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Previous research on family triangulation has mainly focused on
nuclear family triangulation. In this study we explored the effects of
family-of-origin triangulation on marital stability in China, and the
mediating roles of parenting sense of competence and coparenting.
Participants were 1,144 Chinese parents aged 24 to 48 years, who
completed surveys on family-of-origin triangulation, parenting sense of
competence, coparenting, and marital stability. The results show that
family-of-origin triangulation was negatively associated with marital
stability. This relationship was mediated by coparenting, but the
mediating effect of parenting sense of competence was nonsignificant.
In addition, parenting sense of competence and coparenting
sequentially mediated the relationship between family-of-origin
triangulation and marital stability. Our findings highlight the risk of
harm to marital stability from family-of-origin triangulation.
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Article Highlights

Family-of-origin triangulation was found to be negatively associated with marital stability.
Coparenting mediated the relationship between family-of-origin triangulation and marital
stability.
Parenting sense of competence and coparenting sequentially mediated the relationship
between family-of-origin triangulation and marital stability.
Future researchers can explore other harmful effects of family-of-origin triangulation, and the
influence on children.

Triangulation, an important research topic in marriage and family studies, has been confirmed by many
researchers to have an important influence on the marriage relationship (Pedro et al., 2015; Wang et al.,
2017). Triangulation occurs when anxiety between two people increases, and a third person becomes
involved in the tension, creating a triangle. This involvement of a third person decreases anxiety in the
twosome by spreading it through three relationships (Hu et al., 2015). In this study, the three relationships
refer to the family-of-origin triangulation relationship formed by a member of the family of origin (third
person) and the couple (twosome). In Chinese society great importance is attached to the vertical
parent–child relationship (Wu et al., 2010). As child rearing by grandparents is deeply rooted in traditional
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For a nuclear family, namely, a husband and wife and their children, the family-of-origin triangulation often
has pernicious effects, for example, causing conflict between the couple (Zhang, 1990) and hindering the
establishment of the couple’s personal authority (Hu et al., 2015), thus affecting the quality of their marital
relationship (Yuan, 2019). However, although Chinese couples aged 30–45 years need to establish personal
authority, as they may still depend on their parents for economic needs or social interaction, they cannot
establish personal authority. Therefore, family-of-origin triangulation represents family-of-origin
involvement in the couple’s economic needs and social interaction.

Previous researchers have mostly explored the triangulation phenomenon in Western countries, regarding
gender differences in the differentiation of family of origin (Lim & Lee, 2020) and the influence of family of
origin on new marital relationships (Monk et al., 2021). Few have explored the impact of the family-of-
origin triangulation in the Chinese context (Hu et al., 2015; Yuan, 2019). Filial piety is fundamental in
Chinese traditional culture, and the traditional vertical parent–child relationship is very important.
Therefore, family-of-origin involvement with grandchildren is common. In addition, both parents continue
to work in paid employment after childbirth (Chen et al., 2011). As the resulting family-of-origin
triangulation has a number of implications for the couple’s marriage, we explored the impact of family-of-
origin triangulation on marital stability and its mediating mechanism in Chinese culture.

Family-of-origin triangulation is negatively associated with marital stability, because family-of-origin
involvement in the marriage damages the couple’s relationship, leading to family conflict and affecting the
couple’s happiness (Yuan, 2019). In addition, family-of-origin triangulation is a destructive factor that
damages the boundaries and functioning of the husband–wife subsystem, impeding their social and
psychological space, and their mutual emotional support, leading to a decline in marital stability (Yuan,
2019). Previous researchers have also shown that family-of-origin triangulation reduces the quality of the
marital relationship (Bowen, 1993; Hu et al., 2015). Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1: Family-of-origin triangulation will be negatively associated with marital stability.

Parenting sense of competence is operationalized as a person’s perceived satisfaction and self-efficacy in the
parenting role (Studts et al., 2019). Most previous researchers have explored the factors influencing
parenting sense of competence in terms of external environment (stress) and the nuclear family (parent–
child communication; Buchanan-Pascall et al., 2021; Jandrić & Kurtović, 2021; Richardson et al., 2020),
rather than the family-of-origin role. In China, because of the importance of the vertical parent–child
relationship, grandparents participate in the child-rearing of their grandchildren, acting as primary
caregivers, and helping parents with child-rearing difficulties. Therefore, parents do not see family-of-origin
triangulation as harmful (Chen et al., 2011). Previous studies have shown that this coparenting relationship
is significantly positively correlated with parenting sense of competence (Li & Liu, 2019). This is explained
by social loafing, namely, when people work with other group members to accomplish a task, less effort is
required when they work together (vs. alone), and their activity enthusiasm and efficiency are reduced
(Latané, 1981). Thus, when grandparents help parents raise their children, parental responsibility is
ignored, and parents’ sense of parenting competence is reduced. Therefore, family-of-origin triangulation
may lead to parents’ low sense of competence. Moreover, parenting sense of competence may be a negative
predictor of the couple’s marital stability. Previous researchers have found that parenting sense of
competence had a significant predictive effect on parenting stress (Jackson & Moreland, 2018; Oltra-
Benavent et al., 2020), which is an important determinant of divorce (DeLongis & Zwicker, 2017; Jones et
al., 2021). Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2: Parenting sense of competence will play a mediating role in the relationship between family-
of-origin triangulation and marital stability.

The quality of the coparenting relationship in family functioning is reflected by the degree to which parents
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stages of their children’s development, including communicating and expressing their feelings about their
views of their children’s education, for example. With consistent thoughts and behavior, their parenting will
then be coordinated and problems dealt with (Schmidt et al., 2021). However, excessive involvement of
grandparents owing to family-of-origin triangulation often prevents couples from communicating and
expressing their feelings (Hu et al., 2015). Lack of communication between the couple can lead to lower
levels of coparenting.

On the other hand, in China’s transition economy, when family-of-origin triangulation occurs, grandparents’
help with childcare enables parents to continue in paid employment and maintain the family income after
childbirth (Chen et al., 2011). This means that parents are less involved in child rearing, resulting in a lower
level of coparenting. Thus, the effect of family-of-origin triangulation on couples’ mutual expression of
feelings and participation in child-rearing damages their coparenting relationship. A low level of
coparenting has a negative effect on the stability of the marital relationship. Coparenting plays a dynamic
multiple role in the whole family system and is a positive predictor of marital stability (Morrill et al., 2010).
Moreover, early coparenting is associated with later marital stability (Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2004).
Previous researchers have also found that coparenting was significantly positively correlated with marital
stability (Camisasca et al., 2019; Liu & Wu, 2018). Therefore, a decrease in coparenting is likely to lead to a
decrease in marital stability. Previous researchers have also shown that coparenting relationship quality is
associated with marital quality (Merrifield, & Gamble, 2013; Riina & McHale, 2015). Therefore, we proposed
the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 3: Coparenting will mediate the relationship between family-of-origin triangulation and
marital stability.

Family-of-origin triangulation affects marital stability through the mediating role of the couple’s parenting
sense of competence and coparenting relationship. We suggest that parenting sense of competence has an
important influence on coparenting by motivating and shaping behavior (Coleman & Karraker, 1998). When
parents with low parenting competence have little influence on their children’s behavior, they may feel both
less pleasure from interacting with their children and less warmth toward them (Gondoli & Silverberg,
1997). Therefore, when these parents feel unable to change their children’s behavior, they may avoid the
difficult task of disciplining them (de Haan et al., 2009). Gillis and Roskam (2019) have shown that parental
competence is also related to partner parenting support, that is, those with low parental competence are
likely to avoid parenting tasks, resulting in a lower level of coparenting. Therefore, we proposed the
following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 4: Parenting sense of competence and coparenting will sequentially mediate the link between
family-of-origin triangulation and marital stability.

Method
Participants

Participants consisted of 1,144 Chinese parents who had a child in kindergarten or primary school. They
comprised 460 fathers (40.2%) and 684 mothers (59.8%), aged between 24 and 48 years (M = 34.75, SD =
4.23).

Procedure

We conducted the research via a questionnaire survey. School administrators and participants gave
informed consent before the forms were distributed to 40 schools in Henan Province, China. Participants
were informed that the survey was anonymous and that they could withdraw at any time. After completing
the survey, they were paid RMB 20 (USD 3.20). The study was conducted according to the Declaration of
Helsinki and approved by the Research Ethics Committee of Zhengzhou University.
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Measures

Family-of-Origin Triangulation
We used the eight-item Nuclear Family Triangulation subscale of the Personal Authority in the Family
System Questionnaire (Williamson et al., 1984) to measure family-of-origin triangulation. Participants rate
the items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = all the time). We changed the word “children” in the
original scale to “parents.” A sample item is “Do you often reveal secrets about your marriage to your
parents?” The higher the score on the questionnaire, the higher the degree of family-of-origin triangulation.
In this study Cronbach’s alpha was .76.

Parenting Sense of Competence
The 16-item Parenting Sense of Competence Scale (Gibaud-Wallston & Wandersman, 1978) measures
attitudes about being a parent and parenting. Participants rate their level of agreement with the statements
on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). A sample item is “I was sure that any
parenting problem could be solved easily.” In this study Cronbach’s alpha was .78.

Coparenting
The 14-item Parents’ Perception of the Co-Parenting Relationship Scale (Stright & Bales, 2003) was used to
measure coparenting. Seven items concern supportive coparenting and seven items concern unsupportive
coparenting. Participants rate the items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = always). A sample item is
“In general, I feel that my spouse and I have good cooperation in raising our children.” In this study
Cronbach’s alpha was .88.

Marital Stability
The five-item short form of the Marital Instability Index (Booth et al., 1983) was used to assess participants’
divorce proneness. Participants rate the items on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = always). To maintain
consistency, we carried out reverse scoring for all items, which means the higher the reversed score, the
more stable the marriage. Items are “Have you or your partner suggested a divorce or separation?” “Have
you discussed divorce or separation with a close friend?” “Have you thought that your marriage was in
trouble?” “Have you consulted a lawyer about the division of assets or child custody in a divorce?” “Have
you ever seriously thought about divorce or separation?” In this study Cronbach’s alpha was .88.

Data Analysis

We used SPSS 21.0 for descriptive statistics and correlation analysis. We conducted bootstrapping analysis
to test the multiple mediation model using the PROCESS macro (Model 6; Hayes, 2013). Age and gender
were controlled for.

Results
Descriptive statistics and correlations among variables are shown in Table 1. Family-of-origin triangulation
was negatively associated with parenting sense of competence, coparenting, and marital stability. Parenting
sense of competence was positively associated with coparenting and marital stability. Coparenting was
positively associated with marital stability. The correlation between the variables was significant, which was
consistent with our expectations.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Study Variables

Note. N = 905.
* p < .01

We used the SPSS PROCESS macro (Model 6) to examine the multiple mediating effects of parenting sense
of competence and coparenting on the relationship between family-of-origin triangulation and marital
stability. Bootstrapping analysis was then conducted to estimate the 95% confidence intervals (CIs) of the
effects. Results are shown in Table 2 and Figure 1.

Table 2. Test of the Multiple Mediation Model Path

Note. N = 905. CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit. Number of bootstrapped
resamples = 5,000. Gender and age were controlled for.
** p < .01.
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Figure 1. Multiple Mediation Model
Note. ** p < .01.

The results show that after the variables of gender and age had been controlled for, family-of-origin
triangulation was significantly negatively associated with marital stability. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was
supported. Family-of-origin triangulation was negatively associated with marital stability through the
mediator of coparenting, and through the multiple mediating effect of parenting sense of competence and
coparenting. Therefore Hypotheses 3 and 4 were supported, respectively. However, the mediating effect of
parenting sense of competence in the link between family-of-origin triangulation and marital stability was
nonsignificant. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was not supported.

The results show that both the path representing family-of-origin triangulation → coparenting → marital
stability, and the path representing family-of-origin triangulation → parenting sense of competence →
coparenting → marital stability were significant (see Table 2). The path representing family-of-origin
triangulation → parenting sense of competence → marital stability was nonsignificant. Thus, parenting
sense of competence and coparenting mediated the link between family-of-origin triangulation and marital
stability, indicating a partial intermediary effect.

Discussion
In this study we have drawn attention to family-of-origin triangulation in China to help couples improve
their marital stability. Our results show that family-of-origin triangulation was significantly negatively
associated with marital stability, and also negatively associated with marital stability through the mediator
of coparenting and the multiple mediating effect of parenting sense of competence and coparenting.
However, the parenting sense of competence mediation effect between family-of-origin triangulation and
marital stability was nonsignificant. Involvement of grandparents from the family of origin in caring for
their grandchildren is deeply rooted in traditional Chinese culture (Hung et al., 2021). This involvement can
reduce the energy parents need to devote to parenting, and as they thus have less responsibility, they have
less incentive to be actively involved in child rearing. However, parents’ belief in their ability to accomplish
parenting tasks is a key factor in their parenting sense of competence (Salonen et al., 2011). Therefore,
family-of-origin triangulation may be negatively associated with parenting sense of competence. All the
marital and family functions, comprising values, marriage expectations and obligations, distribution of
power and roles between couples, communication, and conflict resolution styles and abilities, have an
impact on marital relationships (Olson, 2000). Thus, most factors affecting marital stability focus on the
couples’ direct relationship, whereas parenting sense of competence is more closely related to their children.
Parenting sense of competence may therefore not have a significant effect on marital stability.
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triangulation, which was negatively associated with coparenting. This may be because grandparents’
involvement in caring for their grandchildren disrupts the psychologically connected parent–child
relationship, contributing to the child’s behavioral problems (Kelley et al., 2011; Smith & Palmieri, 2007).
Rodgers-Farmer (1999) found that inconsistencies in the children’s discipline arising from differences
between grandparents and parents were significantly associated with parenting stress. This is a challenge for
parents and can increase their parental difficulties, causing them to avoid parental tasks and resulting in
lower levels of coparenting. Our finding that effective coparenting was significantly positively associated
with marital stability confirms previous findings (Camisasca et al., 2019; Liu & Wu, 2018). Marital
obligations are very important in marital stability (Olson, 2000). As parenting is a shared obligation, when
one spouse fails to fulfill this obligation and the other spouse contributes more to parenting, that spouse is
likely to be resentful, leading to conflict and reducing marital stability.

Finally, we found that parenting sense of competence and coparenting sequentially mediated the link
between family-of-origin triangulation and marital stability. Our finding is consistent with self-efficacy
theory (Bandura, 1977), in that individuals’ assessment of their abilities directly affected their motivation.
Specifically, those with low parenting sense of competence may experience greater stress when performing
parental tasks (May et al., 2015). This reduces their motivation and hinders task completion, resulting in
less coparenting. Therefore, when family-of-origin triangulation occurs, grandparenting hinders the
couple’s original participation in parenting and reduces their parenting sense of competence. They then
gradually lose the motivation for parenting, causing one parent to have an unequal share of parenting tasks,
undermining coparenting, and leading to lower marital stability.

There are some limitations in this study. First, as the data were self-reported, participants’ responses may
have been subjective. Future researchers could incorporate different methods, for example, behavioral
observation and an experimental method, to ensure objectivity. Second, all participants were in Henan
Province, China, which limits generalizability of the results. Future researchers could expand the
geographical scope to compare the variability of participants across regions or countries. Third, we explored
only the multiple mediating roles of parenting sense of competence and coparenting. There are many
possible mediating variables between family-of-origin triangulation and marital stability, for example,
marital adjustment and child well-being. Finally, as we used a cross-sectional research design, causality
could not be determined. Future researchers could use a longitudinal design to address this.

We have expanded current research by exploring the relationship between family-of-origin triangulation
and marital stability in China. Our results illustrate the psychological mechanisms of this relationship and
increase recognition of the risk of harm in family-of-origin triangulation.
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