

[image: image1]
The impact of parental co-parenting on relational aggression in adolescents: the mediating role of peer relationships and self-control









 


	
	
ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 22 April 2025
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1551288








[image: image2]

The impact of parental co-parenting on relational aggression in adolescents: the mediating role of peer relationships and self-control

Yongzhi Jiang1,2*, Huizhe Wang1* and Lifang Tong1


1School of Educational Science, Inner Mongolia Minzu University, Tongliao, China

2Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region Student Bullying Prevention and Control Research Center, Tongliao, China

Edited by
 Lipaz Shamoa-Nir, Zefat Academic College, Israel

Reviewed by
 Maria Elizabeth Guarneri-White, Olympic College, United States
 Hila Avieli, Ariel University, Israel

*Correspondence
 Huizhe Wang, 1316214443@qq.com; Yongzhi Jiang, psy_yongzhi@126.com 

Received 25 December 2024
Accepted 26 March 2025
Published 22 April 2025

Citation
 Jiang Y, Wang H and Tong L (2025) The impact of parental co-parenting on relational aggression in adolescents: the mediating role of peer relationships and self-control. Front. Psychol. 16:1551288. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1551288
 

Purpose: To explore the impact of parental co-parenting on adolescents’ relational aggression, as well as the mediating roles of peer relationships and self-control.

Method: A self-reported questionnaire survey was conducted on 550 students from three junior high schools in Inner Mongolia using the Parental Coordinated Parenting Scale, Relational Aggression Scale, Self-Control Scale, and Peer Relationship Scale.

Result: Positive parental co-parenting is significantly negatively correlated with relational aggression, while negative co-parenting is significantly positively correlated with relational aggression. Positive co-parenting is significantly positively correlated with peer relationships and self-control, while negative parental co-parenting is significantly negatively correlated with peer relationships and self-control. Relational aggression is significantly negatively correlated with peer relationships and self-control, and peer relationships are significantly positively correlated with self-control. The direct effect of negative parental co-parenting on relational aggression is significant, and self-control, peer relationships, and the mediating effects of peer relationships and self-control in the relationship between parental co-parenting and relational aggression are all significant.

Conclusion: Parental co-parenting not only directly affects adolescents’ relational aggression but can also indirectly influence relational aggression through the mediating effects of peer relationships and self-control.
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Introduction

Campus violence and bullying have always been issues of concern for schools, families, and society. Relational aggression is a common form of campus attack that is also covert and difficult to detect, but it can have a significant impact on the physical and mental health of adolescents. Co-parenting is an essential part of family education and has a significant influence on the formation and development of adolescents’ personality, cognition, and character. At the same time, self-control is part of the cognitive development of students, and co-parenting plays an important role in the development of children’s self-control. Therefore, parenting styles can influence students’ self-control, which in turn affects relational aggression behavior. Additionally, peers are an indispensable part of adolescents’ learning and life, and parenting styles can also influence students’ peer relationships, thereby affecting relational aggression behavior. This study mainly explores the impact of co-parenting on adolescents’ relational aggression, as well as the mediating roles of peer relationships and self-control.

Co-parenting refers to the collaborative activities of adults who share the responsibility of raising and nurturing children during the child-rearing process (McHale, 2007). In most families, co-parenting is generally composed of parents; the higher the level of cooperative behavior between parents, the more positive children perceive their parents’ relationship, thereby increasing their sense of security and reducing anxiety (Metz et al., 2017). Minuchin (1974) believes that parents’ co-parenting to regulate family interactions contributes to the development of each family member, and the overall intimacy level and relative intimacy patterns of family relationships play a very important role in the overall functioning of the family system and the physical and mental health of its members. Researchers have different classifications of co-parenting, such as cooperative, conflictual, and triangular relationships (Margolin et al., 2001), and other classifications based on different dimensions include unity, consistency, conflict, and belittling (McHale, 1997). Family education is the first education an individual receives; therefore, parents’ parenting styles play a primary role and have a significant impact on children’s growth and development. Existing research shows that parents’ relevant behaviors and parenting styles are related to individuals’ relational aggression behaviors, and good co-parenting practices between parents help individuals develop at different stages (McHale, 2011). Smith found that parental phubbing (excessive smartphone use in children’s presence) significantly positively predicted adolescents’ engagement in cyber-relational aggression, highlighting the role of digital neglect in modern parenting (Smith et al., 2022). Parents adopting a supportive co-parenting approach during the child-rearing process can significantly reduce relational aggression behaviors in middle school students (Xu, 2019). Additionally, Inner Mongolia’s unique socio-cultural landscape, blending Han Chinese and ethnic Mongolian traditions, may influence co-parenting practices. “In Inner Mongolia, where cultural norms prioritize familial cohesion, covert relational aggression may serve as a socially sanctioned alternative to overt confrontation, necessitating region-specific investigations.” For instance, “Within Inner Mongolia’s cultural matrix where Han Chinese agrarian traditions interface with Mongolian pastoralist norms (Hofstede et al., 2021), co-parenting practices exhibit unique conflict regulation patterns.


Parental co-parenting and relational aggression

Relational aggression refers to behaviors in which individuals intentionally harm others as a primary goal, manipulating or damaging interpersonal relationships through means such as defamation, isolation, and gossip (Crick and Grotpeter, 1995). It has a certain degree of harm, but is not as direct and obvious as physical aggression, exhibiting a covert nature (Skowronski et al., 2005). Behaviors of relational aggression include withdrawing friendship, spreading rumors, and excluding someone from a group (Liu et al., 2022). Relational aggression is increasingly recognized as a covert form of harm with long-term psychological consequences, particularly in collectivist cultures where indirect aggression may be socially normalized (Li and Wang, 2021). According to social learning theory, the connection between parenting and relational aggression can be understood through imitation and vicarious reinforcement (Bandura et al., 1997). Children may imitate their parents’ use of relational aggression and spread rumors about their friends in social contexts, or they may learn some relational aggression behaviors from the negative co-parenting dynamics between their parents and implement these behaviors in their social interactions. Existing research shows that relational aggression occurs among same-sex peer relationships (Crick et al., 2006). Social exclusion can not only directly predict relational aggression but can also provoke relational aggression by threatening an individual’s self-esteem (Yujie et al., 2019). If relational aggression is not well managed, it may increase with age and become more covert (Wang and Tan, 2016). Individual factors, including physiological, emotional, cognitive, and temperamental aspects, can influence children’s aggressive behaviors (Cha, 2006). Family factors are also a major focus of many studies, the predictive role of parental psychological control on adolescent aggressive behavior (Jiang, 2016). Negative parenting styles contribute to aggressive behaviors in children and adolescents (Mukhtar and Mahmood, 2018). Family factors, such as co-parenting dynamics, are critical in shaping adolescents’ social behaviors. Recent studies highlight that negative co-parenting (e.g., conflict and belittling) amplifies Relational aggression by modeling manipulative interpersonal strategies (Liu et al., 2022). Therefore, good family parenting practices can help reduce aggressive behaviors in adolescents. Based on this, the study proposes hypothesis H1: Parental co-parenting can predict adolescents’ relational aggression behaviors.



The mediating role of peer relationships

Peer relationships refer to the interpersonal relationships established or developed by individuals of similar age or comparable psychological development during their interactions. Compared to parent–child relationships and teacher-student relationships, peer relationships are equal and parallel (Zhou et al., 2015). After starting school, children’s attachment gradually shifts from parents to peers, while the parenting styles of children’s parents can influence their peer interactions. Relevant research shows that positive parenting styles promote the development of good peer relationships, while negative parenting styles negatively predict individual peer relationships (Wang et al., 2006). Positive parenting creates a relatively warm and harmonious environment for children, enhancing their communication and empathy skills, leading to more altruistic behaviors during peer interactions and better peer relationships (Li et al., 2023). Hostile and withdrawn negative co-parenting can positively predict high levels of peer conflict and low levels of positive peer interactions (Leary and Katz, 2004), which is detrimental to the formation of good peer relationships in children. Additionally, related research shows that both relational aggressors and relational aggression victims experience some psychological issues and higher levels of peer rejection. Adolescents with high levels of peer support receive more emotional support, resolve conflicts with others in reasonable ways, and exhibit less aggressive behavior (Sánchez-Moscona and Eiroa-Orosa, 2020). Based on the above, this study proposes hypothesis H2: Peer relationships mediate the relationship between parental co-parenting and relational aggression.



The mediating role of self-control

Self-control is the ability of individuals to change their behavioral responses or internal states when faced with obstacles to their goals (Harter et al., 1982). It is a conscious and willful effort, essentially involving the individual’s exertion of “inhibition” to restrain their own behavior. This self-restraint has also been applied in the study of aggressive behavior (Xu et al., 2022). Self-control theory posits that individual behavior possesses a characteristic that can predict undesirable or deviant behaviors. The innate selfish tendencies make individuals more focused on their own interests, making it easier for those with weak moral and legal awareness to experience imbalances in self-control, leading to problematic behaviors (Guo et al., 2023). However, individuals with self-control abilities can regulate their behaviors, thoughts, and emotions, exerting willful effort to control behaviors that violate social moral norms (Baumeister et al., 2007). Previous studies have shown that individual self-control plays a moderating role between negative parenting styles and aggressive behavior (Song et al., 2017), and self-control acts as a mediating factor between parenting styles and aggressive behavior (Liu, 2022). Individuals with high self-control exhibit low aggressive behavior, while those with low self-control display high aggressive behavior (Cao and Zhang, 2018). Additionally, strengthening self-control can suppress aggressive behavior, while a decline can led to an increase in aggressive behavior (Denson et al., 2012). Enhancing self-control can improve individuals’ undesirable behaviors. Based on this, the present study proposes hypothesis H3: self-control mediates the relationship between cooperative parenting and relational aggression.



The serial mediating role of peer relationships and self-control

Parental Coordinated Parenting may also influence adolescents’ relational aggression through the chain mediation of peer relationships and self-control. According to group social theory, peer groups are an important social environment for individuals in social interactions, where similar attitudes and behaviors can emerge through imitation (Harris, 1995). Parenting styles can be transmitted through peer interactions; positive Parental Coordinated Parenting encourages children to engage more actively in peer interactions, leading to better self-control over their behavior and a reduction in relational aggression. On one hand, positive parenting styles can have a beneficial effect on children’s peer interactions, while a positive and harmonious parenting approach creates a warm and harmonious developmental environment, fostering more altruistic behaviors during peer interactions and better peer relationships (Li et al., 2023). On the other hand, good peer interactions significantly impact students’ self-control abilities; positive peer relationships enable students to apply self-control to manage their behavior when facing problems, thereby inhibiting relational aggression (Denson et al., 2012). Therefore, students with positive collaborative parenting may have better peer relationships, which in turn enhances their self-control abilities and reduces relational aggression. Based on the above, we propose hypothesis H4: Peer relationships and self-control play a chain mediation role between Parental Coordinated Parenting and relational aggression. Figure 1 illustrates the relationship model for studying the variables.
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FIGURE 1
 Diagram of the relationship between the variables.





Methods


Participants and procedure

The sample included 456 adolescents (51.7% male; age 13–17, M = 15) from three junior high schools in Tongliao, Inner Mongolia. Parental marital status was recorded: 82% of participants came from two-parent households, 12% from single-parent households, and 6% from blended families. Socioeconomic status (SES) was assessed via parental education levels (45% high school graduates, 30% college-educated). Data on divorced and single-parent families were excluded from the statistical process.

All procedures in this study were reviewed and approved by the ethics committee of the author’s university. Written informed consent was obtained from all participants and their guardians. Surveys were administered during school hours by trained researchers, with anonymity ensured to reduce social desirability bias. Data collection followed a standardized protocol, including a 10-min briefing on survey objectives and confidentiality.



Measures


Parental coordinated parenting questionnaire

This study employed the Parental Coordinated Parenting Questionnaire (Adolescent Rating Version) developed by Chinese scholars Liu et al. (2017) was adopted in this study. This 29-item instrument comprises four dimensions: Unity, Consistency, Conflict, and Disparagement. (1) When I do something wrong, my dad and mom deal with it in the same way, (2) Dad (Mom) will talk about Mom’s (Dad’s) shortcomings in front of me, (3) Mom (Dad) is hostile to Dad (Mom).., utilizing a Likert 7-point scale (1 = Never, 7 = Always). Among these dimensions, Unity and Consistency represent positive co-parenting behaviors, where higher scores indicate that the father or mother exhibited more positive parenting practices. Conversely, Conflict and Disparagement reflect negative co-parenting behaviors, with elevated scores denoting increased negative co-parenting manifestations. The Cronbach’s α coefficients for the paternal and maternal versions of the questionnaire in this study were 0.84 and 0.83 respectively, demonstrating satisfactory reliability.



Relational aggressive behavior scale

This study employed the Relational Aggression Scale originally developed by Loudin and revised by Chinese scholar Liang (2005). The 9-item instrument(1) When someone makes me angry, ignore him for a short period of time. (2) When I have a disagreement with a friend of the opposite sex, belittle him in front of a friend of the opposite sex. (3) Quarrel with someone and say that the person is not good in front of others…, utilizes a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Highly consistent, 5 = Not consistent at all) with reverse scoring implementation. Specifically, higher composite scores indicate greater relational aggression behaviors, while lower scores correspond to reduced manifestation of such behaviors. The scale demonstrated good reliability in the current investigation with a Cronbach’s α coefficient of 0.80.



Peer Relationship Scale

This study employed the Student Peer Relationship Scale originally developed by Asher (1986) and culturally adapted by Chinese scholar Zhang (2008). The 16-item instrument (1) I make new friends easily at school. (2) I have a lot of friends. (3) I am always alone…, utilizes a 4-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 4 = Strongly agree) measuring three dimensions: Acceptance, Rejection, and Loneliness. Higher composite scores on the scale indicate better peer relationships. The measure demonstrated excellent reliability in the current study with a Cronbach’s α coefficient of 0.89.



Self-Control Scale

This study employed the Self-Control Scale (SCS) originally developed by Tangney et al. (2004) and culturally validated by Chinese scholar Tan and Guo (2008). The 19-item instrument (1) I can resist temptations very well. (2) It’s difficult for me to get rid of bad habits. (3) Everyone says that I have iron-like self-control…, utilizes a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree) encompassing five dimensions: Temptation Resistance, Healthy Habits, Leisure Moderation, Impulse Control, and Work Focus. Higher composite scores across these dimensions indicate stronger self-regulation capacity. The scale demonstrated excellent psychometric properties in this investigation, with a Cronbach’s α coefficient of 0.88.




Statistical processing

SPSS 24.0 software was used for data analysis, Harman’s one-way analysis of variance test for common method bias test, as well as the use of PROCESS model 6 to verify the chain mediating role of peer relationships and self-control between parental co-parenting and relational aggression. Standard errors of parameter estimates and Bootstrap confidence intervals were obtained by taking 5,000 Bootstrap samples and were considered significant if the 95% confidence interval did not include zero.




Results


Common method bias test

Using Harman’s one-way test, all items of the parental co-parenting, relational aggression, self-control, and peer relationship variables were analyzed in an exploratory factor analysis, and the results showed that there were 21 factors with eigenvalues greater than one, and the cumulative variation explained by the first factor was 21.5%, which was less than the critical criterion of 40%, so this study did not have a serious problem of common method bias.



Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis

According to the correlations among the variables in Table 1, it can be seen that positive parental co-parenting and relational aggression are significantly negatively correlated; negative parental co-parenting is significantly positively correlated with relational aggression; positive parental co-parenting is significantly positively correlated with peer relationships and self-control; negative parental co-parenting is significantly negatively correlated with peer relationships and self-control; relational aggression is significantly negatively correlated with peer relationships and self-control; and peer relationships and self-control were significantly positively correlated.



TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis among the variables.
[image: Table1]



The mediating role of peer relationships and self-control

This study employs Hayes’ non-parametric percentile Bootstrap method for testing mediation effects, specifically using the SPSS macro program PROCESS model 6. It examines the mediating effects of peer relationships and self-control on the relationship between Parental Coordinated Parenting and relational aggression, controlling for gender and age. The analysis results are shown in Table 2. the negative collaborative parenting style of parents has a significant positive direct predictive effect on relational aggression (β = 0.11, p < 0.001); positive collaborative parenting by parents significantly positively predicts self-control (β = 0.20, p < 0.001) and significantly positively predicts peer relationships (β = 0.26, p < 0.001); the negative collaborative parenting style of parents significantly negatively predicts self-control (β = −0.14, p < 0.001) and significantly negatively predicts peer relationships (β = −0.24, p < 0.001); self-control positively predicts peer relationships (β = 0.36, p < 0.001) and significantly negatively predicts relational aggression (β = −0.27, p < 0.001); peer relationships significantly negatively predict relational aggression (β = −0.14, p < 0.001).



TABLE 2 Analysis of the chain mediation model.
[image: Table2]

As shown in Table 3, the mediation effect test was conducted and found that peer relationships and self-control fully mediated between positive parental co-parenting and relational aggression, with a mediation effect value of −0.134, and the mediation effect was formed as an indirect effect generated by three paths: (1) indirect effect 1 (−0.037) generated by positive parental co-parenting → peer relationships → relational aggression; (2) indirect effect 2 (−0.053) generated by positive parental synergistic parenting → self-control → relational aggression produced indirect effect 2 (−0.053); and (3) positive parental synergistic parenting → peer relationships → self-control → relational aggression produced indirect effect 3 (−0.024). The results all indicated that the 95% confidence intervals for all three indirect paths did not include 0, suggesting that the three generated mediation effects were significant.



TABLE 3 The mediating effect of peer relationship and self-control on parental active collaborative parenting is tested.
[image: Table3]

As shown in Table 4, the mediating effect test was conducted and found that the effect value of the direct effect of negative parental co-parenting on relational aggression was 0.111; peer relationships and self-control had a partially mediating role between negative parental co-parenting and relational aggression, with a mediating effect value of 0.088, which accounted for 44% of the total effect value of parental co-parenting on relational aggression (0.2). Specifically, the mediating effect was formed as an indirect effect generated by three pathways: (1) indirect effect 1 (0.03) generated by negative parental co-parenting → peer relationships → relational aggression; (2) indirect effect 2 (0.035) generated by negative parental co-parenting → self-control → relational aggression; and (3) indirect effect 3 (0.035) generated by negative parental co-parenting → peer relationships → self-control → relational aggression. Effect 3 (0.023). The results all indicated that the 95% confidence intervals of the three indirect paths did not include 0, suggesting that the three produced significant mediation effects.



TABLE 4 The mediating effect of peer relationship and self-control on parental negative collaborative parenting is tested.
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Discussion

The results of this study found that negative co-parenting by parents significantly positively predicts relational aggression in adolescents, confirming hypothesis H1: Parenting styles predict adolescents’ relational aggression behaviors. This is consistent with previous research findings that positive supportive co-parenting by parents can significantly reduce relational aggression behaviors in middle school students, while negative parenting styles contribute to aggressive behaviors in children and adolescents (Mukhtar and Mahmood, 2018; Xu, 2019). According to ecological systems theory and the cumulative risk model, the development of adolescent behavior is influenced by multiple systems, including social and family environments, as well as risk factors that often occur simultaneously among peers. The co-occurrence of risk factors across multiple systems constitutes cumulative ecological risk and affects adolescents’ aggressive behaviors (Hong et al., 2023). This suggests that parents should guide their children with positive parenting methods, pay attention to their emotional changes, and when children exhibit aggressive behaviors, parents should provide patient guidance rather than negative parenting, which helps children develop good peer relationships and grow up healthily both physically and mentally.

In addition, the results of this study show that positive co-parenting by fathers and positive co-parenting by mothers, as well as negative co-parenting by fathers and negative co-parenting by mothers, are significantly correlated with adolescents’ relational aggression. This is consistent with previous research findings that the co-parenting styles of parents are related to adolescents’ relational aggression. Positive co-parenting styles between parents contribute to the development of individuals at different stages, and positive co-parenting helps reduce students’ aggressive behavior (McHale, 2011). While schools and society focus on the physical and mental health development of students, they should also pay attention to the impact of family education.

Through the construction of a mediating model, it was found that peer relationships play a mediating role between parental co-parenting and relational aggression, validating research hypothesis H2. Parental co-parenting not only directly affects adolescents’ relational aggression but also influences it through the mediating role of peer relationships. This is similar to previous research findings, where negative parental co-parenting styles positively predict higher levels of peer conflict and lower levels of positive peer interactions. Adolescents with high levels of peer support tend to resolve conflicts with others in a reasonable manner and exhibit less aggressive behavior (Leary and Katz, 2004; Sánchez-Moscona and Eiroa-Orosa, 2020). The results of this study also found that parental co-parenting can influence adolescents’ relational aggression through the mediating role of self-control, validating research hypothesis H3. This is consistent with previous research findings, where children from families with negative co-parenting exhibit less behavioral inhibition, and negative parenting styles contribute to aggressive behavior in children and adolescents (Belsky et al., 1996; Mukhtar and Mahmood, 2018). Children’s self-control plays a moderating role between negative parenting styles and aggressive behavior (Song et al., 2017). Negative parenting styles affect children’s self-control abilities, leading to more aggressive behavior. Positive co-parenting styles can reduce children’s relational aggression and enhance students’ self-control abilities.

The results of the mediation effect test show that peer relationships and self-control play a chain mediation role in the impact of Parental Coordinated Parenting on adolescents’ relational aggression, validating hypothesis H4. Positive collaborative parenting by parents cannot directly predict adolescents’ relational aggression behaviors, but instead affects these behaviors through the chain mediation of peer relationships and self-control. Children experience a more positive and unified parenting style during their parents’ upbringing, which leads them to treat peer relationships positively during interactions with peers, thereby gaining more and better peers. Good peer relationships enhance students’ confidence and self-control abilities, which correspondingly reduces relational aggression behaviors. Negative collaborative parenting by parents not only directly predicts adolescents’ relational aggression behaviors but also affects relational aggression through the mediation of peer relationships and self-control. Adolescents experiencing parental conflict and negative collaborative parenting will have their peer relationships and self-control abilities affected, leading to an increase in relational aggression behaviors and more negative emotions, impacting their life and studies.

To mitigate relational aggression rooted in familial conflict, school- and community-based interventions in Inner Mongolia could integrate co-parenting workshops. Programs emphasizing conflict resolution skills and collaborative parenting strategies (e.g., the PMTO model; Forgatch and Patterson, 2010) may disrupt the intergenerational transmission of aggressive behaviors by fostering healthier marital modeling.


The limitations and future research directions

This study explores the impact mechanism of parental co-parenting on adolescents’ relational aggression, as well as the chain mediating roles of peer relationships and self-control, enriching the relevant research. However, the data sample of this study is only from the Inner Mongolia region, so the subject group is not large enough to be generalized to other regions or countries. In addition, this study is a cross-sectional study, making it difficult to examine the longitudinal relationship between parental co-parenting and adolescents’ relational aggression, and the above results cannot help us draw causal relationships. Future studies could adopt longitudinal designs to trace dynamic changes in relational aggression across key developmental transitions, such as pre- and post-parental divorce or remarriage. Additionally, innovative methodologies like remote co-parenting assessments—for instance, analyzing interaction patterns in co-parenting apps or virtual communication logs—could provide granular insights into non-cohabiting families’ daily dynamics. Cross-cultural comparisons between Inner Mongolia and other regions with distinct ethnic compositions (e.g., Xinjiang, Tibet) may further elucidate how cultural norms modulate the co-parenting-aggression linkage.




Conclusion

Parental co-parenting not only directly predicts adolescents’ relational aggression but can also predict adolescents’ relational aggression through the independent and chain effects of two mediating variables: peer relationships and self-control.
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