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Abstract Although there is strong evidence for the effect
of interparental conflict on adolescents’ internalizing and
externalizing problems, little is known about the effect on
the quality of adolescents’ relationships. The current study
investigates the link between adolescents’ friendships and
interparental conflict as reported by both parents and ado-
lescents. It considers early adolescents’ emotion regulation
ability and attachment security as mediators. The analysis
is based on a longitudinal study with two waves separated
by 12 months. The participants were 180 two-parent fam-
ilies and their adolescent children (50.5 % girls), the
average age of the latter being 10.61 years (SD = 0.41) at
the outset (Time 1). Binomial logistic regression analysis
revealed that perceived interparental conflict increased the
risk of instability in friendship relationships across the
1-year period. Structural equation modeling analysis indi-
cated that the association between perceived interparental
conflict and friendship quality was mediated by emotion
regulation and attachment security. The discussion focuses
on mechanisms whereby interparental conflict influences
early adolescents’ friendship relationships.
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Introduction

Deleterious effects of interparental conflict on internalizing
and externalizing problems of children and adolescents
have been well documented (see the meta-analysis by
Buehler et al. 1997). Some authors, however, have pointed
to the narrow perspective of these child outcomes (e.g.,
Kinsfogel and Grych 2004; Parke et al. 2001; Stocker and
Youngblade 1999). These authors emphasized that the
quality of parents’ relationship and the way they negotiate
conflict should have an impact on the socio-emotional
development of the children. Further, the family is the
primary context in which we learn about relationships
(Lucas-Thompson and Clarke-Stewart 2007). Given the
developmental significance of peer and friendship rela-
tionships in childhood and adolescence (Hartup 1996;
Rubin et al. 2006a), there is a surprisingly small number of
studies investigating the impact of interparental conflict on
the quality of peer relationships and friendships, especially
with respect to the age period of early adolescence, when
the nature of peer and friendship relationships changes
substantially (Hartup 1996; Rubin et al. 2006a). The aim of
the current study is to examine the effects of perceived
interparental conflict on the stability and quality of the
relationship with the best friend.

Several studies have found indirect (mediated) effects of
interparental conflict on children’s and adolescents’
development, such as children’s appraisal of conflict (e.g.,
Buehler et al. 2007; Siffert and Schwarz 2011a), parenting
(e.g., Erel and Burman 1995; Siffert et al. in press), emo-
tion regulation (e.g., Buehler et al. 2007; Harold et al.
2004; Siffert and Schwarz 2011a), and attachment (e.g.,
Doyle and Markiewicz 2005; Steinberg et al. 2006). The
latter two mediators are especially relevant for social
relationships. For example, the work of Nancy Eisenberg



J Youth Adolescence (2012) 41:1240-1252

1241

and colleagues (e.g., Eisenberg et al. 2004) has indicated
that emotion regulation is an important competence for
positive social relationships. In addition, the emotional
security hypothesis explicates how emotion regulation
abilities are influenced by interparental conflict (Davies
and Cummings 1994). Attachment theory is a seminal
theoretical approach in developmental psychology that
emphasizes that attachment quality is influenced by expe-
riences in the family and has predictive value for aspects of
relationships outside the family (Bowlby 1969). On the
basis of those theoretical considerations, the current study
focuses on the role of early adolescents’ emotion regulation
abilities and attachment security as intervening variables in
the association between interparental conflict and adoles-
cents’ friendships. By including both emotion regulation
and attachment, which can be considered as processes from
the emotional and the familial domain, this study contrib-
utes to the ongoing debate on the interconnectedness of
mediators of the effect of interparental conflict (Davies
et al. 2002; O’Donnell et al. 2010; Stocker et al. 2003).

Interparental Conflict and Adolescents’ Friendships

Interparental conflict has been shown to increase the risk
for internalizing and externalizing problems (Buehler et al.
1997). However, observing how parents negotiate situa-
tions of conflict also may have an important impact on the
expectations children have about their social relationships
outside the family and on how they behave with others
(Kinsfogel and Grych 2004; Lucas-Thompson and Clarke-
Stewart 2007; Parke et al. 2001; Stocker and Youngblade
1999). Although the developmental importance of adoles-
cents’ friendships has been acknowledged (Hartup 1996;
Rubin et al. 2006a), only a few studies (all cross-sectional)
have been conducted on the association between interpa-
rental conflict and friendship quality. Noack et al. (2001)
found that adolescents from high-conflict intact families
reported lower admiration from their best friend than same-
aged peers from low-conflict intact families or divorced
families. Maternal and older children’s ratings of inade-
quate conflict resolutions but no other aspects of perceived
interparental conflict (e.g., intensity) were associated with
lower friendship quality (Kitzmann and Cohen 2003). A
study on 8-years old boys showed that the number of
friends and friendship quality were indirectly related to
interparental conflict via family conflict resolution strate-
gies (Lindsey et al. 2006). In addition, studies that referred
to marital quality (rather than interparental conflict) and to
children’s peer relationships (rather than friendships) can
hint at which associations can be expected. In childhood
and early adolescence, high interparental conflict was
associated with low popularity in peer groups (MacKinnon-
Lewis and Lofquist 1996; Parke et al. 2001). Moreover, the

quality of marital relationship was related to fourth-
graders’ friendship quality (Lucas-Thompson and Clarke-
Stewart 2007). Longitudinal studies on the impact of
interparental conflict on friendship relationships are still
missing. Research on the effects of interparental conflict on
the stability of friendship relationships is also lacking.
Nevertheless, on the basis of the aforementioned evidence,
one can conclude that there is an effect of interparental
conflict on early adolescents’ friendship quality and
stability.

Emotion Regulation

The emotional security hypothesis (Davies and Cummings
1994) explains the negative effects of interparental conflict
on children’s and adolescents’ development. According to
this seminal theoretical approach, ongoing, intensive in-
terparental conflict leads to emotional insecurity in chil-
dren, who may consequently exhibit higher emotional
reactivity, attempts inadequately to regulate their exposure
to parents’ conflict, and develop insecure internal repre-
sentations of the interparental relationship. In the long run,
emotional insecurity can undermine children’s ability to
regulate negative emotions such as anger, sadness, and fear
(Davies et al. 2002). Emotion regulation is defined as “the
process of initiating, avoiding, inhibiting, maintaining or
modulating the occurrence, form, intensity, or duration of
internal feeling states, emotion-related physiological pro-
cesses, emotion-related goals, and the behavioral con-
comitants of emotion” (Eisenberg et al. 2004, p. 278).
Eisenberg et al. (2000) argued that emotion regulation is a
social process and that the regulation strategies influence
how others react. Additionally, children with high emotion
regulation abilities behave adequately in a social context,
while those who cannot modulate their emotions well often
show unconstructive behavior. This suggests that emotion
regulation ability is positively related to social competence
and the quality of social relationships (Eisenberg et al.
2004). On the basis of these theoretical reflections, one
may conclude that children’s ability to regulate emotions is
a mediator for the relationship between interparental con-
flict and adolescents’ friendships.

However, no study so far has investigated the mediating
role of emotion regulation in the link between interparental
conflict and friendship quality or stability. Empirical evi-
dence is available on the association between interparental
conflict and emotion regulation on one hand and emotion
regulation and relationships with same-aged peers on the
other. Cross-sectional and longitudinal studies emphasized
the association between interparental conflict and chil-
dren’s and adolescents’ emotion regulation (Buehler et al.
2007; Harold et al. 2004; Kinsfogel and Grych 2004; Mann
and Gilliom 2002; Schulz et al. 2005). Difficulties in
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regulating one’s emotions, in turn, consistently have been
shown to be related to lower social competence in child-
hood (Eisenberg et al. 2004; Kim and Cicchetti 2010).
Recent studies also indicated a link between adaptive
emotion regulation and peer acceptance in adolescence
(Lopez et al. 2005; Perry-Parrish and Zeman 2009); how-
ever, no study has investigated the importance of emotion
regulation abilities for friendships in the same period.

Attachment Security

According to attachment theory, children develop an
internal working model of the self in relation to others and
of relationships with others based on previous experiences
with the caregivers (Bowlby 1969). In the context of high
interparental conflict, support from parents and their sen-
sitivity for the needs of their children might be constrained.
Additionally, the negative affect in the parental relation-
ships can spill over into the relationship between parent
and child (Erel and Burman 1995). This spillover can result
in an insecure representation of social relationship in the
internal working model (Bowlby 1969). The internal
working model influences the child’s expectations of the
nature of relationships in general and their behavior in
specific social interactions (e.g., with friends); thus, the
specific internal working model of a child or an adolescent
can influence the quality of friendships.

Some studies on early adolescence revealed that inter-
parental conflict was related to lower attachment security in
the relationship with parents (Davies et al. 2002; Doyle and
Markiewicz 2005; Steinberg et al. 2006). A meta-analysis
provided support for the association between attachment
with the mother and friendship quality in both childhood
and early adolescence (Schneider et al. 2001). This is also
supported in a more recent study. Best-friend dyads in
middle adolescence in which both friends were securely
attached showed, on a trend level, higher friendship quality
compared to dyads with at least one insecure attached
friend (Weimer et al. 2004). For early adolescence, a
medium size correlation between maternal and paternal
support (as indicators of attachment) and perceived
friendship quality was reported (Rubin et al. 2004). Studies
have investigated the mediating role of attachment security
for the association between indicators of parents’ rela-
tionship and adolescents’ social relationships, but not for
the association between interparental conflict and ado-
lescents’ friendships. Using a cross-sectional design,
Steinberg et al. (2006) showed that attachment security
partially mediated the relationship between interparental
conflict and romantic relationships. The studies of Lucas-
Thompson and Clarke-Stewart (2007) and Markiewicz
et al. (2001) indicated that attachment security with parents
mediated the association between marital quality and
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friendship quality. No study so far has investigated the
meditational role of attachment for the association between
interparental conflict and friendship quality over time.

The Association Between Emotion Regulation
and Attachment Security

The concept of insecure representations of interparental
relationships in the emotional security hypothesis shows
some congruence with the construct of internal represen-
tation of the parent—child relationship as secure or insecure
in attachment theory (Bowlby 1969). Nevertheless, Davies
et al. (2002) pointed out that security in the context of the
interparental relationship differs from security in the par-
ent—child relationship. In a study with early adolescents,
the authors showed that emotional security and parent—
child attachment are distinct constructs (Davies et al.
2002). Thus, adolescents’ internal representations of the
relationship with parents and emotion regulation should be
treated as separate but interconnected mediators. Some
authors argue that emotion regulation is a mediator for the
association between attachment security and friendship
relationships (Contreras and Kerns 2000); empirical results
corroborate this argument. Mother—child attachment secu-
rity was related to peer competence, directly and also
indirectly via emotion regulation (Contreras et al. 2000).
So, the current study also will investigate the indirect path
of attachment to friendship quality through emotion
regulation.

Friendship Relationships in Early Adolescence

We investigated the impact of interparental conflict on
friendship relationships in early adolescents. This is a very
specific period of human development as it is characterized
by the onset of puberty, which is usually defined as the
beginning of adolescence. Due to the fundamental changes
in physical, cognitive, and emotional development, social
relationships start to change (Collins and Steinberg 2006).
The individuation from parents begins and the relationships
with friends change. For example, time spent with friend’s
increases, at least for girls (Larson and Richards 1991).
While some studies have found evidence for an improve-
ment of the friendship quality from late childhood to early
adolescence (Furman and Buhrmester 1992) and from early
to middle adolescence (Selfthout et al. 2008), a study by
Fanti et al. (2009) found no such evidence. Furthermore,
the rank-order stability of friendship quality in early ado-
lescence has turned out to be high (Fanti et al. 2009), as is
the case for stability of specific friendship relationships
(Berndt and Hoyle 1985; Rubin et al. 2006b). The evidence
has so far suggested that early adolescence can be con-
sidered a period of significant mean changes in the



J Youth Adolescence (2012) 41:1240-1252

1243

characteristics of the friendship quality but of relatively
high stability in friendship quality and in the relationships
themselves.

With respect to the developmental significance of
friendships, Hartup (1996) concluded that having a good
quality relationship with a friend supports academic and
emotional adjustment across school transitions. Moreover,
recent studies showed that high friendship quality buffers
against the negative effects of family stress (such as arises
from inadequate parenting) on adolescents’ adjustment
(Lansford et al. 2003). However, Hartup (1996) pointed out
that still more research on friendship quality is needed,
especially in the context of personal and family factors
(cf. Rubin et al. 2006b). The current study adds to the little-
studied field of friendship relationships in the context of
family experiences by investigating interparental conflict.

Goals of the Current Study and Hypotheses

The current study pursued two objectives. The first one was
to investigate the association between perceived interpa-
rental conflict and the stability of relationships with friends.
On the basis of evidence for the deleterious effect of in-
terparental conflict on a diversity of developmental areas,
we hypothesized that interparental conflict undermines the
stability of friendships. The second objective was to
ascertain and characterize the mechanism whereby per-
ceived interpersonal conflict affects friendship quality
through emotion regulation and attachment security; by
integrating both emotional and familial processes, the
current study provides insight into the interconnected nat-
ure of these mediators (Davies et al. 2002; O’Donnell et al.
2010; Stocker et al. 2003).

With respect to the first objective, we hypothesized that
interparental conflict undermines the stability of friendship
relationships (H1). In a more exploratory sense, we tested
whether emotion regulation and attachment security are
mediators of this association. With respect to the second
objective, in accordance with the emotional security
hypothesis, we expected that the link between perceived
interparental conflict and the quality of adolescents’
friendships is mediates by adolescents’ emotion regulation
(H2). More specifically, we expected a negative association
between perceived interparental conflict and adaptive
emotion regulation and a positive association between
adaptive emotion regulation and friendship quality. In line
with attachment theory, attachment security was hypothe-
sized to mediate the link between perceived interparental
conflict and friendship quality across time (H3). Again, we
expected a negative link between perceived interparental
conflict and attachment security and a positive link
between attachment security and friendship quality. Based

on the results of Contreras et al. (2000), we hypothesized
that emotion regulation mediates the link between attach-
ment security and friendship quality (H4) with a positive
association between attachment security and adaptive
emotion regulation. Using a longitudinal design, the cur-
rent study adds to the existing and not yet abundant liter-
ature in this domain by investigating the effects of
interparental conflict on early adolescents’ friendship
quality.

Method
Procedure

The analyses were based on the first (2008) and second
assessment (2009) of a longitudinal study in the German-
speaking part of Switzerland. The majority of the sample
(77.3 %) was recruited by us in primary schools in the city
of Basel (Switzerland) and its surroundings. Further fami-
lies (22.7 % of the sample) were recruited through resident
registration offices. The response rate was of 17 % on
average, a figure comparable to that of other multigenera-
tional studies (e.g., Davila et al. 2003). Families were
contacted for the first interview after returning a signed
letter of consent. Trained interviewers conducted a 2 h-
long standardized interview at the family’s home, with the
mother and the adolescent in separate rooms. For two-
parent families, a questionnaire was left behind for the
husband or the male partner to be completed and sent back
by mail. Each family received 30 Swiss Francs (equivalent
to 29 US Dollars) for its participation.

Participants

In the current two-wave study, 246 fourth graders and their
mothers participated at Time 1 and 228 mother—child dyads
participated again 12 months later at Time 2 (attrition rate:
7.3 %). Participation in the second wave was elicited by
sending families a summary of interesting results between
the assessment periods. We found no differences in socio-
demographic characteristics between one-time and repeat
participants. 48 of the families were excluded from the
study because interparental conflict was not obtained from
one-parent households. Therefore, the analyses are based
on 180 early adolescents living in two-parent households,
of whom 92.8 % (n = 167) lived together with their bio-
logical mother and father, 5.6 % (n = 10) with their bio-
logical mother and their stepfather, and 1.7 % (n = 3) with
adoptive or foster parents. 130 fathers participated.

The sample included 89 boys and 91 girls (age:
M = 10.61; SD = 0.41 at Time 1). At Time 1, a majority
of parents was married (94 %). On average, the families
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had 2.46 children (SD = 1.05; range = 1-7 children).
Most of the parents were Swiss (82.2 % mothers and
81.7 % fathers) and the average age was 42.55 years
(SD = 4.87) for the mothers and 45.15 years (SD = 5.31)
for the fathers. With respect to education, 9.4 % of mothers
and 6.1 % of fathers had only completed the 9 years of
compulsory education, a majority had finished formal job
training (66.7 % of the mothers and 52.0 % of the fathers),
and 23.9 % of mothers and 41.9 % of the fathers had
attained a university or college degree. Demographically,
the sample was biased toward well-educated Swiss families
(Federal Statistical Office 2011).

Measures

Scales that were not available in German were translated
by two members of the research team into German inde-
pendently using a procedure suggested by Van de Vijver
and Leung (1997). The reliability and validity of the Ger-
man versions were tested in a pilot study of 50 10-year-old
children. The indicators presented below are all composite
scores of the items’ mean.

Perception of Interparental Conflict

Following the notion of Grych et al. (1992) that the child’s
perspective on interparental conflict is important, we ref-
fered to the adolescents’ perception of interparental con-
flict. At Time 1, adolescents completed three subscales of
the Children’s Perception of the Interparental Conflict
Scale (CPIC; Grych et al. 1992; validated German adap-
tation by Godde and Walper 2001). For tapping the per-
ception of frequency of interparental conflicts, three items
were used (e.g., “My parents often argue.”; o = .72). Two
items assessed the intensity of the conflict (e.g., “Even
after my parents stop arguing, they stay mad at each
other.”; o = .61). The perception of parents’ conflict res-
olution was measured with three items (e.g., “My parents
find a solution.”; o = .74). Adolescents rated the items
from 1 (never) to 5 (very often).

Parents’ Negative Conflict Resolution

In addition to the adolescents’ reports, we included par-
ents’ perception on interparental conflict in the analysis.
At Time 1, mothers and fathers completed the subscales
for conflict engagement and withdrawal of the Conflict
Resolution Styles Inventory (CRSI; Kurdek 1994; German
adaptation by Godde and Walper 2000). They indicated
how frequently (1 = never to 5 = always) they use each
of the styles when having an argument or disagreement
with their partner. In a second part, they rated the same
items also for their partner’s behavior. Both subscales had
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a high internal consistency: conflict engagement (4 items;
e.g., “Letting myself go, and saying things I do not really
mean.”; Cronbach’s « ranged from .81 to .87) and with-
drawal (4 items; e.g., “She/He doesn’t listen to me any-
more.”; o ranged from .83 to .87). The self-reports and
partner reports of each conflict resolution style were
averaged into a single score for each item (mother’s conflict
engagement, father’s conflict engagement, mother’s with-
drawal, and father’s withdrawal). This procedure was jus-
tified by the congruency between self-report on a specific
conflict resolution style, and the respective partner report
(rs ranged from .44 to .57; see Siffert and Schwarz
2011b).

Adaptive Emotion Regulation

At Time 2, the adolescents completed the FEEL-KJ, a
questionnaire in German assessing children’s and ado-
lescents’ emotion regulation (Grob and Smolenski 2005).
In the original questionnaire, the children answered to
parallel lists of items that referred to the regulation of
anger, sadness, and happiness. In our multi-thematic
study, we decided to focus on the reaction to anger
because anger is an often investigated emotion. The
adolescents responded to 14 items concerning seven
adaptive strategies for coping with anger: problem ori-
entation, distraction, mood enhancement, acceptance,
oblivion, cognitive problem solving, and revaluation (e.g.,
“When I am angry, I make the best of the situation.”;
o = .91 for all 14 items). Responses were indicated using
a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost
always).

Attachment Security

To measure the adolescents’ relationship with their moth-
ers at Time 2, the adolescents rated 15 items of the Security
Scale (Kerns et al. 2001). The item-format follows Harter’s
template (1985) “Some kids ... other kids ...” (Example
item: “Some kids find it easy to trust their mom BUT Other
kids are not sure if they can trust their mom.”). The ado-
lescents first chose the child who was most like them, and
then rated on a 2-point-scale whether it was really true or
sort of true, thereby producing answers on a 4-point-scale
in which higher scores indicate a more secure attachment.
Based on an exploratory factor analysis with AMOS
(Arbuckle 2007), the original scale was reduced stepwise to
an 8-item-scale (o = .80). The exclusion criterion was a
factor loading under r = .40. Given the length of the
attachment questionnaire, we could not present the item
battery for the relationship with the father within this multi-
thematic study; so, no reports on attachment to fathers were
available.
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Friendship Characteristics

At Time 1, the adolescents were asked for the name of their
best same-sex friend. A year later, the interviewers verified
whether they were still best friends. (“Last year you told us
you were best friends with ... Are you still friends? And if
yes, are you still best friends?””). A majority (n = 107) still
considered the same person as his or her best friend, a few
were no longer friends at all (n = 16), and others were still
friends but no longer best friends (n = 55; 2 missing val-
ues). As the latter two groups were small, a dichotomous
variable of friendship instability (1: still best friends; 2: no
longer best friends) was created.

Ultimately, the early adolescents answered questions
concerning friendship quality at Time 1 and 2 with respect
to the actual best same-sex friend at the respective time
point. For the current study, the friendship qualities scale of
Bukowski et al. (1994) was translated into German. The
data for friendship quality were gathered at Time 1 and 2.
We used four subscales: companionship, support, close-
ness, and security. For measuring companionship, four
items were used (e.g., “My friend and I spend all our free
time together.”; o = .67 at Time 1 and o = .60 at Time 2).
The indicator support consisted of five items (e.g., “My
friend helps me when I am having trouble with some-
thing.”; « = 77. at Time 1 and « = .81 at Time 2).
Security was assessed with five items (e.g., “If I have a
problem at school or at home, I can talk to my friend about
it.”; o = .60 at Time 1 and « = .71 at Time 2). Closeness
was measured with five items (“I feel happy when I am
with my friend.”; o = .76 at Time 1 and « = .76 at Time
2). Children rated all items from 1 (not true) to 5 (really
true).

We note that some subscales showed somewhat low
reliabilities, which are likely due to the small number of
items comprising the scales. This problem is alleviated
by introducing latent variables with the subscales as
indicators.

Strategy of Analyses

To test Hypothesis 1, binomial logistic regression analyses
were performed for reports of interparental conflict by the
adolescents and by the parents, respectively. The likelihood
of belonging to the friendship instability group was first
predicted by early adolescents’ perception of interparental
conflict at Time 1 (mean score of the three subscales from
the CPIC) and then by the parents’ perception of negative
conflict resolution styles at Time 1 (mean score across four
indicators of mothers’ and fathers’ conflict engagement and
withdrawal). In a second analysis, the mediators assessed at
Time 2 (adaptive emotion regulation and attachment
security) were added as predictors.

To assess the mediation mechanism between perceived
interparental conflict and adolescent friendship quality
(Hypotheses 2—-4), we used the structural equation model-
ing (SEM) framework and AMOS. Figure 1 shows the
mediation model we tested. It implies that perceived in-
terparental conflict measured at Time 1 has an effect on
friendship quality at Time 2 directly and indirectly through
the consecutive mediators attachment security and adaptive
emotion regulation, both measured at Time 2. In order to
control for potential autoregressive processes, friendship
quality measured at Time 1 was included as a predictor. All
constructs were modelled as latent variables with perceived
interparental conflict specified as second-order latent fac-
tor. For emotion regulation, the measurement errors of
distraction and mood enhancement were allowed to
co-vary. Also, covariances between the error terms of the
indicators measuring the same aspect of friendship quality
at Time 1 and 2 were included (covariances not shown in
Fig. 1). To test the mediating (indirect) effects, we used the
bootstrap method and 5,000 bootstrap samples. Specific
indirect effects were assessed by means of phantom models
(Macho and Ledermann 2011).

Results

Table 1 contains the means, standard deviations, and
intercorrelations of all indicators in the study. Low to
moderate correlations were found among the proposed
indicators (manifest variables).

Predicting Friendship Instability

First, we tested whether perceived interparental conflict
undermines the stability of adolescents’ relationships.
Therefore, we regressed adolescents friendship stability on
perceived interparental conflict at Time 1. The analysis
including the adolescents’ perception of interparental conflict
revealed a significant effect (b = 1.02, p = .008). In accor-
dance with Hypothesis 1, perceived interparental conflict
increased the risk of experiencing instability in the relation-
ship status with the best friend between Time 1 and Time 2
(OR = 2.76). When emotion regulation and attachment
security at Time 2 were added, the effect of perceived inter-
parental conflict was still significant (b = .90, p = .026,
OR = 2.46); however, neither emotion regulation (b = .03,
ns, OR = 1.03) nor attachment security (b = —.51, ns,
OR = .60) had a significant effect on the child’s friendship
instability. The logistic regression including negative conflict
resolution styles, as reported by the parents, showed no sig-
nificant effect on friendship instability (b = —.09, ns,
OR = .92). This was also true when the analyses were run
separately for indicators of maternal and paternal behavior.
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Fig. 1 Structural model of perceived interparental conflict and early adol

escents’ friendship quality at Time 1 and early adolescents’ adaptive

emotion regulation, their attachment security to mother and their friendship quality at Time 2. Standardized path coefficients are presented

Analysis of the Mediation Mechanism

The model to assess the mediating role of attachment
security and emotion regulation for the effect from per-
ceived interparental conflict to adolescents’ relationships is
presented in Fig. 1. Prior to testing this model, we exam-
ined the measurement part of the model. Given the
importance of measurement invariance of a construct
measured at multiple time points, we tested friendship
quality for metric invariance. For this purpose, we esti-
mated a model with covariances between the latent vari-
ables (rather than the direct paths) and fixed the variances
of the latent variables friendship quality (Time 1 and 2),
attachment, and emotion regulation to 1 (Kline 2011). This
model showed a good fit (y* = 370.084, df = 283;
RMSEA = .041; CFI = .954). In this simpler model, the
correlation between perceived interparental conflict and
adolescents friendship was —.19 and statistically signifi-
cant (p = .035, one-tailed). Next, we tested for measure-
ment invariance across adolescents’ gender beginning with
configural (form) invariance (i.e., both the latent factors
and indicators are the same for males and females, but
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model parameters may differ for males and females). Using
multiple group analysis techniques, the fit of the multi-
group model was mixed (}(2 = 811.977, df =579;
RMSEA = .048, CFI = .881). Nevertheless, we tested for
metric invariance (i.e., invariance of factor loadings for
males and females). The likelihood ratio difference test
was significant (Ay* = 27.612, Adf = 16, p = .035) indi-
cating that factor loadings were not invariant for male and
female adolescents. Therefore, we used single-group
techniques to test our mediation hypothesis and the afore-
mentioned good-fitting model that implies invariant factor
loadings for the overtime factor adolescents’ friendship.
The hypothesized model implying that perceived inter-
parental conflict measured at Time 1 affects friendship
quality of the child at Time 2 through the consecutive
mediators attachment security at Time 2 and emotion regu-
lation at Time 2 provided a good fit (3> = 377.353,
df = 286; RMSEA = .042; CFI = .952). Figure 1 shows
the model with standardized parameter estimates obtained
by the maximum likelihood estimation method. Unstan-
dardized estimates of the structural part of the model are
given in Table 2. We found that perceived interparental
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Table 1 Intercorrelations and means (with SD) for indicator variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
1. Conflict frequency tl —
2. Conflict resolution t1 -57 -
3. Conflict intensity tl 42 —-49 -
4. Mother’s withdrawal® t1 23 —-28 16 —
5. Father’s withdrawal® t1 26 =27 .16 42 —
6. Mother’s conflict engagement® t1 31 -.25 15 41 41 —
7. Father’s conflict engagement” t1 31 —.16 17 42 46 45 —
8. Problem orientation t1 —.16 17 —-10 -20 -12 =24 -12 -
9. Distraction t2 —.15 16 —-08 -07 —-15 =23 —-.10 56 —
10. Mood enhancement t2 —.12 19 -0 -—-10 —-07 -—-24 —-.05 .63 70 —
11. Acceptance 2 —.10 26 —-13 —-04 —-07 -—-.09 .04 .66 .60 59 —
12. Oblivion t2 —.17 20 —-10 -21 —-08 —.10 —.04 .55 51 .58 560 —
13. Cog. problem solving t2 —.24 21 =22 —-15 —-14 —-16 -.02 71 51 .56 .62 44
14. Reevaluation t2 —.16 20 —-17 —-11 =05 —-.17 .00 57 48 54 .55 .55
15. Attachment security parcel 1 t2 —.11 10 —.09 01 —-14 -19 .00 .19 .10 15 22 .10
16. Attachment security parcel 2 t2 —.20 19 =12 -09 -12 -—-18 —-.05 22 12 17 .26 A1
17. Attachment security parcel 3 t2 —-.29 24 -13 =02 -17 =19 -.05 .23 .23 21 17 .07
18. Attachment security parcel 4 t2 —.31 23 =27 —-10 -—-13 =24 -—-11 .14 12 15 .16 11
19. Closeness t1 —.13 22 —-11 -08 —-.02 -5 .00 .09 21 .20 .05 17
20. Security t1 —.11 31 =20 01 —-06 —-12 —-.04 13 11 15 13 .09
21. Support t1 —.02 12 -0 -09 -—-01 -20 -.02 .09 .10 13 .02 .09
22. Companionship t1 —.14 23 =13 =02 01 -0 -.02 .04 15 .19 .06 17
23. Closeness t2 —.10 A2 —-14 11 =11 =15 -=.02 23 32 28 24 .23
24. Security t2 —.03 05 —-13 -03 —-.02 -—-.05 .09 .10 .10 .04 .14 .08
25. Support 2 —.04 01 -0 -0 -11 —-13 =07 11 .20 15 .14 18
26. Companionship t2 —-.07 A5 =26 —-02 —-07 —-08 —.08 25 23 .23 27 25
M 1.62 4.46 1.46 1.96 2.26 2.08 1.84 3.70 3.85 3.65 3.60 3.51
SD 0.53 0.64 0.56 0.72 0.83 0.74 0.69 0.94 0.96 1.04 0.91 1.03

13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26
1. Conflict frequency tl
2. Conflict resolution t1
3. Conflict intensity t1
4. Mother’s withdrawal® t1
5. Father’s withdrawal® t1
6. Mother’s conflict engagement® t1
7. Father’s conflict engagement® t1
8. Problem orientation tl
9. Distraction t2
10. Mood enhancement t2
11. Acceptance t2
12. Oblivion t2
13. Cog. problem solving t2 -
14. Reevaluation t2 54 -
15. Attachment security parcel 1 t2 .26 .19 -
16. Attachment security parcel 2 t2 31 .14 .58 -
17. Attachment security parcel 3 t2 .26 .14 .54 .55 -
18. Attachment security parcel 4 t2 .19 14 51 42 40 -
19. Closeness t1 .09 .08 .08 .19 21 .08 -
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Table 1 continued

13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26
20. Security t1 .14 13 .06 17 13 .03 59 -
21. Support t1 .08 .09 .06 .16 .18 .04 .67 )
22. Companionship t1 13 12 11 12 .18 11 .50 41 40 -
23. Closeness 2 25 .20 24 .14 .14 .19 32 .26 11 d4 0 -
24. Security t2 .16 11 .08 .08 .05 .04 11 17 .03 .08 65 -
25. Support t2 11 .09 21 .18 12 15 23 .14 17 .08 .67 65 -
26. Companionship t2 .28 .28 .05 .07 .05 .10 .03 13 .02 28 48 .55 51 -
M 341 293 354 350 370 378 441 446 418 407 450 452 438 414
SD 1.05 099 059 057 050 050 062 056 079 070 054 056 068 0.69

Ns range from 151 to 181
# Mothers’ and fathers’ report; if not indicated adolescents’ report

Table 2 Unstandardized effect estimates among the latent variables

Effect Estimate SE p
Direct effects

X - M, —0.350 0.123 .004

X->M —0.655 0.303 .031

XYy —0.004 0.161 979

M, - M, 0.577 0.261 .027

M, > Y, 0.162 0.141 .250

M, > Y, 0.126 0.050 013

Yo - M, 0.079 0.065 223

Yo - M, 0.074 0.154 .633

Yo - Yp 0.159 0.085 .061

Estimate 95 % Bootstrap CI

Simple indirect effect

X->M->Y, —0.082 —0.311, —0.009
Three-path indirect effect

X->M - M —->Y, —0.025 —0.099, —0.004
Total indirect effect

XYy —0.165 —0.468, —0.038
Total effect

XYy —0.169 —0.551, 0.129

X perceived interparental conflict at t1, Y friendship quality at t1 and
t2, M, attachment security at t2, M, adaptive emotion regulation at t2

SE standard error, CI confidence interval

conflict was associated negatively with both attachment
security and emotion regulation. The associations were sta-
tistically significant, which means that the higher the level of
perceived interparental conflict, the lower attachment secu-
rity and emotion regulation in adolescents is 12 months later.
Moreover, attachment security was linked positively and
significantly to emotion regulation, which indicates that the
higher the attachment security, the better the regulation of
emotions is. Finally, emotion regulation was related
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positively and significantly with friendship quality at Time 2,
suggesting that the better the regulation of emotions, the
higher the quality of the adolescents’ friendships is. All other
direct effects were statistically insignificant.

The significant direct effects make up one simple indirect
effect consisting of two direct effects (X - M, — Y), one
three-path indirect effect involving three direct effects
(X » My - M, — Y),onetotal indirect effect (i.e., the sum
of all indirect effects) and one total effect (i.e., the sum of the
total indirect effect and the direct effect X — Y). The point
and bootstrap interval estimates of these effects are presented
in Table 2. The simple indirect effect, which connects per-
ceived interparental conflict with friendship quality through
emotion regulation, was negative and statistically significant
(the bootstrap confidence limit excludes 0), which supports
Hypothesis 2. Likewise, the three-path indirect effect, which
links perceived interparental conflict with friendship quality
through the consecutive mediators attachment security and
emotion regulation, was negative and significant (H4). In
addition, both the total indirect effect and the total effect
were negative with the total indirect effect being significant,
which provides further evidence for the mediation hypoth-
esis. We note that the direct effect between perceived in-
terparental conflict and friendship quality was positive but
not significant. This suggests that the effect from perceived
interparental conflict on adolescents’ friendship quality was
mediated completely through attachment security and
emotion regulation.

Discussion

The current study aimed to investigate the effect of inter-
parental conflict on the stability and quality of early ado-
lescents’ relationships with their best same-sex friends. By
demonstrating which processes explain the adverse effects
of interparental conflict, it contributes to the ongoing
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debate on important third variables that transmit the effect
from interparental conflict to adolescents’ friendships. We
relied on two theoretical approaches: the emotional secu-
rity hypothesis, according to which interparental conflict
lowers the ability to regulate emotions adaptively (Davies
and Cummings 1994), and attachment theory, which sug-
gests that interparental conflict undermines the secure
attachment between the child and his or her parents
(Bowlby 1969). Both emotion regulation and attachment
security are known to be related to peer relationships and
friendships (e.g., Eisenberg et al. 2004; Schneider et al.
2001). However, no study so far has investigated the
mediating role of emotion regulation and attachment
security in a single model with interparental conflict and
friendship quality as the independent and dependent vari-
ables, respectively. The longitudinal finding revealed that
early adolescents who perceived more interparental conflict
were more likely to report instability in the relationship
with their best friend in the following 12 months. In
addition, perceived interparental conflict was negatively
related to friendship quality 12 months later via the ability
to regulate emotions and attachment security and emotion
regulation that acted as consecutive mediators.

Our first hypothesis (that interparental conflict is related
to instability in early adolescents’ friendship status) was
confirmed. Early adolescents who perceived more frequent
and intense conflicts between parents were twice as likely
to see their best friend at Time 1 become their former best
friend within a year. This is, as far as we know, the first
study that provides evidence for this effect. Whether in-
terparental conflict increases the risk of losing a friend or of
just changing the friendship status (or both) remains an
open question, as the groups exhibiting friendship insta-
bility were too small to be analyzed separately. So does the
mechanism whereby interparental conflict affects friend-
ship stability: emotion regulation and attachment security
did not mediate this association. The association between
parents’ perspectives on their conflict resolution styles and
the child’s friendship instability was not significant. It may
be that the conflict resolution styles of parents do not bear
on the stability of adolescents’ friendships.

The structural equation model corroborated that inter-
parental conflict exerts its influence indirectly through
early adolescents’ less adaptive emotion regulation and a
less secure attachment to the mother (via emotion regula-
tion). On the basis of the emotional security hypothesis
(Davies and Cummings 1994) and previous findings on the
mediating role of emotion regulation in the association
between interparental conflict and children’s psychosocial
adjustment (e.g., Siffert and Schwarz 2011a), we expected
that emotion regulation constitutes an indirect link between
interparental conflict and change in friendship quality. Our
results supported this hypothesis (H2). As far as we know,

this is the first longitudinal study to provide evidence of
this process. Moreover, the results broaden the perspective
on the phenomenon by showing that interparental conflict
is related not only to regulation of emotions that were
directly induced by interparental conflict (as shown by
Buehler et al. 2007; Harold et al. 2004), but also to ado-
lescents’ generalized emotion regulation ability; thus, the
results support the hypothesis that experiencing interpa-
rental conflict undermines children’s ability to cope with
negative emotions in diverse situations (Davies and
Cummings 1994). Additionally, the results corroborate
Nancy Eisenberg’s notion (e.g., Eisenberg et al. 2004) that
emotion regulation abilities are important for children’s
social competence and social success; indeed, the current
study shows that the same applies to early adolescents and
their relationship with their best friend.

We failed to show an indirect effect of interparental
conflict on friendship quality via secure attachment to
mother (H3); specifically, attachment security was found
not to be directly linked to change in friendship quality.
This result is not consistent with other studies, which have
shown associations between attachment security and
friendship quality (see the meta-analysis of Schneider et al.
2001). This inconsistency may relate to the fact that most
of these studies differ from our study with respect to the
age of the children, and the measures of attachment and
friendship quality. Moreover, we detected an indirect path,
but it was more complex than postulated in those studies; it
was running via attachment security through emotion reg-
ulation and, from there, to friendship quality. This result
supports our assumption (cf. Contreras and Kerns 2000)
that emotion regulation is an indirect link for the associa-
tion between attachment and friendship quality (H4).

The bootstrapping procedures validated the proposition
that both emotion regulation and attachment security were
necessary links for the association between interparental
conflict and early adolescents’ friendship quality at Time 2
after controlling for the initial level of friendship quality.
Thus, the study contributes to the ongoing debate about the
interconnectedness of personal and familial factors for
explaining the effects of interparental conflict on the
development of the children and adolescents (Davies et al.
2002; O’Donnell et al. 2010; Stocker et al. 2003) by
underlining that multiple pathways explain the adverse
effects of interparental conflict.

The early adolescents in the current study reported a
high stability in their relationship status with their best
same-seX friends across a 1-year period. Fifty-nine percent
still had the same best friend at Time 2 and additional 31 %
were still friends although no longer best friends. This
result is comparable to that of Berndt and Hoyle (1985) and
Rubin et al. (2006b) for adolescents of the same age.
However, the rank-order stability of friendship quality
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across the 1-year period was low (f = .15 see Fig. 1; r’s
for the respective indicators are between .17 and .32, see
Table 1), especially when compared to that of Fanti et al.
(2009), who reported a rank-order stability of r = .62. In
that study, the early adolescents rated their feelings for all
their friends, hence across a group of different individuals;
such a global evaluation might be more stable than the
evaluation of a specific relationship. Nevertheless, further
research is needed before we can draw firm conclusions
about the stability of friendship quality in early
adolescence.

Although the longitudinal design of our study is com-
prehensive, it is not without limitations. The current study
was based only on two times of assessment, and the
association between attachment security and emotion reg-
ulation was tested cross-sectionally (at Time 2); therefore,
the causal direction of this association remains unclear.
Given the low explained variance of friendship quality at
Time 2, further analyses about the development of
friendship quality also should include data from the per-
spective of the friend; however, reports from the best friend
of the target adolescents were not available. Further, the
results of the study are based on data from higher educated,
well-functioning families; whether the results can be gen-
eralized to families with a lower socio-economic status
and/or with a higher level of interparental conflict remains
unclear. Additionally, in the current study, we only inclu-
ded parental reports for perceived interparental conflict but
not for other constructs. Maternal report on adolescents’
emotion regulation was available, but it was not possible to
build a valid and reliable measurement model incorporat-
ing these reports, so we decided to refer only to adoles-
cents’ perspective on their emotion regulation abilities. The
current study is one of the few that has investigated
attachment security as a mediator for the association
between perceived interparental conflict and early adoles-
cents’ development; however, we asked about the rela-
tionship with the mothers, but not with the fathers. Other
studies emphasize the specific importance of attachment to
fathers; for example, Doyle et al. (2009) showed that
adolescents’ attachment to both mother and father were
associated with attachment to the best friend but only
attachment to the father contributed uniquely to attachment
to the best friend. Furthermore, adolescents’ secure
attachment to father has been related to less conflict with
the best friend (Durchame et al. 2002). Thus, integrating
reports on attachment to fathers would provide a more
complete picture of the associations between family pro-
cesses and adolescents’ friendships.

The aim of the current study was to broaden our
knowledge about the negative effect of interparental con-
flict on friends’ relationships. As far as we know, this study
is the first to analyze the association between perceived
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interparental conflict and early adolescents’ relationships
with their best friends by using a multi-informant, longi-
tudinal design that integrates the intervening factors emo-
tion regulation and attachment security. The results stress
that negative experiences in the family destabilize friend-
ships and decrease the quality of ongoing relationships.
Given the beneficial effects of positive relationships with
friends in adolescence, the current study provides ideas on
how to support these relationships. Specifically, in order to
improve the quality of the friendships of early adolescents’
in an adverse family situation, their ability to regulate
emotions adaptively should be supported. Moreover, par-
ents should maintain a positive, supportive relationship
with their adolescent children, as their friendships will
benefit (albeit indirectly) from a secure attachment to
parents.
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