (N items =23). The simplest possible latent structure would be 

that sibling report and target report of all indicator scales load well on one factor (see 

Figure 2.3).  The most complex latent structure would be that both sibling report and 

target report of indicators would load on two separate factors (see Figure 2.6). 

Figure 2.4. Peer relationship quality latent variable and potential indicators. 
 

Peer relationship quality was measured in W9 (MAge=20.6) with four multi-item 

scales using parent-report of child’s peer relationship quality (N items = 1), and target-

report relationship satisfaction (N items = 2), peer support/warmth (N items = 4) and 

target support/warmth (N items = 4).  As peers were not included in the IYFP data 
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collection, and as only four indicators were available to be used (one from parent report, 

three from target report), it is only possible to have one factor (see Figure 2.4; see also 

Figure 2.6).   

Figure 2.5. Romantic relationship quality latent variable and potential indicators. 

 

Romantic relationship quality was measured in W19 (MAge=30.6) with ten multi-

item scales using target-response and partner-response for relationship satisfaction (N 

items = 4), partner support/warmth (N items = 4), target support/warmth (N items = 4), 

Quality Marriage Index (QMI) (N items = 5), sexual satisfaction (N items = 9). The 

simplest possible latent structure would be that partner report and target report of all 

indicator scales load well on one factor (see Figure 4). The most complex latent structure 

would be that partner and target report of indicators would load on two separate factors 

(see Figure 2.6).   

Overview of Analyses 

All analyses were completed using various packages in R, including the Lavaan 

package for the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and structural equation modeling 

(SEM) analyses and the lm package for the moderation models (R Core Team, 2017).  

SEM was used for the mediation model and multiple regression was used or the 

moderation model.  For the moderation model, composite scores were used for the focal 

variables for two reasons.  First, the CFAs had already established which scales could be  
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Figure 2.6. Hypothesized model with the most complex structure possible. 

 

combined as reliable indicators of latent constructs for each of the focal relationships.  

This information was carried over to the moderation model and used to simplify the 

analysis.  Second, there is a lack of consensus regarding the best way to perform 

moderation analyses in an SEM context and all are labor intensive. In contrast, using 

composite scores in a linear regression context lends itself easily to testing for 

moderation. Using SEM for the mediation model and composite scoring for the 

moderation model was thus deemed to be the most appropriate and parsimonious 

approach.  
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All variables were coded such that a higher number on the scale indicated better 

or more positive relationship quality.  Original values of focal variables included scales of 

1-4, 1-5, 1-6 and 1-7; variables were rescaled so that they all went from 1-7 using a 

standard formula (Little, 2013).  After ensuring that each variable was on the same scale 

and had the same directionality, the next step was to determine the measurement models 

of the latent factors.  This was done by combining individual variables into indicators, or 

measures as previously described (see Table 3). From there the decision of whether to 

parcel or not depended on the results of the CFAs.   

Control Variables 

A set of control variables were used for both the mediation and moderation 

analyses to adjust for potential confounding factors that may be related to either the 

parent-child, sibling, peer, or romantic relationships.  Considering potential confounding 

aspects of life that would relate to these focal relationships, and referring to other 

analyses using this data, a list of variables most likely to have significant impact was 

developed (see Table 4).  Controls from W1 included parent and sibling age (in years), 

sibling constellations (by sex and by age), as well as parent income, religiosity, 

unexpected negative events, and economic pressures (i.e., difficulty paying bills, money 

sufficient for monthly needs).  The remaining controls were taken from W19, and are as 

follows: relationship status (married, separated, dating, etc.), partner race/ethnicity, 

presence of children, age difference, education, income, target religiosity, unexpected 

negative events, and economic pressures.  Parent and romantic relationship variables such 

as age, education, income, and so forth reflected a combined couple average. Given the 

complex nature of the models, as well as the extent of the list of potential control 
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variables, simple linear regression models were run to determine the influence of each 

control variable on parent-child, sibling, peer or romantic relationship quality (reported as 

the p value in Table 4).  Five variables (parent religiosity, parent economic hardship, 

female-male sibling constellation, partner and target education, and partner and target 

economic hardship) were significant predictors for at least one relationship, and thus 

were selected as the final set control variables. 

Missing Values   

One issue related to the data analyses is how to properly handle missing data.  

Although the IYFP was powerfully designed and expertly executed, yet there are missing 

data.  For the composite-scored variables, the percentage of missing values are as 

follows: parent-child, 0%; sibling, 11%; peer, 24%; romantic, 30%.  The 30% of missing 

data for romantic relationship quality can, in part, be explained by those targets who do 

not have partners or whose partners did not participate.  Participants were given options 

of Not Applicable or I don’t know on most items, and also allowed to skip over items 

(either by choice or by accident).  These items were recoded to be consistent with other 

missing values for each variable.   

One danger of utilizing longitudinal data is the likelihood of participant dropout, 

which the IYFP experienced to a small degree.  For these reasons it was important to 

consider the handling of missing data. Using parcels of items for each indicator helped to 

reduce missing data.  In addition, composite scores for the moderation analyses further 

helped to reduce missing data.  Any other missingness issues were addressed by using a 

full information maximum likelihood (FIML) approach.  In place of imputation, the goal 
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of FIML is to utilize the data available to determine the values that maximize the 

likelihood function and is simpler than imputation.   

There are many reasons why FIML is a better choice for addressing missing data.  

Some of the reasons include the following: 1) the standard errors of ML (maximum 

likelihood) estimates are as small as possible with large sample sizes, such as in the 

IYFP, 2) R makes FIML simpler to implement than other imputation, and 3) in place of 

the different result each time an imputation is run, FIML produces a deterministic result 

(Allison, 2015).  Singer and Willett (2003) list the following as the primary benefits of 

ML estimates: ML estimates are asymptotically unbiased (consistent convergence), 

asymptotically normally distributed (sampling distributions are approximately normal), 

and asymptotically efficient (smaller standard errors than other approaches)..  For these 

benefits to be fully realized, the sample size must be sufficiently large.  The 451 cases 

from the IYFP exceeds the minimum of 100 individuals identified by Long (1997), 

although it does not quite reach his standard for ideal (500 cases).  
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CHAPTER III 

“IT TAKES A VILLAGE”: SIBLING AND PEER RELATIONSHIPS AS 

MEDIATORS OF THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN PARENT-CHILD 

RELATIONSHIPS AND ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS 

 Hundreds of research publications have concluded that good relationships 

between parents and infants is strongly associated with good relationships between that 

child and their romantic partner in adulthood (Hazan & Shaver, 1987, Fraley & Davis, 

1993, Fraley & Shaver, 2000).  The influence of the parent-child relationship on an 

individual, whether positive or negative, has proven to be salient across the lifespan (van 

IJzendoorn, 1995; Linder & Collins, 2005).  This association is perhaps the most basic in 

the field of family science.  Yet there are other salient relationships in a person’s lifetime 

that may be equally, or more influential, on later romantic relationships.  Siblings and 

peers have great impact on individuals (Andrews, Tildesley, Hops, & Li, 2002; Azmitia 

& Hesser, 1993; McHale, Updegraff, & Whiteman, 2012), yet their influence has not 

been studied to the same extent as the parent-child relationship.   

 Family systems theory underscores how relationships, even those that are most 

salient, do not occur in a vacuum (Day, 2010).  This theory advocates examining 

relationships as they impact, and are impacted by, other relationships.  Of the hundreds of 

research publications linking parent-child relationships with adult romantic relationships, 

all or nearly all ignore the impact of sibling and peer relationships.  This may be likened 

to viewing a trip based solely on the place of departure and the final destination.  While 

these two points are arguably the most important, without what goes on “in between”, 

how would anyone get to their destination?  It is possible that the strong associations 
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between parent-child relationships and adult romantic relationships occur in part due to 

the enhancement of parent-child relationship patterns in the context of sibling or peer 

relationships.  For example, a securely attached child is most likely to become a securely 

attached adult (Ainsworth, 1989; Collins & Read, 1990), but perhaps this may depend on 

also experiencing secure attachment with siblings or peers.  In these in-between 

relationships it is likely that the views of self and others formed with caregivers are 

tested, refined and then carried forward into adult romantic relationships. It is possible 

that the relationship with siblings or peers validates or enhances the relational traits 

learned from the parent-child relationship, which then solidifies those traits in the 

romantic relationship.  Accordingly, the proposed study will examine longitudinal 

associations between parent-child relationship quality and adult romantic relationship 

quality, as mediated by sibling and peer relationships. 

Continuity of Attachment from Parents to Siblings and Peers 

Many researchers have examined how multiple relationships are represented in 

children’s internal working models (views of self as worthy or unworthy of love, and 

views of others as worthy or unworthy of trust).  Prior research has been unable to come 

to a consensus on how, why, and to what extent attachment in non-parental relationships 

impacts the individual (Howes, 1999).  One article (Laible, Carlo, & Raffaelli, 2000) 

attempted to narrow the extant research perspectives into three general categories. First, 

internal working models may be organized hierarchically (Bretherton, 1985).  This 

approach suggests that the child’s representation of the most influential caregiver is the 

most salient, and therefore the most predictive of developmental outcomes.  Second, 

internal working models may be organized in such a way that each relationship holds 
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equal weight, and is integrated into a single representation of all relationships (van 

IJzendorn, 1992).  Third, the organization is not one of integration, but a collection of 

multiple independent internal working models.  These internal working models may 

correspond, or may compete with other relationships.  Each of these internal working 

models then influences different developmental domains (Suess, Grossmann, & Sroufe, 

1992). For the purpose of this chapter, a hybrid of the second and third categories will be 

used to explain the predicted mediation of the association between parent-child 

attachment and adult relationship quality. 

The second category suggests an organization of internal working models that 

form a single representation of all relationships and forces all relationships to be 

equivalent in their influence.  The third category identifies the organization as a 

collection of multiple independent internal working models and views each as its own 

means to an end.  The suggested combination of these two categories in a single 

organization of all internal working models in which the salience of the individual 

relationships determines their weight of influence on the single organization.  This hybrid 

allows for individual differences, such as how the importance of the sibling relationship 

varies from person to person, even within a family. The degree to which a sibling or peer 

relationship may mediate the association between parent-child and romantic relationships 

most likely depends largely on the importance assigned to that relationship by the 

individual.  Two similar individuals may experience vastly different paths to adult 

relationship quality based on the value they placed on their sibling or peer relationship.   

Parent-child Attachment Carried Forward to Sibling and Peer Relationships 

Though the parent, sibling, and peer relationship have similarities, they also differ  



 94 

significantly.  The parent-child relationship generally is based on unilateral power, where 

the child is entreated and expected to obey and conform.  In the sibling relationship the 

familial relationship binds the siblings together, as seen in the parent-child relationship.  

Yet a quasi-voluntariness that is unique to the sibling relationship (where the sibling 

eventually must choose the level of involvement in the sibling relationship) sets it apart 

from the parent-child relationship.  The peer relationship uniquely consists of mutual 

cooperation and reciprocity (Piaget, 1965/1935.; Youniss, 1985).  Children model and 

generalize their behavior with siblings and peers based on the working models developed 

with their parents (Meeus, Oosterwegel, & Vollebergh, 2002).  Modeled behavior is 

particularly prevalent in adolescence as social competence and other attachment 

behaviors begin to transfer from parents to peers (Bell, Avery, Jenkins, Feld & 

Schoenrock, 1985; Meeus, 1989; Engels, Finkenauer, Meeus, & Dekovic, 2001; Feldman 

& Wentzel, 1990; Rice, 1990; Raja, McGee and Stanton, 1992; Fuligni & Eccles, 1993).  

 Adolescence is the prime time for attachment transference for many reasons.  

During adolescence, children begin exploring intimate and supportive relationships 

outside their family (Laible, Carlo, & Raffaelli, 2000).  As infants, both secure and 

anxious/ambivalent infants seek proximity to primary caregivers.  Greenberg and 

colleagues (1983) found a parallel in adolescence, where regardless of attachment 

classification, adolescents still sought out parents.  Though this research also found that 

parent attachment was more powerful in predicting well-being than peer attachment, 

other research findings suggest that children begin to utilize peer attachment as frequently 

as parent attachment during the span from early and middle childhood to adolescence 

(Greenberg, Siegel, & Leitch, 1983).  This may suggest that while parent attachment 
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remains important, transference of attachment from parents to peers facilitates peer 

attachment gaining salience in adolescence, which fuels the hypothesis that sibling and 

peer relationships may have the strength to act as mediators in the association of the 

parent-child and romantic relationships.   

In the process of transferring attachment from parents to peers, each relationship 

serves similar, though not equal functions in terms of adjustment (Laible, Carlo, & 

Raffaelli, 2000).  Not surprisingly, adolescents who enjoyed secure attachment to parents 

and to peers were the best adjusted, meaning they were the least aggressive and depressed 

while being the most sympathetic (Laible, Carlo, & Raffaelli, 2000).  The same study 

also reported that those who were securely attached to peers but insecurely attached to 

parents were better adjusted than the reverse.  This adds evidence for the hypothesis that 

parent-child attachment may impact adult relationships indirectly through other important 

relationships such as sibling and peer attachment.   

Although the quality of sibling attachment changes similar to the way attachment 

changes in the peer relationship (Fraley & Davis, 1997), if and how adolescents transfer 

their attachment and working models to siblings has been left unstudied.  Parent 

attachment still impacts sibling attachment, although the extent of the impact may vary 

by sex of the parent and child (Buist, Deković, Meeus, & Aken, 2002).  There remains 

many gaps in the research on sibling attachment, transference, and the relationship to 

parent attachment. 

Adolescents may not recognize that when they form relationships with peers their 

behavior, perspective, and even attachment is largely influenced by their internal working 

models formed as infants with their parents.  Additionally, decisions made by parents 
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such as living location, occupation, educational attainment and so forth directly 

influences the micro-, meso-, and exosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).  These systems 

have direct and indirect influence on the adolescent.  For example, social characteristics 

such as class and education attainment may influence career choice, influencing where 

the family is located, which influences the peers available to adolescents (Patterson, 

Dishion, & Bank, 1985; Dishion, Patterson, Stoolmiller, & Skinner, 1991; Brown, 

Mounts, Lamborn, & Steinberg, 1993; Coulton, Richter, Kim, Fischer, & Cho, 2016).  

Not only do parent decisions and characteristics influence the available peers, but 

they also influence how their adolescents will interact with their peers.  One longitudinal 

study found that within their racially diverse sample, family characteristics (such as 

perceived warmth and autonomy) in early adolescence predicted a subsequent risky peer 

context one year later, which then predicted problem behavior in later adolescence 

(Goldstein, Davis-Kean, & Eccles, 2005).  In this study the peer context was also found 

to be a mediating influence between problem behavior in early adolescence and problem 

behavior in later adolescence.  These findings illustrate how the world that parents create 

for their children, which can certainly extend to the internal working models developed 

from interactions with parents, directly influences their peer relationships.   

Internal working models directly influence the child’s perspective, behavior and 

interactions in future relationships (Cassidy & Shaver, 1999; Bretherton & Munholland, 

1999), such as sibling or peer relationships.  The child’s experiences in these 

relationships are compared with the extant internal working models.  When the 

experience corresponds with their prior experiences, this entrenches their internal 

working models.  This is a normal process, and almost expected, particularly for secure 
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attachments.  As an example, sibling warmth has been determined to be a protective 

factor during a family transition such as a divorce (Deater-Deckard & Dunn,  2002), or 

during stressful events (Jenkins, 1992).  When a child has multiple secure attachments 

their development is more enhanced than having only one single secure relationship 

(Howes, 1999; Laible 2000; Thompson, 1998).  To this point, the majority of the 

discussion surrounding attachment has been directly or indirectly referring primarily to 

secure attachment.  There are many benefits for those with secure attachment styles, but 

it must be acknowledged that many people have insecure attachment styles.  Although 

attachment impacts individuals from the cradle to the grave, there is a growing body of 

literature supporting the notion that individuals with initially insecure attachments may 

earn security through repeated, pervasive secure attachment relationships (Phelps, 

Belsky, & Crnic, 1998).     

While these claims may be made with some confidence given the breadth of 

research available on peer attachment, there is an unequal range of research on 

associations between parent-child and sibling attachment.  The minimal research 

available suggests that, just like peers, the internal working models developed with 

parents informs behavior in sibling relationships, particularly with older siblings 

exhibiting similar caregiving behavior as their parents (Stewart & Marvin, 1984).  This is 

particularly salient during times of negative or stressful life events, when sibling affection 

serves a protective role, regardless of mother-child relationship quality (Gass, Jenkins, 

Dunn, 2006).  Additional findings indicate that the sibling relationship is benefitted even 

beyond general benefits to securely attached children when at least one sibling is securely 

attached to parents, and even more so when both siblings have secure internal working 
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models (Teti & Ablard, 1989).  These collective findings suggest that sibling attachment 

may be salient enough to conceivably act as a mediator between the parent-child and 

romantic relationship.   

Hypotheses 

In this study, I examine the following research question: to what extent do sibling 

relationships and peer relationships mediate the relationship between parent-child 

relationship and romantic partner relationship? I hypothesized that sibling and peer 

relationship quality would significantly mediate the association between parent-child 

relationship quality and romantic relationship quality.  Such results would indicate that 

these frequently overlooked relationships may have underappreciated influence in 

individual lives and relationships.  Specifically, this would indicate that the path between 

parent-child relationships and partner relationships is far more intricate than simple 

departure and destination points, and highlight the journey that is woven through sibling 

and peer relationships.   

Mediation through siblings would suggest that the parent-child relationship is 

transmitted to the romantic relationship via the sibling relationship. Often times the 

sibling relationship is seen as either something to be endured, an unavoidable path 

through childhood and adolescence, or, at very best, a convenient friendship.  Frequently 

in adolescence parents are primarily concerned with individual development, and simply 

keeping the family structure organized and functional.  If parents understood that their 

influence on their child’s future romantic relationship would be mediated through their 

child’s interaction with her or his sibling, it would be wise to invest more effort in 

promoting positive sibling interactions.  If the sibling relationship mediates the 
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association between parent-child relationship and adult relationship quality, parents 

would do well to prioritize the sibling interactions more, and be more pro-active about 

guiding sibling interactions.  Similarly, mediation through peers would suggest that the 

parent-child relationship is transmitted to the romantic relationship via the peer 

relationship.  Parents are usually already aware of the salient influence of friends and 

peers, particularly in adolescence.  Knowing that their potential influence on their child’s 

romantic relationship would be mediated through the peer relationship would likely 

expedite efforts to helping children form good and positive relationships with friends and 

peers.       

Analyses 

The results from the measurement model analyses (see Factor Analyses section of 

this chapter, as well as Tables 7 and 8) determined that the most parsimonious and best-

fitting model would include a combined mother-father report and the target’s perspective 

of the parent-child relationship.  The sibling and romantic relationships include both the 

target and the other reporter, and the peer relationship includes only the target’s 

perspective.  After the model was specified, the parameters needed to be estimated.  

Parameters indicate the nature and size of the associations in the model. The most 

relevant parameters in the model are the relationships between parent-child, sibling, peer, 

and romantic relationships.  Confidence intervals for the indirect paths were estimated 

using bootstrapping, or sampling with replacement.  The next step was assessment of fit. 

There are many effective ways of determining model fit, with researchers unable to come 

to a consensus as to which is the best method, or even what the best cut-offs for various 

indices actually are.  However, there are multiple options that have been proven to be 
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useful and successful (Hooper, Coughlan, & Mullen, 2008).  Each approach has strengths 

and weaknesses.  For the analyses, the traditional model χ2 (chi-squared) were used, in 

combination with other fit indices such as RMSEA, CFI, SRMR, and the matrix of 

correlation residual to examine model fit (see Kline, 2010).  

Results 

Descriptive Information 

 Zero-order correlations are reported in Table 5 (individual indicator scales) and 

Table 6 (composite-scores for each relationship type). All items were scaled to be on the 

same 1-7 scale and the same directionality (Little, 2013), with higher numbers equated 

with more beneficial outcomes (i.e., a high score on conflict is related to less frequent 

conflict).   Most items were highly correlated with other items within relationship (e.g., 

target- and sibling- reports of sibling relationship quality).  Satisfaction in the parent-

child relationship had the strongest correlations with other parent-child items.  Warmth in 

the sibling relationship had the strongest correlations with other sibling items, particularly 

relationship satisfaction and support from both reporters.  Target and sibling conflict 

were also strongly correlated.  Target satisfaction in the sibling relationship was strongly 

correlated with all other sibling items, especially target reports of support, sibling warmth 

and satisfaction. In the peer relationship, it was self-report of appreciation by target, and 

report of help from and toward a peer that had the strongest correlations with other peer 

items.  In the romantic relationship, target report of partner support and partner report of 

all items were the strongest correlations with other romantic items.  Other items were 

significantly correlated with other relationships, such as parent satisfaction with many 

items in the sibling relationship, or target warmth as well as satisfaction with items in the 
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romantic relationship.  These correlations suggest potential connections, as hypothesized, 

between the parent-child, sibling, peer, and romantic relationships.     

Additional correlations were assessed after completing the factor analyses and 

determining which items comprised the latent variables for each of the four focal 

relationships. Correlations, means, and standard deviations for the composite-scored 

items can be found in Table 6.  Means for parent items were calculated by averaging 

mother and father’s individual scores. Parent-child relationship quality was highly 

correlated with sibling, peer, and romantic relationship quality.  Sibling relationship 

quality was highly correlated with both peer and romantic relationship quality.   

Romantic relationship quality had the highest mean and was significantly correlated with 

parent and sibling relationships.   

Factor Analyses  

The factor analyses required examining each latent variable’s scale scores, then 

using theory and results to determine which of the proposed items comprising the latent 

variable truly fit and provide the best model.  The parent-child relationship was the most 

complex as it included three reporters (mother, father, and target), and two distinct 

relationships (mother-child relationship, and father-child relationship).  It was previously 

determined that the best course of action would be to assume the most complex approach 

would be correct, and then based on the results, whittle it back to what was most 

reasonable.  Most parent-child researchers would agree that there are unique aspects to 

both mother-child, and father-child relationships, but the model-fit analyses suggested 

that this was not a very strong model (see model 1 for mothers and model 2 for fathers in 

Table 7).  The next step was to determine if the model fit would be better by combining 
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both mother-child and father-child reports into a cohesive parent-child model (see Figure 

3.1).  This approach makes sense because although both fathers and mothers have distinct 

and unique relationships with their children (and vice versa), the target is the same person 

in both relationships, and qualities learned from the relationship with one parent can be 

utilized in the relationship with the other parent.  When the mother-child and father-child 

models were combined, the model fit became much better (model 3 in Table 7). In 

addition, items were allowed to correlate across reporters in this model.  Other items (i.e., 

mother/father satisfaction and rejection) were correlated based on modification indices 

suggesting a correlation (model 4 in Table 7).  With mother-report and father-report 

being included in the same model, in an effort to find the most parsimonious model 

combining the mother- and father-report items into a collective report was attempted.  

The results (model 5 of Table 7) suggest that this approach allows for better model fit.   

The next model correlated items that the modification indices suggested were highly 

correlated (parent rejection and parent-report of child supportiveness, as well as parent 

satisfaction and parent-report of child supportiveness, and the reverse of target 

satisfaction and target-report of parent supportiveness), which again provided a better 

model fit (model 6 in Table 7).  Upon observing other results, rejection and harshness 

from both parent and child perspectives were shown to be largely correlated.  When re-

examining the individual questions used for both harsh parenting and parental rejection it 

appeared that there was significant overlap in measurement.  As such, harsh parenting 

was removed, which resulted in a better model fit (model 7 in Table 7).  Satisfied with 

the model fit, this final model was determined to be the best-fitting model for parent-

child relationship quality.   
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Figure 3.1. Revised final model (compare with Figure 2.6, the hypothesized model with 

the most complex structure possible.  

 

 After determining the best model fit for parent-child relationship, model fit 

analyses for the sibling relationship were performed.  The variables selected for the 

sibling relationship quality latent factor included both target and sibling response to two 

relationship satisfaction questions, self- and other-report of supportiveness and warmth, 

and questions from the Sibling Relationship Quality Index (SRQ).  The SRQ has been 

used multiple ways, with some parceling it into multiple categories, and others simply 

dividing the questions into two categories (warmth and conflict).  The first approach was 

attempted, with the SRQ divided into the following nine categories: antagonism, 
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admiration, similarities, affection, competition, pro-social behavior, companionship, 

contention, parent-preference and with items correlated across reporters (see model 8 of 

Table 7).  Despite the poor model fit, the remaining non-SRQ variables were included in 

a subsequent model (see model 9 of Table 7).  A comparison model was run with the 

SRQ divided into two categories (warmth and conflict), but this failed to converge.  

Another model (see model 10 of Table 7) included the SRQ divided into warmth and 

conflict along with the other non-SRQ variables, with items correlated across reporters.  

The results suggest that this simpler model of dividing the SRQ into warmth and conflict 

provided a better fit.  Considering that scores on conflict items were reversed such that a 

higher score on conflict reflected less conflict, the next model included correlations 

between conflict and warmth for both targets and siblings (see model 10 of Table 7).  

Although the model fit was sufficient to proceed, another model was run combining 

warmth and conflict in a single measure (see model 11 of Table 7).  The model fit was 

not quite as good, but acceptable.  The individual questions of the SRQ were re-

examined.  Although conflict had been reverse-coded to reflect less conflict, the 

questions seemed to theoretically measure different aspects of the relationship.  As such, 

it was determined that the previous model with the SRQ divided in warmth and conflict 

would serve as the final model.   

 The peer model fit process was perhaps the most challenging.  Each of the other 

relationships included multiple measures from multiple perspectives.  Only one parent-

perspective variable and ten self-report items from the target reference the peer 

relationship.  An initial model was run and determined to be insufficient (see model 13 of 

Table 7).  The wording of the parent-report question was re-examined, “Generally, how 
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much conflict, tension, or disagreement do you think there is between the target child and 

his/her close friends?”  Considering the end goal of measuring peer relationship quality, 

and also that parents are reporting on their 20-year old target, another model was 

attempted without the parent-report item, but this model had 0 degrees of freedom, 

making it unusable.  Multiple solutions were attempted, including examining alphas of 

measures, histograms of individual items, and so forth.  In subsequent modeling attempts 

with the remaining 10 self-report items, three items seemed to be weakening the model.  

These items were related to expression of care for friends, as well as the frequency of 

acting lovingly and affectionately towards peers.  Twenty-year old emerging adults may 

not consider themselves particularly adept at expressing genuine love and concern for 

friends.  Also, as it is target-report only, there is already greater potential for collinearity 

between related items.  A subsequent model removed the three challenging variables, 

which left a 7-item model with model fit that was sufficient (see model 14 of Table 7).  

Although the model fit for the final peer model was not as strong as the previous 

relationship model fits, considering the challenges of using only self-reported items, and 

having so few items to begin with, the resulting model fit was deemed acceptable.  

Unfortunately, this does weaken any future analyses examining associations with peers. 

Accordingly, any associations with peers will be considered to be exploratory, not 

definitive. 

 Finally, model fit analyses for the latent variable for romantic relationship were 

performed.  The first attempt at model fit included all variables from both target and 

partner perspectives and provided an adequate result (see model 15 of Table 7).  

Although this could have been used successfully, it was determined prudent to ensure that 
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it was the best fit.  Small adjustments were made and compared.  Through this process it 

was determined that the Quality Marriage Index (QMI) items and the relationship 

satisfaction variables were highly correlated.  Examining the questions included in each 

determined that, although the wording was distinct, the questions were created to assess 

nearly the same thing: the quality of the relationship.  A subsequent model (model 16 of 

Table 7) with QMI correlated with relationship satisfaction showed this improved model 

fit.  Other results suggested that the QMI and sexual satisfaction were strongly related.  

Re-examining the wording of each question, the goal of what each measure really 

assesses, and so forth, the next step was to determine if the QMI was irrelevant, as both 

relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction measured similar perspectives.  

Removing the QMI from the model greatly decreased its effectiveness (see model 17 of 

Table 7).  This suggests that the QMI offers a meaningful perspective of the quality of the 

romantic relationship.  Knowing that the QMI’s variables were pertinent, but still 

strongly correlated to relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction, the next logical 

step was to consider if sexual satisfaction was irrelevant, having already been accurately 

assessed between the QMI and relationship satisfaction (and other variables, such as 

warmth).  The results (model 18 of Table 7) suggest that including sexual satisfaction in 

the model was unnecessary and impeding a better fit.  Although sexual satisfaction is a 

critical piece of romantic relationship quality, questions asked in other measures already 

sufficiently assess the same outcomes that are provided by the sexual satisfaction 

measure.  As such, it was dropped from the model, and this model was determined to be 

the best fit.  Although sexual satisfaction will not be used as an indicator of romantic 

relationship quality, it would be useful to include as a control variable hereafter.  In each 
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model, including the final model, residual correlations were limited to items repeated by 

reporter.  Factor loadings are included in Table G of Appendix A. 

Assessing the Mediation Model 

To examine whether sibling relationship quality and peer relationship quality each 

mediate the association between parent-child relationship quality and romantic 

relationship quality, I estimated a structural equation model using full information 

maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation.  The analyses were completed using the lavaan 

package of R (R Core Team, 2017).  The mediation model predicts romantic relationship 

quality in W19 (target age=30.6) as a function of sibling relationship quality in W4 

(target age=16.6) and parent-child relationship quality in W1 (target age=12.6).  The 

model also included peer relationship quality in W9 (target age=20.6) as a second 

mediator.  Several statistics were used to evaluate model fit.  In Table 7, results are 

reported for the chi-squared statistic (χ2), for which a p value greater than .05 is 

considered to indicate good fit (Barrett, 2007; Kline, 2010; Hooper, Coughlan, & Mullen, 

2008).  I also used the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) as well as its 

95% confidence interval.  RMSEA less than or equal to 0.05 are considered to indicate 

good fit (Browne & Cudeck, 1993; MacCallum, Browne, & Sugawara, 1996).  The 

comparative fit index (CFI) is also considered to indicate good fit for values greater than 

or equal to .95 (Hooper, Coughlan, & Mullen, 2008).  To identify statistically significant 

evidence of mediation, I estimated the indirect effects of parent-child relationship quality 

on romantic relationship quality outcomes and their corresponding 95% bias-corrected 

bootstrap confidence intervals based on 1,000 bootstrap samples (Efron & Tibshirani, 

1986; Shrout & Bolger, 2002).  This type of bootstrapping is recommended for assessing 
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the statistical significance of indirect effects as most statistical tests assume normal 

distribution for indirect effects, yet the confidence limits of the estimate tend to be 

asymmetric (MacKinnon, Lockwood & Willams 2004; Preacher, Rucker & Hayes, 2007).   

 As seen in figure 3.2, parent-child relationship quality significantly predicted 

sibling relationship quality (β = 0.41, SE=0.25, p<0.001), peer relationship quality (β = 

0.21, SE=0.12, p<0.05), and romantic relationship quality (β = 0.19, SE=0.17, p<0.05).  

Sibling relationship quality significantly predicted romantic relationship quality (β = 

0.20, SE=0.04, p<0.05).  Peer relationship quality did not significantly predict romantic 

relationship quality (β = 0.06, SE=0.12, p=0.51).  Narratively, this means that a one-unit 

change in parent-child relationship quality (at age 12.6) was associated with scoring 0.41 

standard deviations higher on sibling relationship quality (at age 16.6).  A one-unit 

change in sibling relationship quality (at age 16.6) was associated with scoring 0.20 

standard deviations higher on romantic relationship quality (at age 30.6).  A one-unit 

change in parent-child relationship quality (at age 12.6) was associated with scoring 0.19 

standard deviations higher on romantic relationship quality (at age 30.6).  A one-unit 

change in parent-child relationship quality (at age 12.6) was associated with scoring 0.21 

standard deviations higher on peer relationship quality (at age 20.6).  

 Indirect effects, the product of the a (direct effect of parent-child relationship 

quality on sibling relationship quality [or peer relationship quality]) and b paths (direct 

effect of sibling relationship quality [or peer relationship quality] on romantic 

relationship quality) reflect the mediating influence of sibling relationship quality (or 

peer relationship quality) on the association between parent-child relationship quality and 

romantic relationship quality (Hayes, 2013).  If the indirect effects were significant, but  
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the direct coefficients were not, it would suggest complete mediation.  Complete 

mediation in this case would mean that the only way that the parent-child relationship 

impacts the romantic relationship is through the sibling relationship.  Not only is full 

mediation exceedingly rare, in most cases it is theoretically impossible.  Partial mediation 

is theoretically sound, and is suggested when coefficients for both direct and indirect 

effects are significant, as is the case with the sibling relationship mediation model.  The 

indirect effect of parent-child relationship quality on romantic relationship quality 

through sibling relationship quality is β = 0.08, SE=0.06, p=0.015.  The indirect effect of 

parent-child relationship quality on romantic relationship quality through peer 

relationship quality is β = 0.01, SE=0.03, p=0.52. 

 These results provide partial support for the hypotheses.  The original hypothesis 

was that both sibling and peer relationship quality would mediate the association between 

parent-child relationship quality and romantic relationship quality, with the sibling 

mediator being the stronger mediator.  The sibling mediator was the only statistically 

significant mediator, which fulfilled parts of the hypothesis, namely that it would be 

significant, and be a stronger mediator than peer.  The peer mediator was not significant, 

however, which was not hypothesized.   

 After the primary model was run, the control variables previously identified (see 

chapter 2) were included in another model.  The purpose of including control variables is 

to determine how much the results from the original model could have alternative 

explanations.  Having predetermined the variables most likely to significantly impact the 

focal relationships, if the new model with the control variables included reduces the 

evidence for mediation, it suggests that the original results can be explained at least 



 111 

partially by influences outside of relationship quality.  Although no model is perfect, if 

the new model with the control variables shows no notable differences from the original 

model, it provides greater evidence that the mediation results are less likely to have 

alternative explanations.  The results (see Table 9) show minor changes, but no dramatic 

change.  Having modeled the mediation model controlling for parent religiosity, parent 

economic hardship, sibling mixed-sex constellation, target education, and target and 

partner economic hardship, this suggests that the results of the analyses cannot be 

explained by these alternate variables.    

Discussion 

 The present study explored the role of sibling relationship quality and peer 

relationship quality as mediators of the association between parent-child relationship 

quality and romantic relationship quality.  The hypothesis that sibling relationship quality 

partially mediates the aforementioned association was supported, although the effects 

were generally small.  This suggests that higher quality in the parent relationship lead to 

increased quality with siblings, which then leads to improved quality in the romantic 

relationship.  An interpretation of this finding may be, as previously mentioned, that 

children learn how to behave positively with their siblings from their relationship with 

their parents.  Siblings get to see positive interactions, and experience how it feels.  They 

then take these observations and learned behaviors, and each, in turn (as they both had 

opportunity to learn from the same parents), “test-drive” and experiment these behaviors 

and ideations in their own relationship as siblings.  Finally, having become expert at these 

beneficial attributes through test and trial, they enter the romantic relationship ready to 

engage positively, which leads to greater satisfaction for both partners.  This 
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interpretation of the results fits with family systems theory (Day, 2010), suggesting that 

the executive subsystem’s impact on later romantic relationship is, indeed, pertinent, yet 

has its greatest effects through the system with which it has the most interaction: the 

sibling subsystem.  Additionally, this interpretation of the results is also in accord with 

attachment theory (Fraley & Davis, 1997; Hazan & Shaver, 1987), suggesting that 

internal working models are first contrived in the parent-child relationship, and then 

taken and utilized in other relationships, particularly to the benefit of others when the 

internal working models lead to secure attachment.   

 I did not find support for the hypothesized model that peer relationship quality 

partially or fully mediates the association between parent-child relationship quality and 

romantic relationship quality.  This suggests that at least for this sample of families, the 

peer relationship did not have the same influence as the sibling relationship.  Family 

systems theory would promote the idea that the peer relationship is impacted by the 

executive subsystem, but would hasten to add that the most salient interactions are based 

on an individual’s interactions with other family members.  Attachment theory extends 

the connection between relationship quality with parents (which is greatly impacted by 

attachment quality and internal working models) and the peer relationship.  As previously 

discussed in chapter 1, some researchers theorize that attachment transfers from parents 

to peers during adolescence in preparation for a final transfer to romantic partners in 

adulthood.  The results of these analyses somewhat support the initial transfer of 

attachment from parents to peers, but do not significantly support the idea of the final 

transfer to romantic partners.  
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 The evidence for sibling relationship quality as a mediator is stronger because 

both potential moderators (sibling and peer relationship quality) were used in the same 

model.  This allowed each path to be analyzed controlling for the other’s effect.  This 

provides confidence that not only is there a mediator in either sibling or peer, but that the 

sibling relationship quality mediates that association significantly irrespective of the 

mediating influence of peer relationship quality.  Furthermore, this mediation model 

utilized the longitudinal strength of the IYFP, with parent-child relationship quality 

measured at W1, sibling relationship quality measured at W4, peer relationship quality 

measured at W9, and romantic relationship measured at W19.  Longitudinal mediation 

modeling provides a stringent test of the impact of siblings, given the long time periods 

between the assessments of each relationship.   

 These findings, particularly those surrounding the impact of the sibling 

relationship, could be especially useful to parents and practitioners of teenage (or 

younger) siblings.  Sibling discord is often normalized and dismissed.  Most good parents 

make incalculable sacrifices because they are driven by an evolutionary desire for their 

child to be happy and successful.  A happy marriage is not only a benchmark of 

happiness and success, but also a significant predictor of other outcomes (Waite & 

Gallagher, 2001).  Parents may naturally assume that their relationship with their child is 

a major indicator of their child’s future success in romantic relationships. Similarly, 

researchers have long-established that the path to marital happiness begins in the cradle.  

Indeed, both family systems and attachment theories help map the path’s inception and a 

few key trail markers along the way.  However, the portion of the path that goes through 

the sibling relationship is most-often neglected.  The research presented here suggests 
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that if parents do want their investment in their child to end in marital happiness, they are 

most likely to achieve that by successfully navigating the path through the sibling 

relationship.  Parents who understand this principle will be less likely to dismiss sibling 

discord as normative, they will be more likely to be invested in boundary maintenance, 

and in many other ways invest more in the sibling relationship.  Practitioners who 

understand this principle will be more likely to take a family systems approach to 

problem resolution, and focus not only on the presenting problems, but on the core issues 

that may be impacted by the sibling relationship.   

 This study contributes to the undervalued research on the salience of sibling 

relationships.  Many previous studies have focused on relational aspects of the sib-ship, 

such as aggression (Caspi, 2011), risk behaviors (Whiteman, Jensen, & McHale, 2017), 

attachment (Stewart, 1983; Buist, Deković, Meeus, & van Aken, 2002; Cicirelli, 1989), 

parental treatment or favoritism (Jensen & McHale, 2017; McHale, Updegraff, Jackson-

Mewsom, Tucker, & Crouter, 2000),  and other key aspects of sibling relationships 

(Buhrmester & Furman, 1990; Slomkowski, Rende, Conger, Simons, & Conger, 2001; 

McHale & Updegraff, 2012) even including video games (Coyne, Jensen, Smith, & 

Erickson, 2016).  A primary goal of this study was to build upon the foundation of 

previous researchers in bringing to light the importance and potential impacts of the 

sibling relationship.  The results of this study suggest that there is reason to focus on 

creating and maintaining positive sibling relationships.   

 As beneficial as the results of this study may potentially be, it is not without 

shortcomings.  Perhaps the most glaring limitation relates to the measurement of the peer 

relationship.  While the parent-child, sibling, and romantic relationship were all measured 
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with multiple-report items and from the perspective of each person in the relationship, the 

peer relationship was measured with only seven target self-report items.  Theoretically 

the decision to map out the impact of the peer relationship on the main association was 

sound, and offered a meaningful compare and contrast option to the sibling relationship.  

Yet the measurement deficiency did not allow that to happen fully.  This is 

understandable, given that the IYFP was initially launched with the purpose of examining 

family relationships in rural America.  Research projects that incorporate not only the 

perspective of parents, siblings, and romantic partners but also include the perspective of 

peers would compensate for this inadequacy in future research.  Another measurement 

weakness was the reliance on questionnaire data, although the analyses were benefited by 

the longitudinal nature of the IYFP.  Although the IYFP did have some observational 

methodology included in the study, it was not consistent across relationship types, and 

was excluded.  Relying solely on self-report items, even from multiple reporters, 

increases self-bias (Van de Mortel, 2008).  Including an unbiased, consistent, outside 

observed perspective would be more likely to assess the true nature of the relationships.  

It is hoped that future research includes this meaningful aspect to enrich the results of 

these analyses.   

A few additional limitations are consistent with all other publications that have 

used the IYFP data.  First, the composite-scored items for the focal relationships had a 

somewhat high percentage of missing data, most likely due to attrition and other 

measurement errors, but these concerns are addressed through FIML.  Second, the sample 

was created to be homogeneous with respect to family makeup.  A family of married 

mother and father, with a sibling born within four years of the target child was required to 
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be included in the study.  Any aberration in these matters led to exclusion from the study.  

Single-parent families, divorced or separated families, or families with sibling age 

difference of more than four years still offer meaningful information regarding the focal 

relationships.  Additionally, with the focus of the IYFP on impacts of rural farm life on 

families, the sample has a few other limitations.  First, the unintentional, yet 

understandable homogeneity of race or ethnicity.  All participants in the first wave were 

Caucasians from primarily lower middle and middle-class families.  These families lived 

in small towns, rural areas, or on farms.  This sample, therefore, is not representative of 

the racial or ethnically diverse population of the country, let alone the entire civilization.  

However, these limitations are tempered somewhat by the efforts of subsequent 

researchers who replicated portions of the IYFP across other, more diverse samples.  

These efforts included Mexican American (Parke et al., 2005), Finnish (Solantus, 

Leinonen, & Punamäki, 2004), and African American (Conger, Wallace, Sun, Simmons, 

McLoyd, & Brody, 2002) families.  Although their efforts do not perfectly replicate all 

focal relationships of this study, their replicative efforts allow greater confidence in the 

overall generalizability of the results.   

The results are compelling, although they reflect only the perspectives of lower 

middle-class, Caucasian families from rural Iowa in the 1980’s.  It is hoped that the 

results here will spur future research with a more generalized population samples.  This 

would allow the results to be considered within ethnic/racial, economic, and cultural 

boundaries and contexts that are sure to produce interesting and varied results.   

 

 



 117 

CHAPTER IV 

“MODERATION IN ALL THINGS”: SIBLING AND PEER INFLUENCES ON 

THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIPS AND 

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS 

The association between parent-child relationships and adult romantic 

relationships has been examined through many lenses and perspectives (as a small 

sample: Conger, Cui, Bryant, & Elder, 2000; Cui, Fincham, & Pasley, 2008; Fraley & 

Davis, 1997; Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Jarnecke & South, 2013; 

Linder & Collins, 2005; Mikulincer, 1998; Mikulincer & Erev, 1991; Nickerson & Nagle, 

2005; Roisman, Collins, Sroufe & Egeland, 2005).  Many have argued convincingly that 

secure attachment in infancy is the guiding path to secure attachment in adult romantic 

relationships (Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Jarnecke & South, 2013; Mikulincer, 1998; 

Mikulincer & Erev, 1991).  This association has been studied so extensively that many 

researchers may view this topic as closed.  Yet some questions remain.  For example, 

while many studies have shown how securely attached children become securely attached 

adults, what about those with imperfect parent-child relationships or imperfect romantic 

relationships?  An extremist view of the insecure or imperfect parent-child relationship 

would suggest that if secure and positive relationships in infancy are strongly associated 

with secure and positive relationships in adulthood, then the logical opposing explanation 

would be that insecure and negative relationships in infancy would be strongly associated 

with insecure and negative relationships in adulthood.  Yet recent research has suggested 

that negative parent-child relationships do not necessarily condemn a person to a life of 

unfulfilling and negative relationships (Phelps, Belsky, & Crnic, 1998; Roisman, Fortuna, 
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& Holland, 2006; Saunders, Jacobvitz, Zaccagnino, Beverung, & Hazen, 2011).  The 

process of going from a negative parent-child relationship to a positive adult romantic 

relationship is the focus of the proposed study.  

The natural route that ends in how an adult interacts in romantic relationships 

begins with the parent-child relationship.  While most research in this area has focused on 

examining the place of departure (parent-child relationships) and the destination (adult 

romantic relationships), much of the journey in between has been overlooked.  

Examining the journey may be particularly helpful when there is dissonance between the 

place of departure and the destination.  This can be summarized by a moderation model 

in which the child uses the internal working models (views of self as worthy or unworthy 

of love, and views of others as worthy or unworthy of trust) formed with primary 

caregivers and experiments with them in sibling and peer relationships.  If the experience 

in the sibling or peer relationship does not match those plotted by the original internal 

working models, a moderation model suggests that the original internal working model is 

adapted to fit the child’s new view of self and others. For example, internal working 

models formed from an insecure attachment with parents may be compensated by a 

meaningful and consistent security formed with siblings and/or peers, leading the 

individual to have the benefits of secure attachment in later romantic relationships despite 

their primary caregiving attachment being insecure.  Alternatively, this model may offer 

additional understanding for when a securely attached child becomes an insecurely 

attached adult due to trauma and other negative experiences in the context of sibling and 

peer relationships.  
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In summary, the proposed moderation model suggests that children first form 

internal working models with parents, then test them out in sibling or peer relationships 

which can modify original internal working models formed with parents, leading them to 

enter romantic relationships with a modified internal working model.  Nickerson and 

Nagle (2005) found that, consistent with the proposed moderation model, when 

adolescents were less securely attached to their parents they were more likely to turn to 

peers to fulfill their attachment needs. While internal working models are frequently 

consistent across time (Fraley, 2002), it is reasonable to suggest that, particularly for 

those who begin with insecure attachment, utilizing a new secure base of siblings and/or 

peers can provide clarity and help rework internal working models, leading the child to 

enter romantic relationships prepared with earned security (Phelps, Belsky, & Crnic, 

1998) and ready to experience similar benefits to consistently secure individuals.  

Differences Between Parent-Child Attachment and Peer Attachment 

Those who equate parent attachment with peer attachment base their premise on 

two largely untested assumptions (O’Connor, Croft, & Steele, 2000).  Their first 

assumption is that while young children form relationship-specific attachments with 

parents, later attachments are presumably integrated into a singular internal working 

model.  Their second assumption is that attachment quality in infancy is based solely on 

parental qualities, whereas later attachments are based on mutual interaction. Neither 

assumption is strongly supported by empirical evidence. 

It is a truth generally acknowledged that children first learn relationship cues and 

habits from their family relations.  Interactions in peer situations are clear illustrations of 

how the initial internal working model informs the behavior or perspective of the child as 
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they engage in new, non-familial relationships.  However, peers do not always respond in 

the predicted manner, and with the voluntary and horizontal-power dynamics of the peer 

relationship, children must regroup and calibrate their internal working models.  The first 

assumption indicates that people bring all interactions back and create a universal internal 

working model with which to see the entire world.  This perspective does not allow for 

discrepancies or outliers.  For example, in some extreme cases children will develop 

additional mental representations of self (as seen in those with dissociative identity 

disorder) in order to allow for a coherent internal working model (Levy, Johnson, 

Clouthier, Scala, & Temes, 2015), or at least a singular working model at a given time.  

When it comes to viewing self as worthy of love and viewing others as worthy of trust, it 

is perhaps more likely that people will encounter discrepant interactions with others in 

future relationships than a repeat of the exact interactions with parents and other family 

members in infancy.  In these cases it will be important to have the autonomy to maintain 

the original working model while allowing for outliers. 

For example, even in the parent-child relationship there are instances where one 

parent is abusive while the other is a secure base.  The child receives mixed messages 

about their own worth and the trustworthiness of others.  In most cases, however, 

children are able to organize a reasonable internal working model (Bretherton & 

Mulholland, 1999, Bretherton, Ridgeway, & Cassidy, 1990), even if that model is one of 

confusion.  It may be feasible to suggest that children may have a non-unified internal 

working model of relationships to parents in this case, where they view themselves as 

worthy of love and the non-abusive parent as worthy of trust, while they view the other 

parent as not trustworthy.  Such classification discredits the first assumption by 
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suggesting that alternative internal working models may be at play even in infancy or 

early childhood, and can also be used for later relationships.    

Differences Between Parent-Child Attachment and Sibling Attachment 

The two assumptions equating parent attachment with peer attachment may be 

equally relevant to the comparison between parent and sibling attachment.  The following 

critiques are aimed at discrediting the two assumptions as seen through the sibling 

relationship.  Briefly restated, the two assumptions are that 1) as children age they 

integrate their attachments into a single working model of self and others, and 2) 

attachment quality in infancy is based solely on parental qualities, and later attachment 

quality is based on mutual interaction. 

The first assumption is that a lifetime of attachment relationships are combined 

into a single guiding internal working model.  This assumption can be challenged through 

attachment-driven research results. For example, a longitudinal study found that many 

infants who were classified as securely attached in infancy using the Strange Situation 

were somewhere in the transition to insecurity by the time they were 19 (Weinfield, 

Sroufe, & Egeland, 2000).  Another study found that negative life events, such as death, 

divorce, or debilitating illness, were able to redirect a securely attached child into 

insecure attachments in adulthood (Waters, Merrick, Treboux, Crowell, & Albersheim, 

2000).  Indeed, John Bowlby’s initial hypothesis about internal working models 

discredits this assumption as he predicted that individual differences, though capable of 

stability, remains open to revision based on life experience (Bowlby, 1979).   

The second assumption is that adult attachment is determined through mutual 

interaction while initial attachment with parents in infancy is based solely on parental 
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qualities.  From this perspective, parents who are able to form secure relationships with 

their infant would assumedly be able to form secure relationships with any infant, 

regardless of child needs or characteristics.  This claim is faulty given the research 

findings, which suggests that siblings of the same parents often have different attachment 

classifications.  One study found that concordance of attachment classification between 

non-twin siblings was at a rate of 50% (Ward, Vaughn, & Robb, 1988).  While this 

number was statistically significant, it was substantially lower than expected.  A later 

study suggested that although siblings’ attachment was concordant at the primary level of 

secure versus non-secure, it was not when subcategorized further (van IJzendoorn, 

Moran, Belsky, Pederson, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Kneppers, 2000).  Infants generally 

do not give as many interactive bids in relationships as an adult might, but assuming that 

parental quality is the only determining factor of infant attachment overlooks critical 

factors such as infant temperament and personality, logistical impacts such as existence 

of other young children, and other factors such as time/age-sensitive impacts.   

Extant research examining the associations between parent attachment and sibling 

attachment is sparse.  Though the relevant findings are too few to draw any firm 

conclusions, they suggest that siblings may be more likely to be similar in attachment, but 

are not prone to be so simply by sharing parentage.  The normalcy of such discrepancies 

between sibling attachment categorization may suggest that while parent-child 

attachment influences how siblings interact within their relationship, an association with 

sibling attachment is weak at best.  Further, a fundamental limitation to these findings is 

that researchers have been unable to consider how shared genetics mediate the 

concordance of attachments.   
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Parents of insecurely attached children may be unlikely to make drastic changes 

in parenting that would facilitate a secure attachment with a future child.  Maternal 

insensitivity to both siblings was found to be strongly associated with concordance of 

sibling non-security (van IJzendoorn et al., 2000). This association may suggest that the 

sibling attachment of insecure siblings may be more directly influenced by the parent-

child attachment than securely attached children.  One plausible explanation for this may 

be that secure attachment in infancy requires great effort on the part of the parent, which 

may not always be able to be repeated with additional children, whereas poor parenting 

requires far less effort, and may be more easily repeated with subsequent children.   

Children are not born in a vacuum, and one major change in environment between 

a first-born and a later-born child is the presence of another child who also has 

demanding needs.  Further, child characteristics such as needs, temperament, and 

expression differ drastically from child to child, even within the same family.  These 

differences evoke different responses from parents in the form of warmth, negativity, or 

control (Stocker, Dunn, & Plomin, 1989).  Attachment-based measures of parental 

sensitivity may not accurately or fully measure these differences.  “It may be that extant 

data on differential treatment are uninformative in terms of attachment theory.” 

(O’Connor, Croft, & Steele, 2000, page 115.)  

Siblings share the same amount of DNA with their sibling as they do with their 

parent.  Yet, they are not always likely to be similar to each other, including in their 

attachment to parents.  This assumption facilitates the moderation model, suggesting that 

sibling attachment may be different and strong enough to compensate or alter the internal 

working models formed with parents.  This may be particularly viable in a situation 
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where the parent-child attachment is classified as insecure, yet repeated, pervasive, and 

secure attachment interactions with a sibling may be sufficient to rewire the internal 

working model towards a more securely attached perspective.  This idea has only been 

explored vaguely in a few published research articles.  For example, older siblings have 

been found to become protective and caregiving (Ainsworth, 1989).  Securely attached 

children (boys or girls) as young as three- and four-years old have been shown to be 

capable of serving as an attachment figure to a younger sibling (Heinicke & Westheimer, 

1965; Stewart, 1983; Stewart & Marvin, 1984; Teti & Ablard, 1989).  These findings 

suggest that the capacity to act as a secure base to siblings is present in older siblings 

even at young ages.  A particularly salient and secure sibling attachment may then alter 

the previously formed internal working models to allow the previously insecurely 

attached child securely attached perspectives. 

Analyses 

In this study, I examine the following research question: to what extent do sibling 

and peer relationships moderate the association between parent-child relationship and 

romantic partner relationship? In other words, the goal is to “measure and test the 

differential effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable as a function of 

the moderator.” (Baron & Kenny, 1986, p. 1174).  To examine this research question, I 

used a moderation analysis (Baron & Kenny, 1986) to assess if sibling and peer 

relationships each uniquely moderate the relationship between parent-child relationships 

and romantic partner relationships. Composite scoring is particularly appropriate for the 

moderation model for two primary reasons.  First, the factor analyses and subsequent 

SEM performed for the mediation model already provided much useful information 
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regarding the latent variables and factor loadings (see previous chapter).  This 

information was carried over to the moderation model, while simplifying the 

interpretation of the interaction results.  Second, there is a lack of consensus regarding the 

best way to perform moderation analyses using SEM, while the method is well 

established in a regression context (Aiken & West, 1991).  

To examine whether sibling relationship quality and peer relationship quality each 

moderate the association between parent-child relationship quality and romantic 

relationship quality, I conducted linear regression models in R using the lm package.  

Due to the results of the factor analyses, it was determined that the best fitting construct 

for parent-child relationship quality was a combined score for parents.  This decreased 

the number of required moderation models from four to two, one with sibling relationship 

quality as moderator, one with peer relationship quality as moderator (see Figure 4.1).   

 The moderation analyses involved multiple linear regression models, where the 

independent variables of the regression are parent-child relationship quality, sibling or 

peer relationship quality, and the relevant two-way interactions between them (e.g., 

parent*sibling, parent*peer; other interactions such as the three-way interactions are not 

necessary given the scope of this model).  These interactions were then examined as 

predictors of romantic partner relationship quality.  If significant this would indicate that 

sibling or peer relationship quality moderates the association between parent-child 

relationship quality and romantic partner relationship quality.  If an interaction were 

significant, it would be probed by using a simple slopes analysis (Aiken & West, 1991; 

Cohen & Cohen, 1983).  Simple slopes are the regression of the outcome y on the 

predictor x at a specific value of the moderator z.  Typically, when z is continuous (such  
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Model 1 – Sibling Moderator  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Model 2 – Peer Moderator 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1. Hypothesized Interaction Models of Sibling and Peer Relationship Quality 
Moderating Parent Relationship Quality Predicting Romantic Relationship Quality 

 

as in this case when using composite scores) z-values one SD above the mean, equal to 

the mean, and one SD below the mean are selected.  This would then provide the 

corresponding simple slopes of y on x at the three values of z.  These slopes could then be 

plotted to help interpret the pattern of moderation that is taking place. 

I hypothesized that sibling and peer relationship quality would significantly 

moderate the association between parent-child relationship quality and romantic 

relationship quality.  Specifically, I expected that if parental quality was high it would 

predict high romantic quality, except when sibling/peer quality was low; I further 
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predicted that low relationship quality with parents would only be associated with low 

romantic relationship quality if sibling/peer relationship quality was also low. Evidence 

for these hypotheses may suggest that while parents are indeed a salient influence on the 

future quality and happiness of their child’s adult relationships, the parent-child 

relationship is not the only influential relationship. Children raised in less than ideal 

parent-child relationships need not feel doomed to a life of negative relationships.  A 

powerful and positive sibling relationship can help compensate for less than ideal 

parenting, and even provide a moderating, or path-adjusting influence.  Sibling 

relationship as a significant moderator of the interaction between parent-child and 

romantic relationship quality helps to give prominence to the sibling relationship as a 

potential entrenching, enforcing, and in some cases path-altering relationship. 

Similar interpretations of effects could be said for a significant peer moderation. 

Significant peer moderation might be most influential on those children who did not have 

positive parenting, and are not fortunate to have a strong and positive sibling relationship.  

Despite these shortcomings in other relationships, all is not lost for them.  A salient and 

positive friend relationship may have the power to offer needed course correction and 

allow people to have positive relationships as adults.  A significant result would create 

justification for examining the potential influence of salient relationships in adolescence 

other than the parent-child relationship.   

Results 

The first multiple linear regression was run with romantic relationship quality 

being regressed on the interaction between quality of the parent-child and sibling 

relationships. The interaction was not significant (see Model 1 of Table 10).  A 
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subsequent multiple linear regression was run for sibling moderation, but controlling for 

parent religiosity, parent economic hardship, sibling mixed-sex constellation, target 

education, and target and partner economic hardship.  The second model showed slight 

variations in results (see Model 2 of Table 10), but again the interaction was non-

significant.  A final model was run to determine the main effects (see Model 3 of Table 

10).  Results showed a significant effect of the parent-child relationship, and a near-

significant effect of the sibling relationship, on romantic quality (presented in Figure 4.2).  

This was not surprising, as both parent-child relationship quality and sibling relationship 

quality have been established theoretically and analytically (in the mediation modeling) 

to impact romantic relationship quality.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2. Romantic relationship quality regressed by the interaction between parent and 
sibling relationship quality 

 

A new multiple linear regression was run with romantic relationship quality being 

regressed on the interaction between the quality of parent-child and peer relationships.  
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Again, the interaction was not significant (see Model 1 of Table 11). A subsequent 

multiple linear regression was run for peer moderation, but controlling for parent 

religiosity, parent economic hardship, sibling mixed-sex constellation, target education, 

and target and partner economic hardship.  The presence of control variables did not 

change the results (see Model 2 of Table 11).  A model with main effects was run (see 

Model 3 of Table 11), and the results did not vary significantly (see Figure 4.3), but 

revealed a significant main effect of parent-child relationship quality with romantic 

quality, as was the case with the previous sibling model. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3. Romantic relationship quality regressed by the interaction between parent and 
peer relationship quality. 
 

Discussion 

 I hypothesized that high quality parent-child relationships would predict high 

quality romantic relationships, except in the case of low quality sibling or peer 

relationships.  I also hypothesized that low quality parent-child relationships would 
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predict low quality romantic relationships, except for individuals with high quality sibling 

or peer relationships.  The results led to the rejection of both moderation hypotheses.  

Relevant research provides ample motivation for the hypotheses to be well-founded.  

These hypotheses stemmed from a plethora of research articles examining the salience of 

the sibling and peer relationship.  Some researchers have argued that a key component to 

the longevity of the influence of attachment is the transmission of attachment from 

parents to peers in late adolescence (Nickerson & Nagle, 2005), and the transference 

process completed with romantic partners in adulthood (Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Hazan, 

Hutt, Sturgeon, & Bricker, 1991; Hazan & Shaver, 1994).  Based on this perspective of 

attachment transmission, the transmission of internal working models from parents to 

peers or siblings provided the basis for the potential moderating influence of sibling or 

peer relationships.  This would then alter the projected course for the person from their 

extant attachment with parents.  Although likely to be most salient for those with insecure 

parent attachment, or low-quality relationships, this also had potential impact on those 

with secure, or high-quality relationships.  This moderation would suggest that only if 

parent-child relationship quality was low, and sibling/peer relationship quality was also 

low would there be the likelihood of romantic relationship quality also being poor.  As no 

outcomes were significant, none of these conclusions can be made. 

 There are many considerations as to why there was no evidence in support of this 

moderation model.  Perhaps the most glaring issues are related to measurement.  First, the 

focal relationships other than peer were measured in dyads.  Children reported separately 

about relationships with mother and father, father and mother reported separately about 

relationships with the child, each sibling reported the relationship with each other, and 
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targets and their singular romantic partner were both measured.  Although targets were 

asked to consider one “close friend” when responding to the peer items rather than 

friends in general, the perspective of the “close friend” was not included. Thus the peer 

construct was the least well measured, which may have contributed to non-significant 

results for peers in both the mediation and the moderation model.  Another measurement 

issue is the use of self-report items.  Although the parent-child, sibling, and romantic 

relationship were measured using multiple-items from multiple partners, self-report items 

are still imperfect.  Relying solely on self-report items, even from multiple reporters, 

increases self-bias.  Observational data increases the likelihood of accurate assessment of 

relationships.  This would have potentially allowed the analyses to support the 

hypotheses determined from research and theories of previous scholars.  

Another likely explanation for the lack of statistical support for moderation relates 

to the sample.  The IYFP was designed to include homogeneous, intact, stable, nuclear 

families.  This resulted in negatively skewed relationship quality, or generally high levels 

of relationship quality across contexts (see Figure 4.4).  A sample without notable 

differences in relationship quality between participants does not allow moderation to be 

tested robustly. A sample that included more disrupted family contexts, including a wide 

range of attachment styles, would be required to provide a more sensitive test of whether 

the hypothesized moderation pathway occurs.  If significant moderation were found with 

such a sample, it would suggest that the theory of attachment transference also needs to 

consider influences from external factors, which can be explained by the family systems 

theory, or other ecological systems theories.  Additionally, peer and romantic relationship 

quality experienced a somewhat large percentage of missing data.  Although this can be 
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attributed to sample attrition and perhaps other issues, such as failure to complete the full 

survey, or other measurement issues, it nevertheless weakens the results of the analyses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.4. Histograms of composite-scores for relationship quality in the 
different relationships 
 

To draw firm conclusions either in favor or against the existence of moderation, a 

more robust study is necessary.  This study would include repeated variables across 
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multiple reporters, with the same variables included for each focal relationship.  Data 

would also need to be collected observationally in each relationship to add a non-biased 

perspective.  These measurement improvements would allow the peer relationship (and 

other focal relationships) to be best represented.  The study would need to follow the 

IYFP longitudinal approach.  Additionally, the sample would need to include a wide 

range of demographics, including a wide range of race/ethnicity, income, education, 

family status, employment, and so forth.  Even such a well-developed study would have 

imperfections, yet the results may be more definitive.  It is hoped that these influential 

relationships will have the opportunity to be studied and examined in such a way as to 

have the results be informative and generalizable.   
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS 

In this dissertation, I examined parent, sibling, peer, and romantic relationships in 

the context of Attachment and Family Systems theories.  While illustrating the strengths 

of both theories in understanding the complexities of the focal relationships, I discussed 

the benefits of using both theories to provide a multi-dimensional view.  Crucial aspects 

of each theory, including internal working models, influences from cradle to the grave, 

and systems of interwoven parts were identified and discussed.  Returning to the idea of 

gold dust and gold nuggets, much is owed to the pioneering efforts of John Bowlby, 

Mary Ainsworth, Murray Brown, and so many more, who expertly excavated large and 

valuable nuggets related to attachment and family systems theories.  The wealth of 

knowledge and progress due to these nuggets have been consequential.  With few 

pertinent relationships left unexamined through the lens of each theory, attachment and 

family systems may appear to be “dead” mines.  Yet the patient accumulation of the 

remaining gold flecks can allow for rich results.  The gold flecks patiently accumulated in 

Chapter 1 are 1) the value of joining the two theories into a single, multi-dimensional 

perspective and 2) the value of examining siblings and peers as they influence the well-

established association between parent-child and romantic relationships. Together, these 

gold flecks led me to propose and test mediation and moderation models to explain 

connections between parents, siblings, peers and partners. 

The Iowa Youth and Families Project (IYFP) offers a much-desired longitudinal 

glimpse into the lives of rural Midwest American families and provided a high-quality 

data set for testing my proposed models.  The sample was initially made up of nuclear 
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families with an average annual income of under $30,000.  Nearly 20 years later their 

children were married to a more racially diverse population (only 76% Caucasian), with 

an average combined annual income of over $73,000.  Targets and partners were also 

more educated than their parents.  Interestingly, both targets and parents experienced 

somewhat similar levels of economic hardship and unexpected negative life events, 

suggesting that regardless of increases in income or education between generations these 

families continued to experience challenges.  Religiosity continued to be of nearly 

exactly the same importance between generations, as did the apparent value of a nuclear 

family given that nearly two-thirds of targets were parents when they were 30, and 70% 

of targets were married or living together, with only 14% in a single/divorced/separated 

situation.   

 With this information as a background, the results of my analyses regarding the 

impact of siblings and peers on the association between parental and romantic 

relationships can perhaps be better understood. It was hypothesized that the sibling 

relationship would significantly mediate the association, and that the peer relationship 

would also mediate, but to a lesser degree.  The results of the structural equation model 

suggest partial support.  Quality of sibling relationship did, in fact, significantly mediate 

the parent-partner association, but peer relationship quality did not.  Connecting the 

results with the sample, adult targets and their parents had much in common, such as 

economic challenges, religiosity, and so forth.  This suggests that aspects of the family of 

origin are installed in childhood, likely entrenched through the sibling relationship, and 

then taken forward into the romantic relationship.  If targets follow this path, sharing with 
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their parents even such things as unexpected negative life events, there is reason to 

believe that relationship quality may follow the same trajectory.   

These findings build on foundational research suggesting that attachment and 

other aspects of the parent-child relationship greatly impact social interactions between 

siblings (Ainsworth, 1989; Buist, Deković, Meeus, & Van Aken, 2002), but also greatly 

impact the relationship with partners (Conger, Cui, Bryant, & Elder, 2000; Doughty, 

Lam, Stanik, & McHale, 2015; Reese-Weber & Bartle-Haring, 1998).  Although 

extensive research has consistently linked attachment and other aspects of parent-child 

relationships to romantic relationships (Cui, Fincham, & Pasley, 2008; Fraley & Shaver, 

2000; Hazan & Shaver, 1987), most have simply observed the association, and accepted 

it as a simple connecting line.   

  Some researchers have studied the path through peer attachment, and discovered 

the transmission of internal working models from parents to peers in adolescence 

(Nickerson & Nagle, 2005), in preparation for an eventual final transfer to romantic 

partners (Hazan & Shaver, 1994).  The hypothesis that sibling relationship quality would 

mediate the association between parents and partners was founded in this observation of 

attachment transference.  The IYFP, however, did not measure internal working models 

or attachment transmission in the peer or sibling questionnaires. The next best available 

measures were based on qualities related to attachment, such as warmth, conflict, 

satisfaction, and other measurements of relationship quality.  The results of the mediation 

model, assessed using measures of relationship quality, are in accord with the tenets of 

attachment theory, but this is yet another area where the results of the analyses give 
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motivation for future research, especially if attachment transmission can be observed and 

measured accurately.     

The results of this study add depth and breadth to the extant research by providing 

alternative routes from parental to romantic relationships, while still acknowledging the 

same destination and departure point.  Not only do the results of this study add to the 

growing body of literature highlighting the importance of sibling attachment (Cicirelli, 

1995; Conger & Little, 2010; Shalash, Wood, & Parker, 2013), but also provide 

motivation to study other under-appreciated influences that may account for more of the 

strong association between parents and partners than is currently considered.  In addition 

to the importance of the sibling relationship being re-emphasized by the results of this 

study, it also suggests that siblings may impact more systems and individual outcomes 

than have been previously identified.  

 Although the effects were generally small, my results showing that sibling 

relationship quality was a mediator of the association between parent and partnered 

relationships assists in filling a largely-overlooked void in the literature, but also leaves 

many questions.  For example, if success in romantic relationships has been commonly 

attributed at least partially erroneously to the parent-child relationship, what additional 

influences may also be impacting the association without our knowledge?  Are there 

other relationships between childhood and adulthood that impact an individual’s working 

models, or individual systems and subsystems in such a way that they impact subsequent 

romantic relationships?  For example, salient figures such as teachers, mentors, 

community leaders, and so forth may have a more direct effect on romantic relationships 

than realized.  While children may not have the same level of interaction with people in 
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these roles as they do with their live-in siblings, there is room to suggest that these 

individuals may have more impact than currently attributed to them.  

Additionally, if sibling relationship quality impacts adult romantic relationships, 

can we expect the target’s sibling to experience the same romantic quality as the target?  

Not only do siblings share the same parents, which makes them more likely to experience 

similar attachment qualities, but they experience nearly the same sibling interactions as 

the targets.  Knowing the target’s romantic relationship quality, can we assume the other 

sibling is experiencing similar romantic quality in their relationship?  If so, how does this 

phenomenon account for individual selection of a spouse?  Is it dependent on the sex of 

the sibling?  Which aspect of the sibling relationship is most influential in the 

determination of romantic success?   

Alternately, if we cannot predict the other sibling’s romantic relationship, this 

opens up even more questions regarding how one sibling’s romantic quality can be 

predicted but not the other.  One specific consideration may be the life-choices each 

sibling makes in emerging adulthood, and the path that their exosystemic influences 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977) set them on.  If one sibling attains similar levels of education and 

income are they more or less likely to have their romantic relationship impacted by their 

sibling relationship (as impacted by the parent-child relationship)?  Going even further 

back to the time when siblings lived together and had the most salient impact on each 

other, could it be possible that two siblings experience the same relational aspects with 

each other, but those influences are either suppressed or amplified by the individual’s 

choice of peers or close friends?   
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These questions, and many more, deserve to be addressed and answered.  The 

results of my analyses suggest that, at least for rural Midwestern Americans, romantic 

quality is impacted by the quality of their sibling relationship, which is impacted by their 

parent-child relationship.  This pathway of associations provides a foundation for a new 

movement in research underscoring the importance of the sibling relationship in 

adolescence.  If future research were to include the adult sibling perspective, the 

longitudinal and comparative strengths would be bolstered.  This approach could be used 

to compare which factors most saliently contribute to the relationship quality or 

attachment being transferred successfully from the sibling context to romantic 

relationships.  For cases where the transference is unsuccessful, or where romantic 

relationship quality does not match that of the sibling relationship, this approach could 

answer where and why it failed to transmit.  

 The lack of peer mediation for the parental-romantic pathway partially fulfilled 

the original hypothesis.  It was hypothesized that peers would have less impact on the 

romantic relationship (which proved correct), but that their influence would still be 

significant (which proved incorrect).  These results merely add fuel to the fire of the 

importance of the sibling relationship.  Researchers generally agree that in adolescence 

the most important relationships are the parents and peers (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; 

Furman & Buhrmester, 1985; Steinberg, 2001).  Yet the results of this study suggest that, 

while peer relationships may have direct short-term effects on the individual, siblings 

have longer-lasting impacts on future relationships.  The fact that quality of peer 

relationship was included in the same model gave every opportunity for the impacts of 

peers to lessen the strength of the sibling relationship, yet it was the sibling and not peer 
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relationship that was the significant mediator.  Adolescents will likely continue to 

prioritize their voluntary peer friendships over their involuntary sibling relationships.  But 

if individuals, parents, administrators, and practitioners understood the potential long-

term influence of the sibling relationship, they would be able to better utilize it as a 

catalyst towards more positive change in the individual immediately, and therefore 

achieve greater long-term impact.     

Although it was hypothesized that sibling and peer relationships would moderate 

the parent and partner association, the analyses did not find evidence of moderation.  The 

lack of moderation can be interpreted as strengthening the findings of sibling mediation. 

While a significant sibling moderation effect would have reemphasized the salience of 

the sibling relationship, the lack of moderation suggests that sibling relationship quality 

was generally reinforcing, rather than modifying, earlier experiences in parent-child 

relationship for this sample of families.  Further evidence of this is found in the sample 

characteristics.  Targets generally became better educated and more financially well-off 

than their parents, suggesting a generally high functioning sample.  This indicates that 

there may not have been as much opportunity for insecure attachments early on, which 

would mean those relationships were unable to be modified by later secure relationships. 

Associations between parent and romantic relationships are powerful.  These 

associations have been examined extensively, but in much the same way that most focus 

of a trip is primarily on the place of departure and the place of arrival, most researchers 

and individuals have been content with acknowledging these associations.  By focusing 

solely on the two relationships, the path that is required to get from parents to partners is 

largely overlooked.  Thus the focus of my dissertation has been to 1) provide theoretical 
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arguments that the sibling and peer relationships are key in these associations, and 2) to 

provide empirical evidence that the sibling and peer relationship mediate and moderate 

the parent-partner associations. Future research should continue to examine these 

influential relationships, particularly the understudied and undervalued sibling attachment 

and subsystem, as they have great impact on individuals and families. Far too often the 

sibling relationship is seen as something to be endured, instead of a powerful potential 

catalyst for improved relational experiences and other beneficial outcomes.  It is hoped 

that future research will design studies suited to full examination of parent, sibling, peer, 

and romantic relationships in a qualitatively and quantitatively robust fashion. 
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APPENDIX A: Tables 
 
 

Table 1       
Demographics of the Iowa Youth and Families Project 
  Sex Age  

 Wave 
Measured 

Female Male MAge Age 
Range 

MIncome 

Parent-Child Relationship       
Mother W1 451  37.7 29-53 $22,109 
Father (1989)  451 39.7 31-68 $35,138 
Target  215 236 12.6 12-14  

       
Sibling Relationship       

Younger Sibling W4 101* 112 14.2 12-17  
Older Sibling (1992) 139* 103 16.1 15-18  

Target  187 216 15.6 15-17  
       

Peer Relationship       
Target W9 

(1997) 
145 199 20.6 20-22  

       
Romantic Relationship       

Female Partner W19 159  30.2 22-51 $38,311 
Male Partner (2007)  196 33.5 22-53 $36,217 

Target  152 153 30.6 30-32 $34,000 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 2    
    
Description of Sibling Constellations 
 % of Sample Brother Sister 
Female Target (N=236) 52% 105 131 
    
 % of Sample Brother Sister 
Male Target (N=215) 48% 112 103 
    
 % of Sample Younger Brother Younger Sister 
Older Sibling (N=238*) 53% 119 119 
    
 % of Sample Older Brother Older Sister 
Younger Sibling (N=213) 47% 98 115 
* Seven targets were twins and categorized as older siblings 
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Table 3    
Reliability Statistics    

Section Reporter Cronbach’s 
Alpha N of Items 

Parent-Child Relationship Quality (MAge=12.6)    
Mother-Child Relationship Satisfaction Mother 0.77 4 
Mother-Child Relationship Satisfaction Target 0.84 2 
Mother Rejection Mother 0.70 5 
Mother Rejection Target 0.70 5 
Mother Harsh Parenting Mother 0.58 4 
Mother Harsh Parenting Target 0.58 4 
Child Support/Warmth to Mother Mother 0.85 4 
Mother Support/Warmth to Child Target 0.86 4 
Father-Child Relationship Satisfaction Father 0.71 4 
Father-Child Relationship Satisfaction  Target 0.87 2 
Father Rejection Father 0.69 5 
Father Rejection  Target 0.75 5 
Father Harsh Parenting  Father 0.54 4 
Father Harsh Parenting  Target 0.62 4 
Child Support/Warmth to Father  Father 0.85 4 
Father Support/Warmth to Child  Target 0.91 4 
    
Sibling Relationship Quality (MAge=15.6)    
Relationship Satisfaction Target 0.97 2 
Relationship Satisfaction Sibling 0.96 2 
Sibling Support/Warmth to Target Target 0.91 4 
Sibling Support/Warmth to Target Sibling 0.90 4 
Target Support/Warmth to Sibling Target 0.88 4 
Target Support/Warmth to Sibling Sibling 0.88 4 
Warmth & Conflict Target 0.89 23 
Warmth & Conflict Sibling 0.81 23 
    
Peer Relationship (MAge=20.6)    
Relationship Quality Parent - 1 
Relationship Satisfaction Target 1 2 
Peer Support/Warmth to Target Target 0.95 4 
Target Support/Warmth to Peer Target 0.86 4 
    
Romantic Relationship (MAge=30.6)    
Relationship Satisfaction Target 0.77 4 
Relationship Satisfaction Partner 0.69 4 
Partner Support/Warmth to Target Target 0.91 4 
Partner Support/Warmth to Target Partner 0.89 4 
Target Support/Warmth to Partner Target 0.88 4 
Target Support/Warmth to Partner Partner 0.89 4 
Quality Marriage Index Target 0.96 5 
Quality Marriage Index Partner 0.96 5 
Sexual Satisfaction Target 0.83 9 
Sexual Satisfaction Partner 0.81 9 
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Table 4     
Descriptive Statistics for the Control Variables 
Variable M SD N (%) p 
Parent-Child Relationship (measured W1)     
Average Age 38.71 4.28  0.692 
Average Education 2.75 0.79  0.454 
Combined Income (USD) 26,515 16,697  0.345 
Average Religiosity 4.78 1.41  0.005** 
Economic Hardship 4.25 1.32  0.004** 
Unexpected Negative Life Events 6.23 0.93  0.613 
     
Sibling Relationship (measured W1)     
Older Target, Younger Sibling   190 (42%) 0.670 
Age Difference 2.35 0.98  0.299 
Female-Male Constellation  
(Comparison Group) 

  208 (46%) 0.029* 

Female-Female Constellation   131 (29%)  
Male-Male Constellation   112 (25%)  
     
Romantic Relationship (measured W19)     
Relationship Status – Married  
(Comparison Group) 

  280 (62%) 0.53 

Relationship Status – Separated   6 (1%)  
Relationship Status – Divorced   28 (6%)  
Relationship Status – Steady   35 (8%)  
Relationship Status – Steady Separated   20 (4%)  
Relationship Status – Dating   9 (2%)  
Relationship Status – Single   33 (7%)  
Male-Male Partnership   1 (<1%)  
Female-Female Partnership   3 (<1%)  
Total Same-Sex Partnerships   4 (1%) NA 
Age Difference 3.22 3.37  0.447 
Partner Race/Ethnicity – Hispanic    11 (2%)  
Partner Race/Ethnicity – Asian   3 (<1%)  
Partner Race/Ethnicity – Caucasian 
(Comparison Group) 

  344 (76%) 0.405 

Partner Race/Ethnicity – Other    5 (1%)  
Couple Child Presence   283 (63%) 0.555 
Average Education  3.95 0.87  0.058* 
Combined Income (USD) 73,551 41,436  0.908 
Average Religiosity 4.76 1.59  0.579 
Economic Hardship 4.9 1.39  0.076* 
Unexpected Negative Life Events 6.09 0.92  0.875 
*p<0.1,  **p<0.01     
Note: Scale of 1-7 except for education (scale of 1-6), 0 or 1 option items (race/ethnicity, 
relationship status, same-sex partnership, or child presence), or numeric scores on age, income, 
or age difference. 
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Table 5 
Correlations Am
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5. Parent Rejection 

0.39 
0.42 

0.25 
0.56 

- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

6. Parent Supportiveness &
 W

arm
th 

0.27 
0.25 

0.29 
0.59 

0.65 
- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Sibling 

Target Report 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
7. W

arm
th 

0.25 
0.25 

0.20 
0.17 

0.26 
0.21 

- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

8. Conflict 
0.13 

0.12 
0.11 

0.10 
0.20 

0.13 
0.18 

- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
9. Relationship Satisfaction 

0.24 
0.21 

0.13 
0.26 

0.29 
0.22 

0.59 
0.33 

- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

10. Sibling Support 
0.16 

0.12 
0.24 

0.23 
0.29 

0.28 
0.59 

0.38 
0.54 

- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
11. Self-Report Support 

0.11 
0.10 

0.24 
0.23 

0.26 
0.30 

0.57 
0.29 

0.42 
0.87 

- 
 

 
 

 
 

Sibling Report 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
12. W

arm
th 

0.31 
0.31 

0.21 
0.16 

0.19 
0.18 

0.54 
0.21 

0.50 
0.45 

0.36 
- 

 
 

 
 

13. Conflict 
0.17 

0.18 
0.10 

0.04 
0.14 

0.09 
0.29 

0.47 
0.27 

0.31 
0.21 

0.27 
- 

 
 

 
14. Relationship Satisfaction 

0.30 
0.25 

0.21 
0.21 

0.21 
0.21 

0.49 
0.14 

0.53 
0.37 

0.30 
0.61 

0.35 
- 

 
 

15. Self-Report Support 
0.20 

0.19 
0.23 

0.13 
0.18 

0.20 
0.41 

0.18 
0.33 

0.49 
0.42 

0.67 
0.36 

0.56 
- 

 
16. Target Support 

0.23 
0.21 

0.25 
0.14 

0.17 
0.21 

0.34 
0.19 

0.29 
0.45 

0.39 
0.62 

0.33 
0.48 

0.84 
- 

Peer 

Target Report 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
17. Relationship Satisfaction 

0.06 
0.03 

0.04 
0.12 

0.05 
0.09 

0.00 
0.02 

0.07 
0.11 

0.11 
-0.01 

-0.03 
0.03 

-0.10 
-0.09 

18. Relationship H
appiness 

0.03 
0.02 

-0.05 
0.10 

0.05 
0.10 

0.02 
0.01 

0.06 
0.09 

0.09 
-0.02 

-0.04 
0.04 

-0.05 
-0.05 

19. A
ppreciation by Peer 

0.02 
0.00 

0.10 
0.00 

0.11 
0.23 

0.23 
0.13 

0.05 
0.27 

0.30 
0.13 

0.11 
0.08 

0.13 
0.09 

20. H
elp from

 Peer 
0.05 

0.00 
0.11 

0.07 
0.14 

0.17 
0.19 

0.08 
0.04 

0.21 
0.22 

0.08 
0.06 

0.04 
0.04 

0.05 
21. A

ppreciation by Target 
-0.01 

-0.05 
0.10 

0.01 
0.09 

0.21 
0.24 

0.11 
0.05 

0.28 
0.30 

0.09 
0.11 

0.10 
0.12 

0.09 
22. H

elp from
 Target 

0.06 
-0.04 

0.10 
0.03 

0.11 
0.20 

0.19 
0.13 

0.04 
0.18 

0.21 
0.06 

0.08 
0.07 

0.02 
0.02 

Romantic 

Target Report 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
23. Relationship Satisfaction 

0.12 
0.11 

0.08 
0.12 

0.12 
0.20 

0.14 
0.13 

0.24 
0.17 

0.13 
0.04 

-0.01 
0.12 

0.08 
0.04 

24. Partner Support 
0.11 

0.11 
0.17 

0.12 
0.17 

0.22 
0.20 

0.17 
0.23 

0.25 
0.23 

0.08 
0.00 

0.14 
0.09 

0.10 
25. Self-Report Support 

0.13 
0.10 

0.19 
0.14 

0.21 
0.25 

0.21 
0.16 

0.24 
0.29 

0.28 
0.07 

0.01 
0.17 

0.10 
0.08 

26. Q
M

I 
0.18 

0.20 
0.14 

0.08 
0.15 

0.13 
0.19 

0.15 
0.28 

0.20 
0.12 

0.06 
-0.03 

0.15 
0.07 

0.05 
Partner Report 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

27. Relationship Satisfaction 
0.15 

0.16 
0.17 

0.12 
0.19 

0.10 
0.18 

0.08 
0.14 

0.11 
0.10 

0.06 
0.03 

0.10 
0.18 

0.15 
28. Self-Report Support 

0.25 
0.23 

0.28 
0.10 

0.18 
0.14 

0.13 
0.12 

0.17 
0.18 

0.16 
0.10 

0.05 
0.16 

0.14 
0.14 

29. Target Support 
0.13 

0.10 
0.19 

0.05 
0.06 

0.05 
0.11 

0.04 
0.12 

0.09 
0.06 

0.08 
-0.03 

0.14 
0.15 

0.13 
30. Q

M
I 

0.17 
0.20 

0.22 
0.07 

0.21 
0.09 

0.20 
0.10 

0.18 
0.11 

0.08 
0.01 

0.03 
0.12 

0.08 
0.07 

 
p<0.5 p<0.01 p<0.001 
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Table 5 
Continued 

 
Peer Relationship 

Rom
antic Relationship 

V
ariables 

17 
18 

19 
20 

21 
22 

23 
24 

25 
26 

27 
28 

29 
Peer 

Target Report 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

17. Relationship Satisfaction 
- 

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

18. Relationship H
appiness 

0.83 
- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
19. A

ppreciation by Peer 
0.30 

0.33 
- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

20. H
elp from

 Peer 
0.31 

0.33 
0.59 

- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

21. A
ppreciation by Target 

0.29 
0.30 

0.82 
0.59 

- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
22. H

elp from
 Target 

0.29 
0.28 

0.59 
0.72 

0.67 
- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Romantic 

Target Report 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

23. Relationship Satisfaction 
-0.01 

0.05 
0.03 

0.05 
0.06 

0.06 
- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

24. Partner Support 
0.07 

0.11 
0.19 

0.13 
0.21 

0.17 
0.56 

- 
 

 
 

 
 

25. Self-Report Support 
0.11 

0.14 
0.15 

0.17 
0.23 

0.24 
0.57 

0.81 
- 

 
 

 
 

26. Q
M

I 
0.02 

0.05 
0.06 

0.02 
0.05 

0.03 
0.72 

0.62 
0.62 

- 
 

 
 

Partner Report 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

27. Relationship Satisfaction 
0.04 

0.03 
0.08 

0.12 
0.06 

0.07 
0.35 

0.38 
0.38 

0.43 
- 

 
 

28. Self-Report Support 
0.07 

0.03 
0.03 

0.01 
-0.01 

0.01 
0.41 

0.49 
0.49 

0.50 
0.54 

- 
 

29. Target Support 
0.04 

0.00 
-0.02 

-0.02 
-0.02 

-0.01 
0.34 

0.45 
0.45 

0.43 
0.60 

0.74 
- 

30. Q
M

I 
0.03 

0.04 
0.05 

0.13 
0.06 

0.08 
0.40 

0.43 
0.43 

0.53 
0.71 

0.62 
0.59 

 
p<0.5 p<0.01 p<0.001 
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Table 6     
Correlations Among Composite-Scored Items 
Measure 1 2 3 4 
1. Parent-child Relationship Quality -    
2. Sibling Relationship Quality 0.39*** -   
3. Peer Relationship Quality 0.14** 0.20*** -  
4. Romantic Relationship Quality 0.26*** 0.25*** 0.11 - 
M 5.67 4.63 5.69 5.86 
SD 0.62 0.96 0.96 0.77 
α 0.80 0.88 0.85 0.90 
N 451 403 344 317 
*p<.05  **p<.01. ***p<.001     
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Table 7       
Model Fit Statistics       
     RMSEA   
Model tested χ2 df p RMSEA 90% CI CFI 
Parent-Child Relationship Quality       
1. Mother-child Relationship Initial Model 915.98 28 0.000 0.136 0.117, 0.156 0.859 
2. Father-child Relationship Initial Model 213.82 15 0.000 0.171 0.152, 0.192 0.810 
3. Mother- & Father-child Relationship  
    Combined in the Same Model 744.35 87 0.000 0.129 0.121, 0.138 0.724 

4. Mother- & Father-child Relationship  
    Combined with Correlations 301.22 39 0.000 0.122 0.110, 0.134 0.874 

5. Combined Parent-child Relationship  
    Initial Model 218.94 15 0.000 0.174 0.154, 0.194 0.838 

6. Combined Parent-child Relationship  
    and Correlated Items 89.70 12 0.000 0.120 0.098, 0.143 0.938 

7. Combined Parent-child Relationship  
    with Correlations and No Harshness  
    (Final Model) 

8.37 2 0.015 0.084 0.030, 0.148 0.994 

       
Sibling Relationship Quality       
8. SRQ in Nine Categories 1553.77 161 0.000 0.147 0.140, 0.153 0.572 
9. SRQ (Nine Categories) and Other  
    Variables 1924.73 285 0.000 0.119 0.115, 0.124 0.677 

10. SRQ (Warmth & Conflict) and Other    
      Variables 212.71 28 0.000 0.128 0.113, 0.144 0.897 

11. SRQ (W&C) and Other Variables  
      with Correlations (Final Model) 208.15 26 0.000 0.132 0.116, 0.148 0.898 

12. Combined W&C  164.86 14 0.000 0.164 0.142, 0.186 0.911 
       
Peer Relationship Quality       
13. Initial Peer Model 2.16 2 0.340 0.015 0.000, 0.113 1.00 
14. Peer Model with No Collinear Items  
     (Final Model)  2.810 4 0.590 0.000 0.000, 0.071 1.00 

       
Romantic Relationship Quality       
15. All Items For Romantic Relationship 270.72 29 0.000 0.162 0.146, 0.179 0.848 
16. All Items with QMI & Rel. Sat. 
Correlated 172.70 27 0.000 0.130 0.113, 0.149 0.917 

17. QMI Removed 130.36 15 0.000 0.156 0.132, 0.180 0.888 
18. Romantic Relationship Final Model  
     (Final Model) 67.53 13 0.000 0.115 0.091, 0.141 0.958 

       
Full Mediation Model 788.25 372 0.000 0.050 0.045, 0.055 0.933 
Note: CFA = confirmatory factor analysis; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; CFI = 
comparative fit index 
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Table 8   
Factor Loadings   
 Std.all SE 
Parent-Child Relationship   
Parent Report   
    Relationship Satisfaction 0.42  
    Parental Rejection 0.33 0.11 
    Child Support & Warmth  0.28 0.16 
Target Report   
    Relationship Satisfaction 0.61 0.30 
    Parental Rejection 0.93 0.40 
    Parent Support & Warmth  0.70 0.36 
   
Sibling Relationship   
Sibling Report   
    Relationship Satisfaction 0.71 0.08 
    Target’s Support & Warmth  0.64 0.07 
    Self-Report Support & Warmth 0.71 0.07 
    Relational Warmth 0.82  
    Relational Conflict 0.46 0.09 
Target Report   
    Relationship Satisfaction 0.69 0.09 
    Sibling’s Support & Warmth  0.69 0.10 
    Self-Report Support & Warmth 0.61 0.08 
    Relational Warmth 0.76 0.08 
    Relational Conflict 0.36 0.09 
   
Peer Relationship   
Target Report   
    Relationship Satisfaction 0.39  
    Relational Happiness 0.40 0.09 
    Feel Appreciated 0.81 0.58 
    Friend Help  0.80 0.50 
    Self-Report Appreciation 0.74 0.54 
    Self-Report Help 0.73 0.46 
   
Romantic Relationship   
Partner Report   
    Relationship Satisfaction 0.64 0.19 
    Target’s Support & Warmth 0.78 0.24 
    Self-Report Support & Warmth 0.70 0.23 
    Quality Marriage Index 0.72 0.25 
Target Report   
    Relationship Satisfaction 0.63  
    Partner’s Support & Warmth 0.73 0.14 
    Self-Report Support & Warmth 0.73 0.11 
    Quality Marriage Index 0.74 0.12 
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Table 9       
Mediation Model Comparisons With and Without Control Variables 
 Model 1 (No Controls) Model 2 (With Controls) 
 β SE p β SE p 

Parent-Child : Sibling Relationship  0.41 0.26 0.00*** 0.41 0.25 0.00*** 
Parent-Child : Peer Relationship 0.22 0.12 0.02* 0.21 0.12 0.02* 

Parent-Child : Romantic Relationship 0.17 0.15 0.05* 0.18 0.16 0.04* 
Sibling: Romantic Relationship 0.21 0.04 0.01** 0.18 0.04 0.01** 

Peer: Romantic Relationship 0.07 0.12 0.39 0.07 0.12 0.42 
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Table 10 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Sibling M
oderation M

odel Com
parisons W

ith and W
ithout Control Variables 

 
M

odel 1 (N
o C

ontrols) 
M

odel 2 (W
ith C

ontrols) 
M

odel 3 (Interaction M
odel) 

 
β 

SE 
p 

β 
SE 

p 
β 

SE 
p 

Intercept 
3.11 

1.72 
0.07 

5.31 
1.98 

0.01* 
4.25 

0.65 
0.00*** 

Parent-C
hild R

elationship 
0.38 

0.31 
0.23 

0.08 
0.35 

0.81 
0.28 

0.09 
0.00* 

Sibling R
elationship 

0.29 
0.37 

0.43 
-0.10 

0.42 
0.81 

0.13 
0.05 

0.02 
Parent-C

hild : Sibling R
elationship 

-0.03 
0.65 

0.67 
0.04 

0.07 
0.57 

 
 

 
Parent A

ge 
 

 
 

-0.02 
0.01 

0.18 
-0.02 

0.01 
0.16 

Parent R
eligiosity 

 
 

 
0.02 

0.04 
0.66 

0.02 
0.04 

0.65 
Parent Econom

ic H
ardship 

 
 

 
0.01 

0.04 
0.73 

0.01 
0.04 

0.71 
M

ixed-sex Sibling C
onstellation 

 
 

 
-0.07 

0.10 
0.48 

-0.08 
0.10 

0.45 
Target/Partner Econom

ic H
ardship 

 
 

 
-0.06 

0.04 
0.11 

-0.06 
0.04 

0.11 
Target Education 

 
 

 
0.05 

0.05 
0.32 

0.05 
0.05 

0.29 
*p<.01, **p<.001, ***p<.0001 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  Table 11 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Peer M

oderation M
odel Com

parisons W
ith and W

ithout Control Variables 
 

M
odel 1 (N

o C
ontrols) 

M
odel 2 (W

ith C
ontrols) 

M
odel 3 (Interaction M

odel) 
 

β 
SE 

p 
β 

SE 
p 

β 
SE 

p 
Intercept 

4.85 
2.86 

0.09 
4.42 

3.29 
0.18 

4.65 
0.72 

0.00*** 
Parent-C

hild R
elationship 

0.12 
0.50 

0.81 
0.39 

0.56 
0.48 

0.35 
0.09 

0.00** 
Peer R

elationship 
-0.09 

0.49 
0.85 

0.13 
0.56 

0.81 
0.09 

0.06 
0.10 

Parent-C
hild : Peer R

elationship 
0.03 

0.08 
0.74 

-0.01 
0.10 

0.94 
 

 
 

Parent A
ge 

 
 

 
-0.02 

0.01 
0.11 

-0.02 
0.12 

0.11 
Parent R

eligiosity 
 

 
 

-0.01 
0.04 

0.87 
-0.01 

0.04 
0.87 

Parent Econom
ic H

ardship 
 

 
 

0.02 
0.04 

0.62 
0.02 

0.04 
0.62 

M
ixed-sex Sibling C

onstellation 
 

 
 

-0.06 
0.10 

0.54 
-0.06 

0.10 
0.55 

Target/Partner Econom
ic H

ardship 
 

 
 

-0.11 
0.04 

0.00* 
-0.11 

0.04 
0.00* 

Target Education 
 

 
 

-0.01 
0.05 

0.87 
-0.01 

0.05 
0.86 

*p<.01, **p<.001, ***p<.0001 
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APPENDIX B: List of Items Used for Each Construct 
 

Parent-Child Relationship Quality 
Four series of questions are included to ascertain the relationship quality between parents 

and their target child (relationship satisfaction, rejection, harsh parenting, and warmth).  Mother 
and father responded to questions regarding their relationship with their child, and the child 
responded to similar questions regarding his or her relationship with both mother and father.       

 
Relationship Satisfaction (mixed response) 
 The relationship satisfaction subscale consisted of the following items: 

• (Parent Response) During the past 12 months, would you agree or disagree that being a 
parent to the target child has been an enjoyable experience? 

o Likert scale with five options ranging from Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree. 
• (Parent & Target Response) How satisfied are you with your relationship with the target 

child/your mom/dad? 
o Likert scale with four options ranging from Very Satisfied to Very Dissatisfied. 

• (Parent & Target Response) How happy are you with the way things are between you 
and the target child/your mom/dad? 

o Likert scale with four options ranging from Very Happy to Very Unhappy. 
• (Parent Response) Children are sometimes described as particularly “easy” or “difficult” 

to raise.  How would you evaluate raising the target child? 
o Likert scale with four options ranging from Very Easy to Raise to Very Difficult to 

Raise. 
 
Parental Rejection (parent and target response) 

The parental rejection subscale consisted of the following items.  Each item utilized a 
Likert scale with five options ranging from Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree. 

• I really trust this child. 
o My mom/dad really trusts me. 

• I feel he/she has a number of faults. 
o My mom/dad finds fault with me even when I don’t deserve it. 

• I experience strong feelings of love for him or her. 
o My mother/father really cares about me. 

• I am dissatisfied (unhappy) with the things he/she does. 
o My mother/father is unhappy with the things I do. 

• I feel he/she causes me a lot of problems. 
o My mother/father often blames me for her/his problems. 

 
Harsh Parenting (parent and target response) 

The harsh parenting subscale consisted of the following items.  Each item utilized a 
Likert scale with the following five options: Always, Almost Always, About Half the Time, 
Almost Never, and Never. 

• When the target child does (you do) something wrong, how often do you (does your 
parent) lose your (their) temper and yell at him/her (you)?                               

• How often do you (does your parent) spank or slap the target child (you) when he/she 
does (you do) something wrong?                     



 153 

• When punishing the target child (you), how often do you (does your parent) hit him/her 
(you) with a belt, paddle, or something else?                               

• When the target child does (you do) something wrong, how often do you (does your 
parent) tell him/her (you) to get out or lock him or her out of the house? 

 
Supportiveness/Warmth (parent and target response) 
 The supportiveness/warmth subscale consisted of the following items. Targets and 
parents were asked to report the frequency of certain interactions in the past month that indicate 
how warm and supportive they felt their parent/child was.  This measure is comprised of four 
items on a 7-point scale ranging from Always to Never.   

• Let you know he/she really cares about you. 
• Act loving and affectionate toward you. 
• Let you know that he/she appreciates you, your ideas or the things you do. 
• Help you do something that was important to you. 

 
 
Sibling Relationship Quality 
 The target child and one sibling within four years of age (older or younger) were included 
in the study.  Both targets and siblings were asked questions regarding their relationship to their 
sibling. The following measures were selected to represent the most salient aspects of the sibling 
relationship in adolescence from the perspective of each sibling.  
 
Relationship Satisfaction 
 The relationship satisfaction subscale consisted of 2 items for target report (α =.97) and 
sibling report (α =.96).   

• How satisfied are you with your relationship with him/her? 
o Likert scale with four options ranging from Very Satisfied to Very Dissatisfied. 

• How happy are you with the way things are between you and your brother/sister in the 
study. 

o Likert scale with four options ranging from Very Happy to Very Unhappy. 
 
Supportiveness/Warmth 
 The supportiveness/warmth subscale consisted of 4 items for target self-report of warmth 
(α =.88) and sibling report of target warmth (α =.88) as well as target report of sibling warmth (α 
=.91) and sibling self-report of warmth (α =.90).  Siblings were each asked the same questions 
related to warmth and supportiveness included in the parent-child relationship quality measures.  
Each responded to the seven-option scale ranging from Always to Never how frequently their 
sibling did the following: 

• Let you know he/she really cares about you. 
• Act loving and affectionate toward you. 
• Let you know that he/she appreciates you, your ideas or the things you do. 
• Help you do something that was important to you.   

 
Warmth & Conflict 
 The warmth and conflict subscale consisted of 23 items for target report (α =.89) and 
sibling report (α =.81).  In addition to the previous measure of warmth and supportiveness, 
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adolescent siblings were asked a series of 23 questions regarding the frequency of both positive 
(14 questions) and negative interactions (9 questions) in their sibling relationship.  The four 
options were A lot, Some, A little, and Not at all.  
 
 Warmth 

• How much do you two like the same things? 
• How much do you two talk to each other?  
• How much do you admire and respect your brother/sister? 
• How much do you two go places and do things together? 
• How much do you two share things with each other? 
• How much do you take care of and look after your brother/sister? 
• How much can you count on your brother/sister for help when you need it? 
• How much are you two alike? 
• How much do you look up to and feel proud of your brother/sister? 
• How much do the two of you spend free time together? 
• How much do you love your brother/sister who is in the study? 
• How much does he/she teach you things you don’t know? 
• How much do you two play around and have fun with each other? 
• How much doe he/she give you good advice? 

 
Conflict 

•  How much do you to insult or call each other names? 
•  How much do you tell your brother/sister what to do? 
•  How much do you two try to out-do or beat each other at things? 
•  How much do your parents take your brother’s/sister’s side about things? 
•  How much do you boss your brother/sister around? 
•  How much do you and your brother/sister try to do things better than each other? 
•  How much do you think he/she gets more attention from your parents than you do? 
•  How much do you think he/she gets treated better by your parents? 
•  How much does he/she tease or make fun of you? 

 
Peer Relationship Quality 
 When asked how many of the people they know, male or female, that they consider to be 
their close friends, targets responded between 0 (4 targets) and 9+ (48 targets), with most targets 
(168) responding an average of 3-4 close friends. 
 
Relationship Quality (parent-response) 

• Generally, how much conflict, tension, or disagreement do you think there is between the 
target child and his/her close friends? 

o Four-option Likert scale: None at all, A little, Some, A Lot, and Don’t know 
 
Relationship Satisfaction (target-response) 

Targets were asked to respond to two questions regarding their identified best friend.  
Although this small two-question measure had an alpha score of 1, both questions continue to be 
used as questions regarding the peer relationship were already minimal. 
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• How satisfied are you with your relationship with this friend? 
o Four-option Likert scale ranging from Very Satisfied to Very Dissatisfied.   

• How happy are you with the way things are between you and this friend? 
o Four-option Likert scale ranging from Very Happy to Very Unhappy.  

 
Supportiveness/Warmth (target-response) 

The supportiveness/warmth scale utilized the same items from both sibling and parent-
child relationship quality.  As peers were not surveyed, targets alone reported to the 4 items 
regarding self-reports of target Support/Warmth to peers (α =.86) and peer Support/Warmth to 
targets (α =.95).  Targets were asked to respond on a scale from one (Always) to seven (Never) 
regarding the frequency in the past month when they and a best friend they identified spent time 
talking or doing things together. 

How often did your friend (you): 
• Let you (them) know he/she (you) really cares about you (care about them). 
• Act loving and affectionate toward you (towards them). 
• Let you (them) know that he/she (you) appreciates you (appreciate them), your (their) 

ideas or the things you (they) do. 
• Help you (them) do something that was important to you (them).   

 
Romantic Relationship Quality 
 Target responses will be used to determine current relationship status.  Four measures of 
relationship quality were asked to both the target and their romantic partner, including 
relationship satisfaction, supportiveness/warmth, the Quality of Marriage Index, and sexual 
satisfaction.  Additionally, trained data collectors were asked their observations about the 
relationship satisfaction of the target and their partner. 
 
Relationship Status (target-response only) 
 Targets were asked to identify their current marital status from the following options: 
Married, Separated, Divorced, and Widowed.  Later in the survey they were asked to further 
identify their relationship status from the following options: 

• I am living with someone in a steady, marriage-like relationship. 
• I have a steady, romantic relationship with one person; we live together a lot of the time 

but maintain separate residences. 
• I have a steady, romantic relationship with one person, but I am not living with him/her. 
• I date, but do not have a steady, romantic relationship with one person. 
• I am not dating or seeing anyone right now. 

 
Relationship Satisfaction (target-, and partner-response) 
   

The relationship satisfaction subscale for targets and partners consisted of 4 items for targets 
(α =.77) and partners (α =.69).  Targets and partners were asked the same four questions related 
to their satisfaction of their current relationship.   

• How happy are you, all things considered, with your relationship? 
o Six-option Likert scale ranging from Extremely Unhappy to Extremely Happy. 

• All in all, how satisfied are you with your relationship? 
o Five-option Likert scale ranging from Completely Satisfied to Not At All Satisfied. 
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• How much do you want your relationship with your partner to continue and be a success? 
o Five-option Likert scale with the following options: 

▪ I want desperately for our relationship to succeed. 
▪ I want very much for our relationship to succeed. 
▪ It would be nice if our relationship succeeded. 
▪ I’m not sure I want our relationship to succeed. 
▪ I don’t want our relationship to succeed. 

• How hard are you willing to work to make your relationship a success? 
o Five-option Likert scale with the following options: 

▪ I would go to any length to see that it succeeds. 
▪ I will work hard to see that it succeeds. 
▪ I will only do my fair share to see that it succeeds. 
▪ I am not willing to work to make it succeed. 
▪ I have given up trying to make it succeed. 

 
Supportiveness/Warmth (target- and partner-response) 

The supportiveness/warmth subscale consisted of the same 4 items for targets’ response 
of target warmth (α =.88) and partner response of target warmth (α =.89) as well as targets’ 
response of partner warmth (α =.91), partner self-report of partner warmth (α =.89). Targets and 
partners were asked to respond on a scale from one (Always) to seven (Never) regarding how 
often during the past month their partner: 

• Let you know he/she really cares about you. 
• Act loving and affectionate toward you. 
• Let you know that he/she appreciates you, your ideas or the things you do. 
• Help you do something that was important to you.   

 
Quality of Marriage Index/QMI (target- and partner-response) 
 The Quality of Marriage Index consisted of 5 items for targets (α =96) and partners (α 
=96).  This portion of the questionnaire included questions about how each partner would rate 
their relationship with their partner on a five-option Likert scale ranging from Strongly Agree to 
Strongly Disagree. 

• We have a good relationship. 
• My relationship with my partner is very stable. 
• Our relationship is strong. 
• My relationship with my partner makes me happy. 
• I really feel like part of a team with my partner. 

 
Sexual Satisfaction (target- and partner-response) 
 The sexual satisfaction subscale included 9 items for both targets (α =83) and partners (α 
=81).  Using the same five-option Likert scale from the QMI (Strongly Agree to Strongly 
Disagree), partners were asked how much the following statements reflected sexual satisfaction: 

• My partner and I do not have time for affection and intimacy. 
• The sexual part of my relationship is just right for me. 
• My partner and I often argue about the sexual part of our relationship. 
• One or the other of us is usually too tired for sex. 
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• My partner and I have a wonderful sex life. 
• Sex isn't very important to me. 
• My partner almost always considers my needs and feelings during our intimate times 

together. 
• My partner is happy with our sex life. 
• Sex isn't very important to my partner. 

 
Control Variables 

 
Parent Age. Parents were asked to report their age in years.  Their ages were recorded as numeric 
entries.  A new variable was created to determine the average age of parents by adding father-
report of age with mother-report of age and dividing it by two.   
 
Parent Education. Mothers and fathers were asked to report the highest level of education 
attained.  Answers were coded to be consistent with target and partner education variables, and 
included the following six options: less than high school, high school or equivalent degree, some 
college, bachelor’s degree, post-bachelor’s schooling (including master’s), and doctorate degree.  
Parents’ responses were combined and divided in half to produce an average parent education 
level.   
 
Parent Income. Parents were asked to report their previous year (1987) and current year (1988) 
income.  As the current fiscal year had not ended when the data were collected, it was 
determined to use the previous year’s income.  Both parents reported individually how much 
they earned in the previous year.  Mother income and father income were combined into one 
variable for total parent income.   
 
Parent Religiosity. Parents were asked a series of questions regarding their personal beliefs and 
religious practices.  Two questions asked in W1 were worded quite similarly to the questions 
asked in W19.  Due to the continuity and the scope with which the questions ascertain religiosity, 
these two questions were selected.  The first question was: “When you have problems or 
difficulties in your family, work, or personal life, how often do you seek spiritual comfort and 
support?”  Parents were asked to report on a Likert scale of 1-4, with 1 being “almost always”, 
and 4 being “rarely”.  The second question used the same Likert scale and asked: “When you 
seek spiritual comfort and support, how often does that help you deal with your problems or 
difficulties?”  Mother and father report for each question were combined into one variable using 
the rowMeans function of the Lavaan package in R.   
 
Parent Economic Hardship. Two questions from the parent survey were selected to measure 
parent economic hardship.  The first question asked how difficult it had been in the past year to 
pay necessary bills.  A Likert scale from 1 (great difficulty) to 5 (no difficulty) was used.  The 
second question asked about the past year’s typical financial situation at the end of each month.  
A Likert scale from 1 (more than enough money leftover) to 4 (not enough to make ends meet) 
was used.  The data were reverse-coded such that a high score on economic hardship was 
equated with limited to no economic hardship so as to be in line with all other questions related 
to relationship quality.  The items were then rescaled on a scale of 1-7 to be consistent with other 
variables.  The combined score of mother and father report of economic hardship had an alpha of 
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0.83.  All items were combined into one variable using the rowMeans function of the Lavaan 
package in R.   
 
Parent Unexpected Negative Life Events. Parents were asked if they experienced any of 18 
negative life events in the past year.  These 18 items included events such as: “take a wage/salary 
cut”, “suffer financial loss in business, investments, or property”, “problems in school”, and 
other questions related to loan foreclosures or repossession of property.  Items were combined 
into a single variable per reporter, then averaged with each other to produce a single combined 
score for parent unexpected negative life events.  This item was then reverse-coded to be in line 
with the other variables, such that a higher score on negative life events was consistent with 
fewer negative life events. 
 
Older/Younger Sibling Status. Target children and their siblings each reported their current age 
in W1.  Inclusion criteria included a target who was in 7th grade (Mage=12.6) and a sibling 
within four years of age.  Sibling-reported age was observed and given a value of 1 if the age 
was greater than 11 (the sample included some twins, where one twin was the target child and 
their twin was the sibling of study and coded as an older sibling), and a 0 if their age was less 
than 11.  A score of 1 on this variable indicated that the target child had an older sibling in the 
study (making the target child the younger sibling), and a score of 0 indicated a younger sibling 
(making the target child the older sibling).   
 
Sibling Age Difference. Again using sibling and target report of age in W1, a new variable was 
created by subtracting the target’s age from the sibling’s age.  This led to a score of +/- between 
0 and 4.  The negative scores were recoded to be positive.  Thus, regardless of birth order the 
score of the age difference variable indicates how many years difference in age exist between 
siblings and the target child.  
 
Sibling Constellation. Both sibling and target sex was recorded.  Each family was assigned to 
one of three groups: male-male sibling constellation, female-female constellation, and mixed-sex 
constellation (regardless of birth order).  Three variables were created accordingly. 
 
Target Romantic Relationship Status. Targets were asked to define their relationship in W19 
with two questions.  The first question read: “What is your current marital status?”  Options 
included the following: married, separated, divorced, widowed, or not applicable.  If targets 
responded not applicable to the previous question, they were then asked “What best describes 
your current relationship status?” with the five following options: steady relationship; steady and 
often together, but separate residences; steady, but not living together; date, but no steady 
romantic relationship with one person; and not dating or seeing anyone right now.  Seven 
variables were created: married, separated, divorced, steady, steady but separate living quarters, 
dating, or single.  Each participating target assigned to their respective relationship status.   
 
Same- or Other-Sex Marriage Status. Examining both target and romantic partner sex it was 
determined that three couples in W19 were in same-sex relationships (two female-female 
partnerships and one male-male partnership).  A new variable was created to identify same-sex 
marriage status.  
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Target & Partner Age Difference.  Using target and partner’s report from W19 of how old they 
turned on their last birthday, a new variable was created by subtracting target’s age from 
partner’s age.  The negative values were reversed to be positive.  
 
Partner Race/Ethnicity. All families in W1 reported being Caucasian.  Although the majority of 
romantic partners in W19 also reported being Caucasian, a number of them reported the 
following races/ethnicities: Hispanic/Latinx, Asian, African-American, and other.  Individual 
variables for each relevant race/ethnicity were created.   
 
Couple Child Presence. Targets and partners reported the number of children either or both had.  
A new variable was created indicating whether targets and/or their romantic partners had at least 
one child between them or not.   
 
Target & Romantic Partner Education. Highest level of education attained was reported by both 
targets and romantic partners with the following options: less than high school, GED, high 
school graduate, vocational school, junior college degree, 4-year bachelor’s degree, master’s 
degree, and doctorate.  Using the same scale as parent education (see above), variables were 
created on a scale of 1-6 for both targets and partners. 
 
Target & Romantic Partner Income. Target and romantic partners were each asked to report their 
gross annual income, and their results were reported in numeric form.  A new variable was 
created for total couple income. 
 
Target & Romantic Partner Religiosity. Of the questions regarding religiosity for targets and 
their romantic partners, the following two questions were determined to be most similar to the 
ones selected for parent religiosity: “How much do your religious or spiritual beliefs help you 
handle troubles or problems in your life?” and “How much are your religious or spiritual beliefs 
a source of strength and comfort to you?”  Options were on a 1-4 Likert scale.  One item was 
already coded to be the same direction as other relationship questions (with a higher score 
reflecting a greater amount of reported religiosity), and the other question was reverse coded to 
reflect the same directionality.  A variable was created with an average score of couple 
religiosity based on scores from both items, using the rowMeans function of the Lavaan program 
in R.  
 
Target & Romantic Partner Economic Hardship. Both targets and romantic partners were asked 
the same two questions in W19 as parents of targets in W1, and a combined score was created 
using the same process (see above). 
 
Target & Romantic Partner Unexpected Negative Life Events. Similar to parent-reports in W1, 
both targets and partners responded to a series of questions related to frequency of unexpected 
negative life events in the past year.  Targets and partners responded “yes” or “no” to 60 
questions ranging from death or serious illness or injury of friend or family member, miscarriage 
or abortion, extramarital affair, parental divorce or separation, lose custody of your child or 
children, sue or be sued by someone, identity theft, and so forth.  Items were combined into a 
single variable per reporter.  In order to be on the same scale and have the same weight as the 
parent unexpected negative life events, individual scores were multiplied by 0.63 (parent N 
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items=18, target/partner N items=60).  Target scores were then averaged with partner scores to 
produce a single combined score for target and romantic partner unexpected negative life events.  
This item was then reverse-coded to be in line with the other variables, such that a higher score 
on negative life events was consistent with fewer negative life events. 
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