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1 Introduction 

In 2022, one in four minors in Germany and the EU were at risk of poverty or social 

exclusion (Eurostat, 2023c). Worldwide, 16% of children in the world live in extreme 

poverty (Salmeron Gomez et al., 2023). According to the World Health Organization 

(WHO), 23% of children in the European region are subject to physical abuse, 29% to 

psychological abuse (Dimitrova-Stull, 2014), and domestic violence has been estimated to 

have increased by up to 60% during the COVID-19 pandemic (Mahase, 2020). To date, there 

is no systematic cross-national tracking of mental illness in parents, but individual studies 

show that between 10% and 20% of children in Europe grow up with at least one mentally 

ill parent (Abel et al., 2019; Plass-Christl et al., 2017; van Santvoort et al., 2014). With single 

parenthood steadily increasing (Eurostat, 2023b) and joint custody still being a rather rare 

phenomenon (Nieuwenhuis, 2020), about one in six minors in Germany and the EU grow up 

in a single-parent household – the living arrangement in which negative childhood 

experiences are most prevalent (Nieuwenhuis, 2020; Sándor et al., 2019). With the COVID-

19 pandemic outbreak in December 2019, children were confronted with an existential threat 

unknown to younger generations and with loneliness caused by COVID-19 containment 

measures. As a result, mental disorders are globally on the rise, in particular among the 

youngest (United Nations Department of Economic Social Affairs, 2022, p. 31). Germany 

registered an increase in anxiety disorders, depression, and social phobia among children 

and adolescents that have resulted in an increasing number of young people being admitted 

to psychiatric facilities (Destatis, 2023c; IMA, 2023; Ravens-Sieberer et al., 2022; Schlack 

et al., 2023). While research has documented thoroughly the harmful effects of poverty (for 

an overview, see Lever et al., 2005), divorce (Luhmann et al., 2012), single-parenthood 

(Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2020), mental problems (e.g. Keyes, 2006; Li et al., 2023), living 

with a depressed partner (Idstad et al., 2010; Merrill, 2022; Radfar et al., 2014) and living in 

violent homes (e.g. Bernardo & Estrellado, 2017; Franc et al., 2011; Poutiainen & Holma, 

2013) on the subjective well-being of adults, the effect of adverse life events for children’s 

subjective well-being is vastly underexplored, especially from their own perspective. To 

date, it remains widely unknown how children weather adverse situations that are not caused 

by their own decisions and experiences but by those of their parents.  

The study of well-being is an emerging frontier in child development research but 

has long been studied through an adult lens (Woodhead, 2009, p. 53). Only since the 

beginning of the twenty-first century has research started to recognize children as active 

agents and valuable sources of information with regard to their lives and to acknowledge 

children’s own views (Ben-Arieh, 2005, 2008a; Woodhead, 2009). Research on subjective 

well-being has only recently begun to incorporate children’s self-reported outcomes 
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regarding their quality of life. These comprise, inter alia, various subdimensions of 

children’s subjective well-being, such as psychological and social well-being but also their 

overall judgement of life satisfaction. This trend is predominantly driven by research from 

anglophone countries, particularly the US. However, there are a multitude of reasons why 

governments all over the globe should be interested in researching children’s subjective 

well-being. First, subjective well-being is positively related to human capital development: 

happy and emotionally well-adjusted children tend to be more engaged and motivated in 

their education (Gilman & Huebner, 2006; Tabbodi et al., 2015), which contributes to a more 

skilled and knowledgeable workforce in the future. Ultimately, engaged and happy students 

will be more likely to boost economic productivity and, in the long run, contribute to 

economic growth and stability (Rossi, 2020). Secondly, high levels of subjective well-being 

are related to better physical health (Gilman & Huebner, 2003; Huebner, 1991; Schuchard 

et al., 2022): happy and less stressed children often grow up to be happy and healthy adults 

(George, 2013). This can reduce the long-term costs in the healthcare systems and contribute, 

again, to a more productive workforce (Swift, 2011). Finally, social cohesion benefits from 

happy children: they are more likely to develop positive social relationships, empathy, and 

social skills (Llamas-Díaz et al., 2022). This can, in turn, lead to reduced conflict, improved 

community cohesion, and a more harmonious society (Becchetti et al., 2013; Delhey & 

Dragolov, 2016). 

Children have long been treated as incompetent, incomplete individuals whose 

freedoms and rights are determined by adults (Graf, 2015, p. 21; Višak, 2015, p. 43). For a 

long time, they have been defined as becomings rather than beings, as individuals that are 

merely developing (Qvortrup, 2005, p. 5). Following this argument, childhood would be 

reduced to a mere stage of preparation for finally joining the adult population and becoming 

full members of society (Sen, 2003). Including children’s own assessment in subjective well-

being research seems, however, increasingly necessary with regard to the fast-changing 

developments in modern societies. With modernization and individualization processes 

taking place all over the globe (see, for example, Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1994; Inglehart, 

1977; Inglehart & Welzel, 2005), childhood has become a many-faced phenomenon in the 

twenty-first century. It has been recognized as a distinct, culturally varying stage of life that 

is not as uniform as it used to be in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Instead of the 

predefined, strongly socially structured life stage, childhood has evolved to become a 

phenomenon that comprises a wide range of individual life chances and possibilities that 

enable a vast number of different life courses (Arnett, 2002, p. 307). Especially in Western 

societies, freedom and autonomy are steadily increasing, enabling children and adolescents 

to – theoretically – freely develop their self-conception, their values and beliefs, and set their 

own life goals. This freedom, in turn, gives children and adolescents manifold opportunities 
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and possibilities to maximize their own subjective well-being (Andresen et al., 2012; 

Trommsdorff, 2012).  

Nonetheless, children’s lives and well-being cannot be separated from the role of 

their caregivers.2 Children are vastly dependent on their parents providing resources that 

range from basic needs, such as shelter and safety (Steckermeier, 2019), economic and time 

resources (Li et al., 2014; Thomson et al., 1994), to emotional support, care, and nurture 

(Dunst et al., 2021; Pinquart, 2017; Schleider & Weisz, 2017). Children’s lives are strongly 

intertwined with their parents’ until they are of legal age and pursue gainful employment. 

This interrelatedness between children and parents has far-reaching consequences. Research 

suggests that the resources that children are equipped with by their parents during their early 

years determine children’s life chances and whole life courses. Parents play a significant 

part, for example, in their children’s early age acquisition of human, social, and 

psychological capital, which impacts children’s future life courses (Liu & Lachman, 2019; 

Mazzonna, 2014). Likewise, the social bond between parents and their children has long-

lasting consequences for children’s well-being in later life: a good, loving parent–child 

relationship has beneficial effects on quality of life in adulthood (Chen et al., 2019), whereas 

negative parent–child experiences such as abuse or childhood trauma (Maschi et al., 2013) 

have long-lasting damaging effects. Moreover, parents have an immense impact on the 

formation of their children’s behaviour (Bandura, 1977; Schatzki, 1996). Primary 

socialization – the act of endowing children with the knowledge on how to function in their 

social group or society, relevant behaviour, and social scripts – is seen as one of the basic 

functions of families (Parsons, 1956). Primary socialization thus has life-long effects on 

individual functioning and well-being (Putney & Bengtson, 2002; Schatzki, 1996). Children 

acquire these competences from their parents and their experience in (early) childhood, 

which consequently and inevitably impacts their judgement of their own lives throughout 

the whole life course. These experiences are among the main determining factors that define 

the standards against which they compare their current lives, which ultimately results in 

either satisfaction or dissatisfaction (Bandura, 1977, p. 139; Schatzki, 1996, p. 13). To 

summarize, an individual’s childhood – the parent–child relationship in particular – has a 

vast impact on their whole life. Understanding the determinants and mechanisms behind the 

parent–child link in the formation of children’s subjective well-being would provide broad 

possibilities to increase subjective well-being in childhood and adolescence and, in this, 

throughout the life course of individuals.  

                                                 

2 Although the term ‘caregivers’ can refer to adults other than parents such as other relatives, foster 

parents or residential care workers, this thesis focuses exclusively on the role of parents because they are the 

most common primary caregivers to children. 
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Against this background, this dissertation aims to examine how children’s subjective 

well-being is influenced by experiences in parents’ lives and to identify the underlying 

mechanisms that enable intergenerational transfer processes of subjective well-being. I draw 

on two theories that emphasize the role of children’s environment for the formation of their 

subjective well-being: ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979, 1986, 1992; 

Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998) and social learning theory (Bandura, 1969, 1977).  

Ecological systems theory suggests that children’s development is influenced by 

different interrelated systems that surround them: most directly their immediate environment 

(microsystem); interactions between other individuals in children’s microsystems 

(mesosystem); external environments where children do not actively participate 

(exosystem); and, finally, the culture and society they are embedded in (macrosystem). Thus, 

understanding the interactions within and between these systems is crucial for ensuring the 

well-being and healthy development of children. Building on ecological systems theory, I 

conduct a multisystem investigation into the parent-related determinants of children’s 

subjective well-being. In the fulfilment of Research Goal 1, investigating whether children’s 

self-reported subjective well-being is impacted by a parents’ adverse experiences in different 

ecological systems, I examine how children’s subjective well-being may suffer due to a 

permissive or conflictive parent–child relationship (microsystem), and how they might be 

further exacerbated by interparental conflicts (mesosystem) or work–family conflicts 

(exosystem). To realize Research Goal 2, exploring whether the importance of family 

relations for children’s self-reported subjective well-being varies across countries and with 

cultural context, I additionally explore how parent–child relations (microsystem) vary in 

their significance for children’s subjective well-being across different cultures 

(macrosystem). 

Complementing ecological systems theory with social learning theory aids in 

explaining how parents’ behaviour and experiences directly influence children’s behaviour 

and well-being: children are thought to acquire behaviours, attitudes, and beliefs through 

observation, imitation, and interaction with their social environment, the parents in 

particular. In order to address Research Goal 3, examining the intergenerational transmission 

process of psychological and social well-being, I first investigate whether more frequent 

sentiments of depressiveness in mothers and fathers spill over and cause more emotional 

problems in their children. In a second step, I explore whether more frequent conflicts 

between parents spill over to children’s relations with peers.  

I further aim to clarify the underlying mechanism that transfers adverse experiences 

on the meso- and exosystem – as described above – to children’s subjective well-being. 

Because neither ecological systems theory nor social learning theory suggest concrete 

mechanisms that enable intergenerational transmission, I use emotional security hypothesis 
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(Davies & Cummings, 1994), spillover hypothesis (Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000; Staines, 

1980; Williams & Alliger, 1994) and compensation hypothesis (Engfer, 1988; Erel & 

Burman, 1995; Katrijn et al., 2017; Kouros et al., 2014; Staines, 1980). These help to 

explicate how children’s subjective well-being is indirectly impacted by adverse experiences 

in parents’ lives due to parenting behaviour. Emotional security hypothesis suggests that 

adverse experiences in parents’ lives impact children’s subjective well-being via parenting 

behaviour that impacts children’s feelings of emotional (in)security. This transfer can either 

be determined by a spillover process, where negative parenting behaviour translates negative 

experiences in parents’ lives to negative parenting behaviour and ultimately to lower levels 

of child well-being, or by a compensation process, where negative experiences are prevented 

from impacting child well-being because parents aim to compensate for these adverse 

experiences via more positive parenting behaviour. To address Research Goal 4, 

determining whether parenting behaviour is the underlying link between children’s 

subjective well-being and interparental conflict and work–family conflict, I test whether 

children’s social and psychological well-being are affected due to either negative or positive 

parenting behaviour. 

To date, literature that addresses children’s subjective well-being mainly relies on 

parents’ reports of children’s well-being and their own behaviour. This is problematic 

because the current state of knowledge might be severely skewed by social desirability and 

mood bias (e.g. Booth et al., 2023; Gartstein et al., 2009; Seiffge-Krenke & Kollmar, 1998; 

White-Koning et al., 2007). To fill this gap, I use child reports in order to generate novel 

insights into the formation of children’s subjective well-being. In order to evaluate the 

necessity of incorporating children’s self-reported subjective well-being, this dissertation 

investigates the differences between parents’ and children’s reports on children’s emotional 

problems and provides in-depth inter-rater comparisons.  

This paper-based dissertation is structured as follows: Chapter 2 presents the 

conceptual framework. I first conceptualize the dimensions of children’s well-being and 

outline the most important factors that need to be considered when measuring children’s 

subjective well-being. I then proceed by presenting the theoretical framework: I outline Urie 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, Albert Bandura’s social learning theory, the 

emotional security hypothesis as well as the spillover hypothesis and compensation 

hypothesis. I conclude Chapter 2 by presenting a model of mechanisms that synthesizes the 

theoretical framework. In Chapter 3, I present a systematic literature review on the 

interrelation between parents’ lives and children’s subjective well-being. From this literature 

review, I derive research desiderata that will be addressed in Chapters 5 to 8. Chapter 4 

outlines the research design, including the description of the German Family Panel and the 

International Survey of Child Well-Being, the operationalization of social, psychological, 
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and global subjective well-being and the parent–child relationship. I then describe how the 

theoretical model is tested empirically and provide a paper-by-paper explanation of the 

overall analytic strategy. Chapter 4 summarizes the four papers that together form the core 

of this dissertation. Each of these four papers will then constitute one chapter – Chapters 5 

to 8. Concluding this thesis, Chapter 9 summarizes the key findings, outlines implications 

for research, policymakers, and practitioners, and discusses future research directions. 
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2 Conceptual framework 

This chapter specifies the conceptual framework of this dissertation. In the following, 

I outline how children’s subjective well-being is conceptualised and how it can be measured. 

I further provide theoretical arguments why a secure parent–child relationship and parenting 

behaviour outweigh the effect of parental role conflicts on children’s subjective well-being, 

why it is necessary to consider the effect of cultural values when examining the association 

between parent–child relationships and children’s well-being, and why parents’ behaviour 

and well-being are of particular interest to the formation of children’s behaviour and 

subjective well-being. This chapter is concluded by providing a theoretical model that 

synthesises the theoretical arguments and summarises the presumed underlying mechanisms 

that transmit parents’ experiences to children’s subjective well-being and that are tested in 

this dissertation. 

2.1 Dimensions of children’s well-being 

For a long time, child well-being has mainly been investigated through an adult lens, 

focusing on objective indicators of children’s quality of life (Ben-Arieh, 2008a). In the wake 

of the social indicators movement (see, for example, Land, 1983) and rapidly changing 

family environments and family structures in nearly every world region (Kuijsten, 1995; 

Lesthaeghe, 2015), researchers from a broad variety of disciplines, including sociology, 

psychology, and social work, have stressed the necessity to complement this adult-focused 

approach by incorporating children’s own perspective on their lives and well-being (Ben-

Arieh, 2005, 2008a, 2008b). Because child well-being is a complex, multidimensional 

construct, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child provides an overview of the most 

important well-being dimensions for children that need to be addressed by researchers, 

policymakers, and practitioners (Lee, 2009; UNICEF, 1989): 

❖ Objective components: physical health (e.g., immunisation rates, prevalence of 

malnutrition, infant mortality rate, or overall physical development); safety and protection 

(e.g., accessibility of safe environments or protection from exploitation or prevalence of 

child abuse or exposure to violence); economic well-being (e.g., poverty rates, income 

inequality or societal income levels, and individual level access to food, clothes, or other 

basic needs items); education (e.g., school enrolment rates, school attendance rates, 

literacy and numeracy levels, or access to quality education or individual learning 

outcomes such as math grades); family, school, and community environment (e.g., 

community support systems or community cohesion or family structure and stability, 

social embeddedness, parental, and teacher or peer support). 
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❖ Subjective components: subjective, social, and emotional well-being (e.g., mental 

health, emotional resilience, social relationships, and overall life satisfaction). 

This dissertation is solely concerned with the subjective component of children’s 

well-being. Generally, subjective well-being is used as an umbrella term to describe ‘a broad 

category of phenomena that includes people’s emotional responses, domain satisfactions3, 

and overall judgements of life satisfaction’ (Diener et al., 1999, p. 277). Subjective well-

being is thought to encompass two distinct components: affective well-being and cognitive 

well-being. Figure 1 displays the characteristics of the subjective well-being components 

and exemplary measurements of the respective components. Additionally, it displays the 

classification of the subjective well-being dimensions that will be disentangled within this 

subchapter because they are of particular interest in this dissertation. 

Figure 1. Dimensions of subjective well-being 

 
Note: Figure is based on Nettle (2005, p. 18) and amended with examples used in this dissertation. 

The affective component of well-being in the left box in Figure 1 refers to a mainly 

hedonic evaluation of life. This includes the frequency and intensity of positive feelings and 

emotions as well as the absence of negative emotions (Eid & Diener, 2004; Luhmann et al., 

2012). Affective well-being first and foremost encompasses momentary feelings such as joy 

or pleasure. Besides this affective component, subjective well-being has a cognitive 

component (right box in Figure 1), which refers to an evaluation of life that is based on how 

individuals judge the life they lead compared to the life they envision for themselves. In 

other words, cognitive well-being refers to the extent to which individuals feel their current 

                                                 

3 The term life domain satisfaction refers to an individual’s satisfaction with specific life domains such 

as their jobs, family life, education, or standard of living. They are thought to be closely related to an 

individual’s overall life satisfaction but conceptually ambiguous, as there is no agreed upon set of most relevant 

or most determining life domain satisfactions, and subjective well-being researchers have not agreed upon 

whether the satisfaction with specific life domains impacts overall life satisfaction or vice versa (Cummins, 

1996; Delhey, 2014). Thus, the concept of life domain satisfaction was exempted from further consideration 

within this conceptual framework. 
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life matches their expectations (Diener, 1984). In essence, cognitive subjective well-being 

refers to a mainly comparative, context-based evaluation of their current state of life that is 

free from emotions. Reliably measuring cognitive subjective well-being thus requires rather 

complex measurement techniques in order to ensure that individuals judge their lives fully 

unemotionally; an example would be the well-known Cantril ladder of life (Cantril, 1965; 

Levin & Currie, 2014). In contrast, affective well-being is thought to be easier to measure 

because individuals are generally fully capable of evaluating their own current feelings and 

sentiments. Consequently, measures of affective well-being are assumed to provide 

generally more reliable measurements compared to measurements of cognitive subjective 

well-being (Nettle, 2005, p. 18). Finally, there is a large number of concepts that comprise 

affective as well as cognitive components of subjective well-being because they are broader, 

context-sensitive judgements about individuals’ feelings (middle box in Figure 1). 

This dissertation makes use of an array of different self-evaluations of children’s 

subjective well-being: overall life satisfaction as well as psychological and social well-being. 

The classification of these concepts is far from distinct, as the blue assignments in Figure 1 

illustrate. The concept of overall life satisfaction refers to an overall evaluation of 

individuals’ lives and, more specifically, the ‘degree to which an individual judges the 

overall quality of his/her own life-as-a-whole favorably’ (Veenhoven, 1984, p. 22). It thus 

encompasses a strong cognitive component but also includes some (semi-)affective aspects 

of subjective well-being because it is influenced by an individual’s psychological, emotional, 

and social state (Diener, 1998; Diener et al., 2002, 2003; Nettle, 2005; Veenhoven, 2012). 

Nonetheless, overall life satisfaction was shown to be a stable overall judgement of the lives 

individuals lead and can be classified as primarily belonging to the cognitive component of 

subjective well-being. Overall life satisfaction is one of the most commonly used 

measurements of subjective well-being in adult populations and belongs to the few (mostly) 

agreed upon conceptualisations of subjective well-being.  

The conceptualisations of psychological well-being and social well-being are less 

clear-cut and less agreed upon. Both concepts could be seen as special cases because they 

are hybrid types encompassing affective as well as cognitive components. Starting with 

psychological well-being, the conceptualisation varies greatly, with each concept referring 

to differing lists of components that include various characteristics. Even though the term 

psychological well-being is ambiguous, most conceptualisations comprise a number of core 

aspects (Huppert, 2014): having sufficient mental health, regularly experiencing feelings of 

joyfulness and enjoyment (i.e., hedonia), having sufficient fulfilment and meaning in life 

(i.e., eudaimonia), and having healthy emotional regulation and coping mechanisms (Delle 

Fave, 2014; Gross & Muñoz, 1995; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff, 1995; Ryff & Singer, 2010). 

Thus, the concept of psychological well-being inarguably encompasses more cognitive 
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components (sufficient mental health) as well as more affective components (all remaining). 

Therefore, the concept of psychological well-being spans across all three boxes in Figure 1, 

even though it is mainly comprised of the affective component. 

The second special case concept, social well-being, is tightly and directly linked to 

psychological well-being. Social well-being is commonly conceptualised as covering 

individuals’ social capital and social participation, as well as their feelings of belonging 

(International Health Conference, 2002; Ruehlman & Wolchik, 1988). Additionally, social 

well-being refers to a behavioural component: individuals’ positive as well as negative 

behaviours towards significant others, such as their family members, friends, relatives, and 

acquaintances (Cicognani, 2014; Larson, 1993). Again, the concept refers to factors that are 

of a more cognitive nature (social capital and participation), as well as factors that are more 

affective (feelings of belonging), and spans across all three boxes in Figure 1. 

All the aforementioned conceptual considerations on subjective well-being are based 

on observations and theoretical arguments for adult populations. Child research is far from 

drawing upon a homogenous set of variables and constructs that are considered to measure 

‘children’s subjective well-being’ — a standardised, well-established conceptualisation and 

measurement strategy remains to be agreed upon. In sum, the concept of subjective well-

being is a multidimensional construct with overlapping properties and ideas. Consequently, 

it is necessary to address and examine various (sub-)dimensions of subjective well-being to 

comprehensively analyse the consequences of parents’ experiences for children’s subjective 

well-being. Hence, paper 1 and paper 3 investigate children’s psychological well-being with 

a primary interest in children’s emotional and behavioural problems; paper 2 explores 

children’s social well-being, focusing particularly on their prosocial behaviour and their peer 

problems; and paper 4 examines children’s overall life satisfaction. The next section explores 

the possibilities and pitfalls of measuring children’s subjective well-being from their own 

perspective that were of particular relevance to this dissertation. 

2.2  eas ring children’s well-being 

Child indicators aim to monitor trends over time, compare populations or 

subpopulations, and guide or monitor the implementation of policies and programmes that 

promote the well-being of children (Ben-Arieh, 2008a). Just as indicators to assess adults’ 

lives, child indicators comprise quantitative measuring methods (e.g., surveys) as well as 

qualitative assessments (e.g., interviews and observations). To date, there are no widely 

agreed upon measurements of children’s subjective well-being. Yet, the child indicators 

movement has suggested and provided a number of child-adjusted scales in recent years 

(Ben-Arieh, 2005, 2008a; Casas & Rees, 2015). The call for a systematic, uniform 

measurement and monitoring strategy for children’s subjective well-being has been repeated 
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by UNICEF more recently (Chandy et al., 2021). Due to this lack of clear-cut measures, this 

sub-section elaborates on relevant considerations when aiming to measure children’s 

subjective well-being. 

Evidently, it is necessary to capture children’s own personal experiences, feelings, 

and perceptions of subjective well-being (Ben-Arieh, 2005, 2008a). Since subjective well-

being is inherently subjective and varies from person to person, it is important to utilise 

appropriate methods and measures to gather information directly from the children 

themselves. Because children are still developing their vocabulary and their reflectivity, and 

because they undergo rapid, successive developmental stages, it is essential to consider their 

age, developmental stage, as well as their cultural background when designing 

questionnaires aimed at this target group (Borgers et al., 2000; Rees, 2017, p. 10). To this 

end, child well-being researchers developed a number of different survey techniques that are 

based on well-established techniques for adult populations. Quantitative approaches mostly 

rely on self-reported measures in questionnaires that often use rating scales. These scales are 

specifically designed for children and use child- or adolescent-appropriate language 

(Holaday & Turner-Henson, 1989; Hox & Borgers, 2001). To measure life satisfaction or 

happiness, questionnaires usually provide scales for children that either have a small 

numerical range with clear scale point labels or visual scales such as emoticon scales to 

ensure proper understanding and, in turn, reliable and utilisable measures of child well-being 

(González-Carrasco et al., 2015; Shields et al., 2003). 

Children are generally able to express their own experiences and feelings when age-

appropriate questionnaire techniques are employed. In early childhood (6–8 years), children 

typically develop the ability to provide more detailed information about their own emotions 

and well-being. At this age, they are able to answer simple questions on small-range rating 

scales as well as visual emotion scales to indicate their emotions, levels of happiness, or 

satisfaction (Borgers et al., 2000; Lobe et al., 2008; Suls & Sanders, 1982). In middle 

childhood (9–11 years), children’s language and cognitive abilities already significantly 

improved, enabling them to provide more nuanced assessment of their emotions and well-

being, for example in terms of slightly larger scales. At this age, children are also beginning 

to develop the ability to reflect on their own experiences and compare their own well-being 

to that of other individuals (Borgers et al., 2000; de Leeuw et al., 2004; Suls & Sanders, 

1982). Finally, when entering adolescence (12 years and older), children generally have 

reached a sufficient level of self-reflection and abstract thinking to engage in in-depth 

discussions about their well-being and to express their emotions and overall life satisfaction 

on the well-known 10- or 11-point Likert scales that are also used in adult populations. At 

this developmental stage, adolescents are generally able to fully participate in surveys and 
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interviews and to provide comprehensive insights into their subjective well-being (Borgers 

et al., 2000; de Leeuw et al., 2004; Lobe et al., 2008; Rees, 2017, p. 21). 

Additionally, it has to be mentioned that doing research on children and adolescents 

is subject to strict ethical considerations and has to strictly follow informed consent 

protocols. These are in order to ensure and protect the privacy of children and adolescents 

who participate in scientific research projects, since they are considered to be particularly 

vulnerable. Generally, it is not possible to question, interview, observe, or survey children 

in any way without parents’ or guardians’ as well as the children’s consent (Rees, 2017, p. 

14). 

Because children’s lives are vastly determined by their caregivers or parents, their 

well-being cannot be examined without considering dependencies within the family 

environment.4 Children can be considered incomplete agents, that is, having limited 

autonomy and agency in their lives (e.g., Graf & Schweiger, 2015). Thus, it is certainly not 

possible to yield a thorough picture of their well-being without considering their parents, 

who are able to describe and determine their children’s living conditions in more detailed 

and overarching interrelations. However, as can be seen from the conceptualisation of 

subjective well-being, children’s subjective well-being is something that is inherent to 

themselves and can only be assessed through self-reported measures (Diener, 1994; Noll, 

1989). Thus, it is vital to rely on children’s self-reports when researching their subjective 

well-being and complementarily implement parents’ reports. To do justice to the complex 

interrelations between parents’ lives and children’s subjective well-being, this dissertation 

takes a multi-informant approach: I use child-reported outcome measures on children’s 

psychological, social, and overall life satisfaction and happiness while simultaneously 

making use of parent reports on the parent-side determinants of children’s well-being. In 

paper 1, I compare the association between parent-reported depressiveness on parents’ as 

well as children’s self-reports of children’s emotional well-being. Paper 3 employs mothers’ 

reports of their work–family conflicts and mother-reported parenting behaviour to determine 

the effect of these determinants on child-reported psychological well-being. In contrast, 

papers 2 and 4 are entirely based on the child perspective and solely rely on child-reported 

measures of inter-parental conflict frequency, parenting behaviour, and family climate, as 

well as child-reported social and overall well-being. This approach enables a synoptic 

analysis of the parent–child interrelatedness (see Chapter 4 for an in-depth description of the 

analytical strategy). 

                                                 

4 Children are, of course, also dependent on adults in other environments, such as the school setting 

or their neighbourhood. However, research has shown the family setting to be the most influential and crucial 

setting for children’s well-being (e.g., Dew & Huebner, 1994; Gilman & Huebner, 2003). 
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Moving on from the conceptualisation of children’s subjective well-being, the next 

sub-sections outline theoretical approaches and frameworks that describe and specify the 

relationships between adverse experiences in parents’ lives and various dimensions of 

children’s subjective well-being. 

2.3 Children’s well-being and their environment 

The first main research goal of this dissertation is to unveil whether adverse 

experiences in parents’ lives, and in this sense children’s environments, shape children’s 

self-perceived subjective well-being, the second research goal is to explore whether the 

importance of family relations for children’s self-reported subjective well-being varies 

across countries and with cultural context. Suitable considerations regarding the link 

between an individual’s environment and his or her development can be found in one of the 

most cited and most utilised theories in child development and well-being research, Urie 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecology of Human Development, which is also referred to as 

ecological systems theory (short: EST). EST emphasises the complex, dynamic, and 

multisystemic nature of human development and highlights the importance of considering 

the interrelations of different social systems as well as their influences on children. Because 

the EST framework originates from developmental psychology, all theoretical arguments 

were originally concerned with children’s development. Within the EST framework, 

development is defined as ‘a lasting change in the way in which a person perceives and deals 

with his environment’ (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 3). Modern developmental psychology 

extends Bronfenbrenner’s definition of child development to comprise ‘the growth and 

development, that is, […] the physical, cognitive, emotional and social changes an individual 

experiences from infancy through to adolescence’ (Levin, 2011, p. 337). Accordingly, a 

close relationship between child development and subjective well-being seems evident and 

should consequently follow similar formative processes. I thus argue that the suggested 

relations and mechanisms also apply to children’s subjective well-being. 

EST considers five distinct but interrelated systems that influence children’s 

development (see Figure 2): the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and 

chronosystem.5 First, the microsystem refers to the child’s immediate environment. It 

encompasses direct, fact-to-face interactions between the child and significant other 

                                                 

5 The chronosystem captures the historical time a child lives in as well as how the child and his or her 

environment changes over time (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 28; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). This includes 

the child’s own life events and transitions (e.g., parental divorce or transition between childhood and 

adolescence) as well as socio-historical events (such as the COVID-19 pandemic). The chronosystem is the 

only system that has not explicitly been addressed in this dissertation, as I refrained from taking an explicit life 

course perspective on children’s subjective well-being. 
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individuals: family members, peers, and other adults, such as teachers or sports coaches 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 22). The interactions in the microsystem are the most influential 

for child development, especially in parent–child dyads. Affectivity and trust within the 

family microsystem are especially beneficial for child development (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979, p. 218), whereas dysfunctional microsystemic relationships, such as child abuse, harm 

child development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, pp. 241-242). To apply this idea to children’s 

subjective well-being, I focus on direct parent–child interactions and investigate the 

consequences of mothers’ and fathers’ negative and positive parenting behaviour for 

children’s subjective well-being. 

The second system is the mesosystem, which consists of relationships and 

interactions between individuals who belong to the child’s microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979, p. 25). These interactions between others influence children indirectly via events and 

experiences of these individuals that, in turn, impact the direct child setting. A prominent 

example for the mesosystem is inter-parental conflict. Among others, EST classifies the 

parents’ relationship with each other as mesosystem. Inter-parental conflicts, for example, 

exert a substantial negative effect on child development because the conflict indirectly 

impacts the parent–child interaction, even though children do not directly participate in their 

parents’ face-to-face argument (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 212). Following these 

considerations, I explore the effect of inter-parental conflict on children’s subjective well-

being. 

Third, the exosystem encompasses all social structures in which children do not 

actively participate themselves but that nonetheless shape their direct circumstances. Similar 

to the mesosystem, the exosystem exerts an indirect impact on the child by altering the 

micro- and mesosystem by determining children’s daily experiences and shaping their life 

chances as well as available resources in the family setting (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 25). 

Maternal working conditions, for example, influence mothers’ time resources and can cause 

inter-role conflicts. Experiencing work–family conflicts (inter-role conflicts that result from 

conflicting demands of being a mother and being an employee; see Greenhaus & Beutell, 

1985) assumedly evokes distress, negative mood, and an overall more stressful home 

environment for the child, which ultimately impacts child development (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979, p. 242). Consequently, work–family conflicts should likewise influence children’s 

subjective well-being negatively. 

Finally, the macrosystem refers to the broader cultural, social, economic, and 

political contexts of children’s lives. It includes overarching characteristics of societies such 

as societal values, laws, and cultural beliefs (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 26). Because societal 

circumstances shape the individual set of values, norms, and opportunities available within 

the micro-, meso-, and exosystem, the impact of the macrosystem on children is of a rather 
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indirect nature but significant nevertheless. This dissertation puts a special emphasis on the 

cultural value climate children are brought up in: societal collectivism and individualism 

(Hofstede, 1984). Collectivism describes the extent to which individuals see themselves as 

part of an (in-)group or collective. In collectivist societies, individuals define themselves 

mainly by the norms and duties of those collectives. Individualism, in contrast, describes the 

extent to which individuals in a society prioritise their own goals rather than the goal of a 

collective. These societal self-conceptions have major consequences for individuals’ social 

settings: while members of collectivist societies are tightly knit into their in-groups and have 

few social contacts with out-groups, the social setting in individualist societies is 

characterised by rather loosely knit relationships and quantitatively more social contacts with 

out-group members (Triandis, 1995, p. 2). Following the theoretical arguments proposed in 

EST, I pose the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: Adverse experiences in parents’ lives (i.e., parents’ conflicts with 

each other as well as work–family conflicts) relate to children’s subjective well-

being. 

Hypothesis 2: Cultural values impact the extent to which children’s subjective 

well-being is associated with parent–child interactions. 

Figure 2 summarises the relationships and influence paths described in EST. It further 

classifies the parent and society characteristics that are considered in Chapters 5 to 8. 

Figure 2. Application of ecological systems theory 
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EST is especially suitable to describe the multisystemic and complex interrelations 

between children’s environments and their development and subjective well-being. 

However, the framework does not provide suggestions on the concrete mechanisms linking 

the different systems to children’s development that can be reliably tested using survey data. 

Because the third and fourth research goals of this dissertation are to clarify the underlying 

mechanisms of the associations between parents’ life worlds and children’s subjective well-

being, I additionally draw upon arguments from Albert Bandura’s (1969, 1977) social 

learning theory (SLT) (see Chapter 2.4) in order to provide specific theoretical mechanisms 

that describe the intergenerational transmission of psychological and social well-being. 

Additionally, I derive theoretical arguments from the emotional security hypothesis (see 

Chapter 2.5) that specify the spillover mechanism from parents’ adverse experiences in the 

meso- and exosystem to children’s well-being via mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behaviour. 

2.4 Intergenerational transmission of subjective well-being 

Albert Bandura’s (1969, 1977) SLT is an especially suitable theoretical framework 

to investigate the intergenerational transmission of behaviour because it describes a number 

of processes that lead to children imitating their parents’ behaviour. From a sociological 

point of view, subjective well-being can be understood as social practice (Schatzki, 1996, p. 

131). Social practices are defined as a ‘temporally unfolding and spatially dispersed nexus 

of doings and sayings’ (Schatzki, 1996, p. 89). This explicitly includes the verbal as well as 

bodily expression of an individual’s experiences, sentiments, and feelings — in short, their 

behaviours (Schatzki, 1996, pp. 70-71). Individuals acquire the ability to express current 

conditions of their lives, such as their subjective well-being, through being exposed to 

others’ doings and sayings. Consequently, learning a specific, socially required and accepted 

script of behaviour depends on other individuals. This idea is reflected in SLT by the concept 

of observational learning. It refers to the assumption that children6 learn through direct 

experiences and through observing the behaviour of other individuals and the consequences 

that result from these individuals’ actions. Hence, children are able to acquire new skills, 

attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours through observing other individuals. This process consists 

of four stages (Bandura, 1977, p. 23): First, children are required to pay attention to the 

behaviours and consequences of these behaviours executed by their role models to be able 

to imitate them (Bandura, 1977, p. 24). Otherwise, the observational learning process cannot 

be initiated. Second, children need to be able to remember the observed behaviours at later 

                                                 

6 SLT suggests that all individuals learn from observation. This observational learning behaviour can 

be found in children, teenagers, adults, and the elderly alike, but it is most strongly pronounced in toddlers, 

children, and adolescents because individuals are most formative in these developmental stages. Behaviour 

that has been acquired in earlier life stages is most deeply ingrained and the most strongly internalised. 
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points in time to be imitated because the social learning process is not immediate; children 

will take some time until they imitate observed behaviour (Bandura, 1977, pp. 25-27). Third, 

children need to be physically and mentally able to reproduce the observed behaviour; 

behaviours that are outside of the child’s physical and mental skill set cannot be reproduced 

(Bandura, 1977, pp. 27-28). Fourth, children need to be motivated to imitate or repeat certain 

observed behaviours. They can either be motivated through rewards or demotivated through 

punishment. Thus, individuals who interact with children can enforce or prevent certain 

behaviours. Children will only repeat and internalise behaviours if the expected reward for 

an action is higher than the expected costs (Bandura, 1969, 1977, pp. 28-29, 36). In this 

regard, SLT is in line with behaviourist learning theories such as classical conditioning (cf. 

Bitterman, 2006) and operant conditioning (Skinner, 1963). 

Similar to EST, SLT suggests that the social learning process is influenced by the 

environment(s) children are being raised in. According to SLT, there is a bi-directional 

relationship between child behaviour and child environment which is referred to as 

reciprocal determinism (Bandura, 1977, p. 9): child behaviours are considerably formed and 

influenced by personal factors (e.g., their own emotions, beliefs, and thoughts) and by 

environmental factors (e.g., parental reward and punishment practices or social norms, 

similar to the notion of micro- and macrosystems in EST). Simultaneously, children’s 

behaviour will impact their environment, triggering the motivation mechanism described 

above: adverse behaviour can cause certain punishing behaviour, whereas desired 

behaviours elicit rewarding parenting behaviours (Bandura, 1977, pp. 36-39, 118-121). For 

example, children who display socially adverse practices such as behavioural problems or 

poor peer behaviour will face harsher parenting behaviour. Moreover, parents will adjust 

their parenting behaviour, including rewards and punishments, to the age and developmental 

stage of the child. More mature children will be increasingly socially sanctioned for 

undesired behaviours, while younger children will be treated more leniently (Bandura, 1977, 

p. 43). In sum, children need to cognitively be able to perform observational learning and in 

this sense be old enough and in a developmental state that allows these processes to unfold. 

Further, toddlers and preschool-aged children are likely treated differently than school-aged 

children and adolescents. For these reasons, this dissertation only includes children who are 

at least at school age and adolescents who fit the required developmental state. 

Consequently, I refrain from investigating children under the age of 7 years and children 

with mental disabilities. 

SLT further specifies a formative process called modelling. Modelling refers to the 

fact that children are most likely to imitate the behaviour of so-called role models (Bandura, 

1969, 1977, p. 22). Generally, these role models are individuals who regularly interact with 

the child. Children are more likely to adapt the behaviour of role models to whom they are 
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emotionally close and whom they perceive as similar to themselves; according to SLT, 

gender is a crucial factor with regard to these similarities. Children identify role models in a 

variety of social settings (Bandura, 1977, p. 44): while younger children’s role models are 

mainly caregivers, parents, or close family members, the supply of potential other role 

models from non-family settings increases with increasing child age throughout adolescence. 

Children are most likely to imitate the behaviour of immediate role models whom they have 

direct contact with, such as teachers, peers, or sports coaches. However, it is also possible 

that children adapt behaviours of more abstract role models, such as characters on children’s 

TV or celebrities and influencers they admire. The type of role model determines the 

observational learning process: the closer the relationship to the role model, the more 

efficiently the observational learning process evolves. Consequently, even though the 

bandwidth of potential role models becomes wider with increasing child age, parents remain 

the most prominent, most immediate role models in their children’s lives and, in turn, 

stimulate the strongest social learning processes. Following this consideration, I argue that 

children’s behaviour — and thus their expression of their own subjective well-being — is 

significantly influenced and shaped by their parents’ subjective well-being and related 

behaviours.  

Children learn through witnessing, and imitating their parents’ behaviour has 

profound implications with regard to the intergenerational transmission of subjective well-

being: children of parents with high levels of subjective well-being acquire a specific set of 

social practices that is not available to children of parents with low levels of subjective well-

being and vice versa. Children of anxious or depressed parents are, for example, likely to 

adapt certain behaviours and might, in turn, express their emotional well-being differently 

than children from families with non-depressed parents (Bandura, 1977, pp. 65, 79-83; 

Schatzki, 1996, p. 131). Children from families that regularly communicate negative 

emotions might evaluate their own psychological well-being more critically compared to 

children from families that never communicate negative emotions because they adapted a 

different evaluation standard from their parents (Bandura, 1977, p. 134). The same is true 

for children’s social well-being. Verbal aggression is a common example for the social 

learning process and modelling (Bandura, 1977, pp. 59-67, 85-87). Children from high-

frequency-conflict families are likely to adapt conflictive behaviour as social practice and 

display it more often in other social settings than children from families that barely ever 

fight. This could result in differing evaluations of social well-being of children from high-

conflict families compared to their counterparts from low-conflict families because the 

evaluative standard is, again, judged against standards that were shaped by the parents’ 

behaviour (Bandura, 1977, p. 134, 139). Following these elaborations, I propose the 

following hypothesis: 
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Hypothesis 3: Children’s observations of parents’ mental problems and social 

conflicts result in an intergenerational transmission process of psychological 

and social well-being. 

2.5 Parenting behaviour as underlying mechanism 

The second research goal of this dissertation is to unveil potential underlying 

mechanisms that transfer parents’ experiences from the parents’ relationship (EST: 

mesosystem) and their work places (EST: exosystem) onto children’s subjective well-being. 

The emotional security hypothesis (ESH) (Davies & Cummings, 1994) provides suitable 

arguments with regard to this aim. Originally departing from seeking to explain how marital 

conflicts affect children’s emotional well-being, ESH provides a thorough description of the 

mechanisms and interrelations between parent–child attachment and children’s emotional 

well-being (Davies & Cummings, 1994). ESH suggests that children’s emotional security, 

that is, a secure parent–child attachment, is a crucial predictor of their emotional and overall 

well-being. The concept of emotional security refers to children’s subjective perceptions of 

safety, trust, and comfort within the parent–child relationship. Emotional security thus 

expresses — inter alia — the child’s perception of positive parenting practices, such as 

parents’ emotional availability, responsiveness, and supportiveness when feeling distressed 

or threatened (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Saunders et al., 2015). Children develop a sense 

of emotional security that serves as the foundation for their socio-emotional development, 

impacting, for example, their emotional regulation and social skills when the parent–child 

attachment is secure. In contrast, children are prone to feel emotional insecurity when 

exposed to adverse parenting practices, such as inconsistent or unresponsive parenting 

behaviour (Davies & Cummings, 1994). Emotional insecurity can eventually result in 

emotional problems, disturbed emotional regulation, or peer problems. ESH describes the 

harmful cascade when children’s emotional security is inhibited (Davies & Cummings, 

1994; Davies et al., 2016a, 2016b): children generally aim to satisfy their innate need for 

emotional security in the relationships with their primary attachment figures, usually their 

parents or caregivers. When parents experience adversities such as emotional strain or 

conflict, this causes an adverse family climate. These unfavourable conditions in the family 

environment endanger the child’s goal of feeling secure, and the child’s feelings of 

emotional security are harmed. This feeling of emotional insecurity is ultimately reflected in 

deteriorating child well-being. 

These general theoretical arguments of ESH can be extended through two related 

concepts: the spillover hypothesis and the compensation hypothesis (Engfer, 1988; 

Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000; Staines, 1980). Similar to ESH, these concepts seek to 

explain the relationship between adverse experiences in parents’ lives and child outcomes. 
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However, instead of focusing on adversaries in the family environment, these hypotheses 

focus on the effects of parents’ broader living circumstances on the parent–child relationship. 

The spillover hypothesis proposes that experiences (e.g., conflicts and stress) in one life 

domain (e.g., work places) can spill over and impact parents’ behaviour and functioning in 

other life domains (e.g., family). More precisely, conflicts experienced in non-family 

environments are likely to cause deteriorating well-being, negative emotions, increased 

irritability, or exhaustion in parents. These adverse experiences impair the parent–child 

interaction and increase negative parenting practices that result in adverse child outcomes 

(Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000; Staines, 1980; Williams & Alliger, 1994). In contrast, the 

compensation hypothesis proposes that parents — instead of transferring negative 

experiences from one domain to the other — try to compensate for deficiencies and conflicts 

caused by non-child-related domains by investing more (time) resources and effort in the 

family domain, aiming to compensate for the negative impact on their children’s lives 

(Engfer, 1988; Erel & Burman, 1995; Katrijn et al., 2017; Kouros et al., 2014; Staines, 1980).  

Put in contrast, the spillover hypothesis suggests that negative experiences and 

emotions are transferred between parents’ life domains, while the compensation hypothesis 

suggests parents employ coping mechanisms to dampen negative consequences for their 

children. Consequently, it is possible either that adverse experiences are followed by 

increased negative parenting behaviour in parents, for example in forms of a more negative 

communication style and less emotional warmth towards the child (spillover), or that they 

are followed by buffering effects in the form of an especially positive communication style 

and more affection (compensation). Based on these considerations, I test two opposing 

hypotheses concerning the consequences of adverse experiences in parents’ lives for the 

parent–child relationship and children’s subjective well-being: 

Hypothesis 4a: Children’s subjective well-being is harmed by adverse 

experiences in parents’ lives because they spill over and increase negative 

communication and decrease emotional warmth towards the child. 

Hypothesis 4b: Children’s subjective well-being is not harmed by adverse 

experiences in parents’ lives because parents try to compensate by decreasing 

negative communication and increasing emotional warmth towards the child. 
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2.6 Synthesis of the theoretical model 

Figure 3. Synthesis of the theoretical arguments from EST, SLT, and ESH 

 

Figure 3 visualises the theoretical model and hypothesis of this dissertation that 

synthesises arguments from SLT, EST, and ESH (including the spillover and compensation 

hypotheses). When considering all the proposed mechanisms in this chapter, the following 

overreaching mechanisms that shape children’s subjective well-being can be derived: 

(1) Children are impacted by their parents’ behaviour and experiences in particular. 

Parents serve as the most important role models to children and provide 

emotional security. Thus, parents’ behaviour promotes or harms children’s 

subjective well-being. 

(2) Adverse experiences in parents’ lives do not exert a direct negative impact on 

children’s subjective well-being. Instead, these experiences influence children’s 

subjective well-being indirectly by causing parents to change their parenting 

behaviour resulting from strain and stress. This behaviour change constitutes the 

underlying mechanism: negative experiences in parents’ lives are either 

transmitted to children’s subjective well-being via harsher, less warm parenting 

practices or compensated for via less harsh, warmer parenting practices. 

(3) The magnitude of the effect of positive family relations on children’s subjective 

well-being varies according to the societal context they live in. Cultural values 

affect the extent to which children benefit from favourable family climates.  
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3 A review of the empirical literature on child well-being 

and parents’ lives 

This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the quantitative empirical body 

of literature on the interrelation between parents’ lives and children’s subjective well-being. 

I first describe the identification and screening strategy that was used to gather relevant 

articles and then proceed with a description of the included body of literature with regard to 

the development of research interest in children’s subjective well-being, the measure of child 

well-being, sample sizes, and countries of origin. I then present the consequences of the 

parent–child relationship, parent–parent relationship, parents’ well-being (subjective, 

physical, and mental), and parents’ working conditions for children’s subjective well-being. 

The review concludes by outlining the research gaps addressed in this dissertation.  

3.1 Identification process: Applying the PRISMA framework 

The subsequent systematic literature review uses the identification process proposed 

by the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 

2020 statement (Page et al., 2021). Using the search string ‘child* well*’ OR ‘child* life 

satisfaction’ parent*’, I derived articles from the literature databases Web of Science, 

Scopus, PsychNET, and PubMed on 31 December 2022. To be included in the literature 

review, the article had to be published in a journal that was (a) listed in the Social Science 

Citation Index and (b) in the Web of Science categories of family studies, sociology, social 

work, social sciences, social issues, and social psychology. Journal articles that were derived 

from Scopus, PsychNET, or PubMed were also reduced to journals that fit into the 

enumerated categories after retrieval. Additionally, all articles had to include at least one of 

the quantitative keywords ‘Data’; ‘Survey’; ‘Panel’; ‘Sample’; ‘correl*’; ‘assoc*’; 

‘regress*’; ‘respondent’; ‘participant’, or ‘analys*’ in the abstract, title, or keywords to 

identify quantitative research articles. This procedure reduced the initial body of 7,884 

articles to 2,754 articles. Finally, I cross-referenced the World Happiness Databank to 

supplement potentially missing articles; no further articles were identified. The exact number 

of included and excluded articles can be seen in the PRISMA flowchart in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. PRISMA flowchart 

 

After removing duplicates (n=1,642), a total number of 1,114 articles remained for 

screening using a set of exclusion criteria. I only included quantitative research articles based 

on a population-based samples.7 Remarkably, more than one fourth (27.1%) of the body of 

literature relied on non-representative samples (e.g., convenience, quota, or Amazon 

Mechanical Turk samples); another 8.0% were qualitative studies. Moreover, 331 articles 

(29.8%) only examined parenting behaviour, parents’ characteristics, or objective child 

outcomes, such as children’s physical health, cognitive development, or academic skills. 

These articles were excluded due to not meeting the criterion of addressing any of the 

subjective components of child well-being. An additional 25.9% concerned child well-being 

in unstable living conditions, that is, incarceration of parents (3.3% of all exclusions), child 

well-being after divorce or union dissolution (5.6% of all exclusions), and child well-being 

in institutionalised settings such as foster homes (5.6% of all exclusions). Additionally, 116 

articles were excluded from further examination because they did not concern the effects of 

the parent–child relationship, family climate, parenting behaviour, or parent–child 

interactions (11.4% of all exclusions) on children’s subjective well-being. Finally, 20 review 

                                                 

7 Only one exception to this criterion was made. Studies that rely on data from the International Survey 

of Children’s Well-Being (ISCWeB) are included in this literature review because the ISCWeB is the only 

cross-national dataset available to the broader scientific research community that specifically focuses on 

measuring and monitoring children’s subjective well-being. 
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articles were excluded from this literature review. The final number of articles to be reviewed 

is 100. 

3.2 Descriptive analysis of the included articles  

Figure 5 shows the number of articles included in this literature review by year: the 

earliest article was published in 1998, but research interest remained rather low until 2012. 

From that year on, the number of published articles increased steadily and peaked shortly 

after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2021. This development already points towards 

an increased scientific interest in children’s subjective well-being in the recent decade. The 

vast majority of the articles rely on parent-reported child outcomes (n=75), whereas only 

about a third (n=32) makes use of children’s self-reports.8 Among these, 10 articles 

incorporate parent- and child-reported measures of the children’s subjective well-being.  

Figure 5. Total number of included articles and number of articles using child reports 

 

The most commonly studied child outcomes are externalising problems (n=56) and 

internalising problems (n=57). Externalising problems include antisocial behaviour that 

violates social norms and can be either undirected or targeted at other individuals (Kauten 

& Barry, 2020). Articles in this group explicitly measure children’s externalising problems, 

                                                 

8 Articles that make use of child-reported measures are marked with an asterisk in section 3.3. 
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such as the corresponding dimensions from the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; 

Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1991) or the Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; 

Goodman, 1997) or study outcomes such as children’s aggressive behaviour, hyperactivity, 

or conduct problems. Internalising behaviour, in contrast, can be defined as problem 

behaviour that is directed inward, including mental problems, fearfulness, anxiety, worrying, 

and withdrawal (Hansen & Jordan, 2020). Consequently, articles that used the respective 

dimensions of the CBCL, SDQ, or other measures of mental or emotional problems are 

included in the internalising problems category. Children’s externalising and internalising 

problems are commonly studied together; 44 articles include both dimensions of children’s 

problem behaviour. Other dependent variables like children’s peer relations (n=14) and life 

satisfaction and happiness (n=14) have received significantly less attention.  

With regard to determinants of children’s subjective well-being, the parent–child 

relationship was by far the most commonly addressed (n=61): 33 articles investigate the 

effect of positive parenting behaviour and experiences, and 41 articles examine the effect of 

negative parenting behaviour and experiences; 13 of these articles address both positive and 

negative parenting. Less commonly studied are parents’ well-being (n=36), the inter-parental 

relationship (n=17), and parents’ working conditions (n=10). The results in Chapter 3.3 are 

presented along these parent-related determinants. 

 The sample sizes employed in the quantitative empirical studies vary greatly: the 

minimum sample size is 190 children, and the maximum is 56,831 children. It has to be 

noted that 59 of the 100 studies included rely on one specific dataset: The Future of Families 

and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS). Other data sources are the International Survey of 

Child Well-Being (n=7), the UK Millennium Cohort Study, the British Household Panel 

(n=3), the National Survey of Families and Households (USA, n=3), the National Study of 

Child and Adolescent Well-being (USA), the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (USA), the 

Longitudinal Study of Australian Children, the China Family Panel Studies, and the German 

Family Panel (n=2 each). One paper each employed data from the US-American data sources 

National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, National Survey of Child and Adolescent Well-

Being, the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, The Los Angeles Family and Neighborhood 

Survey, the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (Canada), New Families 

in the Netherlands, The Singapore Longitudinal Early Development Study, and the German 

Socio-Economic Panel. Thus, it is not surprising that the results described in this literature 

review are heavily culturally biased towards Western, especially Anglophone, countries: 71 

articles are based on data from the United States; six studies used data from the United 

Kingdom; three studies each are based on data from Australia and Germany; two articles 

each use data from Canada, China, the Netherlands, and South Korea; one article each is 
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based on Brazilian and Singaporean children; and seven studies follow a comparative 

approach and use cross-national data. 

From these descriptive findings, the first four key takeaways arise: 

(1) More than half of the studies are based on parents’ assessment of children’s 

subjective well-being; it remains an open question whether these results hold true 

for children’s self-reports. 

(2) The vast body of literature consists of studies that concern children’s externalising 

and internalising problem behaviour. Children’s social well-being and life 

satisfaction, in contrast, remain underexplored. 

(3) The majority of the studies are based on specific sub-samples from the FFCWS 

with a focus on financially disadvantaged families. Thus, the literature refers to a 

very specific population in the US context. Whether these findings hold true for 

children who are not living in a disadvantaged, low-income family and who are 

socialised and nurtured in a different cultural context remains to be investigated. 

(4) Finally, cross-national comparisons of the relationship between parents’ live 

worlds and child well-being are scarce. Only 6 of the 100 studies employed cross-

national data. 

3.3 Results 

Parent–child relationships 

Parenting experiences, parenting practices, and parent–child relationships are by far 

the most researched predictors of child well-being. First and foremost, the studies in this 

literature review provide overwhelming evidence for a detrimental effect of negative 

parenting practices and experiences on children’s subjective well-being. Physical child 

abuse (Jones et al., 2022*; Schneider, 2020) and maltreatment (Choi et al., 2019b; Hunt et 

al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2022*), especially corporal punishment, such as spanking, were 

repeatedly associated with higher levels of internalising and externalising child problems 

(Castillo et al., 2020; Gromoske & Maguire-Jack, 2012; Keyser et al., 2017; Ma et al., 2018; 

Petts & Kysar-Moon, 2012), irrespective of the frequency of the physical punishment (Ma, 

2016). Maternal spanking was shown to be especially closely related to children’s high levels 

of aggression, whereas paternal spanking is not predictive of aggressive behaviour in 

children (Lee et al., 2015). Corporal punishment has further been linked to children’s peer 

problems, as it predicted bullying behaviour (Turns & Sibley, 2018) and the chance of being 

a bullying victim (Yoon et al., 2021). Beyond physical maltreatment, emotional 

maltreatment and emotional abuse have been related to internalising, externalising, and peer 
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problems of children (Chen & Lee, 2021; Jones et al., 2022*; Pei et al., 2022; Yildirim & 

Roopnarine, 2015).  

Non-physical, punitive, and harsh parenting practices are detrimental to children’s as 

well as adolescents’ problem behaviour (Black, 2022; Flannery et al., 2023; Fomby & 

Musick, 2018; Kim et al., 2018; Shelleby, 2018); only one study found no significant 

relationship between harsh parenting of immigrant mothers and their children’s externalising 

behaviour (Saasa et al., 2021). Harsh parenting has further been linked to negative affect 

(Pearce-Morris & King, 2012) and lower subjective well-being and happiness (Rees & 

Bradshaw, 2018*; Yerkes et al., 2021*). Another paper found reports on child maltreatment 

to be congruent across parent and child reports in whether maltreatment occurred at all. 

However, the type of reported maltreatment differed significantly. Aggressive behaviour in 

children was much better predicted by parent-reported maltreatment, whereas children’s 

internalising problems were better predicted by child-reported maltreatment. This finding 

hints at potential reporting biases when it comes to the interrelation between adverse 

parenting behaviour and children’s well-being (Zhang et al., 2022*). 

Further, a fragile parent–child relationship and insecure attachment were associated 

with higher levels of externalising problems (Keyser et al., 2017) and worse social skills 

(Hong et al., 2022*). Finally, the literature identified parenting stress as a crucial risk factor 

for short- and long-term internalising and externalising child problems (Delany-Brumsey et 

al., 2014; Flannery et al., 2023; Lee & Schoppe-Sullivan, 2017; Li et al., 2020*), children’s 

happiness (Jahng & Kim, 2022*), and children’s social well-being; that is, parenting stress 

is related to less prosocial behaviour (Streit & Davis, 2022) and poorer social skills (Kim & 

Lee, 2021; Su-Russell & Russell, 2021*). This association has been found to be particularly 

strong when parenting stress occurs within the first year of a child’s life (Berger et al., 2008), 

when paternal involvement is low (Kim et al., 2018), and in economically disadvantages 

families (Kim et al., 2019). Furthermore, evidence indicates that child care instability and 

repeated use of emergency or backup child care arrangements were associated with higher 

levels of internalising and externalising child problems (Pilarz & Hill, 2017). Only Bos et 

al. (2018) did not find significant associations between the parent–child relationship and 

children’s problem behaviour. 

In contrast, positive parenting practices and experiences (Newland et al., 2015*; 

Pearce-Morris & King, 2012; Shelleby, 2018), high co-parenting quality (Marchand-Reilly 

& Yaure, 2019), parental engagement and involvement (Artis, 2007; Fagan & Wildfeuer, 

2022; Fomby & Musick, 2018; Gold et al., 2020; Wu & Qi, 2020*), parental warmth (Artis, 

2007; Ma et al., 2018; Ma & Klein, 2018; Richter et al., 2022*), emotional support, and 

cognitive stimulation (Fomby & Musick, 2018) have been linked to lower levels of 

internalising and externalising problems, as well as better social skills, higher levels of 
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overall child well-being, and positive affect. Additionally, parents adapt to being parents and 

learn to co-parent more efficiently over time and thus report fewer behavioural problems in 

their children over time (Choi et al., 2019a). Enjoyable and frequent parent–child activities 

(Goisis, 2015; Lietz et al., 2020; Liu & Merritt, 2021) are also linked to better child well-

being. For example, language-based bedtime routines (e.g., reading a book or singing 

together) are related to less internalising behaviour and aggression (Hale et al., 2011). 

Experiencing positive parenting practices during childhood is linked to fewer externalising 

problems in late childhood and adolescence (Awada & Shelleby, 2021*; Clark et al., 2019; 

Flannery et al., 2023). Evidence suggests gendered effects because fathers’ involvement has 

been identified as a significant predictor of boys’ but not girls’ externalising behaviours 

(Marchand-Reilly & Yaure, 2019). Additionally, shared parent–child time is generally 

beneficial for children: regularly reading to the child and playing with one’s child is 

associated with less problem behaviour (Goisis, 2015). Time spent with co-residing and non-

residing fathers is associated with fewer internalising and externalising problems (Gold et 

al., 2020) and better mental health (Roeters & van Houdt, 2019), whereas shared mother–

child time seems to be less influential and only contributes to fewer externalising problems 

but is not significantly related to internalising problems (Fomby & Musick, 2018). 

Moreover, an overall good home environment (Newland et al., 2015*), positive family 

relationships (Bacter et al., 2021*; Lietz et al., 2020*; Newland et al., 2015*), and better-

quality parent–child relationships (dos Santos et al., 2019; Lee, 2018*; Rees & Bradshaw, 

2018*) have been shown to benefit children’s emotional and mental health, life satisfaction, 

and peer relationships (Lee, 2018*). It is, however, necessary to note that socio-demographic 

factors, such as child gender, maternal race, and poverty status, shape the magnitude of the 

beneficial effects of positive parenting and family routines on child well-being (Liu & 

Merritt, 2021). 

The findings on beneficial effects of positive family relations on children’s subjective 

well-being from single-country studies are supported by six studies that took a cross-

national perspective. Using data from the second wave of the International Survey of 

Children’s Well-Being (ISCWeB), Bacter et al. (2021*) show that a good family climate 

indicated, for example, by having a good time with the family and being cared for by the 

parents, is positively associated to children’s positive affect in 18 countries around the globe. 

Using the same data, Dinisman et al. (2017*) show that children from two-parent families 

are happier with their family relationships: they are more satisfied with their families, state 

more often to have a good time with their families, feel safer at home, feel more listened to, 

and report more often to be treated fairly by their parents compared to children living in one-

parent homes. Finally, the authors find that children in two-parent families are more satisfied 

with their lives. This family–well-being link is further confirmed by Parkes et al. (2019*), 



29 

who used data from the UK Millennium Cohort Study and the US Fragile Families and Child 

Wellbeing Study to show that effective co-parenting strategies and parenting practices exert 

similar effects on children’s externalising problems in both countries. These findings are in 

line with the results of two further studies, again based on wave two of the ISCWeB data. 

Kim and Main (2017*) provide evidence for a uniform, positive effect of children’s family 

satisfaction on children’s subjective well-being in the UK and South Korea; Nahkur and 

Kutsar (2019*) show that child-reported poor parenting, measured as seldom having a good 

time in the family and seldom feeling safe at home, is associated with lower mental well-

being in 9 out of 14 countries. Rees et al. (2017*) provide evidence for Argentina, South 

Africa, South Korea, and Romania. This study indicates that children from rural and urban 

areas in these four countries barely differ with regard to family satisfaction, overall life 

satisfaction, positive affect, and psychological well-being. 

Finally, parenting stress and parenting practices have been identified as a powerful 

mediator. First, parenting stress was shown to mediate the effect of food and housing 

insecurity on adolescent anxiety and depression (Hatem et al., 2020*), the negative effects 

of living in a chaotic neighbourhood (Pei et al., 2019), the effect of household as well as 

neighbourhood poverty (Kim et al., 2019), high maternal work schedule inflexibility (Pilarz, 

2021), and child care insecurity (Pilarz & Hill, 2017). Second, positive parenting behaviour 

was shown to partially mediate the effect of parenting stress on children’s externalising 

problems (Flannery et al., 2023). Bedtime soothing has been shown to mediate the 

association between maternal parenting stress and children’s happiness (Jahng & Kim, 

2022*) as well as the negative effect of inter-parental conflict on girls’ internalising, 

externalising, and peer problems (Vandewater & Lansford, 1998). In contrast, negative 

parenting practices mediated the positive effect of inter-parental support on externalising 

problems (Parkes et al., 2019*), the effect of maternal depression on internalising and 

externalising problems (Turney, 2012), the effect of parents’ work-related stress and 

neighbourhood collective efficacy on externalising problems (Castillo et al., 2020), the effect 

of mothers’ witnessing community violence on child internalising problems (Chen & Lee, 

2021), and even the effect of mothers experiencing community violence themselves on 

children’s internalising and externalising problems (Zhang & Eamon, 2011). Fourth, 

successful co-parenting behaviour was identified as the mediator between maternal personal 

and psychological resources and child behaviour problems because it prevents harsh 

parenting behaviour (Choi & Becher, 2019). Only two studies found no mediating effect of 

patenting behaviour: the effects of low collective efficacy (Ma, 2016) and financial hardship 

(Saasa et al., 2021) on children’s externalising and internalising problems were not mediated 

by parenting behaviour. Finally, there is some evidence that mothers’ parenting behaviour is 

a stronger mediator than fathers’ (Parkes et al., 2019*). 
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Parent–parent relationships 

Besides the parent–child relationship, the parents’ relationship to each other has been 

identified as a crucial factor for children’s well-being. High interparental relationship 

quality, especially in terms of inter-parental supportiveness (Black, 2022; Goldberg & 

Carlson, 2014; Marchand-Reilly & Yaure, 2019; Parkes et al., 2019*), was repeatedly 

associated with fewer internalising or externalising problems of children. The results 

obtained by Ratcliffe et al. (2016) suggest that positive inter-parental relationship quality is 

positively associated with parenting behaviour, which, in turn, benefits child well-being, but 

only with regard to mothers’ behaviour. Negative relationship behaviour such as exposure 

to partner violence (Casanueva et al., 2010; Huang et al., 2021*; Juan et al., 2020; Nicholson 

& Ha, 2022) or conflict between parents (Pearce-Morris & King, 2012; Petts & Knoester, 

2007*; Vandewater & Lansford, 1998) is a strong predictor for internalising and 

externalising behaviour, peer problems, and lower levels of global subjective well-being. 

Marchand-Reilly and Yaure (2019) provide evidence for gendered effects on the child side; 

that is, parents’ relationship quality is related to boys’ but not girls’ problem behaviour. 

Parents’ physical health, mental health, and subjective well-being 

Parents’ well-being was identified as another determinant of child well-being. Low 

levels of parental physical well-being were associated with lower life satisfaction of their 

children (Rees & Bradshaw, 2018*), and low levels of maternal health were associated with 

higher levels of internalising and externalising problems (Hardie & Turney, 2017). Finally, 

research suggests that parents’ physical health acts as a mediator within the relationship 

between family stress and children’s internalising problems (Quinn et al., 2014). 

Not surprising, the literature review unveiled parental mental health as a crucial 

predictor for child well-being. Multiple studies provide evidence for a significant effect of 

parents’ mental problems on children’s subjective well-being (Powdthavee & Vignoles, 

2008*) and children’s mental health (De Luca et al., 2020*). Mothers’ mental problems, 

depression in particular, have been associated with more externalising and internalising 

problems (Hunt et al., 2017; Keyser et al., 2017; Ma & Klein, 2018; Shelleby, 2018; Yeung 

& Li, 2022; Zhang & Han, 2021*) in two-parent as well as one-parent families (Carlson & 

Corcoran, 2001), worse psychological well-being (Dow-Fleisner et al., 2021*; Livings, 

2021*), more peer problems (Perales et al., 2016), poorer overall social skills (Kim & Lee, 

2021), and worse self-control (Jones et al., 2022*) of children. Maternal mental health 

problems further limit children’s flourishing and school engagement (Uddin et al., 2021). 

Moreover, levels of depression and chronicity (Turney, 2012) as well as temporal proximity 

of maternal depression (Turney, 2011) are among the most important predictors of children’s 

problems. The detrimental effect of maternal depression is particularly high for children in 
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vulnerable families (Perales et al., 2016), children of substance-abusing parents (Osborne & 

Berger, 2009), those in low social capital neighbourhoods (Delany-Brumsey et al., 2014) 

and older children (Marçal, 2021). The negative effects of maternal depression on children’s 

well-being are further shown not to be buffered by socioeconomic advantages (Turney, 

2011). With regard to child gender, evidence is ambiguous: While some studies find stronger 

effects of maternal mental health problems for boys (Powdthavee & Vignoles, 2008*; 

Turney, 2011), one other study finds stronger effects on girls (Livings, 2021*). Canadian 

evidence points out that maternal age matters within this association: depression of teenage 

mothers had a particularly strong effect on children’s externalising and internalising 

problems, whereas the association dissolves with increasing maternal age (Kim et al., 2018). 

Fathers’ mental problems have received less attention but were related to children’s 

externalising problems (Ayer et al., 2016; Osborne & Berger, 2009) and life satisfaction 

(Henderson et al., 2015). Especially postnatal distress in fathers seems to have long-lasting 

negative effects on child outcomes, as it predicts hostile and cold parenting practices that 

influence children’s behavioural problems over and above the effects of concurrent paternal 

and maternal mental health problems (Giallo et al., 2014). One investigation that took 

maternal and paternal mental health into account found that fathers’ mental health was a 

stronger predictor for child well-being than maternal mental health (Powdthavee & 

Vignoles, 2008*). While maternal depression and child problem behaviour seem to be linked 

bidirectionally to each other (Thompson & Henrich, 2022; Zhang & Mersky, 2022), this is 

not the case for paternal depression (Thompson & Henrich, 2022). Further, mothers’ and 

fathers’ depression do not seem to be intertwined bidirectionally (Thompson & Henrich, 

2022). Another study contradicts the latter finding and shows that child well-being and 

paternal distress level are bidirectionally influenced in a negative intergenerational 

transmission process, where fathers’ distress negatively affects their children’s life 

satisfaction, which, in turn, increases paternal distress levels (Powdthavee & Vignoles, 

2008*).  

Besides these direct effects on child well-being, parental mental health has been 

identified as a powerful mediator within a number of intergenerational transmission 

processes: maternal as well as paternal depression act as a transmission link between parental 

discrimination experiences and children’s depressive symptoms (Deng & Li, 2022*); 

maternal mental problems partially mediate the relationship between maternal working 

conditions such as work schedule inflexibility (Pilarz, 2021) or non-standard working hours 

(Strazdins et al., 2006) and child problem behaviour. They further serve as a mediating factor 

in the relationships between adverse living conditions such as financial hardship and 

neighbourhood cohesion (Saasa et al., 2021), economic well-being (Reinbold, 2018*), food 

insecurity and housing instability (Hatem et al., 2020*), or receiving welfare (Osborne & 
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Knab, 2007) and externalising as well as internalising problems of children. Parents’ mental 

health further mediates the association between children’s (social) environment, that is, the 

negative effects due to family structure (Perales et al., 2016), low social support and high 

family stress (Quinn et al., 2014), and low levels of learning stimulation (Kim & Lee, 2021), 

and children’s internalising problems. One cautionary remark regarding potential reporting 

biases by parents was made by Dow-Fleisner et al. (2021*), who note that parents who do 

not experience mental health problems themselves might be less likely to detect symptoms 

in their children, and children of non-depressed parents might be less likely to communicate 

mental health problems to their parents.  

With regard to parents’ subjective well-being, research provided empirical evidence 

for an intergenerational transmission of subjective well-being itself: parents’ life satisfaction 

is positively associated with children’s life satisfaction, and paternal life satisfaction was 

shown to be a marginally stronger predictor for all children, whereas maternal life 

satisfaction was especially beneficial for children with moderate to high levels of life 

satisfaction (Clair, 2012*).  

Parents’ working conditions 

Moving from family internal to external determinants of children’s subjective well-

being, parents’ working conditions have been identified as a crucial factor. Overall, it seems 

beneficial for children to have parents who are in paid work, especially when mothers make 

a full transition from receiving welfare to being employed (Osborne & Knab, 2007). 

However, this association is not univocal: while in the US maternal employment within the 

first year after child birth is associated with higher levels of problem behaviour in Hispanic 

children, this was not the case for White and Black children (Berger et al., 2008). Adverse 

working conditions such as high levels of work-related stress (Castillo et al., 2020), high 

work schedule inflexibility (Pilarz, 2021), long commuting times (Borowsky et al., 2020*), 

and work–family conflicts (Roeters & van Houdt, 2019) have been associated with worse 

child outcomes. Research on the effect of parents’ non-standard working schedules (working 

on weekends or nightshifts) on children’s problem behaviour yields somewhat diverse 

findings: while Li et al. (2020*) find that maternal non-standard working hours are 

associated with more externalising and internalising problems in a sample of German 

children, Castillo et al. (2020) do not find significant associations between non-standard 

working hours and children’s externalising and internalising problem behaviour in the US. 

In turn, the possibility of taking paternity leave has been shown to benefit child well-being 

(Yeung & Li, 2022). Overall, empirical evidence suggests that the effect of parental working 

conditions might be transmitted onto children by altering the parent–child relationship: 

stressful or unregular working conditions are associated with worse parenting behaviour and 
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poorer parent–child relationships, which ultimately leads to lower levels of well-being and 

more behavioural problems of children (Borowsky et al., 2020*; Castillo et al., 2020; 

Strazdins et al., 2006).  

3.4 Research gaps 

In sum, the literature identifies four relevant predictors of children’s subjective well-

being: the parent–child relationship; parents’ relationship with each other; parents’ physical, 

psychological, and subjective well-being; and parents’ working conditions. Overall, 

empirical evidence suggests that a positive social environment — positive parent–child 

relationships and positive parent–parent relationships — emerged as beneficial for children’s 

psychological, social, and overall subjective well-being, whereas a negative social 

environment (including harsh parenting practices and a hostile family climate) was 

detrimental to all child outcomes. Parenting behaviour, a good and secure parent–child 

relationship in particular, not only emerged as a positive direct impact but has repeatedly 

been identified as a powerful mediation mechanism between adverse experiences in parents’ 

lives and their children’s subjective well-being. With regard to parents’ well-being, there has 

been special scientific interest in mothers’ and fathers’ mental health. Impaired mental 

health, depression in particular, of parents was repeatedly associated with impaired 

psychological and social well-being of children. Finally, the body of literature suggests that 

parents’ being employed at all is overall beneficial for children’s subjective well-being. 

However, children’s subjective well-being suffers from adverse working conditions because 

they negatively impact the parent–child relationship. 

Table 1. Overview of all articles and articles that use child-reported measures in the literature review 

by topic 

 

Total number of 

articles 

Number of articles 

based on US 

samples 

Number of articles 

using child reports 

(1) Parent–child relationship  61 45 (73.7%) 16 (26.6%) 

(2) Parent–parent relationship 36 28 (77.8%) 8 (22.2%) 

(3) Parents’ well-being 17 14 (82.4%) 4 (28.6%) 

(4) Parents’ workplaces 10 4 (40.0%) 2 (20.0%) 

Note: Most studies were related to two or more of the parent-related categories. 
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This dissertation will build on the outlined state of research and address research 

desiderata by 

(1) addressing the effect of the most relevant parent-related predictors — the 

parent–child relationship, parents’ relationship, parents’ mental problems, 

and parents’ working conditions — relying on child-reported outcomes to 

expand our knowledge on whether children’s self-reports are congruent with 

the primarily parent-reported literature 

(2) using children’s self-reports on a broader range of subjective well-being 

outcomes to provide a multi-dimensional overview of the effect of adverse 

experiences in parents’ lives on subjective child outcomes, including not only 

psychological well-being but also their social and overall well-being. 

As demonstrated throughout this literature review (see summary in Table 1), child-

reported evidence is limited. Scholars, however, are aware of the potential reporting and 

social desirability bias in parents’ assessment of children’s subjective well-being, the parent–

child relationship, and parents’ adverse experiences and accompanying limitations when 

relying exclusively on parents’ reports (e.g., Black, 2022; Casanueva et al., 2010; Pilarz, 

2021; Vandewater & Lansford, 1998). Indeed, research has documented notable differences 

between parent and child reports in various well-being outcomes, such as children’s health 

(Waters et al., 2003), but especially in subjective well-being outcomes, such as their 

internalising and externalising problems (Booth et al., 2023; Koskelainen et al., 2000), 

quality of life (White-Koning et al., 2007), and psychological well-being (Shek, 1998). 

Parent-assessed child well-being is prone to be biased by the parents’ own experiences and 

sentiments. For example, parents who experience mental problems (Gartstein et al., 2009; 

Richters & Pellegrini, 1989) or stress and strain (Seiffge-Krenke & Kollmar, 1998; White-

Koning et al., 2007) are likely to evaluate their children’s well-being more negatively due to 

their own negative emotions and disturbed affectivity. This bias results in a tendency to 

overreport child problems and underreport children’s well-being (Chi & Hinshaw, 2002; 

Gartstein et al., 2009). These findings underline the necessity to implement children’s self-

reports in subjective well-being research to accurately and directly measure and monitor 

children’s subjective well-being. Moreover, when researching adverse experiences in 

parents’ lives (e.g., inter-parental and work–family conflicts or mental problems) and 

socially undesirable behaviour (e.g., harsh parenting), parent reports might additionally 

suffer from social desirability bias (Bornstein et al., 2015; Putnick, 2019). Hence, 

implementing children’s reports will likely provide more reliable estimates on the 

mechanisms that connect parents’ experiences to children’s subjective well-being. 
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As displayed in Table 1, the body of literature further mainly consists of studies that 

rely on parent-reported data from the US. Thus, this dissertation will additionally expand the 

current state of research by 

(3) testing the associations between parents’ adverse experiences in depth in an 

institutional context that differs from the US and Anglophone setting, namely 

Germany 

(4) investigating the interrelation between children’s family lives and their 

overall life satisfaction from a cross-national perspective to unveil cultural 

differences in this association. 

Taking an institutional setting outside the US context into consideration will expand 

the current body of literature, as everyday lives in US-American families differ significantly 

from Germans’. With regard to families’ time budget, children spend significantly less time 

in school in Germany than in the US (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2020; 

OECD, 2016, 2020), and parents’ working hours are fewer in Germany than in the US 

(OECD, 2014). Thus, German children spend more time at home with their parents and are 

exposed more to their parents’ adverse experiences, which might result in more detrimental 

effects on children’s subjective well-being. 

Moreover, values and norms surrounding family life in the US distinctly differ from 

many other Western societies. The US is one of the most individualistic societies on the 

globe (Hofstede, 1983; Hofstede Insights, 2023) but holds on average more traditionalist 

values compared to other Western societies (World Values Survey, 2023). For example, 

fertility rates (OECD, 2023a), marriage rates, and divorce rates are higher (OECD, 2023b) 

than Germany’s and the OECD and EU average. Mean age at first marriage, in contrast, is 

lower (OECD, 2023b). Additionally, values and norms surrounding family life differ 

remarkably. US Americans are more likely to agree that it is a parent’s duty to do the best 

for their child even at the expense of their own well-being and value more traditional 

attributes such as good manners, hard work, tolerance and respect for others, religious faith, 

unselfishness, and obedience in children more than Germans (Halman et al., 2007). 

Likewise, parenting behaviour in Germany is less strict and more relaxed, as authoritative 

and authoritarian parenting behaviours are less common in Germany, whereas permissive 

parenting behaviour is more common in Germany than in the US (Doepke & Zilibotti, 2019). 

Due to these distinct differences, the US cannot unconditionally be seen as the ideal type of 

Western society with regard to the relationship between family life and the subjective well-

being of children. To address the current lack of culturally comparative research, I finally 

provide a broader, cross-national perspective and compare the effect of family relations on 

children’s subjective well-being in different cultural settings.  
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4 Research design 

This chapter provides an overview of the data utilised in this dissertation and 

introduces the items that were used to operationalise children’s psychological, social, and 

overall subjective well-being as well as the parent–child relationship. I then describe, paper 

by paper, how the hypotheses derived from the theoretical framework and how the identified 

research desiderata are transferred to a research strategy. Table 6 concludes this chapter with 

an overview of each paper’s objectives, data, and methods. 

4.1 Data 

German Family Panel (pairfam) 

Chapter 5, Chapter 6, and Chapter 7 are based on the German Panel Analysis of 

Intimate Relationships and Family Dynamics (German family panel or pairfam). Pairfam is 

a longitudinal panel dataset funded by the German research foundation (DFG) that enables 

an in-depth investigation of the research goals proposed in Chapter 1. The data provide 

comprehensive information on parents’ and their children’s lives, encompassing a wide 

range of family-related topics, such as inter-parental relationship quality and conflict 

frequency, the parent–child relationship (e.g., parenting practices), parents’ mental health, 

as well as information on children’s subjective well-being from the parents’ and the 

children’s perspective (Reim et al., 2022). Annual data collection started in 2008/2009 

(wave 1) and was carried out for 14 waves until the project ended in 2021/2022 (wave 14). 

Pairfam respondents were transferred to the newly introduced German Family Demography 

Panel Study (FReDA) after the project finished (pairfam, 2023). 

The pairfam sampling strategy followed a multi-cohort, multi-actor approach: 

information was initially retrieved from a representative sample of 12,402 randomly selected 

individuals — referred to as anchor persons — born in three cohorts9: 1971–1973, 1981–

1983, and 1991–1993. The initial pairfam sampling procedure was based on a two-stage 

stratified sampling process that sampled respondents proportional to the 343 German 

municipalities (for further information, see Brüderl et al., 2022, p. 4). Data were gathered 

employing personal interviews (computer-assisted personal interviews and computer-

assisted self-interviews) as well as written interviews (pen-and-paper interviews; see 

Huinink et al., 2011, pp. 92-93). Panel attrition was high in the adult data (this includes the 

anchor and partner data; attrition rate varies between 6.7% in wave 9 and 22.7% in wave 2; 

                                                 

9 From wave 11 onwards, an additional fourth cohort born in 2001–2003 was sampled (Brüderl et al., 

2023, p. 16). However, no anchor person of this cohort had children who were at least 7 years old and are not 

part of the child sample in this dissertation. Thus, this cohort will not be described in detail. 
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see Brüderl et al., 2022, p. 38). To counteract this negative sample development, respondents 

were offered a monetary incentive of 10€ in waves 1–8 and 15€ in waves 9–13. Additionally, 

pairfam drew a refresher sample in wave 11 that was followed until wave 14 (Brüderl et al., 

2022, p. 8).  

Besides data from the anchor persons, pairfam additionally collected information 

from the anchor person’s alteri: their current partner and their children between the ages 7 

and 1610 living in the anchor’s household (Huinink et al., 2011, p. 93). Interviews with 

partners and children were conducted only after the anchor persons granted their consent. 

The partner interviews were implemented from wave 1 onwards, and child interviews were 

implemented from wave 2 onwards. Initially, pairfam only sampled the youngest eligible 

child in the household, including all biological, step, adopted, and foster children. From 

wave 3 on, all children who live in an anchor person’s household were interviewed. The 

average interview duration of the child questionnaire amounted to approximately 15 minutes 

(Brüderl et al., 2022, p. 5). Participating children were incentivised with 5€ handed to them 

directly or to the corresponding anchor person (Brüderl et al., 2022, p. 7). 

In this dissertation, all available anchor and partner data were restructured and split 

into mother and father samples. All relevant information from the parent data was then 

merged to information from the child data. Figure 6 shows the total number of participating 

mothers, fathers, and children per wave from wave 2 to wave 1311. Overall, the size of the 

child sample increased steadily up until wave 12 because an increasing number of children 

grew into the eligible age range between 7 and 16 years as the waves progressed (see 

Figure 6). The sample development for anchor and parent data described above is mirrored 

in an overall decline of parent sample sizes between wave 3 and wave 10. This trend reversed 

only after the refresher sample was implemented in wave 11. In terms of absolute numbers, 

the child sample size remained largely unaltered by the refresher sample. 

                                                 

10 Initially, pairfam only sampled children aged 8 years and older; this age limit was lowered to 7 

years and older in the course of the project. 

11 Due to the scientific use file for wave 14 being released after the final pairfam paper in this 

dissertation was submitted, wave 14 was not included in the sample overviews. 
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Figure 6. pairfam sample development 

Note: unweighted distribution; own calculations. 

Because all papers that are based on the pairfam data make use of at least two waves 

of the longitudinal data,12 Table 2 shows the overall distribution of the number of 

observations per individual across pairfam waves 2 to 13. Parents’ and children’s willingness 

to participate was generally high: about 80% of the parents and 75% of the children in the 

pairfam data participated at least twice in the pairfam questionnaire, and 65% of the parents 

and 54% of the children participated three times or more. Thus, researchers can use the 

longitudinal panel structure for a vast share of the relevant samples to conduct robust panel 

analyses. Over the 13 waves, pairfam provides 53,397 observations of 3,738 mothers and 

2,518 fathers, and 15,941 observations of 3,823 children. Due to this unique data structure 

and the availability of children’s self-reported subjective well-being and perception of their 

parents’ behaviour, the pairfam data are particularly suitable to investigate the interrelations 

between adverse experiences in parents’ lives, which can be derived from the parent data, 

and child outcomes. 

  

                                                 

12 Because the pairfam-based papers in this dissertation were written and submitted between 2018 and 

2023, the selection of waves included differs from paper to paper. The selection of waves was based on the 

data availability of the variables of interest. A detailed overview of all included survey waves per paper can be 

found in the overview in Table 6 in Chapter 4.4 and in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. 
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Table 2. Number of observations per sample category in the pairfam data (in %) 

Number of observations per individual Parents Children13 

1 19.7 25.6 

2 15.4 20.7 

3 12.5 16.4 

4 10.7 12.9 

5 8.3 9.8 

6 7.3 7.2 

7 6.3 4.7 

8 5.5 2.5 

9 4.7 0.3 

10 4.0  

11 2.9  

12 1.7  

13 1.1  

n 53,397 14,941 

N 
3,738 mothers 

2,518 fathers 
3,823 children 

Note: unweighted distribution; analyses include pairfam waves 2–13; own calculations. 

International Survey of Child Well-Being (ISCWeB) 

Paper 4 was based on the International Survey of Child Well-Being (ISCWeB). This 

survey project was initiated by the International Society for Child Indicators in 2009 and 

funded by the Jacobs Foundation (ISCWeB, 2023b). The project aims to collect 

representative data on multiple dimensions of children’s subjective well-being and daily 

experiences from children’s own perspective (ISCWeB, 2023a). Topic-wise, the data 

provide valuable insights into how children perceive and evaluate their own subjective well-

being (including overall life satisfaction, overall happiness, and domain-specific 

satisfaction); their relationship with parents, siblings, and peers; their attitudes and behaviour 

towards a broad number of life domains; as well as their own perceptions of their economic 

circumstances and basic socio-demographic information, such as age, gender, and family 

structure.  

The ISCWeB provides the unique opportunity to cross-nationally compare self-

reported measurements of relevant aspects in children’s lives (Dinisman & Rees, 2014), as 

the survey project was fielded in more than 30 countries from all world regions (a complete 

list of the participating countries per wave can be found in Table 3). The data collection was 

carried out by various country teams that followed a multiple stratified sampling strategy 

that accounted for country-specific regions, population density, and school type in order to 

                                                 

13 It must be noted that children cannot be surveyed more than nine times in the context of the child 

dataset, as the questionnaire is only applied to children and adolescents in the eligible age range. Children who 

outgrow the child data are invited to join the anchor data sets as step-up respondents (Brüderl et al., 2022). 
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achieve a representative sample of children in each of the participating countries (Rees & 

Main, 2015). Up until now, a total of four cross-sectional waves have been conducted. 

Wave 1 was fielded in 2011/2012, wave 2 in 2012/2013, and wave 3 in 2016–2019. A fourth, 

COVID-19 specific wave had been fielded in 2019–2022. Due to significantly differing 

circumstances within and between countries as well as differing interview modes, I did not 

include this wave in this dissertation, and it will not be described in this chapter. The 

ISCWeB data target children in three age groups that are constructed along the commonly 

known developmental states of children (see Chapter 2.2). 

Data were collected in the school context via paper-based or online questionnaires. 

After the caregivers consented, the questionnaires were distributed by participating 

mainstream schools and answered in one of the school periods. This distribution strategy 

was chosen because the ISCWeB only targets children at ages where school attendance is 

mandatory. Thus, collaborating with the school yielded the best possible response rates 

(Rees & Main, 2015). 

To ensure that the instruments are internationally comparable, the ISCWeB country 

teams first agreed on a common source questionnaire in English that was then translated into 

the respective language questionnaires, pre-tested, and, finally, re-translated into English to 

ensure that all questionnaires are sufficiently congruent and consistent (Dinisman & Ben-

Arieh, 2016; ISCWeB, 2019). Additionally, the ISCWeB administers three different 

questionnaires that differ in overall length as well as scale types to ensure an age-appropriate 

data collection in terms of children’s capabilities and the complexity of the measures used 

(Dinisman & Rees, 2014; ISCWeB, 2019). Table 3 provides information on the number of 

observations by wave and age group. Because the 8-year-olds receive a questionnaire with 

shortened and emoticon scales that are not comparable with the questionnaires answered by 

the 10- and 12-year-old samples, they have been excluded from analyses in the context of 

this dissertation. 
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Table 3. Sample overview ISCWeB 

  Wave 114 Wave 2 Wave 315 

Participating 

countries 

Algeria, Brazil, Canada, 

Chile, England, Israel, 

Nepal, Romania, 

Rwanda, South Africa, 

South Korea, Spain, 

Uganda, USA  

Algeria, Colombia, 

England, Estonia, 

Ethiopia, Germany, 

Israel, Malta, Nepal, 

Norway, Poland, 

Romania, Spain, South 

Africa, South Korea, 

Turkey 

Albania, Algeria, 

Bangladesh, Belgium, 

Brazil, Chile, Croatia, 

England, Estonia, 

Finland, France, 

Germany, Greece, Hong 

Kong, Hungary, India, 

Indonesia, Israel, Italy, 

Malaysia, Malta, 

Namibia, Nepal, Norway, 

Poland, Romania, 

Russia, South Africa, 

South Korea, Spain, Sri 

Lanka, Switzerland, 

Taiwan, Wales, Vietnam  

Number of 

countries 
12/15 16/16 31/35 

n 10-year-olds 15,360 18,449 42,534 

n 12-year-olds 34,394 39,808 31,668 

n total 49,754 58,257 74,202 

Note: 8-year-olds excluded due to differing scales. Own calculations. 

The sample sizes and number of participating countries increased remarkably across 

the waves: while wave 1 was carried out by 15 countries and wave 2 by 16, wave 3 was 

carried out by more than double at 35 countries. In this dissertation, a time-pooled sample 

across all three waves was utilised, yielding a sample of 39 countries that fielded information 

concerning the children’s perception of their family relations as well as their self-reported 

life satisfaction.  

Because the ISCWeB is the first international survey that specifically targets the 

collection of self-reported information on children’s subjective well-being and experiences 

of their everyday lives, the data enable researchers to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of the factors that contribute to children’s overall life satisfaction. 

Additionally, the cross-national structure of the ISCWeB data allows to investigate (1) the 

individual-level effects of family relations on children’s life satisfaction, (2) country 

differences, and (3) the moderating role of cultural values within this association. These 

properties make the ISCWeB data especially well-suited to analyse the impact of cultural 

values on the association between children’s family lives and their subjective well-being. 

                                                 

14 Data from Romania, South Africa, and Spain had to be excluded from the analyses due to the 

questionnaires not containing all relevant items. 

15 Data from Bangladesh, Germany, Israel, and Switzerland had to be excluded from the analyses due 

to the questionnaire not containing all relevant items. 
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4.2 Operationalising children’s s b ective well-being 

Psychological and social well-being 

In papers 1, 2, and 3, which are based on pairfam data, children’s psychological and 

social well-being is captured by the sub-dimensions of the Strengths and Difficulties 

Questionnaire (SDQ). The SDQ is a widely used and repeatedly re-evaluated and re-

validated screening tool to assess emotional and behavioural difficulties of children and 

adolescents between the ages of 4 and 17 years (Goodman, 1997; Klasen et al., 2003; Youth 

in Mind, 2012a, 2012b). Overall, the full SDQ consists of 25 items that cover the five distinct 

dimensions consisting of five items each:  

(1) emotional problems cover feelings of emotional distress 

(2) conduct problems measures a wide range of behavioural issues 

(3) hyperactivity consists of impulsive behaviours and attention problems 

(4) peer problems capture difficulties in establishing and maintaining positive 

relationships with peers 

(5) prosocial behaviours cover positive behaviours towards others.  

The 25 items are scored on a three-point Likert scale that ranges from 0 ‘not true’ to 

2 ‘certainly true’. To get a sub-domain score, the ratings for each item belonging to the sub-

dimension are first summed up and then divided by the number of items assessed, providing 

a corresponding row mean score for the respective domain (Youth in Mind, 2012a, 2012b). 

Table 4 shows the exact child-appropriate wording of each item provided by the SDQ, sorted 

by sub-domain. In this dissertation, children’s psychological well-being was operationalised 

using emotional problems, conduct problems, and hyperactivity. These sub-domains were 

used in Chapter 5 and paper Chapter 7. Peer problems and prosocial behaviour were used to 

measure children’s social well-being in Chapter 6.  

The SDQ is suited for a multi-informant approach because it is designed to be 

administered to parents, teachers, and children alike. The questionnaire is available in adult- 

or child-appropriate wording versions to ensure proper comprehension by each of these 

groups and across various settings. It has to be noted that the comparison of parent- and 

child-reported measures of the SDQ shows a higher internal scale consistency for adult 

reporters compared to children’s self-reports (e.g., Goodman et al., 2010; Van Roy et al., 

2008). 
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Table 4. Item description and dimensions of the Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire. Child 

wording 

Sub-domain Items 

Subjective 

well-being 

dimension 

Peer problems 

I would rather be alone than with others. 

I have one good friend or more. 

Other people at my age generally like me. 

Other children or young people pick on me or bully me. 

I get along better with adults than with other people my age. 

Social 

Prosocial 

behaviour 

I am kind to younger children. 

I usually share with others. 

I am helpful if someone is hurt, upset, or feeling ill. 

I often offer to help others. 

I try to be nice to other people. I care about their feelings. 

Social 

Emotional 

problems 

I am nervous in new situations. I easily lose confidence. 

I get a lot of headaches, stomach aches, or sickness. 

I have many fears. I am easily scared. 

I am often unhappy, down-hearted, or tearful. 

I worry a lot. 

Psychological 

Conduct 

problems 

I get very angry and often lose my temper. 

I am often accused of lying or cheating. 

I fight a lot. I can make other people do what I want. 

I usually do as I am told. 

I take things that are not mine from home, school, or 

elsewhere. 

Psychological 

Hyperactivity 

I am restless. I cannot stay still for long. 

I am constantly fidgeting or squirming. 

I am easily distracted. I find it difficult to concentrate. 

I think before I do things. 

I finish the work I'm doing. My attention is good. 

Psychological 

Note: Child-appropriate wording. The content of the parent version is congruent, but the name of the 

respective child is specified. The parent wording for emotional problems can be found in Table A1 in the 

Appendix. 

This list of items in Table 4 shows that the SDQ is not a strict measurement of 

subjective well-being. Instead, the instrument combines affective components of subjective 

well-being, such as feelings of worry, anger, and unhappiness, with behaviours such as 

aggression and inattentiveness. However, as described in Chapter 2.1, psychological and 

especially social well-being are conceptual special cases of subjective well-being, which 

partly also comprise behavioural aspects. Given the comparative data availability in the 

pairfam data and the common use in the literature (see Chapter 3), the SDQ is the best 

available proxy for these subjective well-being dimensions. 

Overall evaluation of subjective well-being 

Paper 4, based on ISCWeB data, makes use of overall evaluations of children’s 

subjective well-being. As discussed in Chapter 2.2, children are approximately able to 

evaluate more complex feelings and utilise larger scales from middle childhood onwards. 

Thus, children’s overall life satisfaction is assessed using a self-reported measure that reads 
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‘How satisfied are you with your life as a whole?’ Children rate their overall life satisfaction 

on a scale from 0 ‘not at all satisfied’ to 10 ‘totally satisfied’. Thus, higher scores indicate 

higher levels of subjective well-being. 

4.3 Operationalising the parent–child relationship 

The parent–child relationship can be defined as ‘the unique and influential relations 

between parents and their children’ (Mihalec-Adkins, 2020). This relationship is especially 

shaped by mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behaviour. Positive parenting practices are 

generally associated with better parent–child relationships, whereas negative parenting 

practices harm the relationship (e.g., Baumrind, 1991). Thus, the parent–child relationship 

is operationalised as mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behaviour in Chapter 6 and Chapter 7 

(both based on pairfam data).  

Pairfam provides child- as well as parent-reported parenting behaviour for both 

parents separately. The introduction text to the parenting style module reads ‘How often does 

[name of parent] do the following things?’ in the child questionnaire and ‘How often do the 

following things happen between you and your daughter/son?’ in the parenting questionnaire 

that is answered by each of the parents separately. This dissertation makes use of one positive 

dimension of parenting behaviour (emotional warmth) and one negative dimension (negative 

communication). The items that measure emotional warmth aim to capture parents’ 

affirmative attention and care (Jaursch, 2003), whereas negative communication covers 

harsh verbal behaviour towards the child (Schwarz et al., 1997). Both parenting styles are 

comprised of three items that are rated on a five-point Likert scale that includes the answer 

options 1 ‘never’, 2 ‘seldom’, 3 ‘sometimes’, 4 ‘often’, and 5 ‘very often’. In Chapter 6 and 

Chapter 7, the scores of each dimension were summed up and then divided by the number 

of items answered to construct a row mean score that ranged from 1 to 5. Consequently, 

higher scores indicated a higher prevalence of emotional warmth or negative 

communication. Table 5 shows the exact wording that was administered. 
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Table 5. Wording of child- and parent-reported parenting behaviour 

 Child wording Parent wording 

Emotional 

warmth 

[Name parent] shows you that 

he/she likes you. 

[Name parent] tries to cheer you up 

when you are sad. 

[Name parent] praises you. 

You show your child with words and 

gestures that you like him/her.  

You cheer up your child when 

he/she is sad. 

You praise your child. 

Negative 

communication 

[Name parent] criticises you. 

[Name parent] yells at you because 

you did something wrong. 

[Name parent] scolds you because 

he/she is angry at you. 

You criticise your child.  

You yell at your child because 

he/she did something wrong. 

You scold16 your child because you 

are angry at him/her. 

The parent–child relationship is, however, shaped by more factors than just parenting 

behaviour, especially with increasing age (Mihalec-Adkins, 2020). It further includes factors 

such as emotional attachment and security as well as autonomy. Thus, Chapter 8 (based on 

ISCWeB data) introduces a broader measurement of family relations as a more 

comprehensive indicator for the parent–child relationship. I construct an index that captures 

children’s feelings of attachment, security, and autonomy within the parent–child 

relationship that was introduced by the question ‘How much do you agree with each of these 

sentences?’ The items read ‘We have a good time together in my family’, ‘I feel safe at 

home’, and ‘My parent(s) listen to me and take what I say into account.’ Each of these 

statements was rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 ‘I do not agree’ to 5 ‘I totally 

agree’. Again, a row mean score was constructed so that higher values on the index indicate 

a better parent–child relationship. Because Chapter 8 uses a cross-national comparative 

approach, it was essential to find a measure that is sufficiently reliable in all countries 

included in the analysis. The statements listed above were the only ones that were asked in 

each of the countries and that provided a sufficient index reliability (in terms of the reliability 

coefficient Cronbach’s α) in all countries studied. A detailed list of index reliability by 

country is provided in Table A2 in the Appendix. 

  

                                                 

16 The German item reads ‘Sie beschimpfen Ihr Kind, wenn Sie wütend auf es sind’. The German verb 

‘beschimpfen’ carries a note of the English ‘to insult’. 
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4.4 Objectives and approaches of the four papers 

In Chapter 2, I derived five hypotheses and three overarching mechanisms that 

describe the underlying link between parents’ experiences and children’s subjective well-

being. These mechanisms are in line with the theoretical arguments outlined in Chapter 2 

and the quantitative empirical evidence presented in Chapter 3. The systematic literature 

review revealed four main parent-related determinants of children’s subjective well-being: 

the parent–child relationship, the parent–parent relationship, parents’ well-being, and 

parents’ working conditions. Likewise, it showed that the majority of the current body of 

literature is founded on parent-reported child outcomes from Anglophone countries. The 

four papers included in this dissertation aim to test  

(1) the interrelation between parents’ experiences and children’s subjective well-

being using child-reported measures to fill the research gaps identified in 

Chapter 3 

(2) the effect of the four identified parent-related determinants on children’s self-

reported subjective well-being and make use of a broader variety of child 

outcomes, including psychological, social, and cognitive subjective well-being 

(3) the known mechanisms in a non-Anglophone setting (Germany) and additionally 

provide evidence for the link between the parent–child relationship and 

children’s subjective well-being in 39 countries from a cross-national 

perspective. 

The first paper (Chapter 5), entitled ‘Parental depressiveness and children’s 

emotional problems’ (co-authored by Matthias Pollmann-Schult), is theoretically based on 

SLT and explores the intergenerational transmission of psychological well-being by 

longitudinally assessing the relationship between mothers’ and fathers’ depressiveness and 

children’s psychological well-being (H3). It further aims to demonstrate the differing 

perception of children and parents when it comes to children’s lives, with a special focus on 

gender-specific and age-specific transmission effects. We argue that maternal and paternal 

depressiveness is associated with higher levels of emotional problems in children but that 

this association is stronger when children’s emotional problems are reported by the parents. 

Additionally, we argue, based on SLT, that girls are especially sensitive to maternal 

depressiveness, while boys are more receptive of paternal depressiveness. We additionally 

hypothesise that children are impacted more strongly by both parents’ depressiveness 

compared to adolescents. Using data for 1,586 children (6,454 observations) from waves 2 

to 13 of pairfam, we employ fixed-effects regressions and group comparisons to explore the 

differences between parent-reported and child-reported well-being for the total sample and 
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by child gender and age. Overall, the results indicate that parents’ depressiveness is 

positively associated with children’s emotional problems, suggesting an intergenerational 

transmission of psychological well-being. The group comparison models demonstrate, 

however, that the assessments of the three reporting agents are far from congruent: the results 

indicate a strong parental reporter bias. This finding is supported by an inter-rater reliability 

analysis. Additionally, the group comparisons unveil that a gendered transmission effect is 

only prevalent in male dyads, not in female ones. Finally, the age comparison reveals that 

maternal depressiveness is associated with children’s emotional problems at all ages, 

whereas paternal depressiveness is not.  

The second paper (Chapter 6), entitled ‘Effects of inter-parental conflict on children’s 

social well-being and the mediation role of parenting behaviour’, examines the effect of 

inter-parental conflict frequency on children’s social well-being from a longitudinal 

perspective. It examines the effect of increasing child-perceived inter-parental conflict 

frequency — proxying child-perceived parental social well-being — on children’s social 

well-being (H1) and the intergenerational transmission of social well-being (H3), and it 

investigates whether the adverse effect of inter-parental conflict frequency is transmitted via 

mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behaviour (H4a and H4b). Based on theoretical arguments 

from SLT and ESH, I argue that increasing inter-parental conflict (the child’s mesosystem) 

is associated with lower social well-being in children but that it is not the conflict itself but 

rather a negative spillover effect of the parent–parent relationship to the parent–child 

relationship that relates to children’s social well-being. The analytical sample consists of 

1,157 (n=4,016) children aged 7 to 16 who participated at least two times in pairfam between 

waves 8 and 12. In order to unveil the underlying mechanism that determines the longitudinal 

association between inter-parental conflict and children’s social well-being, I employed 

fixed effects regressions and regression-based mediation analyses. The results suggest that 

increased inter-parental conflict is strongly related to increased peer problems and decreased 

prosocial behaviour in children and to decreased emotional warmth and increased negative 

communication towards the child. The results further show that increasing inter-parental 

conflict is indeed harmful for children’s social well-being but that the association is strongly 

mediated by mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behaviour. A conflict between parents leads to 

less warm parenting and more negative communication — this mechanism hints at a 

spillover effect from parents’ to children’s social well-being. 

The third paper (Chapter 7), entitled ‘Associations between mothers’ work–family 

conflict and children’s psychological well-being: the mediating role of mothers’ parenting 

behavior’ (co-authored by Matthias Pollmann-Schult), investigates the effect of maternal 

work–family conflict on children’s psychological well-being (H1) and whether this 

relationship is mediated via mothers’ parenting behaviour (H4a and H4b). The theoretical 
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foundation of paper 2 was derived from EST: we argue that work–family conflicts, which 

are located at the child’s exosystem, negatively impact children’s psychological well-being 

but that this effect is mainly due to the negative effect of maternal stress and strain that 

worsens mothers’ parenting behaviour. We hypothesise that less maternal emotional warmth 

and more negative communication are the underlying link between work–family conflicts 

and children’s psychological well-being. The analyses are based on wave 6 and wave 8 of 

the pairfam data, and the analytical sample is comprised of 1,279 (1,781 observations) 

children aged between 8 and 16 years. Pooled OLS regressions and regression-based 

mediation analyses reveal that work–family conflict is associated with lower psychological 

well-being in children and worse parenting behaviour of mothers (i.e., lower emotional 

warmth and more negative communication). Parenting behaviour emerged again as a 

powerful mediator. According to the mediation analysis, mothers who experience work–

family conflict apply harsher parenting behaviour, which is the underlying mechanism that 

harms children’s psychological well-being. 

The fourth and final paper (Chapter 8), entitled ‘The impact of cultural values on the 

association between family relations and children’s life satisfaction: a comparison across 39 

countries’, investigates the effect of family relations on children’s overall life satisfaction 

from a cross-national perspective. Data for this study come from three waves of the ISCWeB 

data that provide information of 129,018 children from 39 countries. In this paper, I 

investigate whether the effect of good family relations is equally beneficial for children from 

different country settings or whether the beneficial effect is shaped by cultural values (i.e., 

collectivism and individualism) on the country level (H2). The theoretical framework of this 

paper is based on arguments from EST and cross-cultural psychology. I argue that children 

from collectivist countries are more reliant on good family relations compared to children 

from individualistic countries because they are more strongly impacted by their primary in-

group — the family — compared to children from individualistic countries. To test this 

assumption, I first provide descriptive analyses that concern the overall distribution of 

children’s subjective well-being for each country, with special emphasis on the comparison 

between individualistic and collectivist countries. I then proceed with pooled single-country 

OLS regressions to determine the effect of family relations on children’s life satisfaction in 

each of the countries. I finally employ time-pooled multilevel regression analysis with a 

cross-level interaction between family relations on the individual level and the Individualism 

Index provided by Hofstede Insights (2023) on the country level. The results suggest that 

good family relations are generally beneficial for children’s subjective well-being but that 

the effect varies remarkably between countries. The multilevel regression model contradicts 

initial expectations and reveals that children in collectivist countries benefit in general less 

from good family relations compared to their counterparts from individualistic countries. 
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Children from individualistic countries suffer, in contrast, especially hard from bad family 

relations.  

Figure 7. Overview of the research design 

 

In sum, the four papers that are part of this dissertation address each of the relevant 

parent-related determinants (parent–child relationship, parent–parent relationship, parental 

well-being, and parents’ workplaces) identified in the systematic literature review. The effect 

of parents’ adverse experiences on children’s subjective well-being is tested using a wide 

range of subjective child outcomes that range from children’s self-reported psychological 

and social problems to global subjective well-being. Figure 7 visualises the application of 

the theoretical model presented in Chapter 2 and its implementation in the overall research 

design of this dissertation. Table 6 additionally provides a short overview of the main 

objectives, subjective well-being dimension, parental adverse experience that is addressed, 

as well as the paper-specific research design, data, and methods for each of the four papers. 

In conclusion, each of the hypotheses (bar H2) and overarching mechanisms outlined 

in Chapter 2 are tested using  

(1) at least two different subjective well-being dimensions 

(2) longitudinal data and modelling techniques in at least one of the papers 

(3) national and cross-national data 

in order to provide novel and in-depth overall insights into the complex interrelations 

between parents’ experiences and children’s subjective well-being (see Figure 7). 
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Table 6. Overview of the empirical papers 

 
Paper 1 

(Chapter 5) 

Paper 2 

(Chapter 6) 

Paper 3 

(Chapter 7) 

Paper 4 

(Chapter 8) 

Short title Parents’ depressiveness Inter-parental conflict Maternal work–family conflict 
Family relations and cultural 

values 

Objectives 

Examining whether parents’ 

depressiveness is associated 

with children’s emotional 

problems and testing whether 

the strength of the association 

between parents’ depressive-

ness and children’s emotional 

well-being differs according to 

reporter (parents vs. child) 

Investigating whether the 

association between increased 

inter-parental conflict frequency 

and children’s peer problems 

and prosocial behaviour is 

mediated by parents’ emotional 

warmth and negative 

communication 

Analysing the mediating effect 

of maternal harsh parenting 

behaviour on the relationship 

between maternal work–family 

conflict and children’s 

behaviour and emotional 

problems 

Investigating whether the effect 

of good family relations on 

children’s life satisfaction is 

sensitive to the cultural value 

climate children are living in 

Well-being 

dimension 
Psychological well-being Social well-being Psychological well-being Overall subjective well-being 

Dependent 

variable 
Emotional problems (SDQ) 

Peer problems (SDQ) 

Prosocial behaviour (SDQ) 

Conduct problems (SDQ) 

Hyperactivity (SDQ) 

Emotional problems (SDQ) 

Life satisfaction 

Independent 

variable 

Mothers’ and fathers’ 

depressiveness 
Inter-parental conflict frequency Mother’s work–family conflict Family relations 

Mediator/ 

moderator 

Child age 

Child gender 

Mothers’ and fathers’ emotional 

warmth and negative 

communication 

Mothers’ emotional warmth and 

negative communication 
Individualism Index 

Data 

(field time) 

Pairfam, waves 2–13 

(2009–2021) 

Pairfam, waves 8–12 

(2015/16–2019/20) 

Pairfam, waves 6 (2013/14) and 

8 (2015/16) 

ISCWeB, waves 1–3 

(2016–2019) 

Sample size 
1,586 children 

6,454 observations 

1,157 children 

4,016 observations 

1,279 children 

1,781 observations 

129,018 children 

129,018 observations 

Child age 7–16 years 7–16 years 8–16 years 10–14 years 

Country Germany Germany Germany 39 countries, global sample 

Methods 

Longitudinal 

Fixed-effects panel regression 

Group comparisons 

Interrater reliability analysis 

Longitudinal 

Fixed-effects panel regression 

Mediation analysis 

Cross-sectional 

Pooled OLS regression 

Mediation analysis 

Cross-sectional 

Pooled multi-level regression 

Moderation analysis 
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5 Comparing Parent and Child reports – Parents’ 

depressiveness 

 

Paper 1: Parental Depressiveness and Children’s Emotional 

Problems 

 

Abstract  

This study used panel data to examine the longitudinal effect of maternal and 

paternal depressiveness on children’s emotional well-being. The main purpose was to 

examine whether the strength of this association differs depending on whether parents or 

children themselves assessed child emotional well-being. Based on data on 1,586 children 

from the German Family Panel (pairfam), our findings show much stronger associations 

between parental depressiveness and children’s emotional problems when using parent-

reported measures of emotional problems than when using child-reported measures, 

indicating a negative mood bias in parent reports. The findings emphasize the importance 

of taking children’s self-reports into account when studying child well-being. 
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Introduction 

Parents’ mental health is a crucial predictor of children’s emotional well-being. 

Numerous studies have found associations between parental depression and a broad range 

of issues in children and adolescents, including emotional and behavioural problems, 

developmental impairments, and even depression in children themselves (e.g., Flouri et al., 

2019; Gutierrez-Galve et al., 2015; Shelton & Harold, 2008). 

Despite much recent research in this area, various aspects of the association between 

parental depression and child problems remain underexplored. The first major blind spot is 

the role of paternal depression. Many earlier studies focused on depression in mothers only 

(e.g., Flouri et al., 2017; Pawlby et al., 2009; Sutter-Dallay et al., 2011), even though 

theoretical arguments postulate distinct negative effects of paternal depression on children’s 

behaviour and well-being. The few studies that have taken paternal depression into account 

suggest that paternal depression has its own distinct effect on children’s emotional problems 

(Fletcher et al., 2011; Sweeney & MacBeth, 2016). Several studies have also stressed that 

the omission of paternal depression severely limited their analyses and have called for the 

inclusion of fathers in future research (e.g., Alsmeier & Schulz, 2020; Luoma et al., 2001).  

The second research gap arises from the focus of many previous studies on U.S. 

contexts and data (e.g., Conroy et al., 2012; Flouri et al., 2019; Turney, 2011). It is still 

unknown whether findings from these studies hold for countries with different cultural, 

political, and social contexts. Moreover, many existing studies were based on cross-sectional 

data (e.g., Korhonen et al., 2012; Nadeem et al., 2018; Ringoot et al., 2015), rendering them 

prone to bias due to unobserved heterogeneity: Unobserved individual-level and family-level 

factors (such as past traumatic experiences and genetic predispositions) can affect children’s 

problems and parents’ mental health alike, confounding the association between parental 

depression and child problems. 

Finally, the vast majority of previous studies relied on parental assessments of child 

well-being (e.g., Brennan et al., 2000; Kiernan & Huerta, 2008; Nadeem et al., 2018). This 

approach is also prone to producing biased results: Parents’ assessments are likely to be 

influenced by their own sentiments (Gartstein et al., 2009; Seiffge-Krenke & Kollmar, 1998; 

Waters et al., 2003). Several studies have noted that the absence of children’s self-reports 

constitutes a limitation of their own research or have highlighted this as a direction for future 

research (Barker et al., 2012; Gutierrez-Galve et al., 2015; Kvalevaag et al., 2013; Nikolaou, 

2017).  

To address these research gaps, the present study addresses two distinct research 

questions. The first of these, ‘Do changes in mothers’ and fathers’ depression affect changes 

in children’s emotional problems?’ (RQ1), provides longitudinal evidence from a non-
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Anglophone country—Germany—while shedding light on the effects of depressiveness in 

both parents instead of focusing on one parent. The second research question, ‘Are the effects 

of changes in parents’ depressiveness on changes in children’s emotional problems 

congruent across parents’ and children’s reports?’ (RQ2), adds children’s own perceptions 

to the picture. By comparing the effect of parental depressiveness on fathers’, mothers’, and 

children’s assessments of child emotional problems, this study seeks to detect potential 

reporting bias. 

Background and Hypotheses 

Several theoretical frameworks have been developed to elucidate the causal 

mechanisms underlying the effect of parental depression on child well-being. Emotional 

security theory (EST), proposed by Davies and Cummings (1994), posits that negative 

feelings within the family environment can trigger a cascade of negative events. Children 

generally pursue the goal of feeling emotionally safe and secure in their home. When they 

are repeatedly exposed to emotional strain and other negative feelings (such as parental 

depressiveness, conflicts, or, more generally, a living environment characterized by negative 

moods and feelings), this goal is at risk. This, in turn, poses a severe threat to children’s 

mental health. EST refers to the social transmission mechanism identified by previous 

research (Goodman, 2020). Children of depressed parents are more often exposed to social 

risk factors such as family dysfunction and to higher levels of inter-parental conflict than 

children of non-depressed parents (e.g., Herwig et al., 2004; Kim & Wickrama, 2022; 

Schudlich et al., 2019). Depressiveness in parents leads to adverse parenting practices (e.g., 

less warm and involved parenting, more aggressive and emotionally unresponsive 

behaviour), increased parenting difficulties, negative affect toward family members, and 

overall negative social behaviour (e.g., Ferro & Boyle, 2015; Mustillo et al., 2011; Suldo & 

Huebner, 2004). These consequences of parental depression decrease child well-being 

(Downey & Coyne, 1990; Goodman, 2020; Goodman & Gotlib, 1999). Hence, our first 

hypothesis reads, ‘Depressiveness in mothers and fathers is associated with emotional 

problems in their children’ (H1). 

The effect of parental depression on child well-being may be sensitive to parents’ 

and children’s gender. Social learning theory (SLT; Bandura, 1969) suggests that children 

and adolescents acquire certain personality traits and behaviours through observing and 

interacting with role models with whom they have frequent contact. As these role models 

are often gender-specific, SLT assumes that transmission effects in same-sex dyads (mother-

to-daughter and father-to-son) are stronger than those in opposite-sex dyads. Existing 

studies, however, provide mixed evidence of intergenerational transmission within same-sex 

dyads: While some studies provide evidence that the intergenerational transmission of well-

being is particularly strong in same-sex dyads (e.g., Andreas et al., 2018; Mastellou & 
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Tantaros, 2022; Windle & Windle, 2012), others report no gender-specific effects (e.g., 

Korhonen et al., 2012; Maselko et al., 2016; Pizeta et al., 2018). Hence, we aim to provide 

further insights into potential gender-specific transmission processes by testing the 

hypothesis ‘Maternal depressiveness has a stronger association with girls’ emotional 

problems than with boys’ emotional problems, and paternal depressiveness has a stronger 

association with boys’ emotional problems than with girls’ emotional problems’ (H2). 

SLT further suggests that parents’ behaviour affects the well-being of younger 

children more than that of older children, because younger children spend significantly more 

time with their parents than older children and adolescents, who have a broader variety of 

other role models, such as teachers and sports coaches (Bandura, 1969, 1977; Larson & 

Verma, 1999). We therefore hypothesized that ‘Parental depressiveness is more strongly 

associated with emotional problems in younger children than in adolescents’ (H3). 

Finally, the estimated effect of parental depression on child emotional problems may 

be sensitive to the reporter of child well-being. The depression-distortion hypothesis (DDH; 

Gartstein et al., 2009; Richters & Pellegrini, 1989) assumes that negative emotions and 

disturbed affectivity among depressed parents influence parental perceptions of child 

behaviour and well-being, yielding a negative bias in parents’ reports due to their own 

negative feelings and moods. Consequently, depressed parents may evaluate their children 

more critically or negatively than non-depressed parents and may tend to overreport child 

problems (Chi & Hinshaw, 2002; Gartstein et al., 2009). We therefore assume that the 

strength of the association between parental depressiveness and child emotional problems 

will differ depending on whether emotional well-being is based on self-reported indicators 

or parent-reported indicators. Our final hypothesis reads as ‘Parental depressiveness is more 

strongly associated with parent’s reports of children’s emotional problems than with 

children’s self-reports of their emotional problems’ (H4). 

Methods 

Data and Sample 

We used data from the German Panel Analysis of Intimate Relationships and Family 

Dynamics (pairfam) to analyse the intergenerational transmission effect of parental 

depressiveness. Pairfam is a nationally representative longitudinal survey that has been 

conducted annually since 2008 (Huinink et al., 2011) and is funded by the German Research 

Foundation (DFG). Pairfam has a unique multi-actor design providing data not only on a 

main respondent (the so-called anchor person) but also on their current partner and children. 

The survey does not target a specific child but collects data on all children living in the 

anchor’s household. This design allows for innovative analyses of intergenerational 
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transmission processes that are part of a broad variety of sociological and psychological 

phenomena. The unit of analysis in the present study was children and adolescents aged 7 to 

16 years (mean: 11.11 years). As not all relevant information was collected in wave 1 of the 

pairfam survey, we restricted our analysis to data from waves 2 to 13; hence, our observation 

period covers thirteen years (2009–2021). We restricted the analysis to children in two-

parent families because family and child well-being in single-parent families is influenced 

by different factors than in two-parent families (Augustijn, 2022; Loter et al., 2019). The 

analytical sample encompasses 1,586 children (6,454 observations) who were interviewed 

at least twice within the observation period. The sample is comprised of 53% boys and 47% 

girls (see Table 7). In total, 427 children participated in the survey twice, 329 children three 

times, 229 children four times, 216 children five times, 162 children six times, 139 children 

seven times, and 84 children eight times. 
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Table 7. Sample characteristics for parents and children (N = 1,586; 6,454 observations) 

Variable Mean SD Min Max 

Parent characteristics     

Maternal depressiveness 1.70 0.48 1 4 

Paternal depressiveness 1.64 0.43 1 4 

Age (mother) 40.36 4.46 24 66 

Age (father) 42.99 5.06 24 71 

Marital status     

    not married, cohabitating 0.08    

    married, cohabitating 0.92    

Educational level (mother)     

    lower 0.06    

    intermediate 0.60    

    upper 0.34    

Educational level (father)     

    lower 0.20    

    intermediate 0.42    

    upper 0.37    

Occupation status (mother)     

    not employed 0.18    

    full-time 0.21    

    part-time 0.56    

    overtime (> 44 hours per week) 0.06    

Occupation status (father)     

    not employed 0.00    

    full-time 0.49    

    part-time 0.04    

    overwork (> 44 hours per week) 0.47    

     

Child characteristics     

Emotional problems (mother report) 0.34 0.38 0 2 

Emotional problems (father report) 0.34 0.36 0 2 

Emotional problems (child report) 0.48 0.38 0 2 

Age of child 11.11 2.14 7 16 

Child gender     

    Boy 0.53    

    Girl 0.47    

Number of children      

    1 child 0.13    

    2 children 0.53    

    3 children or more 0.34    
a Cut-off score of 28 points or higher on the STDS-T scale, at least one observation. 
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Measures 

Children’s emotional problems. Children’s emotional problems were assessed 

using items from the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) developed by 

Goodman (1997). The original SDQ covers five domains: emotional problems, conduct 

problems, peer problems, hyperactivity, and prosocial behaviour. Each domain is measured 

using five items that are rated on a scale from 0 (not true) to 2 (certainly true). Pairfam uses 

the German version of the SDQ that was translated in 1997 and has since been evaluated and 

validated multiple times (Klasen et al., 2000). Two different versions of the questionnaire 

were administered, one for parents and one for children. The wording of the child-

appropriate items is modified slightly to ensure proper understanding (Youth in Mind, 

2012a). The final measure for emotional problems was the row mean score of the items 

(child version): ‘I am nervous in new situations. I easily lose confidence’, ‘I get a lot of 

headaches, stomach-aches, or sickness’, ‘I have many fears, I am easily scared’, ‘I am often 

unhappy, down-hearted or tearful’, and ‘I worry a lot’. Higher scores indicated higher levels 

of emotional problems. We constructed separate scores for mothers’, fathers’, and children’s 

assessments. The emotional problems dimension ranged from 0 to a maximum of 2 (see 

Table 7). Children’s self-assessments showed a higher prevalence of emotional problems 

(child mean: 0.48) than the assessments given by their mothers and fathers (both mean: 0.34).  

The Cronbach’s alpha scores for children’s assessments of their emotional problems 

were smaller than the scores for the respective parental assessments. This outcome is in line 

with previous research (Goodman et al., 2010), showing that the reliability of the SDQ scores 

reported by children (α = 0.64) is usually slightly lower than that of the SDQ scores reported 

by parents (αmother = 0.73, αfather = 0.70). 

Maternal and paternal depressiveness. Pairfam uses the trait version of the State-

Trait Depression Scale (STDS-T) to assess parental depressiveness (αmother = 0.90, αfather = 

0.87). This screening instrument measures depressive symptoms and depressive experiences 

in non-clinical samples (Lehr et al., 2008). The respondents were asked to rate the items ‘My 

mood is melancholy’, ‘I feel good’, ‘I am calm and composed’, ‘I am happy’, ‘I am 

depressed’, ‘I am sad’, ‘I am in desperation’, ‘My mood is gloomy’, ‘I feel secure’, and ‘I 

enjoy life’ on a scale from 1 (almost never), to 4 (almost always). We reversed all positive 

items and created row mean scores for mothers and fathers. Thus, higher scores on the scale 

indicated a higher level of depressiveness. For both mothers and fathers, the depressive 

symptoms scale ranged from 1 to 4, with a mean of 1.70 for mothers and 1.64 for fathers 

(see Table 7). 

Covariates. All regression models controlled for a variety of child and parent 

characteristics (see Table 7). Child characteristics included child age, gender, and the 
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number of children living in the household at the time of the interview. Parent 

characteristics included parents’ marital status, working hours, and educational levels. To 

control for maternal and paternal educational levels, we used a measure that is based on the 

International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED-97): Parents with no completed 

secondary education or with lower secondary education (levels 0-2a) were classified as 

parents with a ‘low educational level’; parents who had completed upper secondary 

education (levels 2b-4) were classified as having an ‘intermediate educational level’; and 

parents who had completed tertiary education (levels 5-6) were classified as having a ‘high 

educational level’. 

Data Analysis 

To test the association between parental depressive symptoms and children’s 

emotional problems, we employed fixed effects (FE) regression with cluster-robust standard 

errors on the household level to correct for possible heteroscedasticity and serial correlation 

within clusters. FE regression uses within-subject information to yield the regression 

parameters (Allison, 2009; Firebaugh et al., 2013) by regressing changes in the outcome 

variable (here: children’s emotional problems) on changes in the predictor variables (here: 

parental depressiveness). Because the FE estimator depends solely on intra-individual 

variation, FE regression models have two principal advantages over the cross-sectional 

regression modelling that has often been used in previous studies on parents’ depressive 

symptoms: First, they eliminate unobserved time-invariant heterogeneity (such as 

personality traits and family characteristics) that might predict both parental depressiveness 

and child emotional problems. Second, by modelling changes in child problems rather than 

levels of child problems, FE regression reduces bias due to persistent reporting errors, such 

as the tendency to over- or underreport child problems. Because FE regression uses only 

intra-individual variation, it is not possible to estimate the impact of time-invariant variables 

(e.g., gender) on the outcome variable. Thus, Hypotheses 2 and 3 were tested using group 

comparison: To test the effect of child gender (H2) and child age (H3), we estimated the FE 

regression models (a) for girls and boys and (b) for younger children (age 7-10 years) as well 

as adolescents (age 11-16 years). To assess gender-specific intergenerational transmission 

(H2), we focused on children’s self-reports and compared the effect of maternal (paternal) 

depressiveness on girls’ self-reported emotional problems to the effect of maternal (paternal) 

depressiveness on boys’ self-reported emotional problems. We then proceeded in the same 

manner for the age comparison. To test the age-specific relationships between parents’ 

depression and children’s emotional problems, we again focused on child reports. We 

compared the association between maternal (paternal) depressiveness and younger 

children’s emotional problems to the association between maternal (paternal) depressiveness 
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and adolescents’ emotional problems. Finally, to test the depression-distortion hypothesis—

that is, the reporting bias (H4)—we evaluated whether the strength of the association 

between parental depressiveness and child emotional problems is sensitive to the choice of 

the informant (mother, father, child) used to measure emotional problems. Finally, we 

estimated Cohen’s and Fleiss’ kappa (κ) to determine inter-rater reliability between 

children’s and parents’ reports. 

Results 

Effect of Parents’ Depressiveness on Children 

Table 8 displays the association between changes in parents’ depressiveness and 

changes in children’s emotional problems for the full sample of children. The regression 

results showed that changes in maternal depressiveness were positively associated with 

changes in child emotional problems independent of the reporter (mother: b=0.067, p<0.001; 

fathers: b=0.053, p<0.01; child: b=0.038, p<0.05). Hence, an increase in maternal 

depressiveness was accompanied by an increase in children’s emotional problems. A 

different picture emerged with regard to paternal depressiveness: Here, the only statistically 

significant association was between paternal depressiveness and father-reported emotional 

problems (b=0.044, p<0.05).
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Table 8. Predictors of changes in SDQ for children – Fixed-Effects regressions (n= 1,586; 6,454 observations) 

 

Model 1a  

mother report 

Model 1b 

father report 

Model 1c 

child report 

  b SE b SE b SE 

Maternal depressiveness 0.067*** 0.017 0.053** 0.017 0.038* 0.017 

Paternal depressiveness 0.004 0.019 0.044* 0.019 0.019 0.020 

Age of child -0.014*** 0.002 -0.011*** 0.002 -0.019*** 0.003 

Number of children in household a       

      2 children -0.002 0.041 -0.001 0.036 0.052 0.037 

      3 children or more 0.055 0.052 -0.016 0.045 0.112* 0.046 

Educational level (mother) b       

      Lower -0.096 0.109 0.016 0.100 0.036 0.062 

      upper -0.053 0.078 -0.039 0.052 0.007 0.066 

Educational level (father) c       

      lower -0.041 0.061 -0.041 0.092 0.112 0.107 

      upper 0.034 0.064 0.048 0.054 -0.007 0.088 

Marital status: not married -0.009 0.050 -0.039 0.039 0.118* 0.052 

Employment status (mother) d       

      not employed -0.011 0.017 -0.019 0.018 -0.009 0.022 

      full-time -0.026 0.017 -0.009 0.017 0.004 0.020 

      overtime (> 44 hours weekly) -0.024 0.024 0.004 0.026 0.054 0.032 

Employment status (father) e       

      not employed 0.101 0.088 -0.066 0.106 -0.051 0.100 

      full-time 0.009 0.029 0.000 0.032 -0.025 0.032 

      overtime (> 44 hours weekly) 0.011 0.029 -0.010 0.033 -0.042 0.033 

Quartile of household income f       

      low medium -0.017 0.017 0.009 0.018 -0.011 0.020 

      high medium -0.013 0.021 -0.006 0.022 -0.034 0.025 

      highest -0.028 0.025 -0.023 0.026 -0.050 0.031 

R² 0.028   0.032   0.023   

Note: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p < 0.001. Standard errors clustered at household level. 
a Ref.: 1 child.  b, c Ref.: intermediate. d, e Ref.: Employed part-time. f Ref.: lowest. 
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Group Comparisons by Gender and Age 

Table 9 shows the relationship between parents’ depressiveness and children’s 

emotional problems by child gender (boys: Model 2c; girls: Model 2f). Overall, we did not 

find clear evidence of same-sex intergenerational transmission in female dyads: Maternal 

depressiveness was not more strongly related to emotional problems reported by girls than 

to emotional problems reported by boys. We did, however, find empirical evidence of same-

sex intergenerational transmission for paternal depressiveness: Paternal depressiveness was 

significantly related to increasing emotional problems in boys, but not significantly related 

to emotional problems in girls. 

Table 10 shows the results for the age group comparison (children aged 7 to 10: 

Model 3c; adolescents aged 11 to 17: Model 3f). The effect of maternal depressiveness on 

child-reported emotional problems did not differ between children (b=0.063, p<0.05) and 

adolescents (b=0.073, p<0.05), and neither did the effect of paternal depressiveness 

(children: b=0.050, p<0.05; adolescents: b=0.041, p<0.05). 

In conclusion, the group comparison by child gender provides mixed evidence for 

our hypothesis that intergenerational transmission is stronger in same-sex than in opposite-

sex dyads. The initial assumption holds true for male dyads but not female dyads. Further, 

our hypothesis that parental depressiveness is more strongly associated with emotional 

problems in younger children than with emotional problems in adolescents is not supported 

by the group comparison. Overall, the group comparisons indicate that changes in maternal 

depressiveness were significantly related to children’s emotional problems independent of 

gender and age, while this was not the case for paternal depressiveness.
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Table 9. Predictors of changes in emotional problems for boys and girls – Fixed effects regression 
 Boys (3,432 observations) Girls (3,022 observations) 

 

Model 2a  

mother report 

Model 2b 

father report 

Model 2c 

child report 

Model 2d  

mother report 

Model 2e 

father report 

Model 2f 

child report 

  b SE b SE b SE b SE b SE b SE 

Maternal depressiveness 0.121*** 0.020 0.086*** 0.017 0.070*** 0.016 0.150*** 0.020 0.086*** 0.019 0.067*** 0.020 

Paternal depressiveness 0.050** 0.019 0.107*** 0.020 0.052** 0.018 0.025 0.021 0.082*** 0.023 0.031 0.024 

Age of child -0.016*** 0.003 -0.011*** 0.003 -0.035*** 0.003 -0.008* 0.003 -0.010** 0.003 0.002 0.004 

Number of children in 

household a             
      2 children -0.015 0.027 0.023 0.024 0.017 0.026 -0.057 0.035 -0.052 0.031 0.014 0.036 

      3 children or more -0.024 0.032 -0.014 0.028 0.059* 0.029 -0.025 0.038 -0.051 0.035 0.047 0.038 

Educational level (mother) b             
      lower -0.010 0.044 0.081 0.044 0.031 0.039 -0.021 0.051 -0.016 0.045 0.007 0.049 

      upper -0.035 0.025 -0.039 0.022 -0.034 0.022 -0.039 0.028 -0.034 0.026 -0.014 0.029 

Educational level (father) c             
      lower 0.001 0.029 -0.023 0.028 0.018 0.028 0.045 0.030 0.048 0.029 0.051 0.033 

      upper -0.021 0.026 -0.036 0.024 -0.046* 0.023 -0.014 0.026 0.017 0.027 -0.045 0.029 

Marital status: not married -0.009 0.037 0.010 0.032 -0.029 0.032 -0.01 0.029 0.000 0.032 0.027 0.042 

Employment status (mother) d             
      not employed 0.024 0.019 0.032 0.021 0.074*** 0.022 -0.015 0.022 -0.027 0.021 -0.043 0.023 

      full-time -0.032 0.019 -0.011 0.019 0.011 0.019 -0.008 0.018 -0.017 0.019 0.019 0.024 

      Overtime 

       (> 44 hours weekly) 
-0.047 0.026 -0.014 0.032 0.085* 0.036 -0.009 0.029 -0.018 0.027 0.033 0.037 

Employment status (father) e             
      not employed 0.169 0.097 0.089 0.118 0.022 0.105 0.012 0.125 -0.263* 0.127 -0.132 0.134 

      full-time 0.002 0.034 0.025 0.033 -0.065 0.035 -0.028 0.028 -0.050 0.039 0.043 0.027 

      overtime  

       (> 44 hours weekly) 
-0.009 0.035 0.023 0.035 -0.084* 0.035 -0.003 0.028 -0.050 0.039 0.030 0.027 

Quartile of household income 
f             
      low medium -0.022 0.020 0.023 0.021 0.008 0.020 -0.004 0.019 -0.008 0.020 -0.038 0.023 

      high medium -0.046* 0.022 -0.009 0.021 -0.035 0.020 0.023 0.023 -0.009 0.025 -0.019 0.029 

      highest -0.032 0.025 -0.001 0.025 -0.011 0.026 -0.022 0.025 -0.029 0.029 -0.045 0.032 

R² 0.102   0.100   0.091  0.094  0.064  0.031  

Note: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p < 0.001. Standard errors clustered at household level. 
a Ref.: 1 child.  b, c Ref.: intermediate. d, e Ref.: Employed part-time. f Ref.: lowest. 
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Table 10. Predictors of changes in emotional problems for children and adolescents – fixed effects regression 
 Children (2,801 observations) Adolescents (3,653 observations) 

 

Model 3a  

mother report 

Model 3b 

father report 

Model 3c 

child report 

Model 3d  

mother report 

Model 3e 

father report 

Model 3f 

child report 

  b SE b SE b SE b SE b SE b SE 

Maternal depressiveness 0.146*** 0.020 0.081*** 0.018 0.063*** 0.019 0.143*** 0.019 0.096*** 0.016 0.073*** 0.016 

Paternal depressiveness 0.034 0.019 0.118*** 0.021 0.050* 0.022 0.079*** 0.019 0.106*** 0.020 0.041* 0.019 

Age of child 0.004 0.006 0.005 0.007 -0.035*** 0.007 -0.022*** 0.004 -0.019*** 0.004 -0.001 0.004 

Number of children in 

household a             
      2 children -0.058 0.030 -0.060* 0.028 -0.009 0.030 -0.017 0.024 0.025 0.022 0.045 0.025 

      3 children or more -0.060 0.033 -0.089** 0.031 0.028 0.034 -0.017 0.027 0.003 0.025 0.076** 0.028 

Educational level (mother) b             
      lower -0.017 0.045 0.042 0.045 0.008 0.047 -0.020 0.039 0.025 0.039 0.008 0.038 

      upper -0.034 0.022 -0.036 0.021 -0.046* 0.022 -0.020 0.023 -0.024 0.022 0.004 0.022 

Educational level (father) c             
      lower 0.038 0.029 0.057* 0.027 0.077** 0.028 0.009 0.026 -0.015 0.024 0.003 0.025 

      upper -0.023 0.024 -0.013 0.022 -0.049* 0.023 -0.004 0.023 -0.014 0.021 -0.037 0.022 

Marital status: not married -0.015 0.032 0.006 0.032 -0.027 0.033 0.010 0.030 0.025 0.029 -0.017 0.03 

Employment status (mother) d             
      not employed 0.004 0.023 -0.002 0.021 0.012 0.023 0.018 0.021 0.023 0.019 0.027 0.021 

      full-time -0.017 0.021 -0.013 0.020 0.013 0.022 -0.017 0.016 -0.003 0.017 0.029 0.019 

      overtime  

       (> 44 hours weekly) 
-0.041 0.035 -0.053 0.031 -0.011 0.041 -0.022 0.025 -0.003 0.027 0.111*** 0.028 

Employment status (father) e             
      not employed 0.279* 0.124 0.207 0.148 0.054 0.106 0.002 0.069 -0.211 0.117 -0.114 0.114 

      full-time -0.037 0.038 0.007 0.039 -0.032 0.034 0.001 0.031 -0.009 0.031 -0.004 0.031 

      overtime  

       (> 44 hours weekly) 
-0.023 0.039 0.032 0.041 -0.062 0.035 0.011 0.031 -0.021 0.032 -0.004 0.031 

Quartile of household income 
f             
      low medium -0.001 0.020 0.012 0.019 -0.033 0.023 -0.015 0.019 0.024 0.022 0.004 0.019 

      high medium 0.004 0.023 -0.011 0.023 -0.041 0.024 -0.022 0.021 0.007 0.022 -0.023 0.022 

      highest -0.017 0.027 -0.010 0.026 -0.027 0.027 -0.042 0.023 0.001 0.025 -0.032 0.025 

R² 0.095  0.085  0.056  0.105  0.077  0.035  

Note: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p < 0.001. Standard errors clustered at household level. 
a Ref.: 1 child.  b, c Ref.: intermediate. d, e Ref.: Employed part-time. f Ref.: lowest. 
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Comparison of Mother, Father, and Child Reports 

Table 11. Summary of effect sizes for the association between parents’ depressiveness and children’s 

emotional problems 

 

Emotional problems 

reported by mother 

Emotional problems 

reported by father 

Emotional problems 

reported by child 

Maternal depressiveness    

Total sample medium medium weak 

    Boys strong medium medium 

    Girls strong medium medium 

    Children (7-10 years old) strong medium medium 

    Adolescents (11-17 years old) strong medium medium 

Paternal depressiveness    

Total sample n.s. medium n.s. 

    Boys medium strong medium. 

    Girls n.s. medium n.s. 

    Children (7-10 years old) n.s. strong medium 

    Adolescents (11-17 years old) medium strong weak 

Note: strong: b>0.1; medium; 0.1<b<0.05; weak: b<0.05; n.s. coefficient not statistically significant. 

Table 11 shows the summary of effect sizes for the association between parents’ 

depressiveness and children’s problems derived from Models 1a-3f. This table illustrates the 

three key findings of our study. First, it appears that maternal depressiveness has a stronger 

association with children’s emotional problems than paternal depressiveness. Second, 

maternal depressiveness affects boys to a similar degree as girls, and paternal depressiveness 

appears to have a stronger effect on emotional problems in boys than in girls. Third, parental 

depressiveness is more closely aligned with parents’ reports of their children’s emotional 

problems than with children’s self-reports of their own emotional problems. This pattern 

reveals a strong reporting bias. Finally, the associations between parental depressiveness and 

child-reported emotional problems are of a roughly similar size to the association between 

one parent’s depressiveness and the other parent’s report of emotional problems. 

Table 12. Inter-rater reliability for children’s, mothers’ and fathers’ reports of children’s emotional 

problems 

  Kappa 

child vs. mother vs. father a 0.24 *** 

    child vs. mother b 0.22 *** 

    child vs. father b 0.19 *** 

    mother vs. father b 0.36 *** 

Note: Mean score was rounded to full numbers before 

estimating kappa.a Fleiss’ kappa; b Cohen’s kappa. 

Our finding that the association between parental depressiveness and child emotional 

problems is highly sensitive to the person who reports the children’s emotional problems is 

also reflected by the inter-rater reliability coefficients Cohen’s kappa κ and Fleiss’ kappa 
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(Table 12). The kappa statistics in the sample at hand are generally low—at κ < .39, the inter-

rater reliability between the three raters can be considered low to fair in general (Landis & 

Koch, 1977; McHugh, 2012). Overall, we find a chance-corrected agreement in one out of 

four families (24%) and a higher inter-rater agreement between mothers and fathers (36%). 

Yet, when comparing parents’ reports to their children’s, the inter-rater agreement is 

substantially lower at 22% between mothers and children, and at just 19%, or less than a 

fifth, between fathers and children. 

Parents tend to underestimate their children’s emotional problems: About half of the 

mothers (51%) and fathers (50%) reported lower levels of child emotional problems than 

their children, and roughly a quarter of the mothers and fathers reported higher levels of 

child emotional problems than their children. The relatively weak inter-rater reliability 

between children and parents provides further evidence of substantial differences between 

parent and child evaluations of children’s emotional problems. 

Conclusion 

The current study aimed to deepen our understanding of the association between 

parents’ depressive symptoms and children’s emotional problems. To achieve this aim, we 

(1) examined the effect of changes in maternal and paternal depressiveness on children’s 

emotional problems from a longitudinal perspective, (2) analysed differences in this 

relationship for girls vs. boys and younger children vs. adolescents, and (3) examined 

whether there are differences between parents’ evaluations of children and children’s own 

self-evaluations. 

Overall, our findings are consistent with emotional security theory (Davies & 

Cummings, 1994) and earlier studies that found associations between parental depression 

and child problems using retrospective and cross-sectional study designs (e.g., Elgar et al., 

2007; Hanington et al., 2010; Reeb et al., 2015). Our longitudinal regression analysis 

performed with the full sample of children supported our first hypothesis: Increases in 

parental depressiveness are associated with increases in emotional problems in children. 

Notably, this association is stronger for changes in maternal depressiveness than for changes 

in paternal depressiveness. We additionally analysed gender- and age-specific effects of 

changes in parental depressiveness, aiming to test assumptions relating to more specific 

mechanisms of the intergenerational transmission of well-being from social learning theory 

(Bandura, 1969, 1977). In sum, our results indicate that changes in maternal depressiveness 

are related to changes in both boys’ and girls’ emotional problems but that changes in 

paternal depressiveness are only related to changes in boys’ emotional problems. Hence, we 

do not find clear evidence supporting the hypothesized gender-specific intergenerational 

transmission of depressiveness (H2). These findings support evidence from previous studies 
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that have cast doubt on the gender-specific intergenerational transmission of well-being 

(e.g., Korhonen et al., 2012; Maselko et al., 2016; Pizeta et al., 2018). Based on SLT, we 

further hypothesized that parental depressiveness has a stronger effect on emotional 

problems in younger children than in adolescents (H3). We did not find clear empirical 

evidence supporting this assumption, as effect sizes are very similar across both age groups. 

In conclusion, our findings suggest that maternal depressiveness contributes more to 

children’s emotional problems than paternal depressiveness. This might be due to mothers 

still being the primary caretakers in German families (Steinbach & Schulz, 2021), which 

results in children and adolescents spending more time with their mothers than with their 

fathers. 

The key finding of this study is that the association between parental depressiveness 

and children’s emotional problems was much stronger when children’s emotional problems 

were assessed by parents (especially by mothers) and weaker when children assessed their 

emotional problems themselves. We find a consistent pattern of effect sizes across all 

analyses, indicating that changes in parental depression are particularly closely related to 

changes in parental reports on children’s emotional problems (see also Table 11): The links 

between changes in maternal depressive symptoms and mother-reported changes in child 

problems as well as the link between changes in paternal depressive symptoms and changes 

in father-reported emotional problems were consistently stronger than the links between 

changes in parental depressiveness and changes in children’s self-assessed emotional 

problems. This finding supports the assumption of the depression distortion hypothesis, that 

is, parents’ assessments of their children’s emotional well-being are affected by their own 

state of psychological well-being (Gartstein et al., 2009; Richters & Pellegrini, 1989). Our 

findings support the notion that parents with impaired mental health tend to overreport 

children’s emotional problems (e.g., Najman et al., 2001; O'Brien et al., 1997; Ringoot et 

al., 2015). Overall, our results underscore the necessity of considering children’s self-reports 

instead of relying on parents’ reports about their children’s well-being. The detrimental 

impact of parental depressive symptoms is apparently less pronounced than mothers and 

fathers think. 

This study is not without limitations. First, we only investigated the effects of 

changes in parental depressiveness. Due to the nature of the panel regression analysis used 

in our study, we were not able to evaluate how chronic depression in parents affect children’s 

emotional problems. Examining the effects of chronic and severe depression in parents from 

a longitudinal perspective would produce valuable insights into habituation effects and 

coping mechanisms. Second, parents’ depressiveness was assessed through a self-reported 

measure, not a medical diagnosis. Future longitudinal research examining whether the effect 
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of diagnosed depression is congruent with the results of the present study could enrich the 

body of literature. 

Nonetheless, this study emphasizes the need to incorporate children’s own 

evaluations of their lives and well-being by showing that parent reports overestimate the 

impact of their own mental health on their children’s well-being. This underscores the 

importance of incorporating children’s own views in a complementary—not 

supplementary—manner when researching the well-being of children. 
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6 Mesosystem – Inter-parental conflict 

 

Paper 2: Effects of Inter-Parental Conflict on Children’s Social 

Well-Being and the Mediation Role of Parenting Behavior 

 

Abstract  

Inter-parental conflicts can have devastating effects on children’s well-being 

and social behavior. This study explores the association between an increased 

frequency of inter-parental conflict and peer problems and prosocial behavior in 

children, and whether parents’ emotional warmth and negative communication with 

their children mediates this association. Data for a total of 1,157 children between the 

ages of 7 and 16 (4,016 observations) was drawn from the eighth to the twelfth waves 

of the German Family Panel so as to perform fixed-effects regressions and mediation 

analyses. The analyses reveal that increased inter-parental conflict is strongly related 

to decreased emotional warmth and increased negative communication in parents, and 

to increased peer problems and decreased prosocial behavior in children. The results 

also suggest that the association between inter-parental conflict and children’s social 

well-being is mediated by the parenting behavior of mothers and fathers, indicating 

that increased inter-parental conflict leads to less warm parenting and more negative 

communication in parents, which ultimately reduces children’s social well-being. 
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Introduction 

Arguments and conflicts are an inevitable part of family life, and inter-parental 

conflicts are one of the most prominent, parent-driven factors that negatively influence the 

home environments of children and adolescents (e.g., Brock & Kochanska, 2016; Brummert 

Lennings & Bussey, 2017; Hosokawa & Katsura, 2017; Troxel & Matthews, 2004; 

Vandewater & Lansford, 1998). Conflicts between parents have been identified repeatedly 

in the literature as crucial risk factors for children’s mental health, behavioral and emotional 

problems, and social behavior (e.g., Auersperg et al., 2019; Davies et al., 2016a; McCoy et 

al., 2009; O’Hara et al., 2019). The literature proposes a multitude of mechanisms to account 

for this association, which can be grouped into direct and indirect effects. In the former 

category, inter-parental conflict has been shown to influence children’s well-being directly 

by impairing their feeling of security within the family system, and weakening parent–child 

attachment (Brock & Kochanska, 2016; Davies & Cummings, 1994; Davies et al., 2016a). 

As an indirect effect, inter-parental conflict can severely interfere with parenting behavior, 

which can, in turn, lead to increased problems for children (e.g., Coln et al., 2013; Hosokawa 

& Katsura, 2017; McCoy et al., 2009). 

The current study explores whether, and if so to what extent, changes in child-

perceived inter-parental conflict frequency have an effect on changes in children’s social 

well-being from a longitudinal perspective. It aims to test whether this effect is mediated by 

the parenting behavior of mothers and fathers, and seeks to answer two research questions: 

(1) Is an increase in child perceived interparental conflict frequency associated with worse 

social well-being, that is, with increases in peer problems and decreases in prosocial behavior 

in children? and (2) Is the association between an increasing frequency of inter-parental 

conflict and decreasing social well-being in children mediated by changes in the warmth and 

negative communication of mothers and fathers towards the child? 

By examining changes in the frequency of inter-parental conflict rather than levels 

of inter-parental conflict, this study seeks to build on and expand the current body of 

literature by acknowledging that conflict frequency is not constant over time. Inter-parental 

conflict is likely to become more common when disagreements arise, or in difficult phases 

of family life. Most importantly, children may react differently to increasing inter-parental 

conflict than to constant levels, as it alters the overall conditions at the family level. 

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 

The theoretical basis for this study was derived from two different theoretical 

frameworks that explain the transmission effects of parental behavior on children’s behavior 

and well-being. First, the social learning theory (SLT) proposed by Bandura (1969) was 

used to derive a theoretical explanation for the effect of changes in interparental conflict 
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frequency on changes in children’s social well-being. The SLT suggests that individuals 

acquire certain personality traits and their (social) behavior through frequent interaction with 

a number of role models – children and adolescents are influenced by their parents’ behavior 

in particular (Bandura, 1969; Bandura & Walters, 1977). It is thus likely that children who 

observe frequent inter-parental conflict in their home perceive frequent conflict as an 

acceptable social behavior and imitate their parents’ interaction at school, thus having more 

frequent conflicts with their peers. Following this argumentation, the first hypothesis tested 

in this study is. 

H1: Increases in child-perceived inter-parental conflict frequency have a negative 

impact on children’s social well-being. Children who report increasing inter-parental 

conflict frequency report increases in peer problems and decreases in their prosocial 

behavior. 

Secondly, I derived arguments from the emotional security theory (EST) proposed 

by Davies and Cummings (1994) to explain the mediating effect of mothers’ and fathers’ 

parenting behavior. The EST offers a useful theoretical framework to explain the intersection 

between parental conflict behavior and children’s well-being because it suggests a cascade 

of negative effects on family members. According to the theory, children generally pursue a 

goal of feeling safe and secure in their family environment, however, when they are 

(repeatedly) exposed to inter-parental conflict that is accompanied by negative behavior 

between parents, such as hostility, violence, and unresolved problems, this goal is at risk. 

The toxic family environment that evolves from inter-parental conflict thus threatens 

children’s mental health and well-being. The theoretical arguments proposed by the EST can 

be extended through the spillover hypothesis and the compensation hypothesis (e.g., Engfer, 

1988; Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000). Both hypotheses refer to the context of parent–child 

relationships and suggest that the interactions of parents, parental mood, affect, and behavior 

can directly interfere with child outcomes. The spillover hypothesis proposes that inter-

parental conflict causes negative emotions in parents, which in turn increases negative 

parent–child interactions such as scolding, criticizing, shouting, and arguing. This ultimately 

leads to adverse child outcomes (Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000). The current study thus 

tests the hypothesis: 

H2: Increasing frequency of inter-parental conflict has a negative effect on the 

parenting practices of mothers’ and fathers: children who report increases in the frequency 

of inter-parental conflict report increasing negative communication with their mothers and 

fathers. 

Analogous to the spillover hypothesis, the compensation hypothesis proposes that 

family members, and parents in particular, seek to compensate for the negative experiences 
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that result from inter-parental conflict. Parents are likely to invest more time, be more 

attentive and dedicated towards a child in order to balance the negative environment that 

results from inter-parental conflict (Engfer, 1988; Erel & Burman, 1995; Katrijn et al., 2017; 

Kouros et al., 2014). The third hypothesis investigated in this study is thus: 

H3: Increasing inter-parental conflict frequency has a positive effect on the warmth 

of both parents towards the child: children who report increases in inter-parental conflict 

frequency report increasing warmth from their mothers and fathers. 

Lastly, to test the transmission process suggested by the EST, the current study 

hypothesizes that: 

H4: Maternal and paternal parenting behavior mediates the effect of increasing 

inter-parental conflict on children’s social well-being: increasing inter-parental conflict 

frequency is associated with child-perceived worsening of maternal and paternal parenting 

behavior which ultimately leads to decreasing social well-being in children. 

In addition to the aforementioned theoretical arguments, there is broad empirical 

evidence that the lives, mental health and happiness of parents decisively shape the well-

being of children and adolescents. Parental attributes and behavior can determine whether 

children oppose deleterious habits such as smoking, are mentally healthy and behave in 

socially acceptable manners (Dickerson, 2021; Flouri et al., 2019; Nikolaou, 2017). A 

significant amount of research in recent years has focused on the effect of inter-parental 

conflict on children’s internalizing and externalizing problems (e.g., Davies et al., 2016a; 

Koçak et al., 2017; Kouros et al., 2010; Zemp et al., 2014, 2018). 

Some studies have linked inter-parental conflict and children’s social well-being, that 

is, to a variety of children’s social behaviors in the school environment. Parental conflict, 

including marital conflict and intimate partner violence between parents, has been found to 

predict decreased prosocial behavior, poorer social skills, aggressive behavior, impaired self-

control, lower cooperation, and loneliness in children (Holmes et al., 2015; Hosokawa & 

Katsura, 2017; Koçak et al., 2017; McCoy et al., 2009). 

Studies have revealed a number of transmission processes that explain the 

mechanism behind the effect of inter-parental conflict on children’s well-being. The leading 

transmitter appears to be the parenting behavior of mothers and fathers (e.g., Camisasca et 

al., 2016; Coln et al., 2013): Warm parenting behavior towards a child, as well as negative 

parenting practices such as psychological control and negative communication, have 

repeatedly been identified as the mediating factors at the intersection of inter-parental 

conflict and children’s prosocial behavior, school adjustment, and overall well-being (Coln 

et al., 2013; Hosokawa & Katsura, 2017; Koçak et al., 2017; McCoy et al., 2013; Vandewater 

& Lansford, 1998). 
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The current body of literature, however, has left three major research gaps that this 

study seeks to fill. First, most of the previous literature is strongly characterized by studies 

based on data from the United States (e.g., Kouros et al., 2010; McCoy et al., 2013; Miga et 

al., 2012). Only few studies have documented the detrimental effects of family conflict in 

non-US contexts that range from various mental problems in adolescents in Hong Kong, 

Turkey and Egypt (Elemary et al., 2016; Koçak et al., 2017; Low, 2021), and lower self-

control skills in Japanese children (Hosokawa & Katsura, 2017) to more internalizing and 

externalizing problems in children from Australia (Brummert Lennings & Bussey, 2017) 

and poorer academic performance in children from the UK (Harold et al., 2007), for example. 

The current study is among the first to investigate the association between children’s 

social well-being and inter-parental conflict using data from a European country, in this case 

Germany. Findings from studies using US American samples might not be applicable to the 

German context due to the substantial differences in family-related factors that determine 

child outcomes. First and foremost, there is a vast difference concerning the use of time 

within the family environment. School-aged children in Germany spend significantly less 

time in school than their US counterparts (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2020; 

OECD, 2016, 2020), and parents’ working hours are lower in Germany than in the United 

States (OECD, 2014). Consequently, German children are likely to spend more time at home 

and with their parents, and might therefore be more frequently exposed to inter-parental 

conflict than their US American counterparts. Secondly, parenting behaviors differ between 

the countries. German parents tend to be less strict and more relaxed, authoritative and 

authoritarian parenting is less common, and permissive parenting is more common in 

German parents compared to US American parents (Doepke & Zilibotti, 2019). These 

differences might result in different relationships between inter-parental conflict frequency, 

parenting behavior and children’s social wellbeing. Lastly, there are distinct differences 

between German and US American perceptions of parenting duties, values and goals. 

Empirical evidence from the World Values Survey suggests that US Americans are more 

likely to believe that it is a parent’s duty to do the best for their child even at the expense of 

their own well-being, and that they value qualities like good manners, hard work, tolerance 

and respect for others, religious faith, unselfishness and obedience in children more than 

Germans (Halman et al., 2007). Germans on the other hand value independence, and feelings 

of responsibility as well as determination and perseverance in children, more than US 

Americans do (Doepke & Zilibotti, 2019; Halman et al., 2007). 

The second research gap I seek to address is the scarcity of longitudinal evidence on 

the effect of inter-parental conflict on children’s social behavior and well-being in non-US 

settings. Existing studies on the effect of inter-parental conflict on children’s social well-

being mostly use a cross-sectional design (e.g., Camisasca et al., 2016; Zemp et al., 2014), 
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but cross-sectional studies often suffer from problems inherent in their design, and are prone 

to bias due to unobserved heterogeneity (e.g., the personality traits of family members), 

which may affect inter-parental conflict, parenting behavior, and children’s social well-

being, and might therefore confound these associations. This study uses panel data and fixed-

effects regression models to account for the problem of unobserved heterogeneity. 

Researchers assume that individual- and family-level heterogeneity are constant over time 

(e.g., Boyce, 2010). The use of repeated observations of individuals makes it possible to 

statistically control for time-invariant characteristics without directly observing them. 

Indeed, those problems are widely acknowledged, and various researchers have called for 

longitudinal approaches to analyze the effect of inter-parental conflict on children’s social 

well-being (e.g., Camisasca et al., 2016; Coln et al., 2013; Gryczkowski et al., 2018; 

Hosokawa & Katsura, 2017). 

The last contribution of this study is the use of child-reported measures. Many earlier 

investigations relied on parent-reported inter-parental conflict and parent- or teacher-

reported child well-being (e.g., Brock & Kochanska, 2016; Gryczkowski et al., 2018; Harold 

et al., 2007), however, earlier studies have repeatedly demonstrated that parents’ reports of 

their children’s well-being are seldom congruent with children’s self-evaluations, and that 

parent reports are prone to bias or misconceptions (e.g., Koskelainen et al., 2000; Seiffge-

Krenke & Kollmar, 1998; Waters et al., 2003; White-Koning et al., 2007). A parent’s 

perceptions have been shown to be influenced by their own experiences and feelings, which 

can lead to overly negative parent reports of children’s well-being and behavior (Seiffge-

Krenke & Kollmar, 1998; White-Koning et al., 2007). Consequently, it is possible that 

parents’ reports are less reliable than children’s self-reports, especially when analyzing the 

intersection between socially adverse behavior, such as increased inter-parental conflict, and 

children’s well-being. Parents’ reports concerning inter-parental conflict might also suffer 

from social desirability: reports from parents might under- or overestimate the magnitude of 

inter-parental conflict witnessed by the child – in fact, previous studies that relied on parent-

reported inter-parental conflict and parent-reported child outcomes suggest that child-

reported measures may provide more reliable and less biased insights (e.g., Kouros et al., 

2010; Miga et al., 2012; Zemp et al., 2014). 
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Methods 

Data 

In this study, I analyzed data from the German interdisciplinary Panel Analysis of 

Intimate Relationships and Family Dynamics (pairfam). This project is funded by the 

German Research Foundation (DFG). Pairfam has a multi-cohort (1971–73, 1981–1983, and 

1991–93), multi-actor design that enables research on intergenerational transmission 

processes as well as intergenerational relationships (Huinink et al., 2011). Pairfam initially 

collected a representative sample of about 12,000 main respondents – known as anchor 

persons – from the three birth cohorts, and further included data provided by the main 

respondent’s current partner and minor children living in a pairfam household from Wave 2 

onward. All children between the ages of 7 and 16 years who reside in a household that was 

sampled for the pairfam survey are invited to participate in the pairfam study after the anchor 

person (mother or father) has given their consent for the child’s participation. Children 

voluntarily complete a 15-min Computer Assisted Paper Interview and a self-administered 

Computer Assisted Self Interview section that includes sensitive questions such as those 

regarding interparental conflict (Brüderl et al., 2017). For completing the interview children 

are incentivized with a small gift worth €5 (Huinink et al., 2011). The adult questionnaires 

focus on family topics, such as partnership quality and conflict behavior, and the child 

questionnaires focus on a variety of sociological phenomena that are relevant to children’s 

lives, such as their well-being, family and school life, the parenting of their mother and 

father, and social relationships (Huinink et al., 2011). 

Overall, the quality of the longitudinal child data provided by pairfam is high: the 

coverage rate is between 70% (Wave 12) and 90% (Wave 8) and the conditional response 

rates range from 95% (Waves 8, 10, 11) to 96% (Waves 9, 12) which means that the attrition 

rate among the child questionnaires is low, with only about 5% of the children not 

participating in the questionnaire although their parents had given their consent each year 

(Brüderl et al., 2017). 

Participants 

The sample in this study consisted of 1,157 children (4,016 observations) who 

participated in the survey at least twice within the observation period from Wave 8 in 

2015/2016 to Wave 12 in 2019/2020. Table 13 shows the sample characteristics for the 

longitudinal sample, as well as information for each cross-sectional wave. Overall, 281 

children completed the questionnaire twice within the observation period, 308 children 

completed the questionnaire three times, 310 children participated in four waves, and 258 

children participated in all five waves. The longitudinal sample consisted of 52% boys and 
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48% girls. The participants were aged 7 to 16 with a mean age of 11.5 years. Mothers’ ages 

ranged from 26 to 54 years (mean: 41.2 years), and fathers’ ages ranged from 25 to 70 years 

(mean: 44.0 years). 

Because the study focuses on changes in inter-parental conflict frequency, the 

analysis was restricted to children in two-parent families with married parents. On average, 

the parents were married for 13.7 years. Eleven percent of the children were only children, 

52% of the children had one sibling, and 37% had two or more siblings in the household. 

The parents included in the sample are relatively highly educated. Based on the International 

Standard Classification of Education (ISCED), 40% of mothers and 49% of fathers were 

highly educated, 55% of mothers and 46% of fathers had an intermediate educational level, 

and 5% of mothers and fathers had a lower educational level. The majority of mothers were 

employed (part-time: 59%, full-time: 22% and 6% worked more than 44 h per week). Only 

14% of mothers were not employed. Nearly half the fathers were working more than full-

time, thus putting in overtime (> 44 h weekly, 47%), and 48% were employed full-time. 

Only 5% of the fathers were employed part-time and 0.3% were not employed. This 

distribution of employed work in German parents is well in line with the male-dominated 

dual-earner model (mother employed part-time, father employed full-time), which is 

prevalent in Germany (Keller & Kahle, 2018). 

Measures 

Children’s Social Well‑Being. In this study, the social well-being of children and 

adolescents was captured by two dimensions of the Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire 

(SDQ) developed by Goodman (1997). Overall, the SDQ covers five different domains of 

child well-being and development: behavioral problems, emotional problems, hyperactivity, 

peer problems, and prosocial behavior. Each domain is captured through five items. Both 

children and adolescents are asked to answer the same set of questions on a three-point scale 

ranging from 0 “not true” to 2 “certainly true”, independent of their age. The pairfam data 

includes the German version of the SDQ. The German SDQ questionnaire has been 

evaluated and validated multiple times since its initial translation in 1997 (Klasen et al., 

2000). There is a version of the questionnaire that is suitable for children because the 

wording of each item is adjusted specifically to children’s needs to ensure proper 

understanding, and thus to provide measures of the psychological attributes that can be 

utilized for scientific purposes (Youth in Mind, 2012a). Because this study focuses on 

children’s social well-being, I used the SDQ domains prosocial behavior and peer problems. 

The prosocial behavior scale (α = 0.70) consists of the items “I am kind to younger children”, 

“I usually share with others (for example, candy, games, markers)”, “I try to be nice to other 

people. I care about their feelings”, “I am helpful if someone is hurt, upset or feeling ill”, 
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and “I often offer to help others (parents, teachers, children)”. The measure used in the 

analyses to capture prosocial behavior is a sum score for each child in each year which was 

divided by the number of items answered by the child. The scale thus displays the row mean 

of prosocial behavior, and higher scores indicate higher levels of prosocial behavior in each 

child. The prosocial behavior scale ranges from a minimum of 0.4 to a maximum of 2.0, 

with a mean of 1.6 (see Table 13, longitudinal sample). 

The second measure of children’s social well-being captures children’s peer 

problems (α = 0.56). The children and adolescents were asked to rate the statements: “I 

would rather be alone than with others”, “I have one good friend or more”, “Other people at 

my age generally like me”, “I get along better with adults than with other people my age”, 

and “Other children or young people pick on me or bully me” on the scale described above. 

Positive statements were reversed before constructing a row mean score. Again, higher 

scores imply a higher level of peer problems. Overall, this scale ranges from a minimum of 

0.0 to a maximum of 2.0 (mean: 0.38, see Table 13, longitudinal sample). 

Parental Conflict Behavior. This study uses the well-established Children’s 

Perception of Inter-parental Conflict Scale developed by Grych et al. (1992) to assess 

interparental conflict behavior. The items include objective features of inter-parental conflict 

as well as appraisal factors. The German version that was used in this study has been 

translated and shortened, and shows good reliability and validity for the German context 

(Gödde & Walper, 2001). The original measure consists of three different dimensions 

measuring persisting conflict, the child as the subject of the conflict, and the child as 

mediator. Pairfam only provides items that measure the first dimension. 

Child and adolescent perceptions of inter-parental conflict frequency (α = 0.75) were 

assessed through the items “How often do the following things happen between your mother 

and your father?”: “They argue”, “They often nag and complain about each other”, and 

“They are mean to each other” on a five-point scale from 1 “never” to 5 “very often”. Higher 

values on the inter-parental conflict frequency scale thus indicate more frequent conflict 

between mothers and fathers from the child’s perspective. The children’s assessments of 

parental conflict frequency range from a minimum of 1.0 to a maximum of 5.0 with a mean 

of 1.8 (see Table 13, longitudinal sample). 

Maternal and Paternal Parenting Behavior. This study covers two different 

parenting behaviors in mothers and fathers: emotional warmth and negative communication.  

First, emotional warmth (α = 0.78) involves three items that capture the degree of 

affirmative attention and care (Jaursch, 2003). The children and adolescents were asked to 

rate statements on a five-point scale ranging from 1 “never” to 5 “very often”. The items that 

capture maternal and paternal emotional warmth are phrased as follows: “How often does 
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your mother/father show you that they like you?”, “How often does your mother/father try 

to cheer you up when you are sad?”, and “How often does your mother/father praise you?”. 

The warmth of mothers and fathers is assessed separately by the children. I constructed a 

row mean score for the measure and higher scores on the scale translate into a higher 

prevalence of maternal and paternal warmth. In this sample, the children’s evaluations of 

their mother’s emotional warmth range from a minimum of 1.33 to a maximum of 5.0 (mean: 

4.4, see Table 13 longitudinal sample) and their fathers’ warmth ranges from a minimum of 

1.00 to a maximum of 5.00 (mean: 4.2, see Table 13 longitudinal sample). On average 

children thus perceive their mothers as a little warmer than their fathers. 

The items that measure negative communication (α = 0.64) are based on an 

instrument proposed by Schwarz, Walper, Gödde, and Jurasic (1997). It uses three items that 

specify the degree of a mother’s and father’s negative verbal parenting towards the child. 

The children rate the items “How often does your mother/father criticize you?”, “How often 

does your mother/father yell at you because you did something wrong?”, and “How often 

does your mother/father scold you because they are angry at you?” on a five-point scale from 

1 “never” to 5 “very often”. Again, the negative communication behavior of mothers and 

fathers was assessed separately. The measure used for the analyses is the row mean of all 

items answered by the children. Consequently, higher scores on the negative communication 

scale indicate higher levels of negative communication. The children evaluated negative 

maternal and paternal communication from a minimum of 1.0 to a maximum of 5.0 (mean 

mothers: 1.9, mean fathers: 1.9, see Table 13 longitudinal sample). 

Covariates. All models control for a variety of child-specific and household-specific 

socio-demographic variables including child’s, mother’s and father’s age in years; marriage 

duration in years; number of children living in the household; both parents’ educational 

levels; and the occupational status of both parents, based on their working hours. All models 

control for the children’s perception of economic deprivation in the household on a scale 

from 0 “not deprived” to 5 “very deprived” (mean in longitudinal sample: 1.7). 

Analytical Strategy 

I use the regression-based mediation approach as suggested by Hayes (2013) to 

analyze whether increasing inter-parental conflict frequency affects children’s prosocial 

behavior and peer problems through maternal warmth and negative communication. This 

approach makes it possible to identify mediation effects in the triad of inter-parental conflict 

behavior, maternal, and paternal parenting behavior respectively, and children’s social well-

being, because it allows a distinction to be made between a direct effect of parental conflict 

frequency on children’s social well-being and indirect effects transmitted through maternal 

and paternal parenting behavior. I utilize fixed-effects (FE) linear regressions with cluster-
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robust standard errors at the household level to correct for possible heteroskedasticity and 

the serial correlation of errors within the family. FE models rely solely on within-subject 

information to estimate the regression parameters (Allison, 2009; Firebaugh et al., 2013) and 

consequently depend only on intra-individual variation: changes in inter-parental conflict 

frequency, changes in parenting behavior, and changes in children’s social wellbeing. This 

regression method eliminates unobserved time-invariant heterogeneity such as children’s 

and parents’ personality traits. FE models thus eliminate bias due to time-constant 

unobservables if the unobserved characteristics are indeed time-invariant. The approach of 

modeling changes in inter-parental conflict frequency and child social well-being, rather 

than modeling the level of conflict, also reduces bias due to persistent reporting errors 

resulting, for instance, from the tendency of individuals to consistently over- or underreport 

their subjective well-being in different domains. Overall, these properties make FE 

regressions particularly suitable for examining the intersection of inter-parental conflict 

frequency, parenting behavior, and children’s social well-being. 

I conduct the analyses in three steps, each including separate estimates for children’s 

prosocial behavior and children’s peer problems. First, I investigate the association between 

increasing frequency of inter-parental conflict and the parenting behavior of mothers and 

fathers (negative communication and warmth). Second, I investigate the effect of increasing 

inter-parental conflict frequency on children’s social well-being. In the third and final step, 

I estimate the direct and indirect effects based on FE regressions with and without controlling 

for maternal and paternal parenting behavior. This makes it possible to explore the extent to 

which the effect of changes in the frequency of inter-parental conflict on changes in 

children’s social well-being is transmitted by changes in maternal and paternal warmth and 

changes in negative maternal and paternal communication. This study uses the Monte Carlo 

method to assess mediation to determine the confidence intervals for the indirect effects, that 

is, the effect of inter-parental behavior that is transmitted through parenting behavior. This 

method treats the parameter estimates from Steps 1 and 2 as parameters, and uses them and 

their associated asymptotic variances and covariances to simulate random draws from the 

joint distribution of the indirect paths to construct confidence intervals through re-sampling, 

thus testing for chance effects (Preacher & Hayes, 2008; Preacher & Selig, 2012; Selig & 

Preacher, 2008). 

Missing values were handled by listwise deletion. Overall, a total of 344 (7.8%) 

observations were excluded from the analyses due to missing values on any of the variables 

included in the models. Most missing values occurred in the inter-parental conflict measure 

(241 observations) that was captured in CASI mode. Because this represents roughly 70% 

of all missing values on a very central variable of this analysis, I conducted a missing value 

diagnosis. According to Little’s Missing Completely At Random (MCAR) Test, the missing 
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values in the sample are not completely random, however, I did not find covariate-dependent 

missingness for children’s age and gender, or children’s peer problems or prosocial behavior 

according to the test’s extension for testing the covariate-dependent missingness (CDM: see, 

Li, 2013). Moreover, separate correlation analyses for each variable with missing values 

indicate that missing values are at random (MAR) – no systematically missing value patterns 

with regard to children’s gender or age, mothers’ and fathers’ educational level, employment 

status, marriage duration or the economic deprivation of the household have emerged. 

Because there were no missing values patterns, all analyses were conducted using a full-

information sample. 
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Table 13. Sample Characteristics of Children and Parents 
  Longitudinal (2015/16-2018/19) Wave 8 (2015/16) Wave 9 (2016/17) Wave 10 (2017/18) Wave 11 (2018/19) Wave 12 (2019/20) 

Variable Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Child characteristics                

Prosocial behavior 1.6 0.3 0.4 2.0 1.6 0.3 1.6 0.3 1.6 0.4 1.6 0.3 1.6 0.3 

Peer problems 0.4 0.3 0.0 2.0 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.3 

Child gender                

      boy 0.5     0.5  0.5  0.5  0.5  0.5  

      girl 0.5     0.5  0.5  0.5  0.5  0.5  

Age of child 11.5 2.1 7.0 16.0 10.9 2.0 11.4 2.2 11.5 2.1 11.9 1.9 12.4 1.6 

Number of children in household                

      1 child 0.1     0.1  0.1  0.1  0.1  0.1  

      2 children 0.5     0.5  0.5  0.5  0.5  0.5  

      3 children or more 0.4     0.4  0.4  0.4  0.4  0.4  

Parent characteristics                

Inter-parental conflict frequency 1.8 0.6 1.0 5.0 1.8 0.6 1.8 0.6 1.9 0.7 1.9 0.6 1.9 0.7 

Maternal warmth 4.4 0.6 1.3 5.0 4.5 0.6 4.4 0.6 4.4 0.6 4.4 0.6 4.4 0.6 

Negative maternal communication 1.9 0.7 1.0 5.0 1.8 0.7 2.0 0.7 1.9 0.7 1.9 0.7 1.9 0.7 

Paternal warmth 4.2 0.8 1.0 5.0 4.2 0.8 4.2 0.8 4.2 0.8 4.2 0.8 4.2 0.7 

Negative paternal communication 1.9 0.7 1.0 5.0 1.8 0.7 1.9 0.8 1.9 0.7 1.9 0.7 1.8 0.7 

Educational level (mother)                

      lower 0.1     0.1  0.1  0.1  0.0  0.0  

      intermediate 0.5     0.5  0.6  0.5  0.5  0.5  

      upper 0.4     0.4  0.4  0.4  0.4  0.4  

Educational level (father)                

      lower 0.0     0.1  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.1  

     intermediate 0.5     0.5  0.5  0.5  0.4  0.4  

      upper 0.5     0.5  0.5  0.5  0.5  0.5  

Employment status (mother)                

      not employed 0.1     0.2  0.1  0.1  0.1  0.1  

      full-time 0.2     0.2  0.2  0.2  0.2  0.2  

      part-time 0.6     0.6  0.6  0.6  0.6  0.6  

      overtime (> 44 hours per week) 0.1     0.0  0.1  0.1  0.1  0.1  

Employment status (father)                

      not employed 0.0     0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  

      full-time 0.5     0.5  0.5  0.5  0.5  0.5  

      part-time 0.0     0.0  0.0  0.1  0.0  0.1  

      overtime (> 44 hours per    

week) 
0.5     0.5  0.5  0.5  0.4  0.4  

Age (mother) 41.2 4.6 26.0 54.0 40.1 4.4 40.9 4.5 41.4 4.6 41.8 4.7 42.4 4.7 

Age (father) 44.0 5.3 25.0 70.0 42.8 5.0 43.6 5.1 44.2 5.3 44.8 5.5 45.5 5.6 

Marriage duration in years 13.7 5.0 0.0 29.8 12.8 4.9 13.4 5.0 13.8 5.1 14.1 4.9 14.8 5.0 

Economic deprivation 1.7 0.8 1.0 5.0 1.8 0.8 1.7 0.8 1.7 0.8 1.6 0.7 1.6 0.7 

N 1,157 Children (4,016 observations) 839 986 894 747 540 



 

81 

Results 

Inter‑Parental Conflict and Parenting Behavior 

Table 14. Predictors of Mothers’ Parenting Behavior (Fixed-Effects Regression, N=4,016 

Observations) 

Following the analytical strategy, the models in Table 14 show the results for the 

effect of changes in inter-parental conflict frequency as perceived by the child, on changes 

in the warmth of mothers and fathers (Models 1a and 1b) and the negative communication 

of mothers and fathers (Models 2a and 2b). The results showed a significant relationship 

between increased inter-parental conflict and both parenting behaviors in mothers and 

fathers: child-reported maternal warmth (b = -0.122, p < 0.001) and child-reported paternal 

warmth (b = -0.235, p < 0.001) were negatively associated with increases in inter-parental 

conflict frequency. The effect size for fathers was substantially higher, indicating that 

children perceive a stronger change in paternal warmth compared to maternal warmth. 

Secondly, both negative maternal communication (b = 0.323, p < 0.001) and negative 

 Warmth Negative communication 

  Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers 
 Model 1a Model 1b Model 2a Model 2b 

Variable b SE b SE b SE b SE 

Inter-parental conflict 

frequency 
-0.122*** 0.023 -0.235*** 0.026 0.323*** 0.027 0.332*** 0.031 

Age of child a -0.064 0.036 0.002 0.046 0.011 0.05 -0.038 0.045 

Number of children in 

household b 
       

 
      2 children -0.073 0.078 -0.056 0.09 0.108 0.088 0.054 0.102 

      3 children or more -0.089 0.093 -0.072 0.109 0.201 0.111 0.117 0.118 

Educational level (mother) c        
 

      lower -0.021 0.13 0.418*** 0.108 0.032 0.222 0.05 0.169 

      upper -0.106 0.163 0.187 0.11 -0.13 0.175 -0.142 0.138 

Educational level (father) d        
 

      lower 0.243*** 0.032 0.764*** 0.039 -0.102** 0.038 -0.135** 0.047 

      upper 0.059 0.23 -0.091 0.173 0.09 0.16 -0.182** 0.07 

Employment status (mother) e        
 

      not employed -0.03 0.044 -0.035 0.057 0.029 0.054 0.039 0.052 

      part-time 0.024 0.033 0.048 0.039 0.03 0.046 -0.016 0.04 

      overtime (> 44 hours per 

week) 
-0.124** 0.043 -0.043 0.061 0.114 0.059 0.043 0.055 

Employment status (father) f        
 

      not employed 0.142* 0.063 -0.089 0.199 -0.2 0.286 0.034 0.256 

      part-time 0.047 0.055 0.073 0.065 -0.127 0.088 0.044 0.089 

      overtime (> 44 hours per    

week) 
-0.037 0.023 -0.025 0.03 0.04 0.032 -0.048 0.033 

Age (mother) g -0.056 0.04 -0.014 0.043 0.007 0.05 -0.017 0.057 

Age (father) h 0.013 0.053 0.017 0.048 -0.063 0.051 -0.037 0.063 

Marriage duration i 0.058 0.082 -0.065 0.082 0.032 0.09 0.072 0.11 

Economic deprivation -0.076*** 0.016 -0.050* 0.02 0.067** 0.022 0.056* 0.022 

R² 0.062 0.083 0.069 0.068 

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; Standard Errors clustered on household level 
a In years. b Ref.: 1 child. c Ref.: Intermediate educational level. d Ref.: Intermediate educational level. e Ref.: 

Employed full-time. f Ref.: Employed full-time. g In years. h In years. i In years. 
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paternal communication (b = 0.332, p < 0.001) were positively associated with increases in 

inter-parental conflict frequency. Increases in inter-parental conflict were thus associated 

with decreases in the warmth of both parents, and with increases in negative communication 

from both parents from the child’s perspective. These results are well in line with H2: 

Children who report increases in inter-parental conflict frequency do indeed report 

increasingly negative communication with their mothers and fathers. The analyses did not 

reveal evidence for H3, however. Contrary to the theoretical argument proposed by the 

compensatory hypothesis, children who report increases in inter-parental conflict frequency 

do not report increasing warmth from their mothers and fathers – no compensatory effect 

was found. 

Inter‑Parental Conflict and Children’s Social Well‑Being 

Table 15 displays the effects of increasing inter-parental conflict frequency on 

changes in children’s social well-being. Models 3a and 4a show the effect of changes in the 

frequency of inter-parental conflict on changes in children’s social prosocial behavior and 

children’s peer problems without controlling for the parenting behavior of mothers or 

fathers. The indicators of inter-parental conflict frequency showed a negative association 

with children’s prosocial behavior (b = -0.052, p < 0.001), and a positive association with 

children’s peer problems (b = 0.070, p < 0.001), thus indicating statistically significant 

decreases in prosocial behavior and increases in peer problems when there was an increase 

in inter-parental conflict frequency. The results thus lend support to H1, as children’s social 

well-being decreases when inter-parental conflict increases. 

In the Models 3b and 4b, I added the first potential mediator variables, maternal and 

paternal warmth, to the regression model. Maternal warmth was significantly related to both 

child outcomes, showing a positive association with children’s prosocial behavior and a 

negative association with peer problems, which indicates an increase in prosocial behavior 

and a decrease in peer problems in children who report a perceived increase in both maternal 

warmth (b = 0.102, p < 0.001) and paternal warmth (b = 0.065, p < 0.001). Adding maternal 

and paternal warmth to the models altered the association between inter-parental conflict 

frequency and children’s prosocial behavior markedly: the effect of increasing inter-parental 

conflict frequency on children’s prosocial behavior became statistically insignificant (b = -

0.025, p > 0.05), indicating full mediation. When maternal warmth (b = -0.031, p < 0.05) 

and paternal warmth (b = -0.049, p < 0.001) were included in Model 4b for changes in 

children’s peer problems, the coefficient of increased inter-parental conflict frequency 

decreased substantially in size, but remained statistically significant, thus indicating partial 

mediation. 
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To evaluate whether the effect of inter-parental conflict frequency on children’s 

social well-being was mediated by child-reported negative maternal and paternal 

communication, I estimated a third set of models following the same strategy (Models 3c 

and 4c in Table 15), adding negative maternal and paternal communication instead of 

maternal and paternal warmth. Changes in negative maternal communication were 

statistically significant predictors of changes in children’s prosocial behavior (b = -0.035, p 

< 0.01), but not for changes in children’s peer problems. Negative paternal communication, 

on the other hand, was not associated with changes in children’s prosocial behavior, but was 

positively related to changes in children’s peer problems (b = 0.030, p < 0.05). 

When controlling for negative maternal and negative paternal communication, the 

regression coefficients for changes in inter-parental conflict frequency decreased 

substantially. The association between increased inter-parental conflict frequency and 

changes in prosocial behavior decreased from b = -0.052 (p < 0.001) to b = -0.037 (p < 0.05), 

and the coefficient for changes in children’s peer problems decreased from b = 0.070 

(p < 0.001) to b = 0.054 (p < 0.001). As the relationship between increasing inter-parental 

conflict frequency and children’s   social well-being remains statistically significant in 

Model 3c and Model 4c, however, a partial mediation effect is indicated. 
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Table 15. Predictors of Children’s Prosocial Behavior and Peer Problems (Fixed-Effects Regression, N=4,016 Observations) 

  Prosocial behavior  Peer problems 
 Model 3a Model 3b Model 3c Model 4a Model 4b Model 4c 

Variable b SE b SE b SE b SE b SE b SE 

Inter-parental conflict frequency -0.052*** 0.013 -0.025 0.013 -0.037** 0.013 0.070*** 0.013 0.055*** 0.013 0.054*** 0.013 

Maternal warmth   0.102*** 0.015     -0.031* 0.014   

Paternal warmth   0.065*** 0.013     -0.049*** 0.012   

Negative maternal 

communication 
    -0.035** 0.011     0.020 0.012 

Negative paternal 

communication 
    -0.013 0.012     0.030* 0.013 

Age of child a 0.019 0.026 0.025 0.025 0.019 0.026 -0.006 0.022 -0.008 0.022 -0.005 0.022 

Number of children in  

household b 
            

      2 children -0.083 0.064 -0.072 0.063 -0.079 0.064 0.081 0.052 0.075 0.051 0.077 0.051 

      3 children or more -0.064 0.077 -0.050 0.075 -0.056 0.077 0.062 0.064 0.056 0.062 0.055 0.063 

Educational level (mother) c             

      lower -0.109 0.077 -0.134 0.072 -0.107 0.080 0.240** 0.088 0.260** 0.086 0.238** 0.092 

      upper 0.088 0.094 0.086 0.098 0.081 0.094 0.065 0.131 0.071 0.132 0.072 0.131 

Educational level (father) d             

      lower 0.042* 0.018 -0.032 0.020 0.037* 0.018 -0.222*** 0.019 -0.177*** 0.020 -0.216*** 0.019 

      upper -0.017 0.036 -0.018 0.018 -0.017 0.041 0.121 0.079 0.118 0.077 0.125 0.080 

Employment status (mother) e             

      not employed -0.031 0.027 -0.026 0.024 -0.03 0.027 0.061* 0.029 0.058* 0.028 0.059* 0.029 

      part-time 0.002 0.021 -0.003 0.019 0.003 0.021 0.001 0.022 0.004 0.021 0.000 0.022 

      overtime (> 44 hours per 

week) 
-0.028 0.029 -0.013 0.028 -0.024 0.03 0.04 0.036 0.034 0.035 0.036 0.035 

Employment status (father) f             

      not employed 0.005 0.095 -0.004 0.100 -0.002 0.089 -0.009 0.033 -0.009 0.032 -0.006 0.027 

      part-time 0.061 0.038 0.052 0.038 0.057 0.037 -0.026 0.037 -0.021 0.037 -0.025 0.036 

      overtime (> 44 hours per 

week) 
0.000 0.016 0.005 0.015 0.000 0.016 -0.019 0.014 -0.021 0.014 -0.018 0.014 

Age (mother) g 0.046 0.024 0.053* 0.023 0.046 0.024 -0.003 0.024 -0.006 0.024 -0.003 0.024 

Age (father) h 0.044 0.024 0.042 0.024 0.041 0.024 -0.008 0.024 -0.007 0.024 -0.006 0.024 

Marriage duration i -0.112* 0.044 -0.114** 0.043 -0.110* 0.044 0.002 0.041 0.001 0.041 0.000 0.042 

Economic deprivation -0.013 0.009 -0.002 0.009 -0.010 0.009 0.023* 0.010 0.018 0.010 0.020* 0.010 

R² 0.015   0.071   0.022   0.030   0.046   0.038   

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; Standard Errors clustered on household level 
a In years. b Ref.: 1 child. c Ref.: Intermediate educational level. d Ref.: Intermediate educational level. e Ref.: Employed full-time. f Ref.: Employed full-time. g In years. h 

In years. i In years. 
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Mediation Analyses 

In the last step, I quantified the indirect effects of the mediation processes (Table 16) 

as described in the analytical strategy. The results indicated significant indirect effects of the 

frequency of inter-parental conflict on children’s prosocial behavior and children’s peer 

problems through increases in maternal and paternal warmth. The indirect effect of inter-

parental conflict frequency on children’s prosocial behavior that is transmitted via maternal 

warmth was b = -0.013 (p < 0.05), and the indirect effect transmitted via paternal warmth 

was b = -0.016 (p < 0.05), which yielded a total indirect effect transmitted via parental 

warmth of b = -0.029 (p < 0.05). This indicates a very strong mediating effect: 54.9% of the 

total effect was mediated by parental warmth. The indirect effect on peer problems via 

maternal warmth was b = 0.004 (p < 0.05) and b = 0.013 (p < 0.05) for paternal warmth 

(total indirect effect: b = 0.018; p < 0.05), which implies a mediation of 25.1% on the total 

effect. The significant indirect effect of negative maternal communication, on children’s 

prosocial behavior was b = -0.013 (p < 0.05). Negative paternal communication did not have 

a significant indirect effect. Finally, the significant indirect effect of inter-parental conflict 

frequency on children’s peer problems transmitted via negative maternal communication 

was b = 0.008 (p < 0.05), and b = 0.012 (p < 0.05) for negative paternal communication. The 

total indirect effect mediated via negative parental communication was thus b = 0.021, 

indicating that the total mediated effect is 29.5%. Overall, these findings show that parental 

warmth is a much stronger mediator than negative communication in the effect of increasing 

inter-parental conflict frequency on changes in children’s social well-being. Finally, the 

mediation analyses provided support for H4: Maternal and paternal parenting behavior does 

indeed mediate the effect of increasing inter-parental conflict on children’s social well-

being: increasing inter-parental conflict frequency is associated with a child-perceived 

worsening of maternal and paternal parenting behavior which ultimately leads to 

substantially decreased social well-being in children. 
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Table 16. Indirect Effects Predicting the Effect of Inter-Parental Conflict Through Parenting 

Behavior on Children’s Social Well-Being (N = 4,016 Observations) 

Variable 

Prosocial behavior Peer problems 

Indirect  

Effect 
LL UL 

Indirect  

Effect 
LL UL 

Maternal warmth -0.013 -0.019 -0.007 0.004 0.001 0.008 

Paternal warmth -0.016 -0.023 -0.010 0.013 0.007 0.020 

Negative maternal  

communication 
-0.013 -0.020 -0.006 0.008 0.001 0.016 

Negative paternal  

communication 
-0.006 -0.013 0.001 0.012 0.004 0.021 

Note: Unstandardized results of fixed effects regressions. Indirect effects were tested by using the Monte 

Carlo Method for Assessing Mediation (95% confidence intervals, 500,000 repetitions, LL = lower limit; 

UL = upper limit). Significant indirect effects are highlighted in bold characters.  

Further controlled for the covariates age of child, number of children in the household, educational level 

of mother and father, occupation status of mother and father, age of mother and father, marriage duration 

and economic deprivation.  

Additional Analyses 

In order to deepen the understanding of the mechanism and determining the role of 

children’s gender, I analyzed the association between inter-parental conflict, the parenting 

behavior of mothers and fathers, and children’s social well-being with regard to gender 

(results not reported). I estimated the sets of models according to the analytical strategy for 

boys (2,093 observations) and girls (1,923 observations) separately because fixed effects 

regressions omit variables that remain constant over time. Changes in inter-parental conflict 

frequency predicted changes in the warmth and negative communication of mothers and 

fathers for both groups. Changes in maternal and paternal warmth were also significantly 

associated with changes in the prosocial behavior of both boys and girls. Slight differences 

emerged for changes in peer problems: while the negative association between changes in 

maternal and paternal warmth persisted, paternal warmth but not maternal warmth was 

significantly associated with peer problems in boys. Another difference emerged for changes 

in negative communication by parents: while changes in negative paternal communication 

were not significantly related to changes in the prosocial behavior of either girls or boys, 

negative maternal communication was only related to changes in the prosocial behavior of 

boys, not girls. The analyses also revealed the significant effects of changes in negative 

paternal communication on changes in girls’ peer problems but not boys, and changes in 

negative maternal communication were associated with changes in peer problems for boys 

but not girls. 

A similar pattern for girls and boys emerged regarding the mediating effects of 

parenting behavior by mothers and fathers: in line with the analyses for the whole sample, 

maternal and paternal warmth fully mediated the effect of increases in interparental conflict 

frequency on the prosocial behavior of girls and boys while changes in negative 
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communications from mothers and fathers fully mediated the effect on changes in boys’ 

prosocial behavior, and partially for girls. Negative parental communication partially 

mediated the effect of increases in the frequency of inter-parental conflict on changes in the 

peer problems of boys and girls. 

Lastly, I examined the age and developmental state of children more closely in 

additional analyses. Neither changes in the metric age nor changes in developmental state – 

child (age 7 to 10) versus early adolescence (age 11 to 13) and mid- to late adolescence (age 

14 to 16) – were significant in any of the models. The mechanism thus seems to stay the 

same for children and adolescents, independent of their age. 

Discussion 

In today’s society, prosocial behavior and adequate peer behavior are important for 

flourishing as they promote success in private and work life and are associated with a higher 

quality of life for children and adolescents (Dou et al., 2019; Lavy, 2020; Shek & Chai, 2020; 

Zhou et al., 2021), which reinforces the need to understand the mechanisms that lead to those 

behaviors. Previous studies have documented the harmful effect of inter-parental conflict on 

children’s social well-being (e.g., Gong & Paulson, 2017; Holmes et al., 2015; McCoy et al., 

2009). Using data from the German Family Panel, pairfam, this study intended to broaden 

our understanding of the intersection between inter-parental conflict and children’s social 

well-being by applying panel regression analyses and mediation modeling to test three 

empirical relationships: (1) the association between an increasing frequency of inter-parental 

conflict and changes in children’s social well-being, (2) the association between the 

frequency of inter-parental conflict and changes in parenting behavior by mothers and 

fathers, and (3) the mediating effect of maternal and paternal parenting behavior on the 

relationship between changes in the frequency of inter-parental conflict and children’s social 

well-being. 

Overall, the results are well in line with past findings from US American studies (e.g., 

Holmes et al., 2015; McCoy et al., 2013). Despite the differences in parenting behavior, the 

time budgets of families, and family values in Germany and the USA (Doepke & Zilibotti, 

2019; Halman et al., 2007; OECD, 2014, 2016, 2020), I find that children who are exposed 

to more frequent conflict between parents seem to be prone to transfer the commonly 

observed behaviors in their parents to the school environment, and have more peer problems 

and behave in a less prosocial manner. This provides further empirical evidence for social 

learning theory (Bandura, 1969; Bandura & Walters, 1977). 

This study explored the effect of changes in the frequency of inter-parental conflict 

on children’s social well-being rather than levels of inter-parental conflict, in order to deepen 

our understanding of this association and acknowledge that the frequency of conflict is 
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unlikely to be constant over time. An increased frequency of inter-parental conflict 

repeatedly exposes children to situations of social conflict within the family environment, 

which might elicit changes in children’s social behavior and well-being (e.g., Miller et al., 

2010; Power, 2004) because the children of parents who argue more frequently witness 

conflict and the associated adverse social behaviors more often, and may therefore accept 

these behaviors as normal (McCord, 1988), thus imitating their parents’ (conflict) behavior 

(Bandura & Walters, 1977; Halberstadt et al., 1993). The empirical evidence provided in this 

study hints at a spillover process from home to the school environment in children, and 

suggests that it is not only the overall level of inter-parental conflict that contributes to a 

deterioration in children’s social well-being, but also that an increasing frequency of inter-

parental conflict has severe negative effects on children’s social well-being as well. 

The analyses also shed light on the underlying mechanism of the association between 

increases in inter-parental conflict frequency and changes in children’s prosocial behavior 

and peer problems. While previous studies showed that parenting behavior and parenting 

stress have a mediating effect on the association between parental conflict and internalizing 

and externalizing problems in children (e.g., Camisasca et al., 2016; Coln et al., 2013), the 

present study complements and expands our knowledge by focusing more narrowly on the 

emotional warmth and negative communication of mothers and fathers. The analyses 

indicated that maternal and paternal parenting behavior is highly responsive to inter-parental 

conflict frequency: an increase in inter-parental conflict frequency is accompanied by a 

decrease in the warmth of both parents and an increase in negative communication between 

parents and their children. It is noteworthy that I did find some evidence for the father 

vulnerability hypothesis, which suggests that fathers react with more vulnerability to inter-

parental conflict than mothers, and alter their parenting behavior more strongly when there 

is conflict within the family environment (Cummings et al., 2004, 2010; Goeke-Morey & 

Cummings, 2007; Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000). Indeed, the analyses revealed that 

changes in inter-parental conflict have a much greater effect on a father’s warmth and a 

slightly greater effect on negative communication compared to maternal parenting. 

The mediation analyses identified parental warmth in particular as a powerful 

mediator when considering the effect of the frequency of inter-parental conflict on changes 

in children’s social well-being. As perceived by the children, mothers and fathers seem to 

be less likely to express affection or cheer their children up when they are sad or upset, and 

more likely to berate, quarrel with, and criticize their children in the children’s perceptions. 

These changes in parenting behavior, in turn, are associated with decreased social well-being 

in children: more peer problems and less prosocial behavior. These findings are well in line 

with the arguments of emotional security theory (EST), which proposes a cascade that 
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transmits the effects of inter-parental conflict to children’s well-being (Davies & Cummings, 

1994), and with the spillover hypothesis, as well as empirical evidence provided by earlier 

studies (e.g., Holmes et al., 2015; Hosokawa & Katsura, 2017; McCoy et al., 2009, 2013; 

Miga et al., 2012). However, I did not find evidence in favor of the compensatory hypothesis 

(Engfer, 1988): both parents act less warmly and communicate more negatively with the 

child, which ultimately leads to lower social well-being. The analyses further revealed that 

the warmth of parents has stronger mediating effects than negative communication. Changes 

in the emotional component within the family system seem to have a greater effect on 

changes in children’s social well-being than changes in the communicative component. 

Interestingly, maternal parenting behavior has a stronger negative effect on changes in 

children’s prosocial behavior while a father’s parenting behavior is more strongly associated 

with increasing peer problems. 

Finally, although some studies have examined the association between interparental 

conflict and children’s social behavior and social well-being (e.g., Holmes et al., 2015; 

McCoy et al., 2009, 2013; Troxel & Matthews, 2004), the child’s perspective has received 

less attention. By incorporating children’s reports of interparental conflict and their self-

reports of social well-being, the current study aimed to reduce possible biases compared to 

earlier analyses that only used reports from parents and teachers reports (e.g., Brock & 

Kochanska, 2016; Gryczkowski et al., 2018; Harold et al., 2007). In light of the existing 

empirical evidence that children perceive their well-being and family environments very 

differently from their parents and teachers, and that adults’ reports are not always congruent 

with children’s (e.g., Seiffge-Krenke & Kollmar, 1998; White-Koning et al., 2007), it is 

essential to consider children’s self-reports when seeking to explain the effect of the 

frequency of inter-parental conflict on children’s social well-being. However, the empirical 

evidence also suggests that the detrimental effects of inter-parental conflict are persistent 

when using child- and adolescent-reported measures, confirming the parent- and teacher-

reports. 

Limitations 

While the present study advances the current body of literature by testing changes in 

inter-parental conflict frequency with longitudinal, child-reported data, and providing 

evidence of how parenting behavior functions as a mediator between interparental conflict 

and child outcomes, some limitations should be addressed. 

First, I only tested the effect of increases in inter-parental conflict frequency in this 

study. It would be valuable to test whether declining inter-parental conflict leads to an 

increase in children’s social well-being, and also to examine the effects of constant high 
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levels of inter-parental conflict. This study also concentrated on conflict frequency only. 

Some studies have shown that, in addition to conflict frequency, parental conflict resolution 

behavior and hostility between parents contribute to children’s emotional and behavioral 

problems (for an overview see van Eldik et al., 2020). It would thus be beneficial to utilize 

more complex conflict measures to determine coping strategies for within-family conflicts 

more effectively. Secondly, this study employed the child’s perspective only. A multi-

informant approach that incorporates the parents’ assessment of parenting behavior would 

be beneficial to improve the reliability of the findings by cross-validating the parents’ 

behaviors (e.g., Camisasca et al., 2016; Harold et al., 2007). Third, I need to address the 

limitations of fixed-effects regressions: FE models suffer from a number of limitations 

ranging from culture of omission (e.g., time fixed traits like gender), limited external validity 

and low statistical power (Hill et al., 2020). Indeed, the effect sizes in this study are relatively 

small, which is not unusual for psychological and social scientific studies (Bosco et al., 2015; 

Cohen, 2013) The results of this study should therefore be interpreted with care. Fourth, the 

causal direction assumed in this study is not undisputed. Although it is reasonably and 

generally assumed that inter-parental conflict determines the social well-being of parents 

and children, there is some empirical evidence that child problems might be bi-directionally 

associated with inter-parental conflict, coparenting conflict, and parenting practices (e.g., 

Choi et al., 2019a; Howard et al., 2019; Larsson et al., 2008; Salari et al., 2014; Zvara et al., 

2018). Lastly, the research on child and adolescent outcomes may suffer from poor external 

validity: most of the studies conducted on the effect of inter-parental conflict on child and 

adolescent outcomes stem from Western researchers and rely on data from Western 

countries; it is not conclusively clear whether the results can be transferred without 

restriction to other cultural contexts (Nielsen et al., 2017; Qi et al., 2020). This study is no 

exception to this Western bias. Future research should urgently address this research gap. 

Notwithstanding the aforementioned limitations, this study overall provides 

empirical evidence for the negative impact of inter-parental conflict on children’s social 

well-being through a cascade of negative behavior within the family environment that spills 

over to the school environment. Children of parents who have frequent inter-parental 

conflicts perceive their mothers and fathers to be less warm and to communicate more 

negatively, which, in turn, leads to more peer problems and less prosocial behavior in those 

children. 
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7 Exosystem – Work-family conflict 

 

Paper 3: Associations between  others’ Wor -Famil  Conflict and 

Children’s Ps chological Well-being: The Mediating Role of 

 others’ Parenting Behavior 

 

Abstract  

Objectives Work-family conflict (WFC) has severe negative effects on workers’ 

health and well-being. This study examined whether parents’ WFC also 

affects the well-being of their children. It was analyzed whether, and to what 

extent, maternal WFC is associated with child emotional and behavioral 

problems, and whether this association is mediated by mothers’ use of harsh 

parenting practices. 

Methods Using data from two waves of the German Family Panel (pairfam) a total 

of 1781 children and their employed mothers were analyzed using mediation 

modeling with pooled OLS regressions. 

Results The analyses show that children whose mothers experience higher levels of 

WFC report higher levels of emotional problems, conduct problems, and 

hyperactivity. The results also indicate that this association is mediated by 

mothers’ parenting behavior. 

Conclusions The findings suggest that mothers’ parenting behavior underpins the 

association between maternal WFC and child behavioral problems: Mothers 

who experience higher levels of WFC use harsher parenting practices, which 

negatively affects their children’s well-being. 
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Adult life is largely divided between two spheres: work and family life. The 

intersection of these two spheres is currently changing, with a growing percentage of 

workers experiencing conflicts between work and family life (Nomaguchi 2009). A broad 

literature has studied the negative effects of work-family conflict (WFC) on workers’ 

physical health and psychological distress (Allen & Armstrong 2006; Oshio et al. 2017). 

WFC has also been found to affect various dimensions of psychological well- being, such as 

job satisfaction, family and relationship satisfaction, and overall life satisfaction (Cooklin et 

al. 2014; Liu & Zhou 2017).  

However, WFC might not only affect the well-being of adults, but also that of their 

children. To date, only a few studies have addressed the association between parental WFC 

and child mental health. In light of a growing prevalence of WFC among parents as well as 

increasing mental health problems among children in recent decades (Collishaw 2015; 

Collishaw et al. 2004), it is important to know whether and in what ways parental WFC 

affects children’s psychological well-being. 

A prominent theoretical framework to explain associations between parental 

employment and child well-being is the ecological theory of child development 

(Bronfenbrenner 1986, 1992). The ecological theory suggests that child development is 

decisively influenced by the child’s social and normative environment as well as time factors 

in the form of individual changes and historical transformation processes (Bronfenbrenner 

& Morris 1998). Children themselves interact with a variety of interrelated individuals and 

systems. Direct contact with individuals such as family members or peers has the most 

powerful impact on child development and is referred to as the child’s microsystem. Further 

connections between the different agents comprise the mesosystem, including the interaction 

between the family environment and school. A broader environment of family and 

community contexts make up the exosystem. The child does not actively participate in this 

system, but it has indirect effects on child development outcomes. A prominent example of 

the exosystem is the parents’ workplace. Workplace characteristics can affect children by 

determining how parents interact with them. Parents’ jobs can, for instance, limit the amount 

of financial and time resources available to the family, affect family routines and the amount 

of time spent together, and thereby impact family functioning (Bronfenbrenner 1986). 

According to the ecological theory, child development is also affected by the macrosystem; 

the social and normative context consisting of values, policies, and the economic and cultural 

norms with which the child is raised (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 1998).  

Previous research has produced various findings that support the hypothesis that 

parental WFC indirectly affects child well-being via parents’ mental health and parenting 

behavior. The negative consequences of WFC for parents’ mental health are well 
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documented. High levels of WFC are associated with higher levels of depressive symptoms 

and severe effort-reward imbalance in parents (Bergs et al. 2018; Peter et al. 2016). WFC 

has also been linked to lower job and life satisfaction, reduced emotional, psychological, and 

social well-being as well as lower relationship quality, emotional exhaustion, and more 

stress-related disorders and psychological strain (Adams et al. 1996; Byron 2005; Fellows 

et al. 2015; Liu et al. 2015; Nieuwenhuijsen et al. 2010). The strength of these associations, 

however, varies by gender. Mothers experience higher levels of WFC in general (Cinamon 

2006; Duxbury et al. 1994) and suffer more often from depression than fathers when WFC 

occurs (Marchand et al. 2016). This might be due to women feeling more responsible for the 

family and experiencing greater disparities between work and family roles (Marchand et al. 

2016; Peter et al. 2016) and higher role overload (Duxbury et al. 1994). Mothers also 

experience higher levels of WFC because they often bear the double burden of paid and 

unpaid work. Women usually still bear the vast share of household and childcare 

responsibilities and spend significantly more time on housework and child care than men, 

even when they are employed full-time (Hochschild & Machung 2012; Procher et al. 2018). 

As a consequence, the negative effects of WFC on job-life satisfaction are greater for women 

than for men (Kossek & Ozeki 1998). 

Lower levels of mental health and psychological well-being due to WFC might 

impact parenting practices and behavior. Previous research indicated that higher levels of 

WFC in parents are associated with reduced family leisure activities and worse family 

functioning (Lau 2009). Few studies, however, have explicitly investigated the link between 

WFC and parenting behavior. Nevertheless, there is some evidence that higher WFC among 

parents is associated with lower levels of parenting warmth and parenting consistency, 

higher levels of parenting irritability (Cooklin et al. 2014), and lower overall quality of the 

parent-child relationship (Vieira et al. 2016). 

Generally, parenting is categorized according to parenting styles or parenting 

behavior. Parenting styles are defined as global, contextual attitudes parents display towards 

their children (Baumrind, 1972), which are thought to moderate the relationship between 

specific parenting practices and developmental outcomes in children (Darling & Steinberg 

1993, p. 493). Parenting behavior and practices are defined as the directly observable, 

context- and child-specific parent-child interactions that parents undertake to promote 

certain socialization goals (Darling & Steinberg 1993; Kuppens & Ceulemans 2019). Both 

parenting behavior and parenting styles affect child behavior and well-being (Pinquart 

2017). Positive parenting (e.g., emotional warmth) is associated with lower levels of 

emotional and behavioral problems (Bhide et al. 2019; Mckee et al. 2007). Negative 

parenting behavior (e.g., inconsistent parenting, harsh parenting, warmth withdrawal), in 
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contrast, is linked to increased levels of emotional and behavioral problems as well as 

aggression (Gershoff 2002; Yap & Jorm 2015). Among the various negative parenting 

behaviors, harsh parenting has been identified as a particularly strong predictor of 

externalizing problems (Chen & Raine 2018; Pinquart 2017). 

Research on the relationship between parenting styles and child well-being has shown 

that this association can vary between contexts. Cross-country studies indicate that 

authoritative parenting is associated with lower internalizing and externalizing problems in 

North America, Western Europe and Asia, but not in Eastern Europe and Sub-Saharan Africa 

(Garcia et al. 2019; Querido et al. 2002). Authoritarian parenting, in contrast, is associated 

with higher internalizing problems and behavioral problems in America, Europe, Australia, 

South Asia, and East Asia than in South-east Asia and in Sub-Saharan Africa (Braza et al. 

2015; Rudy & Grusec 2001). The association between parenting and child well-being also 

varies between ethnic groups within countries. Studies in a U.S. context indicate that 

authoritarian parenting is associated with fewer externalizing and internalizing problems in 

White, Hispanic and Asian children, but not in children with an African ethnic background 

(Baumrind 1972; Steinberg et al. 1991). However, there seem to be more similarities than 

differences between cultures and ethnicities regarding the effect of parenting styles on child 

outcomes. Many differences insignificant (Pinquart & Kauser 2018). 

The theoretical arguments and empirical findings reported above suggest that 

parental WFC causes emotional and behavioral problems in children, and that this 

association is mediated by parenting behavior. However, only a few studies to date have 

studied this association. Using data from Australia, Dinh et al. (2017), Strazdins et al. (2013) 

and Vahedi et al. (2018) found that children experience higher levels of mental and 

behavioral problems when one or both parents suffer from WFC. Likewise, Vieira et al. 

(2016) found associations between parents’ WFC and externalizing and internalizing 

problems in Portuguese children. Parental WFC was also found to be associated with lower 

levels of self-esteem among children in Hong Kong (Lau 2009) and higher levels of 

emotional distress in American children (Chee et al. 2009). Yet, less is known about the 

underlying link between parental WFC and children’s mental health. Vieira et al. (2016) 

show for Portugal that the relationship between parental WFC and children’s internalizing 

and externalizing problems is mediated by the quality of the parent-child relationship. Two 

studies for Australia show inconsistent results: While Dinh et al. (2017) suggest that the 

effect of parental WFC on children’s mental health is mediated by the broader family 

environment, Vahedi et al. (2018) report no mediating effect of inter-parental conflict. The 

current study explores the association between parental WFC and children’s mental health 

for Germany. Germany’s family support policies differ from those in countries that have 
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been the focus of previous research. In recent decades, Germany has introduced policies that 

help parents to balance work and family life. Although family policies in Germany are still 

less supportive than those in Scandinavian countries (Boje & Ejrnæs 2012), various policies 

introduced since 2001 have aimed at increasing the provision of public child care and have 

granted parents the right to reduce their working hours to part-time (Blome 2016). German 

parents therefore have more resources than their counterparts in the United States, Australia, 

and many southern European countries to balance work and family responsibilities. 

Consequently, WFC may be less severe among German parents, and may have weaker 

effects on child well-being. 

Based on the theoretical foundation and the findings reported above, this study 

hypothesizes that children whose mothers experience high levels of WFC more often 

experience emotional and behavioral problems. It also hypothesizes that this effect is 

mediated by mothers’ parenting behavior, more specifically that mothers who experience 

high levels of WFC more often engage in harsh parenting than mothers with low levels of 

WFC, and that harsh parenting in turn increases children’s emotional and behavioral 

problems. By investigating the association between maternal WFC and child emotional and 

behavioral problems in Germany, this study was able to test whether previous findings on 

this association are also valid for countries with fundamentally different labor market regimes 

and family policies.  
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Methods 

Participants 

Table 17. Sample characteristics for mothers and children (N = 1,781 observations) 

Variable Mean SD Min Max 

Mother characteristics     
WFC 2.14 0.87 1.00 5.00 

Harsh parenting 2.41 0.61 1.00 4.67 

Occupation status     

    full-time 0.25    

    part-time 0.67    

    overwork (> 44 hours weekly) 0.07    

Educational level  
   

    lower: left school without degree, Volks-/ 

Haupschule 
0.12    

    intermediate: Realschule, GDR, POS 10 0.43    

    upper: Fachhochschulreife / FOS 0.45    

Married 0.91    

Cohabitating 0.90    

Birth cohort     

    1960 - 1969 0.03    

    1970 - 1979 0.79    

    1980 - 1989 0.17    

Occupational status     

    self-employed/liberal professions 0.07    

    blue collar workers 0.16    

    unskilled white collar workers 0.18    

    skilled white collar workers 0.44    

    professional workers 0.15    

Partner's employment status     

    not employed 0.05    

    full-time 0.48    

    part-time 0.03    

    overwork (> 44 hours weekly) 0.44    

Child characteristics     

Emotional problems 0.49 0.39 0.00 2.00 

Conduct problems 0.30 0.28 0.00 1.80 

Hyperactivity 0.74 0.45 0.00 2.00 

Age of child 11.69 2.19 8.00 16.00 

Sex of child 1.49    

Number of children in household 2.10       

This study is based on data from the Germany Family Panel (pairfam), a long-term 

project funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG). Pairfam is a longitudinal 

representative survey of three birth cohorts (1971–73, 1981–1983 and 1991–93). The data 

were collected by CAPI and PAPI. The pairfam study started in 2008 with around 12,000 

adult respondents and is conducted since then annually. As of now, pairfam provides data 

from 10 survey waves. Pairfam has a multi-actor design and interviews sampled respondents 
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and their partners. In addition, pairfam collects data from all children aged 8 to 16 years 

living in a pairfam household. Participating children take a 15-min CAPI interview after the 

parents give their permission. The questionnaire is completed by the children voluntarily, 

and children receive a small gift worth €5 as an incentive. The questionnaire for adult 

respondents focuses on family issues, such as fertility, partnership, parenthood, 

intergenerational relationships, parenting, and child development as well as social 

embeddedness, whereas children are asked to answer a variety of questions about their well-

being, health, school life, and relationships (Huinink et al. 2011). 

For our analysis, we used data from wave 6 (collected in 2013/14) and wave 8 

(collected in 2015/16), as these are the only waves that provide information on WFC. We 

restricted the analysis to children who had no disabilities and whose mothers were gainfully 

employed at the time of the interview. Finally, we excluded 57 observations due to missing 

information on any relevant variable. The final sample consisted of data from 1279 children. 

Because 502 children participated in both survey waves (waves 6 and 8), our data comprised 

a total of 1781 observation. Pairfam interviews all children living in a participating 

household; therefore, our analytical sample contained 324 children from households in 

which two or more children were interviewed. 

Measures 

Behavioral and emotional problems. We used three dependent variables that 

indicate behavioral and emotional problems: emotional problems, conduct problems, and 

hyperactivity. These symptoms were assessed with the Strength and Difficulties 

Questionnaire (SDQ). The SDQ is a brief screening questionnaire that assesses four types of 

emotional and behavioral problems. The fourth type, peer problems, is not considered in our 

analysis, because data on peer problems is only available in one wave of the pairfam data. 

The SDQ was translated into German in 1997 and has since been evaluated and validated 

(Klasen et al. 2003). There are various versions of the SDQ for parents, teachers, and 

children. In the version for children, the wording of the items is slightly modified to ensure 

a proper understanding and reflection of the relevant psychological traits (Youth in Mind 

2012b). 

Emotional symptoms (α = 0.66) were evaluated with five items, such as “I am 

nervous in new situations, I easily lose confidence” and “I am often unhappy, depressed or 

fearful”. Conduct problems (α = 0.52) were measured by five items such as “I get very angry 

and often lose my temper” and “I fight a lot and I can make other people do what I want”. 

Hyperactivity (α = 0.71) also consists of five items such as “I am often restless and I can’t 

sit still for long” and “I am constantly in motion and fidgety”. Children were asked to rate 
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all of the items above on a scale from 0 “Not true” to 2 “Certainly true”. We constructed a 

sum score for each subscale and divided it by the number of items evaluated. Higher scores 

in each subscale indicate higher levels of emotional problems, conduct problems, and 

hyperactivity. The subscales constructed for emotional problems and hyperactivity range 

from 0.00 to a maximum of 2.00, with hyperactivity being more prevalent (mean: 0.74) than 

emotional problems (mean: 0.49). The score for conduct problems ranges from 0.00 to 1.8 

with a mean of 0.30. 

Work-family conflict. The WFC measure (α = 0.79) consists of four items that 

measure time issues on the one hand and stress and strain on the other. In this study, WFC 

refers to conflicts in which work interferes with family, also known as work-to-family 

conflicts. In most cultures, work-to-family conflicts are more prevalent and have stronger 

effects on parents’ well-being than family-to-work conflicts (Aycan 2008; Drummond et al. 

2016). In this study, time-based WFC is measured by the items “Because of my workload in 

my job […], my personal life suffers” and “My work prevents me from doing things with 

my friends, partner, and family more than I’d like”, while stress-based WFC is assessed by 

the items “Even when I am doing something with my friends, partner, or family, I must often 

think about work” and “After the stress of work I find it difficult to relax at home and/or to 

enjoy my free time with others”. Mothers evaluated the extent of WFC by using a scale from 

1 “Not at all” to 5 “Absolutely”. Thus, higher scores on the WFC measure indicate higher 

interference of work with family life. Following previous research (French et al. 2018; 

Netemeyer et al. 1996), we computed an overall score for WFC by calculating the row mean 

of all four items. As displayed in Table 17, the WFC scale is used in full (1.00–5.00) with a 

mean of 2.14. 

Harsh parenting behavior. Studies found that both physically and verbally harsh 

parenting is linked to behavioral problems in children (Deater-Deckard et al. 2012; Mckee 

et al. 2007). Because pairfam does not provide information on physically harsh parenting 

behavior, the analysis is limited to verbally harsh parenting behavior, which was measured 

by three items (α = 0.72). Parents were asked to rate the items “You criticize your child”, 

“You scream at your child when he/she did something wrong” and “You scold your child 

when you are angry at him/her” on a scale from 1 “Never” to 5 “Very often”. Thus, higher 

values on this scale indicate a higher prevalence of harsh parenting. Harsh parenting was 

evaluated with scores from 1.00 to 4.67 (see, Table 17). 

Covariates. In the multivariate regression models, we controlled for various parent 

and child characteristics (see Table 17). Parent characteristics include mother’s age and 

partnership status (married and cohabitating vs. no partner). We also controlled for various 

socioeconomic characteristics (employment status, occupational position, educational level). 
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These characteristics might covary with both mothers’ WFC and children’s well-being, 

hence confounding the relationship between the two (Bianchi & Milkie 2010; Monna & 

Gauthier 2008; Sayer et al. 2004). We controlled for mothers’ and their partners’ 

employment status by assigning their working hours to the categories “not employed”, “part- 

time”, “full-time” and “overtime (more than 44 h weekly)”. Mothers’ occupational status 

was categorized as “self-employed”, “blue-collar worker”, “unskilled white-collar worker”, 

“skilled white-collar worker”, and “professional worker”. Mothers’ education was taken into 

account by mothers’ level of secondary schooling (“low”, “intermediate”, or “high”). Child 

characteristics cover demographics such as age and sex, which might modify the effect of 

parenting on child development (Goldstein & Heaven 2000; Hughes et al. 1999). Another 

important control variable is the number of children living in the household. The amount of 

time parents have available for a child is strongly affected by the presence of other children 

in the family. The number of children is positively correlated with parenting stress (Chan 

1994; Nam et al. 2015) and has been identified as determinant of harsh and abusive parenting 

behavior (Malik 2010; Tucker & Rodriguez 2014). In addition, the number of children in the 

household is associated with higher levels of WFC (Adkins & Premeaux 2012). 

Data Analysis 

To analyze whether maternal WFC affects child well-being through harsh parenting, 

we used mediation modeling (e.g., Hayes 2013). This regression-based approach allowed us 

to identify the mechanism in the triad of WFC, harsh parenting, and children’s well-being 

by distinguishing between a direct effect of maternal WFC on children’s well-being and an 

indirect effect that describes the extent to which harsh parenting behavior transmits the effect 

of WFC on children’s well-being. In the first part of the analysis, we examined the effect of 

WFC and harsh parenting on child well-being (emotional problems, conduct problems, and 

hyperactivity). In a second step, we estimated the direct and indirect effects. Following 

Preacher and Hayes (2008), we conducted bootstrapping with 5000 replications to obtain 

reliable standard errors for the indirect effects. To analyze the data, we used pooled OLS 

regression with robust standard errors clustered at the household level. Generally, panel 

regression models (i.e., fixed effects regression) are better suited to analyze the data at hand. 

Unfortunately, such models did not lead to consistent results due to the small number of 

children who participated in both waves and due to limited interpersonal variation in the 

outcome variables over time. We also conducted two additional analyses. To address 

possible differences in child development, we analyzed two age groups separately (ages 8–

12 and 13–16). Further, the models were estimated separately for time-based and strain-

based WFC to test whether these two dimensions affect child well-being differently. 
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Results 

Following our analytical strategy, we first estimated the effects of maternal WFC on 

harsh parenting behavior (Table 18). The results showed a significant positive relationship 

between mothers’ levels of WFC and harsh parenting (b = 0.125, p < 0.001). According to 

the estimates, mothers with the highest levels of WFC scored 0.82 standard deviations higher 

on the harsh parenting measure than mothers with the lowest levels of WFC. 

Table 18. Predictors of harsh parenting for mothers 

 Harsh parenting 

 Model 1 

Variable b SE 

WFC (mother) 0.125 *** 0.023 

Age of childa -0.005  0.007 

Sex of childb -0.040  0.033 

Number of children in householdc    

2 children -0.008  0.052 

3 children or more -0.022  0.059 

Occupation statusd    

part-time 0.033  0.048 

overwork (> 44 hours weekly) -0.108  0.083 

Educational level (mother)e    

intermediate: Realschule, GDR, POS 10 -0.081  0.065 

upper: Fachhochschulreife / FOS -0.042  0.074 

Married vs. cohabitationf -0.064  0.067 

Birth cohort (mother)g    

1960-1969 0.027  0.087 

1980-1938 0.005  0.055 

Partner's occupation statush    

unemployed -0.102  0.088 

part-time 0.092  0.117 

overwork (> 44 hours weekly) 0.116 ** 0.042 

Occupational statusi    

    self-employed/liberal professions -0.038  0.074 

    blue collar workers -0.103  0.063 

    unskilled white collar workers -0.067  0.057 

    professional workers -0.127  0.066 

Constant 2.332 *** 0.136 

R² 0.047   

Note: Clustered linear regressions. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001.  
a In years. b Ref.: boy. c Ref.: 1 child. d Ref.: Employed full-time. e Ref.: lower: left 

school without degree, Volks-/ Haupschule. f Ref.: Married. g Ref: 1970-1979. h Ref.: 

Employed full-time. i Ref.: skilled white collar workers. 

In the next step, we regressed the effects of maternal WFC on the three dimensions 

of child well-being (emotional problems, conduct problems, and hyperactivity). The first set 

of models show the effect of WFC on child problems without controlling for harsh parenting 

(Models 2a, 3a, 4a, in Table 19). Maternal WFC was positively associated with the children’s 

emotional problems (b = 0.054, p < 0.001), conduct problems (b = 0.027, p < 0.01), and 

hyperactivity (b = 0.036, p < 0.05). Children of mothers with the highest levels of WFC 
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scored 0.26 standard deviations higher on the emotional problems scale, 0.13 standard 

deviations higher on the conduct problems scale, and 0.18 standard deviations higher on the 

hyperactivity scale than children whose mothers reported the lowest levels of WFC. The 

regression results also show that younger children. Further, children of self-employed 

mothers showed significantly more emotional problems than children of skilled white-collar 

workers, whereas children of professional workers reported significantly less emotional 

problems and hyperactivity. Girls experienced higher levels of emotional problems, but 

lower levels of conduct problems and hyperactivity than boys. Mothers’ employment status 

and that of their partners did not affect children’s well-being over and above the effect of 

maternal WFC. 

To evaluate whether the effect of WFC on the three dimensions of child behavioral 

problems was mediated by the mothers’ parenting behavior, we estimated a second set of 

regression models (Models 2b, 3b and 4b, in Table 19). When including harsh parenting in 

Model 2b for emotional problems, the coefficient for WFC decreased slightly in size but 

remained statistically significant. In contrast, when adding harsh parenting to the models for 

conduct problems and hyperactivity (Model 3b and 4b), the effects of WFC decreased 

substantially in size. For conduct problems, the coefficient for WFC decreased from 

b = 0.027 (p < 0.01) to b = 0.017 (p > 0.05), and for hyperactivity, the coefficient decreased 

from b = 0.036 (p < 0.05) to b = 0.017 (p > 0.05). Overall, these findings support the 

hypothesis that the relationship between maternal WFC and children’s well-being is (partly) 

mediated by mothers’ harsh parenting behavior. 
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Table 19. Predictors of children’s emotional and conduct problems (Pooled OLS Regression) 
 Emotional problems Conduct problems Hyperactivity 
 Model 2a  Model 2b  Model 3a  Model 3b  Model 4a  Model 4b 

Variable b SE  b SE  b SE  b SE  b SE  b SE 

WFC (mother) 0.054 *** 0.013  0.0442 *** 0.013  0.027 ** 0.009  0.017  0.009  0.036 * 0.015  0.017  0.015 

harsh parenting     0.0753 *** 0.017      0.078 *** 0.011      0.155 *** 0.017 

Age of childa -0.015 *** 0.004  -0.015 *** 0.004  -0.016 *** 0.003  -0.016 *** 0.003  -0.021 *** 0.005  -0.020 *** 0.005 

Sex of childb 0.080 *** 0.021  0.0832 *** 0.020  -0.058 *** 0.014  -0.055 *** 0.013  -0.080 *** 0.024  -0.074 ** 0.023 

Number of children in householdc                        

    2 children -0.058  0.031  -0.058  0.031  -0.007  0.021  -0.007  0.021  -0.114 ** 0.036  -0.113 *** 0.034 

    3 children or more -0.028  0.035  -0.026  0.035  0.015  0.025  0.017  0.024  -0.108 ** 0.041  -0.105 ** 0.039 

Employment statusd                        

    part-time 0.045  0.026  0.0426  0.026  0.008  0.018  0.005  0.018  -0.003  0.032  -0.008  0.030 

    overwork (> 44 hours weekly) -0.025  0.040  -0.017  0.040  0.014  0.032  0.023  0.032  0.029  0.043  0.046  0.043 

Educational level (mother)e                        

    intermediate  -0.012  0.040  -0.008  0.040  -0.035  0.028  -0.031  0.027  0.106 * 0.043  0.114 ** 0.040 

    upper -0.027  0.043  -0.021  0.042  -0.042  0.029  -0.035  0.028  0.091 * 0.045  0.104 * 0.043 

Married or cohabitingf -0.023  0.036  -0.018  0.035  -0.022  0.025  -0.017  0.024  -0.080  0.043  -0.071  0.041 

Birth cohort (mother)g                        

    1960-1969 0.001  0.062  -1E-03  0.062  -0.014  0.040  -0.016  0.039  -0.067  0.085  -0.078  0.084 

    1980-1989 0.087 ** 0.031  0.0864 ** 0.030  0.059 ** 0.022  0.059 ** 0.021  0.070  0.038  0.081 * 0.036 

Partner's employment statush                        

    unemployed -0.011  0.053  -0.003  0.052  -0.024  0.050  -0.016  0.050  -0.043  0.061  -0.027  0.058 

    part-time 0.020  0.058  0.0127  0.056  0.002  0.045  -0.005  0.043  0.041  0.081  0.027  0.080 

    overwork (> 44 hours weekly) -0.004  0.023  -0.013  0.023  0.000  0.016  -0.009  0.016  0.003  0.026  -0.015  0.026 

Occupational positioni                        

    self-employed/liberal professions 0.101 * 0.051  0.103 * 0.051  0.029  0.038  0.032  0.038  0.015  0.056  0.020  0.054 

    blue collar workers 0.054  0.036  0.0616  0.035  0.021  0.024  0.029  0.024  0.055  0.040  0.071  0.038 

    unskilled white collar workers 0.030  0.031  0.035  0.031  0.007  0.021  0.012  0.020  0.043  0.036  0.054  0.035 

    professional workers -0.074 * 0.033  -0.064  0.033  -0.025  0.022  -0.015  0.021  -0.104 ** 0.036  -0.084 * 0.035 

Constant 0.578 *** 0.077  0.361 *** 0.086  0.500 *** 0.058  0.317 *** 0.064  1.009 *** 0.098  0.647 *** 0.098 

R² 0.048    0.072    0.052    0.081    0.057    0.100  0.103 

N 1781  1781  1781  1781  1781  1781 

Note: Clustered linear regressions. ° p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p < 0.001. 
a In years. b Ref.: boy. c Ref.: 1 child. d Ref.: Employed full-time. e Ref.: lower: left school without degree, Volks-/ Haupschule. f Ref.: Married. g Ref: 1970-1979. h Ref.: Employed 

full-time. i Ref.: skilled white collar workers. 
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To decompose the total effects into direct effects of maternal WFC on child well-

being and indirect effects of WFC via harsh parenting, we estimated mediation models as 

described in the analytical strategy. Regarding emotional problems (Model 5 in Table 20), 

the direct effect (b = 0.044, p < 0.001) was substantially larger than the indirect effect (b = 

0.009, p < 0.001), and only 17% of the total effect (b = 0.054, p < 0.001) was mediated by 

harsh parenting behavior. Stronger mediating effects were found for the children’s conduct 

problems and hyperactivity. Regarding conduct problems (Model 6), only the indirect effect 

of WFC via harsh parenting (b = 0.010, p < 0.001), but not the direct effect (b = 0.015, 

p > 0.05) was statistically significant. The insignificant direct effect of maternal WFC on 

children’s conduct problems and the highly significant indirect effect via harsh parenting 

indicate a strong mediation effect: 40% of the total effect was mediated by harsh parenting 

behavior. Lastly, we decomposed the direct and indirect effects of maternal WFC on 

children’s hyperactivity (Model 7). The mediation model showed an insignificant direct 

effect (b = 0.017, p > 0.05) and a highly significant indirect effect (b = 0.019, p < 0.001). 

The proportion of the total effect mediated by harsh parenting amounts to 53%. 

Table 20. Indirect Effects predicting the effect of harsh parenting on SDQ (N = 1,781) 

 Emotional 

Problems 
 Conduct 

problems 
 Hyperactivity 

 Model 5  Model 6  Model 7 

Variable b SE  b SE  b SE 

Direct Effect 0.044 *** 0.012  0.015  0.008  0.017  0.013 

Indirect Effects via harsh 

parenting 
0.009 *** 0.002  0.010 *** 0.002  0.019 *** 0.003 

Total Effect 0.054 *** 0.012  0.025 ** 0.008  0.036 ** 0.013 

Note: Bootstrapped SEs (5,000 repetitions). * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 

Further controlled for covariates age of child, sex of child, number of children in household, employment 

status (mother), educational level (mother), Occupational position (mother), married or cohabitating 

(mother), partner's employment status. 

Additionally, we stratified the analysis by child age by splitting the sample into two 

age groups: children aged 8–12 years (n = 1126) and adolescents aged 13–16 years (n = 655). 

Altogether, the patterns for both age groups were similar (results not reported). The effect of 

maternal WFC on emotional and conduct problems was statistically significant for both 

younger children and adolescents. However, mothers’ WFC affected the level of 

hyperactivity in adolescents (b = 0.044, p < 0.05) but not in younger children (b = 0.033, 

p > 0.05). Harsh parenting had negative effects on emotional problems, conduct problems 

and hyperactivity in both age groups, being slightly higher in magnitude for the adolescents. 

The mediation analysis for both groups indicated that harsh parenting fully mediated the 

effect of WFC on adolescents’ emotional problems and hyperactivity and younger children’s 

conduct problems. 
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In a final step, the mediating effects of time-based WFC and strain-based WFC were 

analyzed separately (results not reported). Overall, the analyses of these two dimensions of 

WFC provided similar result patterns. Time-based and strain-based WFC both negatively 

affected emotional problems (b= 0.043, p < 0.001 and b = 0.040, p < 0.001) and conduct 

problems (b = 0.018, p < 0.01 and b = 0.024, p < 0.05). However, hyperactivity was affected 

statistically significantly only by strain-based WFC (b = 0.032, p < 0.05). Both strain-based 

and time-based WFC were associated with harsh parenting (b = 0.083, p < 0.001 and 

b = 0.115, p < 0.001). 

Overall, the findings support the hypothesis that the effect of maternal WFC on child 

well-being is mediated by harsh parenting: Higher levels of WFC lead to higher levels of 

harsh parenting. Harsher parenting, in turn, has adverse effects on children’s emotional 

problems and behavioral problems. This mediating effect is especially strong for children’s 

conduct problems and hyperactivity. These findings suggest that harsh parenting underpins 

the influence of maternal WFC on child behavioral problems. 

Discussion 

A large proportion of working parents experience WFC. Much of the past research 

on adverse effects of WFC focused on the consequences for the well-being and health of 

adults (Bergs et al. 2018; Hammer et al. 2004). The aim of this study was to investigate the 

association between maternal WFC and child well-being, and to explore the underlying 

mechanism by examining the mediating role of harsh parenting by mothers. 

The analysis produced several important findings that enhance our understanding of 

the mechanisms connecting maternal WFC and child well-being. Similar to previous studies 

for Australia and Portugal (Dinh et al. 2017; Vahedi et al. 2018; Vieira et al. 2016), our 

findings support the hypothesis of a negative association between maternal WFC and child 

well-being. The results indicate that the negative impact of maternal WFC on emotional 

problems is notably stronger than its impact on behavioral problems (conduct problems and 

hyperactivity). This finding is in line with Vahedi et al. (2018), who found that WFC is more 

closely related to internalizing problems than to externalizing problems. 

By examining the association between maternal WFC and child well-being in a 

country that differs in key elements of family policy from those investigated in previous 

studies, this study also aimed to contribute to our understanding of the relevance of 

contextual factors. In contrast to the countries studied previously (Australia, Hong Kong, 

Portugal, and the United States), Germany has enacted family policies that help parents to 

reconcile work and family life by offering public child care and granting the right to work 

part-time (Blome 2016). However, our findings show that even in Germany, a country with 

more supportive family policies, maternal WFC is strongly associated with child well-being. 
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This indicates that family-friendly policies do not substantially mitigate the negative effects 

of WFC. 

The mediation analyses shed light on the underlying link between WFC and child 

well-being. Previous studies providing evidence of a mediating effect focused on broader 

family characteristics such as the quality of the parent-child relationship (Vieira et al. 2016) 

and family functioning (Dinh et al. 2017). This study complements and builds on earlier 

studies by focusing more narrowly on mothers’ parenting behavior. Our analyses identified 

harsh parenting as a powerful mediator of the effect of maternal WFC on child well-being. 

The results indicate that mothers’ parenting behavior is highly responsive to WFC: Mothers 

are more likely to scold, argue with, and criticize their children when they experience high 

levels of WFC. Poorer communication between mother and child seems to ultimately lead 

to a higher prevalence of emotional and behavioral problems in children. 

A methodically innovative feature of this study is the use of children’s self-reports. 

Most of the previous studies on child well-being lacked children’s reports on their well- 

being and instead used information provided by parents. However, children may evaluate 

their well-being differently than their parents. Previous research has shown that parents do 

not always report their children’s well-being accurately (Seiffge-Krenke & Kollmar 1998; 

Waters et al. 2003). Several studies have reported notable differences between parental 

assessments and child self-assessments of child well-being (Koskelainen et al. 2000; White-

Koning et al. 2007). There is empirical evidence that parent’s assessments of child well-

being are biased by their own experiences and sentiments. Various studies have shown, for 

instance, that stress and strain in parents has negative effects on parents’ assessments of their 

children’s well-being (Seiffge-Krenke & Kollmar 1998; White-Koning et al. 2007). Thus, 

information provided by parents is presumably less reliable than information provided by 

children themselves. Previous studies that relied on parents’ evaluations of child well-being 

have acknowledged that the use of child-reported measures could provide more reliable 

insights (Dinh et al. 2017; Vahedi et al. 2018). This study followed the recommendations 

from the child indicators movement to incorporate information from children themselves 

when researching their well-being (Ben-Arieh 2005, 2008b). 

Finally, this study includes children in a broader variety of age groups. Dinh et al. 

(2017) provide results for younger and pre-school children (ages 4–13 years), Vahedi et al. 

(2018) focus on an even narrower age range of 10–11 years and Vieira et al. (2016) draw 

conclusions from a sample of preschoolers. Vieira et al. (2016) suggest that future research 

should be extended to more diverse samples that can represent later stages of family 

development. Overall, the results of this study suggest that the mediating effect of harsh 

parenting is not limited to a certain age but valid for children and adolescents alike. 
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Limitations and Future Research Directions 

Despite these important findings, it is necessary to acknowledge some limitations. 

First, the findings are based on cross-sectional data. Due to the limited number of cases 

appropriate for longitudinal analysis, a causal relationship between maternal WFC and child 

well-being could not be established. WFC may increase due to increasing work demands, 

but also due to increasing parenting demands. Despite this uncertainty, the assumed causal 

effect of WFC on child well-being aligns closely with previous studies using longitudinal 

data (Dinh et al. 2017). Second, our analysis did not address dynamics in the association 

between maternal WFC, parenting behavior, and child well-being. Due to data limitations, 

we could not investigate whether the negative effects of WFC on child well-being are 

temporary or permanent. Third, this study did not include fathers due to the small number of 

fathers in the pairfam data. Also, this study did not assess couple effects originating from 

interacting effects between maternal and paternal WFC on child well-being. 

The findings presented here suggest that WFC also affects child well-being in 

countries with family policies that aim to make it easier for parents to reconcile the demands 

of family and work. However, to gain a deeper understanding of the relevance of context 

factors in the association between maternal WFC and child well-being, it is necessary to 

investigate this association in countries with more advanced family policies. Therefore, 

future research should systematically examine moderating effects of contextual factors in 

the association between maternal WFC and child well-being. 
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8 Macrosystem – Cultural values 

 

Paper 4: The Impact of Cultural Values on the Association Between 

Famil  Relations and Children’s Life  atisfaction. A Comparison 

Across 39 Countries 

 

Abstract  

Despite increasing interest in country differences and the identification of 

macro-societal circumstances that shape children’s well-being, cross-national 

comparisons of children’s subjective well-being are still rare. This study investigates 

the effect of family relations on children’s life satisfaction in 39 countries from 

multiple world regions, with the aims of unveiling differences in average life 

satisfaction, comparing the effect of family relations on life satisfaction and testing 

the moderating effect of cultural values, emphasizing differences between collectivist 

and individualistic countries. Single-country regressions and multilevel modelling are 

used to analyse data from 129,018 children who participated in the first, second or 

third wave of the International Survey of Children’s Lives and Well-Being. The 

results reveal that average life satisfaction is slightly higher in individualistic 

societies, but that the association between the Individualism Index and life satisfaction 

is not linear. Good family relations are shown to improve life satisfaction in all 

countries, but the effect strength differs considerably. The life satisfaction of children 

from individualistic countries, compared to that of children from collectivist 

countries, suffers considerably more from the experience of bad family relations. 

These findings highlight the necessity of considering children’s cultural environment 

when examining their life satisfaction. 
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Introduction 

Children’s lives and well-being are inarguably shaped by their relationships with 

family members – particularly their parents (Dew & Huebner, 1994; Kühner et al., 2021; 

McAuley & Layte, 2012). Studies repeatedly provide empirical evidence that children’s 

subjective well-being is higher if they spend quality time with their family and feel cared 

for, supported, respected and safe in their family environment (e.g., Deković et al., 2004; 

Lau & Bradshaw, 2018; Povedano-Diaz et al., 2020). 

These findings are mainly based on single-country studies and samples consisting of 

children from western societies. Cross-national comparisons, especially studies that include 

evidence for a diverse set of countries from different world regions, are scarce to date. The 

lack of cross-cultural comparisons is striking when one considers that macro-societal 

conditions and prevalent family values strongly shape children’s family environment 

(Gilbert, 2008). Indeed, a number of studies have found that children’s macro-societal 

environment explains a non-negligible share of the variance in children’s subjective well-

being (Dinisman & Ben-Arieh, 2016; Lee & Yoo, 2017; Savahl et al., 2021). Consequently, 

a cross-national perspective on the interrelation between family relations and children’s 

subjective well-being would enhance the current body of literature and might provide new 

insights into the determinants of child well-being (e.g., Gomez-Baya et al., 2020; Newland 

et al., 2019; Proctor et al., 2009; Rees & Dinisman, 2015).  

Although scholars increasingly often investigate the impact of macro-societal 

circumstances on children’s well-being, the current literature is mainly concerned with 

economic conditions such as societal wealth (e.g., Casas et al., 2020; Lau & Bradshaw, 2010; 

Newland et al., 2019), national income inequality (e.g., Gross-Manos, 2017; Main et al., 

2019; Torsheim et al., 2006) and public spending on education (Lee & Yoo, 2015) or families 

(Klocke et al., 2014). Some studies point out that a broader variety of country-level 

characteristics needs to be considered when determining the role of the macro-societal 

context in children’s well-being (Gromada et al., 2020; Newland et al., 2019). 

Among these other characteristics, the cultural value climate is of particular interest, 

because the prevalent family values and attitudes determine relevant aspects of family lives 

such as care arrangements (Geissler, 2005; Pfau-Effinger, 2005) and parenting behaviour 

(Lansford, 2022). A number of well-known concepts are used to operationalize the cultural 

value climate (e.g., Inglehart & Welzel, 2005; Schwartz, 2012; Trompenaars & Hampden-

Turner, 2011), but one of the most commonly utilized in cross-cultural research is 

collectivism versus individualism (Hofstede, 1984, 2011; Triandis, 1995). Because cultural 

values have an impact on both subjective well-being and the design of social networks 

(Triandis, 1995, pp. 109-110), they are also likely to shape the effect of family relations on 
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children’s subjective well-being, which underlines the need to study this relationship from a 

cross-cultural perspective. Following this proposition, the study at hand explores the effect 

of family relations on children’s life satisfaction in 39 societies across all the major world 

regions. To determine cross-cultural differences in (a) the level of subjective well-being, (b) 

the relationship between family relations and children’s individual-level life satisfaction, and 

(c) the moderating effect of collectivism versus individualism within this association, I 

analyse data from 129,018 children between the ages of 10 and 14 years who participated in 

the first, second or third wave of the International Survey of Children’s Lives and Well-

Being (2011/12, 2013/14 and 2016-2019). 

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 

The impact of collectivism vs. individualism on children’s subjective 

well-being 

One of the most commonly utilized theoretical frameworks for analysing children’s 

development and well-being is ecological systems theory (EST, Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 

1986, 1992), according to which child development (and well-being) is determined by a 

number of interrelated but distinct systems: the micro-, meso-, exo- and macro- systems. 

Because this study takes a cross-cultural approach, the macrosystem is of especial interest. 

It comprises the cultural, legal and normative system of rules, norms and beliefs in which 

children grow up (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 26). Prominent examples of cultural values that 

determine attitudes and social connectedness are collectivism and individualism.  

According to Triandis (1995, p. 2), collectivism can be defined as a social setting in 

which individuals see themselves as part of an (in-)group or collective and define themselves 

mainly by the norms and duties of that collective. Members of collectivist societies are 

prepared to prioritize the goal of the group over their own goals. Individualism, in contrast, 

can be defined as a social setting in which individuals are only loosely linked to other 

individuals and define themselves mainly by their own preferences and needs. Members of 

individualistic societies prioritize their own goals rather than the goal of a collective group. 

Triandis (1995, p. 109) further notes that subjective well-being (i.e., life satisfaction) is an 

individualistic concept that, in collectivist societies, can only be understood in the context 

of what other individuals think. This is likely to result in members of individualistic societies 

giving greater value to their own life satisfaction than individuals from collectivist societies. 

Because there is no thorough theoretical framework or empirical findings with regard to the 

effect of societal values on children’s lives, I rely on the theoretical considerations for adult 

populations and my first hypothesis is: ‘Children’s average life satisfaction is higher in 
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individualistic countries than in collectivist countries, whereas the average quality of family 

relations is higher in collectivist societies’ (H1). 

Although the body of literature that explicitly addresses the relationship between 

cultural values and children’s subjective well-being is small to date, conceptual 

considerations and descriptive analyses underline the need to consider cultural values when 

researching children’s subjective well-being (e.g., Exenberger & Juen, 2014). Empirical 

evidence is lacking on the association between country-level collectivism, as opposed to 

individualism, and subjective well-being in child populations. To the best of the author’s 

knowledge, only two studies have addressed the impact of collectivism, as opposed to 

individualism, in a cross-national analysis. First, Reyes (2019) analysed data on children 

from three collectivist and eight individualistic countries, and found no significant 

correlation between cultural values and the children’s subjective well-being. Second, Gilman 

et al. (2008) compared the mean scores of adolescents’ life satisfaction and life domain 

satisfaction using data from two individualistic and two collectivist countries. The authors 

found that overall life satisfaction was generally high in all countries, but that adolescents 

from collectivist South Korea reported significantly lower average life satisfaction than those 

from the other three countries. These limited findings for child populations are largely in 

line with studies that examine this relationship in adult populations. These suggest that 

individual as well as aggregated average subjective well-being is higher in individualistic 

societies than in collectivistic societies (e.g., Diener & Diener, 1995; Krys et al., 2019; Suh 

& Oishi, 2002).  

Individual-level association between family relations and children’s 

well-being  

EST also suggests that the so-called microsystem – that is, the interaction with other 

individuals such as parents, siblings or peers – influences children’s well-being 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The impact of the microsystem is significantly stronger than that of 

the macrosystem, as children actively and directly participate in their microsystem because 

interactions are immediate in children’s everyday lives and consequently are closely related 

to their well-being (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The family setting is, undoubtedly, one of the 

most important parts of the microsystem. Children are nurtured, educated, and socialized 

within this social network, and it further serves as a place of recreation and as a safety zone 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Schatzki, 1996). Following these theoretical considerations, my 

second hypothesis is ‘Good family relations are universally positively related to children’s 

life satisfaction’ (H2). 
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The theoretical arguments are underpinned by a vast number of empirical studies that 

have repeatedly and unanimously shown family relations to be among the strongest and most 

consistent predictors of children’s subjective well-being (e.g., Dew & Huebner, 1994; 

Newland et al., 2015; Povedano-Diaz et al., 2020). Good family relations – operationalized, 

for example, as spending time with the family, being listened to by parents or caregivers, or 

high levels of parental involvement – have been linked to higher levels of subjective well-

being (Corominas et al., 2020; Gomez-Baya et al., 2020; Lau & Bradshaw, 2018; Savahl et 

al., 2020), greater levels of flourishing (Whitaker et al., 2022), better mental health 

(Gromada et al., 2020; Lawler et al., 2017) and better social well-being (Deković et al., 

2004). 

By contrast, negative family relations and family stressors, such as parents’ 

depression or negative parenting behaviours, have been associated with lower psychological 

well-being (McAuley & Layte, 2012), lower family satisfaction (Henry, 1994), and lower 

overall well-being (Joronen & Åstedt-Kurki, 2005). Finally, a number of studies show that 

good family relations can serve as a protection against factors that harm subjective well-

being such as low socio-economic status, low social capital and deprivation (Cho, 2018; 

Kühner et al., 2021; Lau & Bradshaw, 2018). 

The moderating effect of cultural values on the association between 

family relations and subjective well-being 

Triandis (1995, p. 110) states that cultural values impact the shape of family relations 

as well as individuals’ subjective well-being. It is thought that people in collectivist societies 

have quantitatively fewer contacts with individuals from out-groups but more intimate 

relationships with their in-group, while people from individualistic societies have 

quantitatively more, but more loosely-knit, social networks and lower intimacy 

relationships. Consequently, children from collectivist societies are more dependent on their 

family relations than children from individualistic societies because the intensity of these 

relations is higher. Further, they do not need to rely on special social skills to maintain close 

relations because these are ingrained in their collectivist social surroundings (Triandis, 1995, 

p. 111). Children from individualistic societies, in contrast, are likely to have a broader social 

network outside the family environment (e.g., with peers from school or sports teams), but 

social contacts might be more exhausting for children in individualistic societies because 

they do not have guiding social scripts or social norms to follow when it comes to 

maintaining these relationships (Triandis, 1995, p. 111). Additionally, children from 

collectivist societies are brought up with a set of values and beliefs that prioritize their family 

over their own needs. Children growing up in individualist societies, however, are focused 

more narrowly on their own feelings and their subjective well-being. In turn, they are thought 
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to rely on their family environment to a lesser extent (Triandis, 1995, p. 2). In other words, 

if we assume the same mechanism that applies to adult populations, family relations should 

be more important to children’s well-being in collectivist countries, whereas the self (and 

not family relations) should be more important to their well-being in individualistic societies. 

Consequently, the third hypothesis is ‘The societal value climate impacts the relationship 

between family relations and children’s well-being: children from collectivist societies 

benefit to a greater extent from good family relations than children from individualistic 

societies’ (H3). 

It has to be noted that it remains unclear whether this assumption is applicable to 

children, whose needs are different from those of adults. Children are thought generally to 

pursue the goal of feeling emotionally safe and embedded (Davies et al., 2016b) in their 

family environment. Thus, having high-intimacy relationships might be more important to 

children in individualistic countries where families are generally nuclear and where high-

intimacy relationships are mostly limited to close family members such as parents. Children 

from collectivist countries, in contrast, generally live in bigger families that also include 

more distant relatives such as aunts and uncles, where family cohesion is stronger (Georgas 

et al., 1997). Thus, the family relations within the nuclear family might be less important to 

children from collectivist countries because they have more high-intimacy relationships with 

people other than their parents.  

Systematic empirical evidence with regard to the moderating role of cultural values 

is scarce. As described above, family relations have been found to be predictive of children’s 

subjective well-being in many societies, but there is some evidence that the effect strength 

varies between cultures. Comparing children from eight countries – seven individualistic and 

one collectivist – Kutsar et al. (2019) showed that having a good time with their family is 

predictive of eight-year-old children’s subjective well-being in most of the individualistic 

societies but not in the collectivist country, Romania. In a comparison between collectivist 

South Korea and individualistic England, Kim and Main (2017) found the satisfaction with 

the family to be positively related to children’s subjective well-being in both countries, but 

found that the effect was stronger for the English sample. A similar result was obtained by 

Lawler et al. (2018), who found that family relationships were positively related to well-

being in both countries but that, surprisingly, children from South Korea relied 

comparatively more on social networks outside the family. Finally, Reyes (2019) found that 

societal collectivism acted as an amplifier for the predictive power of safety and space in the 

family environment on children’s subjective well-being. These limited findings contradict 

the theoretical arguments presented above, which supports the notion that children’s needs 

differ vastly from adults’ and that theoretical arguments based on adult populations might 
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need to be revised before they can be applied to children. To address these theoretical and 

empirical shortcomings, this study makes use of large-scale data to systematically explore 

the relationship between family relations and children’s subjective well-being, thereby 

comparing collectivist and individualistic societies. 

Data and Methods 

Data 

This study employs data on children from 39 countries who participated in the three 

waves of the Children’s Worlds: International Survey of Children’s Lives and Well-Being 

(ISCWeB). The cross-sectional survey rounds were fielded in 2011/12 (wave 1), 2013/14 

(wave 2) and 2016-2019 (wave 3), and initially included children aged between 8 and 14 

years who attended mainstream schools that participated in the survey project. Children 

answered self-completed questionnaires in their school setting. The questionnaires were 

administered to three age groups, 8-10 years, 10-12 years and 12-14 years, in order to provide 

age-appropriate questions, scale visualizations and scale ranges. The questionnaires included 

internationally comparable information on children’s (familial) living conditions and social 

relationships, as well as different assessments of their subjective well-being (ISCWeB, 

2023a, 2023b). 

ISCWeB aims to close the data gap around children’s subjective well-being and to 

design suitable measures of children’s well-being across the globe (ISCWeB, 2023a). 

Because the ISCWeB data cover a vast number of nations speaking many languages, the 

questionnaire was originally designed in English and then translated into the respective 

languages. As quality control, the country-specific translations were re-translated into 

English and wording anomalies were corrected as necessary. This design procedure 

ultimately yielded a usable questionnaire for each of the participating countries (Rees & 

Main, 2015). The ethical approval for the survey was obtained in advance from the respective 

ethics committee in each country. Additionally, parents had to approve their children’s 

participation in the project in advance, and all children were informed that answering the 

questionnaire was voluntary, that they could stop answering the questionnaire at any time 

and that all answers and information given would be treated anonymously because they were 

considered confidential (Rees, 2017; Rees & Main, 2015). An in-depth description of the 

sampling strategies and data collection procedure for each country can be found in the 

country reports provided on the project website (www.isciweb.org).  

Because the questionnaire aimed at 8-year-olds employed different scales and 

included, overall, fewer topics and questions, this study only used the data provided by 

children in the 10-12 and 12-14 years age groups. Additionally, the sample was restricted to 

about:blank
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children who indicated that they lived in two-parent families, because there is evidence that 

the subjective well-being of children living in one-parent families differs significantly from 

that of those living in two-parent families (Dinisman et al., 2017).  

Table 21. Descriptive statistics for the pooled country sample 

Variable Mean SD Min Max 

Individual-level 

(n=129,018)     
Overall life satisfaction 8.90 1.96 0 10 

Family relations 3.38 0.77 0 4 

Gender     
boy 0.50  0 1 

girl 0.50  0 1 

Age in years 11.14 1.08 10 14 

Siblings     
has siblings 0.23  0 1 

no siblings 0.77  0 1 

Country-level (N=39)     
Individualism index (IDV) 41.75 22.78 13 91 

Societal value climate     
collectivist 0.58  0 1 

individualist 0.42  0 1 

Note: Weighted with population weight to give equivalent 

sample sizes between countries. 

Throughout the whole analysis, the number of missing values amounted to 6.5%. 

Because the non-responses for each variable of interest were generally small (0.5%-2.8%), 

they were handled using list-wise deletion. The final analytical sample amounts to 129,018 

children from 39 countries (see Table 21). 

Measures 

Overall life satisfaction was operationalized using the well-known question ‘How 

satisfied are you with your life as a whole?’. Children of both age groups were asked to rate 

their overall life satisfaction on an 11-point scale ranging from 0 ‘not at all satisfied’ to 10 

‘totally satisfied’. 

Family relations were measured by a row mean index that captures feelings of 

safety, relations with family members and parental responsiveness. Children rated each of 

the statements ‘I feel safe at home’, ‘We have a good time together in my family’, and ‘My 

parents listen to me and take what I say into account’ on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 

0 ‘I do not agree’ to 4 ‘I totally agree’. Hence, higher scores on the family relations index 

indicate better family relations. Cronbach’s alpha indicated a sufficient reliability, with 

α=0.7 in all waves and for both collectivist (α=0.7) and individualist (α=0.7) societies. 
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All models control for socio-demographic characteristics that are known to 

determine children’s subjective well-being, in order to control for the most important 

confounding factors: child gender (e.g., Gilman & Huebner, 2003; Lawler et al., 2017; 

Macek et al., 2022), child age (e.g., dos Santos et al., 2019; Lawler et al., 2017) and a dummy 

that indicates whether the child has siblings.  

Cultural value climate was operationalized using the Individualism Index (IDV) 

according to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory (Hofstede, 1984, 2011; Hofstede 

Insights, 2023). The index measures the extent of collectivism and individualism in a society, 

as polar opposites. It has a theoretical range from 0 ‘collectivist’ to 100 ‘individualistic’; 

countries with index scores between 0 and 49 are classified as (rather) collectivist, and 

countries that score between 50 and 100 are classified as (rather) individualistic (see, for 

example Hofstede, 1983; Hofstede Insights, 2023). The set of countries in this study 

comprises 23 collectivist societies and 16 individualistic societies (see Table 22 for country 

classification); 58% of the children lived in collectivist cultures and 42% lived in 

individualistic cultures (see Table 21). Overall, the IDV score ranged from 13 in Colombia 

to 91 in the United States of America.  

Analytical strategy 

The analysis is reported in three consecutive steps. First, I provide a comprehensive 

descriptive overview of the children’s overall life satisfaction and family relations. The 

descriptive analysis puts a special emphasis on the differences between collectivist and 

individualistic countries in order to test H1. Because the general association between family 

relations and life satisfaction has not yet been established in theoretical or empirical works 

for child populations, I then provide, in the second step, correlational analyses on the country 

level as well as single-country, time-pooled OLS regressions. I compare the b-coefficients 

across the diverse set of countries to determine whether family relations are indeed positively 

related to children’s life satisfaction independently of the country setting, empirically testing 

H2. Because I expect the effect of family relations on life satisfaction to differ considerably 

between countries, I additionally estimate a three-level multilevel model with random slopes 

for family relations in the final step of the analysis. In these models, children (level 1) are 

nested in country-years (level 2) that are nested in countries (level 3). The model is used to 

examine the moderating role of collectivism, as opposed to individualism, within the 

relationship between family relations and child well-being (H3). All analyses are conducted 

using a weight that makes sample sizes across the countries equivalent.  
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Results 

Children’s subjective well-being and family relations in collectivist 

and individualistic societies 

Table 22. Weighted means of overall life satisfaction and family relations by country (n=129,018) 

Collectivist countries Individualistic countries 

Country 
Overall life 

satisfaction 

Family 

relations 
Country 

Overall life 

satisfaction 

Family 

relations 

Albania 9.76 3.64 Belgium 9.09 3.50 

Algeria 9.06 3.50 Canada 9.02 3.51 

Brazil 8.87 3.18 Estonia 8.95 3.55 

Chile 8.67 3.42 Finland 8.97 3.58 

Colombia 9.45 3.52 France 9.10 3.44 

Croatia 9.36 3.56 Germany 8.85 3.41 

Ethiopia 8.72 2.87 Hungary 9.12 3.66 

Greece 9.73 3.73 Israel 9.18 3.61 

Hong Kong 8.29 3.02 Italy 9.08 3.20 

India 9.09 3.54 Malta 9.04 3.53 

Indonesia 8.52 3.24 Norway 9.10 3.62 

Malaysia 9.15 2.99 Poland 8.92 3.55 

Namibia 8.77 3.20 South Africa 8.80 3.21 

Nepal 8.50 3.24 Spain 9.19 3.47 

Romania 9.55 3.45 United Kingdom 8.59 3.43 

Russia 8.96 3.23 United States 8.82 3.32 

Rwanda 8.91 3.32    
South Korea 8.09 3.30    
Sri Lanka 8.71 3.70    
Taiwan 8.58 3.23    

Turkey 9.28 3.36 Collectivist 8.85 3.31 

Uganda 6.84 2.86 Individualistic 8.99 3.47 

Vietnam 8.62 3.14 Pooled Sample 8.90 3.38 

Note: Weighted with population weight to make sample sizes equivalent between countries. 

Table 22 displays the weighted means of life satisfaction and self-rated family 

relations in each of the countries, as well as the total mean and the means for collectivist and 

individualistic countries. Overall, children’s life satisfaction and family relations are rated 

highly in the pooled sample. When taking a closer look at the country averages, children 

from Uganda rate their life satisfaction and family relations worst, followed by those from 

South Korea and Hong Kong. Children from Albania and Greece rate their subjective well-

being and family relations comparatively highly. Thus, the best and worst ratings stem from 

collectivist societies. The ratings of children from individualistic countries tend to lie in the 

mid-range of the sample but are overall slightly higher. However, the differences in average 

scores are small. 
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Figure 8. Country-level correlations 

 

Figure 8 visualizes the ecological (country-level) correlation between (a) children’s 

life satisfaction and (b) family relations and the IDV index for collectivist countries (plotted 

in yellow) and individualistic countries (plotted in blue). The grey line indicates the 

correlation for the total sample. 

For the total sample, IDV and life satisfaction are non-significantly but positively 

correlated – higher IDV scores are related to higher average levels of life satisfaction. When 

differentiating between collectivist and individualistic countries, this positive correlation can 

be found for children from collectivist societies but not for children from individualistic 

societies, where the IDV score is significantly and moderately strongly negatively related to 

average levels of life satisfaction: that is, higher levels of individualism are associated with 

lower levels of average subjective well-being in individualistic countries. This indicates that 

the relationship between average subjective well-being and societal level individualism 

might follow an inverted U-shape: very high levels of individualism as well as very high 

levels of collectivism on the country level are associated with lower average levels of life 

satisfaction. 

A similar picture emerges for the country average of family relations (right-hand 

panel in Figure 8). In the total sample, higher IDV is associated with better average 

evaluations of family relations, but, again, collectivist and individualistic countries differ: 
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while IDV and average family relations are positively related in collectivist countries, the 

association is negative in individualistic countries, but neither of these relationships are 

significant and they have to be interpreted with caution. This could again indicate an inverted 

U-shaped relationship between IDV and family relations, so that children from very 

collectivist and very individualistic countries seem to give a worse evaluation of their family 

relations on average. These results lend some partial support to the first hypothesis: overall, 

children from collectivist countries report slightly lower levels of life satisfaction compared 

to children from individualistic societies, but while higher levels of IDV are associated with 

higher levels of life satisfaction in collectivist countries, this trend is reversed in 

individualistic countries. 

The association between family relations and children’s life 

satisfaction 

Moving to the association between family relations and children’s subjective well-

being, I first employ multivariate, single-country regressions. Table 23 displays the effect of 

family relations on children’s overall life satisfaction for each of the 39 countries. First of 

all, the relationship between family relations and life satisfaction is universally positive and, 

in most cases, (moderately) strong: scoring one point higher on the family relations index is 

associated with around one point more for life satisfaction, in both collectivist and 

individualistic societies. However, with b < 0.05, the effect is small in 6 of 19 collectivist 

countries, whereas this is not the case for any of the individualistic countries. In the latter, 

the effect of family relations on children’s subjective well-being tends to be especially 

strong, with 10 of 16 regressions yielding b > 1.0 (compared to 7 of 23 collectivist societies 

showing such a strong effect).  
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Table 23. Single-country regressions of children's subjective well-being on family relations 

Collectivist countries Individualistic countries 

 Overall life satisfaction  Overall life satisfaction 

Country b  SE Country b  SE 

Albania 0.345 *** 0.066 Belgium 0.609 *** 0.080 

Algeria 0.808 *** 0.057 Canada 1.246 *** 0.270 

Brazil 1.067 *** 0.058 Estonia 1.313 *** 0.069 

Chile 1.251 *** 0.068 Finland 1.273 *** 0.105 

Colombia 0.515 *** 0.076 France 1.109 *** 0.082 

Croatia 1.062 *** 0.079 Germany 0.964 *** 0.081 

Ethiopia 0.438 *** 0.052 Hungary 1.503 *** 0.103 

Greece 0.583 *** 0.139 Israel 1.273 *** 0.092 

Hong Kong 1.365 *** 0.064 Italy 0.992 *** 0.067 

India 0.425 *** 0.082 Malta 1.021 *** 0.102 

Indonesia 0.711 *** 0.031 Norway 0.918 *** 0.073 

Malaysia 0.589 *** 0.084 Poland 1.268 *** 0.066 

Namibia 0.861 *** 0.080 South Africa 0.527 *** 0.036 

Nepal 0.441 *** 0.049 Spain 0.948 *** 0.034 

Romania 0.499 *** 0.043 United Kingdom 1.385 *** 0.052 

Russia 0.810 *** 0.067 United States 1.299 *** 0.127 

Rwanda 1.109 *** 0.247     
South Korea 1.469 *** 0.026     
Sri Lanka 0.904 *** 0.104     
Taiwan 1.252 *** 0.052     
Turkey 0.482 *** 0.067 Collectivist 0.902 *** 0.016 

Uganda 0.195 ** 0.195 Individualistic 1.052 *** 0.021 

Vietnam 0.685 *** 0.067 Pooled Sample 0.917 *** 0.013 

Note: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 

Weighted with population weight to make sample sizes equivalent between countries.  

Controlled for gender, age and siblings. Cluster robust standard errors, clustered in country-

years. 

In sum, family relations explain 14% of the variance in children’s subjective well-

being within the pooled sample. The explanatory power of family relations on life 

satisfaction ranges between 1% in Uganda and 39% in Hong Kong. Additional analyses (not 

shown) suggest that the adjusted R-squared obtained from the models shown in Table 23 is 

positively correlated with IDV on a country level – the higher the IDV score, the higher the 

amount of explained variance in life satisfaction. Overall, family relations explain a bigger 

share of variance in children’s life satisfaction in individualistic countries (adj. R² = 17%) 

than in collectivistic countries (adj. R² = 12%). Family relations are a slightly stronger 

predictor of children’s life satisfaction in individualistic countries than in collectivist ones. 

Additionally, the correlation is negative in collectivist and positive in individualistic 

countries. Overall, the single-country regressions thus lend support to the second hypothesis: 

family relations are indeed positively related to children’s subjective well-being in every 

country, but to a vastly differing extent. 
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The moderating role of collectivism 

Table 24. Multilevel regression of life satisfaction on level 1 and level 3 variables 

  Overall Life Satisfaction 

  M1 M2 

  b SE b SE 

Family relations   0.695*** 0.165 

Female (ref.: male)   -0.116*** 0.026 

Age in years   -0.127*** 0.016 

Siblings (ref.: no siblings)     0.038 0.020 

IDV   -0.021* 0.009 

Family relations x IDV   0.006* 0.003 

Constant 8.900*** 0.076 8.134*** 0.503 

ICC Level 1 89.5    
ICC Level 2 6.1    
ICC Level 3 4.4    
Chi²   418.145***  
Log Likelihood -272,729.34   -262,479.563   

Individuals (L1) 129,018  129,018  
Country years (L2) 58  58  
Countries (L3) 39   39   

Note: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001, weighted with population weight to make 

sample sizes equivalent between countries. Random slopes for family relations. 

Finally, to test whether cultural values moderate the relationship between family 

relations and children’s life satisfaction, I estimate multilevel regressions as described in the 

analytical strategy. The results are depicted in Table 24. The model suggests that the effect 

of family relations on children’s subjective well-being is substantial: with a change in life 

satisfaction of 0.695 points per one-point increase'on the five-point family relations index, 

the difference between worst family relations and best family relations accounts for nearly 

3.5 points on the 11-point life satisfaction scale.  

Regarding the country-level cultural value climate, IDV is another strong predictor. 

With each increase of one point on the individualism index, children’s life satisfaction 

decreases by 0.021 points, so children’s average life satisfaction is lower when individualism 

is stronger on the country level. This negative effect would add up to a difference of 1.64 

points between average life satisfaction in the most individualistic country (United States) 

and the most collectivist country (Colombia) in this analytical sample. Because the 

correlational analyses suggest that the relationship between IDV and children’s subjective 

well-being might be non-linear, I add a quadratic IDV term to the model as a robustness 

check (see Model 3 in Table A3 in the Appendix). When including the quadratic term, 

neither IDV nor IDV² are significant but the leading signs of the regression coefficients point 

to the suggested inverted U-shape for the relationship between IDV and life satisfaction. 
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Finally, to determine whether country-level cultural values moderate the relationship 

between family relations and child well-being, the model further includes a cross-level 

interaction between family relations on the individual level and IDV on the country level. 

The interaction effect indicates a strengthening effect: higher individualism at the country 

level is generally negatively related to life satisfaction. This negative effect, however, 

weakens with better family relations, as indicated by the positive interaction term between 

family climate and IDV. When comparing children with bad and good family relations, the 

maximum gain in life satisfaction from good family relations amounts to 3.1 points on the 

11-point scale in collectivist societies and 4.8 points in individualistic societies. 

Figure 9. The marginal effects of family relations on life satisfaction at different levels of cultural 

value climate 

 

Figure 9 visualizes the marginal effects of bad, moderate and good family relations 

on children’s overall life satisfaction at different levels of IDV. As can be seen from the way 

the lines fan out, children in more individualistic countries benefit marginally more from 

good family relations but are hit particularly hard when experiencing bad family relations, 

compared to children from collectivist societies. Overall, it seems evident that country-level 

cultural values moderate the extent to which children’s life satisfaction benefits (or suffers) 

from family relations. In other words, children from individualistic countries are more 

strongly influenced by family relations than children from collectivist countries, 

contradicting the initial expectation phrased in hypothesis 3.  
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Discussion 

Using data from the first to the third wave of the ISCWeB survey that covered more 

than 125,000 children from 39 countries, and starting from theoretical arguments proposed 

in Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1977, 1992) ecological systems theory, this study is among the 

first to examine cross-cultural differences in the level of children’s life satisfaction, the effect 

of family relations on life satisfaction, and the moderating role of country-level collectivism 

versus individualism on this relationship.  

Average life satisfaction is generally high in the child populations from all countries 

(except Uganda), with differences between collectivist and individualistic countries being 

marginal; this is in line with evidence from earlier studies on adolescents (Gilman et al., 

2008; Reyes, 2019). Interestingly, the results suggest that very high levels of individualistic 

values, as well as very high levels of collectivist values, harm children’s life satisfaction – 

partially contradicting the initial hypothesis (H1). A possible explanation for this finding is 

that many of the collectivist countries included in this study have undergone profound 

transformations in their social and economic structures. For example, South Korea and Hong 

Kong, the two collectivist countries that are noticeably different from the others, have a 

higher level of societal wealth (World Bank, 2023) and of human development (UNDP, 

2023) compared to many of the other collectivist societies in the sample, which might 

explain why they are similar to the individualistic countries. The diverging trend between 

collectivist and individualistic societies might be due to overall life satisfaction – itself an 

individualistic concept (Triandis, 1995, p. 109) – not being a sufficiently culturally sensitive 

measure of children’s subjective well-being. Recent studies on measuring subjective well-

being in adult populations revealed that life satisfaction might not be an ideal measure in 

collectivist countries, and that culturally sensitive well-being measures might produce 

valuable new insights (Krys et al., 2019; Krys et al., 2021; Krys et al., 2023). These 

considerations need to be factored in for children’s well-being in future research. 

As for the question of how family relations influence life satisfaction, the results in 

this study are in line with those from earlier single-country studies (e.g., Corominas et al., 

2020; Forrester et al., 2022; Kühner et al., 2021) and show that family relations are 

universally beneficial for children’s life satisfaction, lending support to hypothesis 2. 

Notably, family relations are, on average, a better predictor of children’s life satisfaction in 

individualistic countries, and the strength of association between family relations and life 

satisfaction depends strongly on the country setting. The results further show that the life 

satisfaction of children in individualistic countries suffers significantly more from very bad 

family relations when they are compared to their counterparts in collectivist countries. This 

finding is in line with results from earlier studies (Kim & Main, 2017; Lawler et al., 2018), 
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but contradicts the theoretical assumption established by Triandis (1995) – and hypothesis 3 

which was derived from his theoretical arguments.  

Cultural differences with regard to the concept of family might be an explanation for 

the contradictory results. While in most individualistic countries “family” generally refers 

to the nuclear family, “family” includes extended family in collectivist societies (Georgas et 

al., 1997). Moreover, a small nuclear family size is very common in western countries. In 

the EU, for example, the realization of fertility intentions is being delayed and the average 

number of children in western countries has been steadily declining since the 1980s 

(Beaujouan, 2023; INED, 2023). Since 2013, roughly 50% of all families have one child 

(Eurostat, 2023). This decline in the number of children has been accompanied by a rise in 

the sentimental and financial investment in a child in western societies (Lesthaeghe, 2015), 

stronger involvement of parents in their only child’s life (Furman & Lanthier, 2005), and 

closer, child-centred parent–child bonds (Khadaroo & MacCallum, 2021). It is therefore 

possible that children from individualistic cultures largely rely solely on their parents, 

whereas children from collectivist cultures benefit from having more family members 

outside the nuclear family and, thus, a number of different, emotionally close, adults on 

whom to rely. In addition, the lower intimacy networks outside the family that are prevalent 

in individualistic societies are seemingly not protective enough when the family bonds are 

weak and family relations bad. In contrast, fewer but more intimate relationships, as are often 

seen in collectivist societies, seem to promote child well-being on the country level but to 

inhibit the enhancing effect of good family relations on the individual level. 

This study is not without its limitations. First, I only consider collectivist and 

individualist values on the country level. As shown in the analyses, the individual level is 

more predictive of child well-being, and thus collectivist and individualist values and 

attitudes on the individual level should be considered in the future. Secondly, the country set 

is still dominated by western and Asian societies. Collecting data from a more diverse 

country set would massively enhance our understanding of the effect of cultural values on 

children’s lives, and might generate valuable insights into how macro-societal circumstances 

shape children’s social environments. This data collection should be enabled and supported 

by policy makers and non-governmental organizations in order to include countries that have 

not yet been thoroughly studied. This is particularly the case for African and Latin American 

countries. Finally, I only consider family relations. As the family is only one part of a child’s 

social networks, future research needs to investigate whether relationships in other social 

settings – especially peer relations – are sensitive to cultural values, too. 

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study is among the first to empirically test the 

interrelation between children’s family relations and subjective well-being from a cross-
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cultural perspective. The results show that cultural values are a non-negligible factor in 

children’s lives, and should not be ignored when comparing the effects of social relationships 

on children’s subjective well-being across different cultures and countries.  
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9 Discussion 

This dissertation set out to investigate how the subjective well-being of children in 

Germany is determined by experiences in parents’ lives and to identify the underlying 

mechanisms that enable intergenerational transfer processes. I drew on children’s own 

reports and aimed to provide a comprehensive overview of the various direct and indirect 

effects of experiences in parents’ lives on children’s subjective well-being and identified the 

underlying mechanisms that enable intergenerational transfer processes. To this end, I 

investigated the formation of children’s well-being under consideration of different, parent-

related ecological systems (Research Goal 1). I considered how children’s subjective well-

being is determined by parenting behaviour and family relations (microsystem), 

interparental conflict and parents’ depressiveness (mesosystem), parents’ work–family 

conflict (exosystem), and cultural values (macrosystem). Additionally, I explored whether 

the association between family relations and children’s subjective well-being varies with 

regard to country-level cultural values in terms of collectivism versus individualism 

Research Goal 2). I further analysed two different mechanisms behind the interrelation of 

parents’ and children’s lives: direct intergenerational transmission of subjective well-being, 

and parenting behaviour as an indirect transmission link. With regard to the direct pathway, 

I examined the intergenerational transmission of psychological and social well-being, testing 

whether increasing depressiveness in mothers and fathers as well as increasing conflict 

frequency between parents spill over to children’s emotional problems and their behaviour 

towards peers (Research Goal 3). Concerning the indirect link, I aimed to clarify whether 

mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behaviours, that is their emotional warmth and verbally 

harsh parenting towards the child, is the underlying mechanism that transfers parents’ 

adverse experiences with each other and in their work environment to children’s subjective 

well-being (Research Goal 4). 

I drew upon different theoretical frameworks that are commonly used in family and 

child research. The analyses are mainly guided by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986, 1992) 

ecological systems theory. I extended his theoretical framework for children’s development 

to children’s subjective well-being, arguing that the formative processes are of a similar 

nature (Schatzki, 1996). I further derived the arguments from social learning theory 

(Bandura, 1969, 1977) and argued that children are not only impacted by their parents’ 

everyday experiences but that the social learning process causes an intergenerational 

transmission of behaviours that influence social as well as psychological well-being. Based 

on the emotional security hypothesis (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Davies et al., 2016a, 

2016b), I finally argued that parenting behaviour is the crucial underlying mechanism 

between parents’ adverse experiences and children’s subjective well-being. I tested two 
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competing possibilities of this transmission link: building on the spillover hypothesis 

(Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000; Staines, 1980; Williams & Alliger, 1994), I empirically 

tested whether adverse experiences are associated with less emotional warmth and more 

verbally harsh parenting, which causes strain and stress that then decreases children’s well-

being. Building on the compensation hypothesis (Engfer, 1988; Erel & Burman, 1995; 

Katrijn et al., 2017; Kouros et al., 2014; Staines, 1980) I additionally empirically examined 

whether adverse experiences increase positive parenting practices, i.e. more warm behaviour 

towards the child and less verbally harsh parenting, which ultimately protects children from 

the adverse experiences in parents’ lives. 

My main argument was that the effect of parents’ adverse experiences in the 

children’s mesosystem, such as parents’ conflicts with each other, as well as the children’s 

exosystem, such as parental working conditions, distinctly impact children’s subjective well-

being but that it is not the parental experience of adversities per se that directly influences 

children’s subjective well-being. Instead, these experiences alter the child’s microsystem: 

the parent–child relationship, i.e. mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behaviour. It is this change 

in parents’ behaviours that ultimately impacts children’s subjective well-being. Parents’ 

experiences in systems where children do not actively participate, such as the parent–parent 

relationship or parents’ working conditions are thus indirectly linked to children’s subjective 

well-being via the direct parent–child interaction, which is more important to the formation 

of children’s subjective well-being than external circumstances. Based on ecological 

systems theory and Triandis’s (1995) notions regarding country-level collectivism and 

individualism, I finally suggested that children’s subjective well-being is sensitive to cultural 

values: the role of family relations for children’s well-being varies with the cultural settings 

children live in. 

This dissertation drew on children’s self-reported subjective well-being because the 

child perspective is a valid and necessary information on children’s well-being. Yet, as of 

now it has been underexplored in the quantitative empirical literature, as has been shown in 

the systematic literature review in Chapter 3. Chapter 5 first and foremost provides empirical 

evidence that gives a cautionary note for research projects that concern children’s subjective 

well-being. I employed a multiple-informant approach to assess the intergenerational 

transmission of psychological well-being, which unveiled that the magnitude of transmission 

depends on who reports children’s emotional problems: although the models show that 

mothers’ and fathers’ increasing levels of depressiveness impact children’s psychological 

well-being negatively, independent from whether the outcome was reported by mothers, 

fathers, or the children themselves, a parental mood bias was evident in the German data. 

The intergenerational transmission of psychological well-being was remarkably smaller in 
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magnitude using children’s self-reports instead of mothers’ and fathers’ reports and became 

less congruent the higher the levels of parents’ depressiveness. This result is well in line with 

a smaller number of studies that also illustrated the inadequacy of parents’ reports of their 

children’s subjective well-being (e.g. Booth et al., 2023; Seiffge-Krenke & Kollmar, 1998; 

White-Koning et al., 2007). Since the main body of literature on children’s subjective well-

being is concerned with negative, stressful events in parents’ lives, this bias needs to be 

considered when interpreting parent-reported child well-being. Chapter 6 additionally 

provides evidence for an intergenerational transmission of social well-being: children who 

report increasing interparental conflict frequency also show lower levels of social well-

being. This lends support to the social learning process noted in social learning theory. 

However, the direct link is not the only transmission mechanism. As hypothesized, mothers’ 

and fathers’ parenting behaviour was shown to be another mechanism that transfers parents’ 

experiences to children’s subjective well-being. More precisely, adverse experiences in 

parents’ lives lead to harsher parenting behaviour: parents display emotional warm 

behaviour towards their child less commonly and more often communicate in a negative way 

with their child when experiencing interparental conflict or work–family conflicts. This, in 

turn, leads to a deteriorating subjective well-being in the child’s life. Thus, the results 

obtained from the empirical analyses in Chapters 6 and 7 provide evidence for a spillover of 

negative emotions and behaviours rather than a compensatory mechanism. The findings are 

largely in line with the body of empirical studies that rely on parent reports of children’s 

well-being, that confirm negative effects of interparental conflict (Pearce-Morris & King, 

2012; Vandewater & Lansford, 1998), parents’ mental problems (e.g., Hunt et al., 2017; 

Keyser et al., 2017; Ma & Klein, 2018; Shelleby, 2018; Yeung & Li, 2022), and adverse 

working conditions (e.g., Castillo et al., 2020; Pilarz, 2021; Roeters & van Houdt, 2019) on 

children’s subjective well-being, as well as with studies that find spillover effects via 

parenting behaviour (e.g., Chen & Lee, 2021; Flannery et al., 2023; Pilarz, 2021; Turney, 

2012; Vandewater & Lansford, 1998).  

The aforementioned mechanism was tested in depth for Germany. To address the 

lack of research results from a broader variety of cultural settings, Chapter 8 additionally 

tested the effect of family relations – the microsystem – on children’s subjective well-being 

from a cross-national perspective, thus accounting for the child’s macrosystem. I found that 

good family relations are beneficial for children’s subjective well-being across all 39 

countries included in the analyses and across different cultural zones but to a vastly differing 

extent. Individualism and collectivism on the country-level shaped the extent to which 

negative family relations harm children’s subjective well-being. Results show that children 

from individualistic countries are – with regard to their subjective well-being – more reliant 

on their nuclear family compared to children from collectivist countries. This indicates that 
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the relevance of parent–child relationships for children’s subjective well-being is impacted 

by the prevalent cultural values of a society. The study in Chapter 8 provides the first 

comprehensive investigation of this relationship thereby adding to the, thus far, scarce 

evidence on its cultural variation. Differences between individualistic and collectivist 

countries with regard to family relations and children’s subjective well-being have, to date, 

only been tested in very few studies that compared much smaller sets of countries (Kim & 

Main, 2017; Kutsar et al., 2019; Lawler et al., 2018; Reyes, 2019). Because cultural values 

exert a formative influence on children’s as well as parents’ attitudes, beliefs and behaviour 

within and outside of the family, this finding highlights the necessity to generally consider 

the broader societal context when studying child well-being, not only when conducting 

cross-cultural comparisons. This finding further highlights the need to conduct research on 

the relationship between parents’ lives and children’s well-being based on a greater variety 

of countries and across different cultural zones.  

Figure 10. Results with Regard to the Theoretical Model

 

Figure 10 summarizes the general mechanisms obtained from analyses in 

Chapters 5 to 8: children’s self-reported subjective well-being is negatively impacted by 

parents’ adverse experiences in the meso- and exosystem. These are transmitted both directly 

through intergenerational transmission processes that are determined by children 

experiencing and observing parents’ depressiveness and conflictive social behaviour and 

also indirectly through a spillover process via mothers’ and fathers’ adverse parenting 

behaviours. Thus, adverse experiences cause direct negative effects on child well-being as 

well as an indirect effect through an increase in adverse parenting behaviours that ultimately 

harm children’s subjective well-being. In summary, the empirical evidence does indeed 

suggest that ecological systems have direct effects on the formation of children’s well-being. 

They are further strongly intertwined: disruptions and dysfunctions occurring in ecological 
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systems where children are not actively involved (such as the parents’ relationship and 

workplaces) can ripple through the microsystem and lead to well-being losses for children. 

Additionally, the importance of family relations for children’s self-reported subjective well-

being depends on the cultural context: the beneficial effects of good family relations on 

children’s subjective well-being varies interculturally with regard to the prevalent cultural 

values. Consequently, all of the systems suggested in ecological systems theory together 

determine children’s subjective well-being. These key findings have far-reaching research 

and policy implications that are discussed in the next subsections. 

Research Implications 

Ecological systems theory, social learning theory, and the emotional security 

hypothesis stress the particular relevance of parents’ environment and emphasize the 

significance of parents’ behaviour towards their children for child development and well-

being. The interrelation of parents’ and children’s lives have broad and far-reaching 

implications for society as a whole: as children’s well-being is significantly shaped by 

parental moods, emotional states, strain and stress levels, this potentially produces a 

significant well-being inequality for children. Assuming that the intergenerational 

transmission of subjective well-being can be defined as social practice (Schatzki, 1996, p. 

12), negative parent experiences have the potential to set an intergenerational downward 

spiral of subjective well-being in motion: parents with low subjective well-being transfer 

social scripts of low well-being that are likely to be reproduced by the following generations. 

The same is true for children with high well-being parents, which would, in turn, cause an 

intergenerational upward spiral of subjective well-being. When additionally considering that 

significant levels of family- or work-related stress and strain in adults are more common 

among the lower strata of society (e.g., Boye, 2009; Byron, 2005; Popova & Navicke, 2019; 

Reimann et al., 2022; Remery & Schippers, 2019) and that individuals with lower social 

class, lower income, and lower educational level also have lower levels of subjective well-

being, on average (e.g. Anderson et al., 2012; Bartolini et al., 2013; Caporale et al., 2009; 

Delhey, 2004; Pancheva & Vásquez, 2022; Tan et al., 2020), it becomes evident that children 

from families with lower socio-economic status are faced with a double well-being penalty. 

Not only is the generally lower level of well-being transmitted from parents to their children 

(Bandura, 1977; Schatzki, 1996) but in addition they are more likely to bear the results of 

parents’ adverse experiences, which add to the detrimental effect on children’s well-being.  

The results from Chapters 6 and 7, however, provide evidence that this downward 

spiral of subjective well-being is not inevitable. It is not the mere presence of everyday 

adversities in parents’ lives but the shift towards more negative family dynamics that harm 

children’s subjective well-being. Harsh verbal parenting was found to be a major pathway 
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that transmits parents’ negative experiences onto their children. It constitutes a major 

oversight that the majority of the research on harsh parenting behaviour emphasizes physical 

harsh parenting (see Chapter 3.3) considering that verbal harsh parenting is equally common 

as physical harsh parenting in general and throughout all social groups (Witt et al., 2017). 

As verbal harshness is generally perceived as less detrimental to children’s well-being than 

physical harshness, it is, accordingly, more accepted in large parts of the parent population 

(Plener et al., 2016). Many parents are not aware that verbal aggression and regular, harsh 

criticism can have severe negative effects on children. This is especially the case if the adults 

have experienced this kind of parenting behaviour themselves – studies show that parenting 

behaviour, too, underlies certain intergenerational transmission processes (Kerr & Capaldi, 

2019; Su et al., 2022). Recognizing verbal abuse as a form of maltreatment (Dube et al., 

2023) will be a necessary step to protect children from this kind of treatment and to 

ultimately improve their subjective well-being. It will further aid in fully understanding the 

intergenerational transmission cycles of abuse (Haselschwerdt et al., 2019; Kaufman & 

Zigler, 1989), trauma (Zhang et al., 2022) and mental problems (Goodman, 2020).  

The mechanism described above can also inform research on labour conditions. 

Considering the family as a whole when researching employees’ stress levels and job 

satisfaction could generate valuable new insights. Even though research on family and labour 

increasingly addresses the work–family interrelation (for an overview see, for example, 

Kossek & Ozeki, 1998; Reimann et al., 2022), the effects on children’s subjective well-being 

have not yet been systematically documented. Extending the current research on work–

family conflicts and work–life balance to include children will produce manifold new 

research directions. Based on my findings that concern the spillover of parental strain, it 

seems plausible that adverse working conditions have more unintended side effects than 

previously anticipated. It is not only the employed parent who suffers from stress and strain 

but also the dependent child. Research has shown that a good family life depends on the 

happiness of children (Eck et al., 2019; Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2020) but that it also heavily 

impacted by parents’ working lives and vice versa (Byron, 2005; Michel et al., 2011; 

Reimann et al., 2022). Thus, two entities – employed parents and their children – pay the 

price for externally caused problems. It would be insightful to do more research on family 

time use with regard to parent–parent time as well as parent–child time. As children need 

shared activities with their parents to flourish and be happy (Goisis, 2015; Lietz et al., 2020; 

Liu & Merritt, 2021), and because shared family time was shown to relieve a non-negligible 

share of stress and strain, which in turn decreases interparental conflict as well as work–

family conflicts, investigating these interrelations in depth might provide valuable new 

insights that promote employees’ well-being as well as that of their children.  



 

131 

Relieving the work-related stress of parents (and their children) further has 

significant implications for public health. Unravelling the relationship between parental 

experiences and children’s well-being can inform public health policies and interventions 

aimed at improving the overall health and well-being of the population, particularly for 

vulnerable children and families. In the light of recent negative developments in public 

mental health – increases in diagnoses of, and hospitalization due to, mental illnesses all 

around the world but particularly among the youngest age groups (Elharake et al., 2023; 

Kauhanen et al., 2023; Saunders et al., 2022; Theberath et al., 2022) – aggravated by the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the Russo–Ukrainian War, deep diving into the underlying 

mechanisms besides the experience of threat and crises themselves will be of particular 

relevance for psychologists and public health economists. Since many countries enforced 

strict containment measures during the COVID-19 pandemic, children spent significantly 

more time in the confinement of their parental home and might thus have been exposed to 

parents’ adverse experiences more than in times of normalcy. In order to relieve this societal 

mental health crisis and keep societal costs as low as possible, it is necessary to address the 

spillover effects and consider these mechanisms when planning future prevention strategies. 

Finally, the findings have implications for research on gender equality. Women are 

still the primary caregiver in Germany (Steinbach & Schulz, 2021) and most European 

countries (Martínez-Pastor et al., 2022). Thus, they are confronted with carrying the double 

burden of wage labour and care work (Hochschild & Machung, 2012). Extending research 

on the complex consequences of irreconcilable work and family lives to also consider 

children’s well-being potentially provides valuable new insights and might provide an 

empirical base for new policy approaches. Addressing this issue seems particularly relevant 

in a cross-national context, because the congestion of role expectations harms maternal 

mental health particularly in egalitarian societies where female participation possibilities are 

challenged with unequal parenting duties (Roskam et al., 2022). 

Policy Implications 

The vast impact of parents’ everyday experiences on children’s subjective well-being 

also has implications for policymakers because they carry the possibility of enabling families 

to actively help their children to have higher levels of subjective well-being. A broader 

knowledge of the underlying transfer mechanisms between parents’ and children’s lives 

enables policymakers to implement better family policies that target higher levels of life 

satisfaction in order to strengthen human capital development (Gilman & Huebner, 2006; 

Tabbodi et al., 2015), public physical and mental health (George, 2013; Gilman & Huebner, 

2003; Huebner, 1991; Schuchard et al., 2022), as well as societal social cohesion (Llamas-
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Díaz et al., 2022). Improving these factors offers extensive opportunities to secure long-term 

economic productivity, economic growth, and stability. 

Since economic strain is often at the root of strained family climates (Conger et al., 

2010; Masarik & Conger, 2017), social policy should first aim to lower economic pressure 

on families. Compared to nearly all other OECD countries, lower-income families in 

Germany receive only little financial support (Thévenon, 2011). A well-designed basic child 

allowance would therefore help to relieve family stress. Indeed, Germany has just decided 

on a comprehensive financial programme, the so-called Kindergrundsicherung (English: 

Child Basic Income), aiming to alleviate families’ financial strain by providing a financial 

safety net for families with children (BMFSFJ, 2023). This package might be a first, 

powerful step on the way to improving children’s lives and well-being, but policymakers 

and researchers need to monitor the effects of the Kindergrundsicherung in order to ensure 

that the amount of funding per child is sufficient and that the financial aid is effective. In 

case the financial aid is not effective, the expenditure might be better spent on childcare 

infrastructure because this is the second policy that might avoid strain.  

Policymakers and employers further need to provide better care arrangements in 

order to reduce stress and strain in employed caregivers. Work–family conflicts could be 

evaded if parents, especially parents on lower incomes, were provided with better 

institutional care arrangements, such as suitable day care and the possibility of full day care 

in schools. In 2022, only 35.5% of children under 3 were in day care (Destatis, 2022), and 

childcare is totally free of charge only in two of the sixteen federal states (Hubert et al., 

2021). Thus, childcare is often not available nor is it free to use. Making institutional 

childcare more and freely available, especially to low-income families requires better 

funding for childcare services as well as training and hiring more (kindergarten) teachers, 

educators, and social workers. Even though the number of employees in the childcare sector 

increased slightly from 2022 to 2023 (Destatis, 2023b), the supply of day care is not 

sufficient to mitigate the stress and strain of employed parents. The current care ratio for 

children under the age of 8 is 1:8 (Destatis, 2021) – the suggested care ratio at this age would 

be 1:7 (Strunz, 2013). In Germany, childcare is more than 350,000 day-care places short; 

across the federal states nearly 100,000 kindergarden teachers would be needed to provide a 

sufficient supply of day care (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2022). Over and above better day-care 

options, employers need to enable a higher work schedule flexibility for caregivers and 

provide better support in dealing with workplace pressure and high-intensity workload, as 

this would help to reduce the stress-based strain of parents. 

Moving from the work–family interface to social cohesion, the findings from Chapter 

8 have major implications for societal integration efforts. According to Eurostat and Destatis, 
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the majority of migrants – especially refugees – in the EU and Germany come from 

collectivist countries of origin (Destatis, 2023a; Eurostat, 2023a, 2023d). Considering that 

children’s well-being is strongly protected by the bigger family structures that are prevalent 

in collectivist societies, migration will take part of this protection mechanism away because 

they commonly migrate with their nuclear family only. Thus, children will have to rely solely 

on this smaller set of family members when arriving in the host country. In order to maintain 

and improve their subjective well-being after migration, it is therefore crucial to provide 

these children with opportunities of participation and social networks that help mitigate 

harmful impacts due to the loss of family. Schools, sports, and other clubs should therefore 

specifically target the integration of children with migration experiences in existing 

structures. 

To monitor the development of children’s well-being, policymakers should provide 

and allocate funds to collect, archive, and systematically analyse data on children’s lives. 

While the government of the United Kingdom, for example, has provided a thorough 

documentation of children’s and adolescents’ well-being, which includes information on 

children’s physical, mental, social, and overall subjective well-being, since 2019 (GOV UK 

Department for Education, 2023), information is scarce in most European countries and even 

scarcer in many other world regions. A vast share of relevant information on children’s living 

conditions can only be derived from small sample sizes and often relies on parent-reported 

data that are prone to mood bias and social desirability bias, as was shown in this dissertation 

(see Chapter 3 and Chapter 5). Moreover, information on the living conditions of children, 

such as the share of children who live with mentally ill parents or who are subject to domestic 

violence, is estimated and often based on outdated survey data (Dimitrova-Stull, 2014; Plass-

Christl et al., 2017). Of course, these kind of data can hardly be derived systematically 

without bias due to the necessity of parents’ consent to interview children, which is why 

survey projects such as the International Survey of Children’s Well-Being – which is the 

only internationally comparable survey that focuses on measuring and monitoring children’s 

self-reported subjective well-being – need to be guaranteed state funding, similarly to the 

European Commission’s Eurobarometer (European Union, 2023). 

Limitations 

This dissertation is subject to certain limitations. Some of them have already been 

discussed in Chapters 5 to 8, others have already been addressed in the discussion above. 

However, two crucial limitations need to be highlighted with regard to the sample of children 

that have been studied in this dissertation. First, most of the evidence is based on children 

from Germany, a rich, Western society with generous policies in place to protect parents and 

children that relieve their burden to a certain extent. Compared to other OECD countries, 
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and especially compared to the United States, Germany provides higher tax benefits to 

families, child poverty rates are lower, female employment is slightly higher, paid maternity 

leave is longer (Thévenon, 2011). Thus, the results of this dissertation need to be interpreted 

with these well-situated societal circumstances in mind. Second, one has to consider that 

interviewing children is not possible without the parents’ consent; it is not possible to survey 

any child without parents granting their approval first. This produces another data bias that 

has to be kept in mind: children of parents who severely and knowingly mistreat their 

children, children from precarious households, as well as children of parents who are lowly 

educated and mistrust scientific research, are very likely to be vastly under-represented in 

the samples at hand. 

A second blind spot of this dissertation are family constructs apart from nuclear 

families. In this dissertation, I only included heteronormative, two-parent families due to 

data availability; one-parent families, blended families, and rainbow families were excluded 

from all analyses due to them not being sufficiently represented in the pairfam data. With 

family constructs and dynamics becoming more diverse (Lesthaeghe, 2015) – unmarried 

parenthood, union dissolution, and divorce as well as re-partnering with children after union 

dissolutions (OECD, 2023b; Sobotka & Berghammer, 2021), and same sex unions (Cortina 

& Festy, 2020) are becoming more common in Germany and all over Europe – the omission 

of these family constructs is undoubtedly a limitation that should be overcome in future 

research. This is especially relevant as it is likely that individuals who live in non-

heteronormative family settings are more often exposed to additional adverse experiences 

such as discrimination. Discrimination itself is an adverse event in parents’ lives but it also 

comes with a number of adversities that have been addressed in this dissertation: people who 

are discriminated against suffer from mental problems more often (Vargas et al., 2020), are 

more likely to experience conflictive work environments (Ozeren, 2014), and experience 

internal family internal conflicts more often (Siegel et al., 2022). It remains unknown 

whether the findings of this dissertation hold for more diverse family settings or whether 

they are more pronounced and more detrimental to children’s well-being. 

Future Research Directions 

Notwithstanding these limitations, this dissertation is among the first quantitative 

empirical research projects that address the interrelation between adverse events in parents’ 

lives, family lives, and multiple dimensions of children’s self-reported subjective well-being 

from a culturally diverse perspective. Nonetheless, a number of open questions remain that 

should be addressed by future research. First, this dissertation provided further evidence for 

the mismatch between parents’ and children’s reports (see also Booth et al., 2023; Gartstein 

et al., 2009; Koskelainen et al., 2000; Seiffge-Krenke & Kollmar, 1998; White-Koning et 
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al., 2007). As child reports differ from those of their parents, the incorporation of their views 

opens up new opportunities to increase our understanding of the family environment. 

Researchers interested in understanding and improving children’s and adolescents’ well-

being should collectively make use and encourage the collection and use of child-reported 

data sources in order to develop and implement social policies and family-based 

interventions aiming at promoting positive subjective experiences among young people. 

Future research thus needs to systematically investigate the extent of the discrepancy 

between parent and child reports. Based on the findings in Chapters 5 to 8, this call should 

be extended: future research should account for the complex interrelatedness of family 

members and incorporate multi-informant designs more often when researching children’s 

subjective well-being. 

Second, it is imperative to determine this discrepancy depending on the cultural 

context. For example, it is possible that parent reports in cultures with low power distance, 

where family life is less authoritarian, are significantly closer to child reports than in cultures 

with high power distance where family life is more strongly hierarchically structured 

(Hofstede, 2011). A culturally sensitive study of the reliability of parental reports would be 

of great value for future data collection. If, for instance, in societies with traditional family 

values and hierarchical family structures, reliable information on children’s subjective well-

being is solely provided by primary caregivers, this can be considered in data collection. 

Only when such reporting patterns are systematically clarified can a research field heavily 

reliant on parental reports be evaluated and improved in the future, as it will then become 

evident which parental reports can be assumed to mirror child reports and which would differ 

significantly. Additionally, it might be very insightful to clarify whether the differing 

perceptions of parents and children may hint at a lack in the frequency or the quality of 

communication between parents and their children. Future research will need to address 

whether a lack of inner-familial communication is able to explain the differences in parent 

and child reports. 

Third, the value climate surrounding families seems to be a more 

auspicious predictor of variation in children’s subjective well-being compared to economic 

macro-societal conditions (Lee & Yoo, 2015; Newland et al., 2019). This finding highlights 

the necessity to find culturally sensitive, comparable measures of subjective well-being – as 

has already been shown and discussed for adult populations (Krys, Chun Yeung, et al., 2023; 

Krys, Haas, et al., 2023; Krys et al., 2021; Krys et al., 2019). To successfully unravel the 

intertwined relations between cultural values, family lives and children’s well-being, child 

researchers need to follow in the footsteps of adult subjective well-being researchers and 

develop suitable and reliable measures. Chapters 5 to 7, like many other studies, are 
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concerned with measures of children’s ill-being rather than their well-being. Consequently, 

future research needs to find a more standardized way to measure and monitor children’s 

subjective well-being.  

Fourth, to date, cross-national research on children’s subjective well-being is scarce, 

not least because suitable databases are rare. Collecting cross-national data that link, for 

example, parent- and child reports to each other would be especially fruitful when aiming to 

research the complex interrelations between parents’ and children’s lives. Likewise, it would 

enhance the body of literature to additionally collect teacher-reported data on parents’ 

behaviour and children’s subjective well-being in order to gain a more objective assessment. 

Further, data collection on children’s (subjective) well-being needs to be better organized 

and documented. To this end, research needs to collaborate with suitable organizations, such 

as Eurofound or UNICEF. Data archiving and availability needs to be pooled and centralized 

so as to facilitate the search for suitable data for researchers, policymakers, and practitioners. 

Considering the scarcity of cross-cultural analyses of children’s subjective well-being and 

the dominance of research based on US data, it is necessary to critically reflect on the 

universality of the current state of research. Future research should aim to fill the white spots 

on the map and investigate the subjective well-being of children in all world regions in depth 

and in comparison.  

Future research should additionally closely monitor the well-being of vulnerable 

child populations. A significant proportion of migrant children are likely to have experienced 

adverse family events, such as separation from extended family members and being exposed 

to new living environments. Monitoring the development of children’s subjective well-

being, adaptation processes and social exchanges in the host population might generate 

valuable insights into integration processes. For example, it will be crucial to determine 

whether the role of family relations with the nuclear family will become more important for 

children’s subjective well-being after they migrate to individualistic societies and whether 

their social contacts with out-groups increase. Analysing mechanisms of these kinds has the 

potential to generate valuable new insights for cross-cultural psychology and cross-cultural 

family research, as well as for research on migration and social cohesion. 

Future research needs to take family forms other than nuclear families into account 

– as discussed in the limitations. Further, it is vital to investigate other daily hassles, such as 

financial strain, discrimination experiences, or massively inhibited time resources to confirm 

the direct as well as the indirect transmission mechanisms via parenting behaviour that have 

been detected in this dissertation. Likewise, other mechanisms and other ecological systems 

need to be explored systematically. Though the family environment and parenting emerged 

as powerful predictors of children’s subjective well-being, other impact factors, such as peer 
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relationships, socio-economic status, and personality traits have not been studied to a 

sufficient extent, yet. 

Practical Implications 

The results of this dissertation are not only relevant to researchers and policymakers, 

they also provide practical implications for professionals working with children and parents. 

As stressed above, one key finding in this dissertation was that mothers’ and fathers’ 

parenting behaviour is among the most powerful transmission mechanisms that might 

prevent the downward spiral of well-being in families. Thus, practitioners such as social 

workers and family therapists should consider providing interventions in the style of the 

suggestions that have been made by the WHO and UNICEF (WHO, 2021). These 

interventions aim to strengthen parenting skills and to improve family environments in order 

to nurture healthy and happy children (WHO, 2021, p. 59). Such programmes and 

information on how to strengthen families and family bonds, how to implement positive 

parenting techniques, and how to create secure and protective environments for children 

could, for example, be implemented in programmes similar to the parent letters provided for 

(new) parents by the Committee for New Education (ANE, 2023; BMFSFJ, 2022). Based on 

the mechanisms shown in this dissertation, information should include that adverse 

experiences such as interparental conflict and work–family conflict are mainly transferred 

to children’s well-being because mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behaviour becomes harsher 

and that verbally harsh parenting has negative consequences for children’s well-being – in 

the same way as physically harsh parenting. 

The identified mechanisms further have significance for (family) psychotherapy 

because parenting styles, parents’ mental health, and working conditions seem to impact 

children’s emotional and psychological well-being. This knowledge can inform therapeutic 

approaches, interventions, and counselling strategies for families. The results can first be 

linked to research on resilience. Families were shown to be more resilient to outside adverse 

events when parents were able to not let such experiences affect their parenting and attitudes 

towards the children (Walsh, 2021). Thus, family therapists could improve more than one 

agent’s lives simultaneously when identifying and specifically targeting the transmission 

mechanism via emotionally cold and harsh verbal parenting behaviour, i.e. making parents 

aware that words matter even though verbal abuse is not officially declared as abuse (Dube 

et al., 2023).  

Moreover, the result that children report their well-being differently from their 

parents is of utter relevance to family therapists and other fields of psychotherapy. Parental 

reporter bias shows that considering children’s self-reports provides a more accurate, 

nuanced, and comprehensive understanding of children’s subjective well-being and thus 
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increases the potential of successfully implementing practices that promote positive 

outcomes for children. Because higher levels of parents’ mental problems seem to be 

accompanied by a stronger mismatch between parent and child reports, the differences might 

not only be driven by a mood bias but also by a lack of parent–child attachment. This lack 

of attachment might cause children and their mentally ill parent to grow apart, which causing 

the parent to no longer being able to take subtle hints about their child’s well-being, which 

in turn leads to parents projecting their own feelings on the child (Kerns et al., 2001). 

Therefore, family therapists could benefit from comparatively assessing children’s well-

being from both the parents’ and the child’s perspective. Since research provided evidence 

that it is of crucial importance to discover child depression as early as possible in order to 

prevent children from severe long-term illness (Luby et al., 2009), an approach that 

implements complementary children’s self-reports might offer new therapy options. Similar 

implications seem evident for practical social work and educators. Being aware of the 

detrimental effects of parents’ experiences on children’s well-being enables a more effective 

professional support and assistance system to families in need. It can be used to provide 

better-tailored and evidence-based interventions, and an early detection of these effects 

might prevent these negative effects from fully developing. This way, the detrimental effects 

of negative parental experiences on children’s social skills, delinquency, and academic 

performance might be prevented. Likewise, it is necessary to make social workers and 

educators aware that the mere presence of problems in parents’ lives does not automatically 

need to be a warning signal, as parents seem to overestimate the effect of negative 

experiences in their lives. Instead of being overly protective, it might be more prudent to 

survey the parent–child relationship closely in order to not endanger the triad between child, 

social worker/educator, and the parents.  
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Appendix 

Table A1. Item description and dimensions of emotional problems from the Strength and Difficulties 

Questionnaire. Parent wording. 

Sub-domain Items 

Subjective 

well-being 

dimension 

Now I would like to know something about your child's personality. Please give us your 

answers on the basis of this young persons`s behavior over the last six month. 

Emotional 

problems 

Many fears, easily scared 

Often complains of headaches, stomach-aches or sickness 

Many fears, easily scared 

Many worries or often seems worried 

Often unhappy, depressed or tearful 

Psychological 

Note: Evaluated for each child and both caregivers if both are willing to participate 

 

Table A2. Cronbach's Alpha Reliability Coefficient for Family Relations in the ISCWeB Data. 

Collectivist countries Individualistic countries 

Country α Country α 

Albania 0.5 Belgium 0.7 

Algeria 0.6 Canada 0.6 

Brazil 0.6 Estonia 0.7 

Chile 0.7 Finland 0.8 

Colombia 0.7 France 0.6 

Croatia 0.6 Germany 0.8 

Ethiopia 0.5 Hungary 0.7 

Greece 0.4 Israel 0.7 

Hong Kong 0.8 Italy 0.6 

India 0.7 Malta 0.7 

Indonesia 0.5 Norway 0.8 

Malaysia 0.5 Poland 0.7 

Namibia 0.7 South Africa 0.6 

Nepal 0.7 Spain 0.6 

Romania 0.6 UK 0.8 

Russia 0.8 USA 0.8 

Rwanda 0.7   
South Korea 0.8   
Sri Lanka 0.7   
Taiwan 0.7   
Turkey 0.8 Total Collectivist 0.7 

Uganda 0.6 Total Individualistic 0.7 

Vietnam 0.5 Pooled Sample 0.7 

Note: Weighted with population weight to equivalize sample sizes between 

countries. 
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Table A3. Multilevel regression of life satisfaction on level 1 and level 3 indicators including 

quadratic IDV term. 

  Overall life satisfaction 

  M3 

  b SE 

Family relations 0.695*** 0.165 

Female (ref.: male) -0.116*** 0.026 

Age in years -0.127*** 0.016 

Siblings (ref.: no siblings) 0.038 0.02 

IDV 0.032 0.047 

IDV² -0.001 0.000 

Family relations * IDV 0.006* 0.003 

Constant 7.100*** 1.101 

Chi² 440.824*** 

Log Likelihood -262478.851 

Individuals (L1) 129,018 

Country years (L2) 58 

Countries (L3) 39 

Note: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001, weighted with population 

weight to make sample sizes equivalent between countries.  

Random slopes for family relations. 
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