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Dyadic associations between
marital satisfaction and
coparenting quality: gender
differences and the moderating
role of caregiving identity

Patty X. Kuo*, Weiman Xu and Zhenqiao Yang

Department of Child, Youth and Family Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Lincoln, NE,
United States

Our study investigated the contribution of caregiving identity in the association
between marital satisfaction and coparenting quality in fathers and mothers
from a sample of opposite-sex couples of young children living in different areas
of the United States. We conducted nested Actor-Partner Interdependence
Models and moderation tests to examine potential differences between fathers
and mothers in associations between marital satisfaction and coparenting
quality, as well as the role of caregiving identity in the association. Results
confirmed gender differences in the association between marital satisfaction
and coparenting. Both mother’'s and father's caregiving identity interacted
with their own marital satisfaction, but these interactions only impacted the
coparenting quality reported by mothers. Additionally, caregiving identity in
fathers and mothers was associated with the coparenting quality reported by
their spouses. Our study highlighted the important role of caregiving identity in
understanding the relation between marital satisfaction and coparenting quality
in the intrafamilial processes of couples with young children.
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Introduction

The degree to which individuals can effectively coparent together primarily depends on
the couple relationship, according to the Ecological Model of Coparenting (Feinberg, 2003).
Coparenting quality describes how parents support each other in their role as parents and is
a component, but distinct from the overall couple relationship (Feinberg, 2003). However,
marital satisfaction (i.e., satisfaction with the marital couple relationship) impacts coparenting
quality (Feinberg, 2003). Recent meta-analytic evidence revealed that parent gender moderates
the association between marital satisfaction and coparenting quality (Ronaghan et al., 2024),
with slightly larger associations for mothers (r =0.48) compared to fathers (r=0.42), revealing
potentially different couple-coparenting processes for women and men, and these gender
differences are not articulated in predominating theory about coparenting processes. These
results also call into question some predominating frameworks for understanding fathers as
coparents. According to the Father Vulnerability hypothesis, fathers’ coparenting is supposedly
more vulnerable to marital discord than mothers’ because of their relatively weaker
socialization into caregiving and fathering compared to women’s lifetime socialization into
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mothering and caregiving roles (Cummings and Davies, 2010). A
critical argument in this hypothesis is that a strong caregiving identity
(i.e., importance of engaging in caregiving in their role as a parent,
Maurer et al., 2001) buffers their parenting from problems in the
couple relationship, and the reason for father vulnerability is because
men have not been adequately socialized into caregiving roles
(Cummings and Davies, 2010).

Maternal gatekeeping, or the deliberate exclusion of fathers from
caregiving, offers another explanation for gendered differences in
couple-coparenting processes, particularly among women who view
caregiving as critical to their own parenting identities (Allen and
Hawkins, 1999). However, cultural movement toward involved
fathering in the U.S. and more gender egalitarian countries in Europe
have included heightened expectations for more overlap between
mothers and fathers’ responsibilities as parents (Fagan et al., 2014;
Schoppe-Sullivan and Fagan, 2020; Volling and Palkovitz, 2021).
These expectations include fathers actively engaging in caregiving for
their children (e.g., feeding, dressing, and coordinating children’s
schedules). Fathers as active coparents is part of a gender role shift in
families (Volling and Palkovitz, 2021; Campbell, 2023). While
egalitarian gender role beliefs appear to improve coparenting quality
(Kuo et al., 2017; Campbell, 2023), we surmise that these effects are
not driven by all facets of gender role beliefs, which encompass
perceived appropriate conduct in multiple domains such as sex,
emotionality, and typical activities based on gender. Indeed, the
concept of caring masculinities also allows for simultaneous inclusion
of traditional gender role beliefs such as men’s responsibility for
protection and provision along with centering caregiving (Elliott,
2016). Thus, if caregiving is no longer specifically tied to gender roles
for women and men, then the relative impact of caregiving identity on
coparenting should be consistent across fathers and mothers. Whereas
previous research that has found gender differences in couple-
coparenting processes and hypothesized differences in mothers’ and
fathers’ parenting identities as a potential mechanism for gender
differences (Le et al., 2016; Peltz et al., 2018), we are directly testing
the proposed underlying processes that contribute to gender
differences within father vulnerability (fathers have weak caregiving
identities) and maternal gatekeeping (mothers have strong caregiving
identities) by incorporating caregiving identity as a moderator. Our
primary aim in the present study was to investigate the unique
contributions of marital satisfaction, parents’ caregiving identity, and
the interaction between marital satisfaction and caregiving identity to
coparenting quality in the parent dyad. Our secondary aim was to
evaluate gender differences. Aligning with recent meta-analytic
evidence (Ronaghan et al., 2024), we hypothesized marital satisfaction
would predict coparenting quality, with stronger effect sizes for
mothers compared to fathers. We also hypothesized that stronger
caregiving identity would be related to better coparenting quality,
regardless of parents’ gender. Finally, we hypothesized that caregiving
identity would mitigate associations between marital satisfaction and
coparenting quality.

Materials and methods

Data came from a multi-phase online study which was designed
to study parenting stress in couples of young children (Kuo and
Johnson, 2021; Johnson et al., 2023; Kuo et al., 2023) and received
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ethical approval from University of Notre Dame’s Institutional Review
Board. The criteria of eligibility for participation included that parents
were living in the U.S., aged 18years or older, cohabitating with
opposite-sex partners, and parenting at least one child aged 6 years or
younger. Potential participants and their spouses needed to be enrolled
together. Each parent was expected to complete all measures
independently from their partners. The study included baseline
surveys and subsequent daily diaries on mood, stressors, and familial
emotional climate. A rigorous screening was conducted to prevent
fraudulent and bot responses. Interested parents were first required to
fill out a contact information form on a separate website from the
Qualtrics survey. After the consent, participants were asked for
provision of contact to their partner or spouse, who were reached
directly by the first author and asked to complete the same screening
questionnaire and consent form. Matching information was required
for each pair of parents to proceed to enrollment. Each participant was
compensated with a $5 gift card for completing the 20-min baseline
survey, a $1 gift card per 5-min diary survey up to 10days, and
eligibility to a drawing for a $100 gift card for couples with full survey
completion. The current study analysis included baseline data only.
Two hundred and two parents (101 couples) were enrolled in the
project, and 198 parents (99 couples) completed the full
baseline survey.

Most participants (89.7%) were married, and the couples averaged
9.89 (SD=4.87) years in relationship. The children in the study
included 114 boys and 110 girls, who were 3.22 (SD=2.33) years old
on average. Couples had one to seven (M =2.24, SD=1.31) children
in the family. Most mothers (98.0%) and all fathers lived with at least
one biological child. Both mothers and fathers were highly educated
with 76.0% of mothers and 70.4% of fathers holding at least a
bachelor’s degree. There was a high racial composition of White
parents (87.1% of mothers; 89.1% of fathers), followed by Black/
African-American (seven mothers; three fathers), Asian (three
mothers; four fathers), and others racial group (two mothers; one
father). Five mothers and two fathers identified themselves as
Hispanic. Fathers and mothers differed in working status and role
status. There were 84.7% of fathers but 36.4% of mothers working
full-time, more mothers (15.2%) worked part time than fathers (4.1%),
and 43.4% of mothers but only 3.1% of fathers reported to
be “homemakers” Household income ranged from $20,000 to
$120,000 and up, with the median income range of $70,000- $79,000.
Participants were living in all areas of the U.S., including the Midwest
(65.0%), the South (16.0%), the Northeast (13.0%), and the
West (6.0%).

Coparenting quality was assessed with the Parental Alliance
Measure (Abidin and Brunner, 1995; Abidin and Konold, 1999). This
measure includes 20 items to assess parents’ perception of teamwork
with parenting partners. Each item (e.g., “My child’s other parent
believes I am a good parent”) was responded to on a 5-point Likert
scale (1 =strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree), regarding responders’
agreement with the item statement. A mean score was calculated for
each individual based on 20 items, with higher scores indicating
higher levels of coparenting quality. The internal consistency of the
measure was good for mothers (a=0.95) and fathers (a=0.92).

Marital satisfaction was measured by the well-validated Kansas
Marital Satisfaction Scale (Schumm et al., 1986). This measure consists
of three items on people’s satisfaction with spouses, marriage, and
marital relationship. Participants responded to each item (e.g., How
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satisfied are you with your marriage?”) using a 7-point Likert scale
(L=not at all to 7= extremely). Item scores were averaged to indicate
participants’ marital satisfaction levels, with higher scores represent
higher satisfaction levels. The measure exhibited good internal
consistency in the current study (mothers a=0.97 and fathers’
a=0.95).

Caregiving identity was assessed by the Caregiving Identity
subscale of the Caregiving and Breadwinning Identity and Reflected-
Appraisal Inventory (Maurer et al., 2001). This subscale included 14
items asking about parents’ commitment as a child caregiver. Parents
rated their agreement with each item, (e.g., I should be committed to
actively meeting my child’s physical needs) from 1= strongly disagree to
5=strongly agree. Mean scores of the 14 items were used to indicate
caregiving identity levels (mothers’ a=0.65 and fathers’ a=0.73), with
a higher score representing a stronger caregiving identity. Previous
studies reported the Cronbach’s alpha of the subscale to be 0.74 in
fathers (Nguyen, 2018) and similar values in combined samples of
mothers and fathers [0.75 in Maurer et al. (2001) and 0.74 in Maurer
and Pleck (2006)].

Results
Preliminary analyses

See Table 1 for descriptive statistics and correlations of all
main study variables. We examined potential covariates among
several parent and child demographic variables for mother and
father variables on coparenting quality. Pearson’s correlation tests
were conducted for continuous, potential covariates, including
parents’ age, education, family income, years of cohabitation, and
number of children in the family. None of these were significantly
correlated with the outcome variables (i.e., father coparenting or
mother coparenting; ps ranged from 0.18 to 0.85). ANOVA was
conducted for categorical variables including ethnicity and
residential region. Results indicated non-significant differences
in coparenting across ethnicity (ps ranged from 0.53 to 0.80) or
residential region (ps ranged from 0.58 to 0.76). T-tests were used
for binary variables, mothers’ and fathers’ work status (full time
vs. not full time), and no significant results were found (ps ranged
from 0.30 to 0.71). Overall, none of the potential covariates
significantly related to coparenting quality in our sample. In
addition, we examined the missing value patterns of our data and

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations among the study variables.

10.3389/fsoc.2024.1422404

conducted the Little’s missing completely at random (MCAR)
tests (Little, 1988; Koptur, 2022). Results suggested that our data
is MCAR. Therefore, none of these potential covariates or
missingness were controlled for in the following analyses.

Using Mplus 8.8 Muthén and Muthén (1998-2022), we conducted
a pair of nested path models to test the standard equal variance
assumption in Actor-Partner Interdependence Models (APIM;
Gonzalez and Griffin, 2012) for our APIM Moderation Model
(APIMoM; Garcia et al., 2015). Specifically, variances were constrained
to be equal of each independent and dependent variable across
spouses, and then released for free estimation to test this assumption.
Considering the nonnormality of some study variables, we used
maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors (MLR in
Mplus). The Chi-Square Difference test (Satorra and Bentler, 2010;
Bryant and Satorra, 2012) was calculated using formulas suggested by
Asparouhov and Muthén (2010). The difference test was
non-significant, meaning that our model met the equal variance
assumption in APIMs and that the equality constraints on the
variances should be retained for hypothesis testing (Gonzalez and
Griffin, 2012).

Hypothesis testing

Our study aims were to (1) investigate the unique
contributions of marital satisfaction and parents’ caregiving
identity to coparenting quality, and the moderating role of
caregiving identity on associations between marital satisfaction
and coparenting quality; and (2) to evaluate gender differences
in these processes. Testing for potential gender differences
requires conducting a series of nested APIM models and
statistically comparing models that impose equality constraints
on paths between mothers and fathers (hypothesis: gender
equivalence), and a model that does not have equality constraints
between mothers and fathers (hypothesis: gender difference).
Our base model was the total gender difference model. It included
(1) actor and partner paths from marital satisfaction and
caregiving identity to coparenting quality and (2) interaction
terms between each parent’s own marital satisfaction and their
own caregiving identity on their reported coparenting quality and
their partner’s reported coparenting quality. There were no
equality constraints imposed and our base model showed
excellent fit, y*(11) =9.08, p=0.62, RMSEA =0.00, CFI = 1.00.

1 2 3 4 5 ()

1. Mother’s marital satisfaction

2. Father’s marital satisfaction 0.35%#%

3. Mother’s caregiving identity 0.09 —-0.03

4. Father’s caregiving identity 0.15 —0.002 —0.35%#%

5. Mother-reported coparenting quality 0.61%#* 037k —0.08 0.32%%%

6. Father-reported coparenting quality 0.35%#* 0.40%#* 0.10 0.18 0.577%%*

M 6.06 6.12 4.08 3.57 4.37 4.32

SD 1.14 1.15 0.38 0.42 0.57 0.48
##kp <0.001.
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The marital satisfaction and caregiving identity gender
equivalence model was used to test the alternative hypothesis that
there were no gender differences in caregiving identity-
coparenting paths and marital satisfaction-coparenting paths for
both mothers and fathers. Equality constraints were placed on
each of the marital and the caregiving identity paths predicting
coparenting quality (i.e., mother actor path = father actor path;
mother partner path=father partner path). No equality
constraints were placed on the interaction paths. We compared
the marital satisfaction and caregiving identity gender
equivalence model [y*(15)=20.47, p=0.15, RMSEA =0.06,
CFI=0.95] with the total gender difference model. The Satorra-
Bentler Scaled Chi-Square difference test revealed significant
differences in model fit [Ay*(4) =21.39, p <0.001], meaning that
the total gender difference model fit the data better than the
marital satisfaction and caregiving identity gender
equivalence model.

To attempt to isolate the patterns of gender differences,
we then compared our total gender difference model to a model
that tested gender equivalences in the patterns of associations for
marital satisfaction and coparenting by releasing equality
constraints on the caregiving identity paths but keeping the
constraints on the marital satisfaction paths. The total gender
difference model fit better than the gender equivalence in marital
satisfaction model [Ax?*(2)=41.01, p<0.001], evincing that
gender differences existed for associations between marital
satisfaction and coparenting. However, results suggested that

there was no statistically significant difference between the total

10.3389/fsoc.2024.1422404

gender difference model and the gender equivalence in caregiving
identity model [Ay*(2) =3.70, p=0.16]. This means that there are
no gender differences in the caregiving identity-coparenting
paths between mothers and fathers.

In summary, our nested model comparisons indicated that
while there were gendered patterns for marital satisfaction and
coparenting, the effect sizes predicting coparenting from
caregiving identity were statistically nonsignificant between
mothers and fathers. Recommended procedures for model
selection for results interpretation among nested models is to
choose the more parsimonious model if there is no significant
chi-square difference in model fit between models (Gonzalez and
Griffin, 2012). As a result, we chose the caregiving identity
gender equivalence model for final interpretation.

Table 2, Figure 1 shows the estimates for our final model. In this
model, caregiving identity exerted significant partner effects (e.g.,
fathers’ caregiving identity significantly predicted mother-reported
coparenting quality), but no significant actor effects. Marital
satisfaction exerted significant actor (e.g., mother’s marital satisfaction
predicting her own reports of coparenting quality) and partner paths.
Mothers’ reported coparenting quality was also significantly predicted
by two interactions that affected the coparenting quality reported by
mothers: one between mother’s marital satisfaction and caregiving
identity; the other between father’s marital satisfaction and caregiving
identity. Post hoc simple slopes tests of these interactions revealed
significant, positive slopes for mothers’ caregiving identity and marital
satisfaction (See Figure 2). Across all levels of mothers’ caregiving
identity, as marital satisfaction increased, mothers reported

TABLE 2 Coefficients in the final APIMoM, with imposed equality constraints on caregiving identity paths only (N = 94).

Regression coefficients b S.E. 95% ClI '}
Mother-reported coparenting quality
Intercept 4.34%%% 0.04 [4.27,4.42] 7.11
Actor paths
Mother marital satisfaction 0.3 %% 0.05 [0.21, 0.40] 0.57
Mother caregiving identity 0.08 0.08 [—0.08, 0.24] 0.05
Mother marital satisfaction x mother caregiving identity 0.36%* 0.11 [0.15,0.57] 0.27
Partner paths
Father marital satisfaction 0.10%* 0.04 [0.03,0.17] 0.18
Father caregiving identity 0.25%* 0.08 [0.09, 0.41] 0.16
Father marital satisfaction x father caregiving identity —0.26%* 0.08 [—0.42, —0.10] —0.18
Father-reported coparenting quality
Intercept 4,33%%% ‘ 0.04 ‘ [4.24, 4.41] 9.25
Actor paths
Father marital satisfaction 0.15%#* 0.04 [0.07,0.22] 0.35
Father caregiving identity 0.08 0.08 [—0.08, 0.24] 0.07
Father marital satisfaction x father caregiving identity —-0.17 0.10 [-0.37,0.04] —0.15
Partner paths
Mother marital satisfaction 0.08* 0.04 [0.01, 0.16] 0.20
Mother caregiving identity 0.25%% 0.08 [0.09, 0.41] 0.21
Mother marital satisfaction x mother caregiving identity 0.02 0.10 [=0.19,0.22] 0.02

#p<0.05, ##p<0.01, ¥*¥p<0.001.
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coparenting quality also increased, but the slopes were steeper for
mothers with higher caregiving identities. The same was not true for
fathers caregiving identity. Mothers partnered with fathers who had
low or median caregiving identity reported higher coparenting quality
as his marital satisfaction increased. Mothers partnered with high
caregiving identity fathers reported greater coparenting quality,
regardless of fathers own marital satisfaction. There were no
significant interactions predicting fathers’ coparenting quality.

Discussion

Our results about marital satisfaction and coparenting quality
mirrored findings from a recent meta-analysis that showed positive

Frontiers in Sociology

associations between marital satisfaction and coparenting quality
(Ronaghan et al.,, 2024). Here, we found the expected positive
associations in both actor (one person’s marital satisfaction predicting
their own reported coparenting quality) and partner effects (one
person’s marital satisfaction predicting their spouse’s reported
coparenting quality). Whereas the meta-analysis used to compare
gender differences in samples including only mothers and only fathers
showed that there were larger effects of marital satisfaction on
coparenting quality for mothers than fathers (Ronaghan et al., 2024),
our study is showing significant gender differences in these
associations even within families. Thus, there are likely some gendered
processes that are occurring in the marital and coparenting subsystems
- but not that of father vulnerability, which was previously proposed
(Cummings and Davies, 2010). Instead, mothers’ reported coparenting
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quality appeared to be more strongly related to marital satisfaction
than for fathers.

Findings from the study suggested that caregiving identity
impacted mothers’ perceptions of the coparenting relationship in
more nuanced ways than for fathers. Although mother’s and father’s
reported coparenting quality were both predicted by spouse caregiving
identity, mother-reported coparenting quality was also affected by
interactions of caregiving identity and marital satisfaction in
themselves and their partners. However, these interaction effects were
not significant for fathers’ reported coparenting quality. Park et al.
(2010) argued that despite trends toward increasingly egalitarian
division of labor between women and men in parenting roles,
stereotyped experiences persisted regarding parental identity and
parenting experiences, and there continued to be stronger implicit
effects of parental identities in women than men (Park et al., 2010;
Hodges and Park, 2013). Our findings seemed to align with this
argument that mothers were more susceptible to the influences of
their own and their partners’ caregiving identity.

Several researchers have also proposed that the gendered process
arises from differences in caregiving responsibilities and the relative
importance of caregiving identities for mothers, compared to fathers
(Cummings and Davies, 2010; Le et al., 2016; Ronaghan et al., 2024).
Contrasting theorists claimed that as fathers and mothers’ roles become
more similar over time (Fagan et al., 2014), gendered differences seen in
studying parenting may cease to exist. Our paper’s key novel contribution
was to examine the role of caregiving identity on coparenting quality and
whether caregiving identity could moderate associations between marital
satisfaction and coparenting quality. Here, we found that both mothers
and fathers reported a higher quality coparenting relationship when their
partners held stronger caregiving identities. This means that when a
parent feels a personal responsibility toward caregiving, the other parent
is likely to see their partners as a supportive coparent, regardless of gender
(Figure 1, Table 2).

Caregiving identity also moderated associations between
marital satisfaction and coparenting quality, but for mothers’
reported coparenting quality only. Although all mothers reported
lower quality coparenting relationships when they were also in
unsatisfactory marriages, our cross-over interaction results
revealed that the marital and coparenting subsystems appeared
to be more tightly connected for mothers with stronger caregiving
identities. This link was attenuated (i.e., slope was flatter) among
mothers with lower caregiving identities. Previous work has also
found longitudinal associations from coparenting at a previous
point predicting mothers’ marital satisfaction, but not fathers,
hinting that coparenting quality may actually be driving mothers’
marital satisfaction (Le et al., 2016; Peltz et al., 2018), rather than
the reverse. Predominating theories on the ecology of coparenting
do not assume gender differences (Feinberg, 2003), but
evolutionary biosocial theories do. According to parental
investment theory (Trivers, 1972), due to biologically-based
differences in reproduction between males and females, women
have evolved to select men that would be more invested in
resource provision and care. In modern day terms, this means a
better coparent. If we assume that coparenting quality is the basis
of marital satisfaction for women, women with stronger
caregiving identities may need additional support from their
spouses in their role as a parent to feel satisfied with their
marriages overall.
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Father’s caregiving identity also moderated the partner effect of
father’s marital satisfaction on mother’s reported coparenting quality.
We found fathers” marital satisfaction was no longer associated with
mothers’ reported coparenting quality (i.e., nonsignificant slope)
when fathers reported having a high caregiving identity. These results
show that fathers’ caregiving identity can buffer potential negative
impacts of an unsatisfactory marriage on the coparenting relationship.
We contend that fathers with stronger caregiving identities are more
likely to actively be supportive coparents.

Our study has several limitations to consider, including constraints
on generality, based on sample characteristics (e.g., all parents in
opposite-sex relationships; majority white, highly educated). We also
note that a slightly substandard alpha for the caregiving identity
measure for mothers. Using a significance level of 0.05 and to achieve
a power level of 0.80 for analyses, a sample size of 108 is required
(Cohen, 1988). However, our current sample size is 94 participants,
which might lead to type II error.

While our findings shed light on gendered processes in
coparenting quality, if parental roles between mothers and fathers
are becoming more similar in some families, we wonder why
there are still overall gender differences in the magnitude of
associations between marital satisfaction and coparenting.
Perhaps a strong identification with gendered roles (i.e., mothers
as primary caregivers) leads women to place greater importance
on parenting and coparenting as factors contributing to marital
satisfaction. As trends toward intensive parenting increase (Cha
and Park, 2021), we contend that both mothers’ and fathers’
caregiving identities will become more critical to marital and
coparenting family processes. Family professionals can invite
couples to engage in conversations about their own roles as
parents, and what each person needs from their partner to feel
supported in their parental role as a way to strengthen the overall
couple relationship.
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