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Objective: This study investigates the repercus-
sions of parental depression for perceptions of
coparental cooperation.
Background: Depression is a common mental
health condition that can interrupt the family
system by constraining mothers’ and fathers’
abilities to perform parenting roles. There are
also reasons to expect that the relationship
between depression and coparental cooperation
varies by parents’ residential and repartnership
status.
Method: In this article, the authors used lon-
gitudinal data from the Fragile Families and
Child Wellbeing Study (N = 3,494) and struc-
tural equation modeling to examine the relation-
ship between parental prior and current depres-
sion and coparental cooperation, the explana-
tory power of four sets of mediators (relationship
status and quality, parenting stress, economic
well-being, and child behavior), and how res-
idential and repartnership status moderate the
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associations between parental depression and
coparental cooperation.
Findings: Results suggest three primary find-
ings. First, both prior and current maternal
and paternal depression had repercussions for
coparental relationships. Second, the associa-
tion between parental depression and coparental
cooperation was indirect, operating predomi-
nately through relationship status and quality.
Third, the association between parental depres-
sion and coparental cooperation was, by and
large, not contingent on parental residential sta-
tus or repartnership status.
Conclusion: These findings elucidate the path-
ways and contingencies through which parental
depression alters the coparental relationship.

Introduction

Depression is a common mental health con-
dition that affects an estimated 17.3 million
adults per year in the United States. About
8.7% of women and 5.3% of men experience
depression annually (National Institute of Men-
tal Health, 2019). Because of the prevalence
of depression and the corresponding impair-
ments in functioning, depression has massive
economic consequences (Greenberg, Fournier,
Sisitsky, Pike, & Kessler, 2015). Yet economic
estimates are limited to direct costs, such as
income spent on treatment and income lost from
absenteeism, and exclude the social costs of
depression. The social costs of depression, par-
ticularly its implications for family functioning,
are profound. Depression’s consequences for
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family functioning extend the costs of depres-
sion from its immediate effects on one person’s
daily life to the spillover effects on the daily
lives of one’s family members (Turney, 2011;
Williams, 2018).

Families act as microsystems, with each fam-
ily member performing essential roles within
the system (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). According
to family systems theory (Minuchin, 1974),
one family member’s mental health problems
can interrupt this arrangement by constraining
that member’s ability to perform their parenting
roles. In particular, depression may weaken
cooperative coparenting relationships by imped-
ing communication between parents regarding
their child’s well-being and interfering with the
depressed parent’s ability to perform parenting
tasks. Depression may also indirectly affect
cooperative coparenting relationships by weak-
ening relationship quality with one’s coparent
(whether coparents are living together or not), by
creating additional stress to the family environ-
ment, by reducing family economic resources,
and by increasing behavior problems in chil-
dren. There are also theoretical reasons to expect
depression is not uniformly consequential for
families; instead, residential status or repartner-
ship may alter the association between parental
depression and coparental cooperation (Carr,
Springer, & Williams, 2017; Thoits, 1995).
Existing research shows depression introduces
challenges in the coparental relationship (e.g.
Williams, 2018), but little is known about the
immediate versus long-lasting consequences,
the pathways through which parental depres-
sion impairs coparenting, and heterogeneity
in the association between depression and
coparenting.

This study uses data from the Fragile Fam-
ilies and Child Wellbeing Study (http://www
.fragilefamilies.princeton.edu), a longitudinal
cohort of children (and their parents) born in
urban areas around the turn of the 21st century,
to advance our knowledge of the relationship
between parental depression and coparental
cooperation in three ways. First, we establish
whether prior and current depression among
children’s mothers and fathers is linked to
coparental cooperation when children are
9 years old. Importantly, coparental cooperation
is applicable to parents in and not in romantic
relationships with one another (Van Egeren &
Hawkins, 2004). We primarily use mothers’
perceptions of fathers’ coparental cooperation

but, for brevity, use the term coparental coopera-
tion. Second, we examine four sets of mediators
that may explain this association: parental rela-
tionship status and quality, parenting stress,
economic well-being, and child behavior. Third,
we test whether the main association between
parental depression and coparental cooperation
holds across three different types of family
contexts: by parents’ residential status, by
mothers’ repartnership status, and by fathers’
repartnership status. Findings shed light on the
social costs of depression among a cohort of
urban families in a context where many parents
dissolve their unions and repartner.

Background

Family systems theory depicts individual actions
and experiences as dependent on the larger fam-
ily context. That is, although a particular prob-
lem may be viewed as happening to an individ-
ual, it is in fact shaped by and shapes relation-
ships with others within the family. As described
by Minuchin (1974, p. 7), a family’s “organi-
zation and structure screen and qualify family
members’ experiences.” Depression is a clas-
sic example of the kind of problem that can
be viewed in individualistic terms—it is a label
attached to individuals only—but which is expe-
rienced within the family context and shapes
relationships between family members.

Pathways Linking Parental Depression
to Coparental Cooperation

Depression is an individual-level mental health
condition that can impair the family system.
By definition, depression involves symptoms
including feeling tired, feeling worthless, and
having difficulty concentrating. Depression
can be transitory or chronic in nature, with
some individuals experiencing one episode of
depression and others experiencing chronic
depression (Klein, 2008). Depression often
manifests itself via withdrawing from social
relationships, including relationships with
romantic partners and children, and can make
responsibilities such as showing up to work
or concentrating on tasks difficult (Lovejoy,
Graczyk, O’Hare, & Neuman, 2000). There-
fore, individuals suffering from depression can
experience fairly immediate negative conse-
quences and, for family members connected to

http://www.fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/
http://www.fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/


468 Journal of Marriage and Family

these individuals, depression may be a stressor
(Pearlin, Aneshensel, & LeBlanc, 1997).

One way depression can encumber family
functioning is by its deleterious repercussions
for coparental cooperation, defined as the
capacity of mothers and fathers to work together
to parent a shared child. Coparental cooper-
ation, which is related to but distinct from
relationship quality and parenting, involves
coordination between parents for childrearing
(Van Egeren & Hawkins, 2004). Successful
coparental cooperation is essential to family
functioning, as it is linked to better outcomes
for parents (e.g., less negativity [Feinberg,
Kan, & Hetherington, 2007]) and their children
(e.g., fewer externalizing behavior problems
[Schoppe, Mangelsdorf, & Frosch, 2001]). The
repercussions of prior and current depression
for coparental cooperation may occur through
both direct and indirect pathways.

Direct Pathways. We anticipate current depres-
sion is directly and negatively associated with
coparental cooperation (Hypothesis 1). Current
depression may impair coparental coopera-
tion because of the direct consequences that
depression has on one’s mood. Depressed par-
ents may withdraw from their child’s other
parent, unable or unwilling to communi-
cate about or fulfill essential childcare tasks
(Lovejoy et al., 2000). Depressed parents may
also be hostile to their child’s other parent
(Riley, Treiber, & Woods, 1989). Additionally,
depressed parents are less engaged with their
children than nondepressed parents, likely influ-
encing a coparent’s assessment of coparenting
(Goodman et al., 2011).

It is less clear if prior depression will have
direct consequences for the coparental relation-
ship. Family systems theory suggests that in
long-term family relationships, family members
establish patterns of interactions that structure
the family system (Minuchin, 1974). Therefore,
there may be a negative relationship between
prior depression and coparental cooperation, as
parents’ current coparental cooperation patterns
might be established in prior years (Hypothesis
2a). Parents who withdrew from coparenting
due to depression may have difficulty reinte-
grating into coparenting after their depression
dissipates (Williams, 2018). Relatedly, in the
aftermath of depression, parents may have
lingering resentment toward one another that
makes coparenting difficult. Alternatively, there

may be no association between prior depres-
sion and coparental cooperation, as depression
remission is accompanied by improvements
in interpersonal functioning (Keller, 2003)
(Hypothesis 2b).

Indirect Pathways. Current and prior parental
depression may also interfere with coparental
cooperation through a number of indirect,
potentially overlapping, pathways. First,
the relationship between parental depres-
sion and coparental cooperation may operate
through altering relationship status and qual-
ity among romantic partners (Hypothesis 3).
Depression may lead married, cohabiting,
or romantically involved parents to dissolve
their union; though union dissolution does
not eliminate the necessity to coparent, it can
reduce coparental cooperation (Cooper, Beck,
Högnäs, & Swanson, 2015; Waller, 2012).
Among parents who stay together, the effect
of depression on mood, as noted earlier, may
also facilitate lower assessments of relationship
quality. Relationship quality is foundational
to coparental cooperation, with poor relation-
ship quality making it difficult to cooperate
in parenting a shared child (Dush, Kotila, &
Schoppe-Sullivan, 2011; Schoppe-Sullivan &
Mangelsdorf, 2013). Strained relationships can
cause parents to become distrustful or resentful
of one another, reducing coparental cooperation
(McHale, 1995).

Second, the relationship between parental
depression and coparental cooperation may
operate through parenting stress (Hypothe-
sis 4). Although stress can trigger depressive
episodes, depression may make the parenting
experience stressful and overwhelming via
reciprocal depression–stress interactions over
time (Hammen, 2005). These pathways may
occur over the long term, with depressed par-
ents finding themselves locked into stressful
environments that can exacerbate their parent-
ing stress (Hammen, 2005). Thus, depression
may increase parenting stress among mothers
and fathers, which may spillover onto their
coparents’ well-being. For the depressed par-
ent, parenting stress and its aftermath may
make cooperation in childcare tasks difficult
(Frech & Kimbro, 2011). For the coparent of a
depressed parent, the accompanying disruptions
to the relationship and other family routines
may make coparenting more challenging and
less rewarding (Bronte-Tinkew, Horowitz, &
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Carrano, 2010). Overall, these difficulties can
deteriorate coparental cooperation.

Third, the relationship between parental
depression and coparental cooperation may
result from lower economic well-being stem-
ming from parental depression (Hypothesis 5).
Indeed, depression is linked to unemployment
and underemployment, absenteeism, and low-
ered job performance, all of which increase
economic precarity (Lerner et al., 2004). Treat-
ment for depression can potentially strain
household resources. In turn, economic precar-
ity can increase conflict in the home (Hardie
& Lucas, 2010), interfering with parents’ abil-
ity to coordinate tasks and share parenting
duties. Economic precarity can also interfere
with coparenting among nonresidential parents.
Nonresidential fathers may become unable to
provide child support, leading to parenting
challenges among mothers (Choi, Palmer, &
Pyun, 2014). Prior research links unemploy-
ment to lower father involvement in low-income
nonresidential families (Coley & Morris, 2002).
Alternatively, unemployment could increase
coparental cooperation if unemployed parents
have more time to engage in household tasks
(Gough & Killewald, 2011).

Finally, parental depression may impair
coparental cooperation through its conse-
quences for children’s well-being (Hypothesis
6). A robust literature shows that children’s
well-being suffers when parents are depressed
(Goodman, 2007). For example, parental
depression is associated with higher internaliz-
ing and externalizing behaviors among children
(Goodman et al., 2011; Turney, 2011). These
behavioral problems may encumber coparental
cooperation if a depressed parent disengages
from coparenting in response to such problems
or if parents disagree about how to handle their
children’s difficulties (Cook, Schoppe-Sullivan,
Buckley, & Davis, 2009).

Heterogeneity in the Relationship Between
Depression and Coparental Cooperation

The relationship between parental depression
and coparental cooperation may also vary by
family context. First, parents’ residential status
may moderate the relationship between parental
depression and coparental cooperation. On
the one hand, the deleterious consequences of
parental depression may be muted for parents
living together compared to those living apart

(Hypothesis 7a). Coresidence provides greater
opportunity for support to buffer the adverse
consequences of mental health problems such as
depression (Thoits, 1995). Residential parents
can both share the burden and consequences
of depression, thus softening the repercussions
of one parent’s condition on the family unit.
For example, residential parents can provide
one another a sympathetic ear, help take over
household chores, and facilitate other supportive
relationships with loved ones. Residential par-
ents can also juggle parenting duties in response
to episodes of depression, leading to higher
evaluations of coparental cooperation. Nonres-
idential parents are less likely to experience
the same benefits (Lin, Ye, & Ensel, 1999). In
addition, nonresidential parents may be less
likely to work together to jointly manage par-
enting duties in response to depressive episodes
(Fagan & Palkovitz, 2011). Parents not liv-
ing together can more easily withdraw from
coparental cooperation than other parents, such
that depression may have a stronger association
with coparental cooperation for nonresidential
parents.

On the other hand, the deleterious conse-
quences of parental depression for coparental
cooperation may be stronger among residential
parents than nonresidential parents (Hypothesis
7b). Although residential parents are more
likely than nonresidential parents to receive
support from one another, nonresidential par-
ents’ depression may not be associated with
coparental cooperation because the nonresi-
dent parents’ childcare responsibilities may
be already low. In the present study, non-
residential parents are mostly fathers, and
nonresidential fathers’ participation in childcare
declines quickly over early childhood (Tach,
Mincy, & Edin, 2010). Although differences in
pre-existing coparental cooperation do not, by
themselves, suggest moderation by residential
status, in couples where fathers participate less
there may be fewer opportunities for mothers’
or fathers’ depression to change the level at
which fathers were already cooperating with
mothers. In addition, if a nondepressed resi-
dential coparent feels obligated to take over
additional parenting responsibilities in response
to a coparent’s depression, this may spur feel-
ings of resentment and lower their evaluation of
coparental cooperation.

Second, the relationship between parental
depression and coparental cooperation may vary
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by whether parents have repartnered. Fathers
who have repartnered and fathers whose copar-
ent has repartnered are less likely to be engaged
in their children’s lives than their counterparts
(Edin, Tach, & Mincy, 2009), and mothers who
have repartnered will have another adult in the
home to assist with childcare. Thus, repartner-
ship restructures family relationships in ways
that can make declines in coparental coopera-
tion less perceptible. In addition, repartnered
parents will have greater support than those
who are separated or divorced but have not
repartnered, potentially dampening the effects
of depression on mood, thus making coparental
cooperation easier on both parents. Therefore,
we anticipate that within families where moth-
ers and/or fathers have repartnered, there will
be a weaker—or nonexistent—relationship
between depression and coparental cooperation
(Hypothesis 8).

Present Study

We examine associations between prior and
current parental depression and coparental
cooperation, the explanatory power of four
sets of mediators, and how residential status
and repartnership moderate the associations
between parental depression and coparental
cooperation. Recent research provides guidance
about this relationship, finding that among
residential parents, parental depression is
associated with negative evaluations of their
partners’ coparental cooperation in subsequent
years (Williams, 2018). Our study contributes
to the literature on how families act as ecologies
where a disruption in one part of the family
microsystem has rippling repercussions for the
larger structure (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).

Method

Data

We used data from the Fragile Families and
Child Wellbeing Study to estimate the rela-
tionship between parental depression and
coparental cooperation. Fragile Families is a
cohort of 4,898 children born in urban areas to
mostly unmarried parents around the turn of
the 21st century (Reichman, Teitler, Garfinkel,
& McLanahan, 2001). Parents were first inter-
viewed between 1998 and 2000, with mothers
and most fathers interviewed in hospitals after

their child’s birth. Parents were again inter-
viewed when their children were 1, 3, 5, 9,
and 15 years old (with the last wave collected
between 2014 and 2017). These longitudinal
data are ideal for estimating the relationship
between parental depression and coparental
cooperation because they include repeated
measures of maternal and paternal depression,
repeated measures of coparental cooperation,
and information about mediating family-level
processes.

We used data through the 9-year survey, the
last survey wave parents were asked to report
on their coparental relationship. The analytic
sample included the 3,494 observations with
non-missing values on coparental coopera-
tion (as 1,404 were missing information on
the dependent variable, mostly due to survey
attrition). Mothers who share children with cur-
rently incarcerated partners (7% of the analytic
sample) were included. The analytic sample
was quite comparable to the full sample in its
baseline demographic characteristics, though
several small statistically significant differences
existed between the analytic and full samples.
Mothers in the analytic sample were more likely
to be Black (50% vs. 48%) and less likely to
be Hispanic (25% vs. 27%). Mothers in the
analytic sample were also less likely to be born
outside the United States (14% vs. 17%). They
had more education (with 33% having less than
a high school degree, vs. 35%). At baseline, they
were more likely to report expecting to work
in the next year (71% vs. 68%). There were no
statistically significant differences in fathers’
baseline characteristics between the analytic
and full samples.

Measures

Dependent Variables. The dependent variable,
coparental cooperation, averaged mothers’
responses at the 9-year survey (1 = never to
4 = always) to: (a) when father is with child, he
acts like the kind of parent you want for your
child; (b) you can trust father to take good care
of child; (c) father respects the schedules and
rules you make for child; (d) father supports
you in the way you want to raise child; (e) you
and father talk about problems that come up
with raising child; and (f) you can count on
father for help when you need someone to look
after child for a few hours (𝛼 = 0.97). The main
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analyses used mother-reported coparental coop-
eration but supplemental analyses examined
father-reported coparental cooperation, with
fathers reporting on four of the six aspects of
the mothers’ coparental cooperation (𝛼 = 0.92).

Independent Variables. The independent vari-
ables included maternal depression and pater-
nal depression. At the 1-, 3-, 5-, and 9-year
surveys, parents were asked questions from the
Composite International Diagnostic Interview
Short Form (CIDI-SF), Version 1.0, Novem-
ber 1998, an instrument commonly used in
large-scale surveys to measure major depres-
sive disorder. Parents were first asked whether,
during the previous year, they had feelings of
depression or were unable to enjoy normally
pleasurable things. Those who experienced at
least one of these two conditions most of the
day, every day, for a 2-week period were asked
about the following: losing interest in things,
feeling tired, experiencing a change in weight
of at least 10 pounds, having trouble sleeping,
having trouble concentrating, feeling worthless,
and thinking about death. Those who answered
affirmatively to three of these additional ques-
tions were coded as likely having depression in
the previous year (Kessler, Andrews, Mroczek,
Ustun, & Wittchen, 1998). Based on parents’
responses at the 1-, 3-, 5-, and 9-year sur-
veys, we created three mutually exclusive vari-
ables: never depressed (reference category), pre-
viously depressed (depression at the 1-, 3-, or
5-year surveys but not at the 9-year survey),
and currently depressed (depression at the 9-year
survey). Among mothers, 58.6% were catego-
rized as never depressed, 23.9% as previously
depressed, and 17.5% as currently depressed.
Among fathers, 64.0% were categorized as never
depressed, 19.7% as previously depressed, and
16.3% as currently depressed. Our measures
of current depression are inclusive of those
with and without prior depression, but 65%
of currently depressed mothers and 54% of
currently depressed fathers experienced prior
depression (and supplemental analyses exam-
ined differences between those with only current
depression and those with both current and past
depression).

Control Variables. The multivariate analyses
adjusted for characteristics associated with
parental depression and coparental cooperation
(Dush et al., 2011; Goldberg & Carlson, 2015).

Importantly, all control variables (unless
otherwise noted) were measured at the baseline
or 1-year surveys and, therefore, prior to or
concurrently with the measures of parental
depression.

Demographic characteristics included
mother race/ethnicity (White [non-Hispanic],
Black [non-Hispanic], Hispanic, other race
[non-Hispanic]), an indicator that the parents
are a mixed-race couple, immigrant status
(1 = foreign-born), age, and family back-
ground (1 = lived with both biological parents
at age 15). Familial characteristics included
relationship status between the focal child’s
biological parents (married, cohabiting, non-
residential romantic, separated), repartnership,
relationship quality with the focal child’s parent
(1 = poor, 2 = fair, 3 = good, 4 = very good,
5 = excellent), parenting stress (an average
of four items, several of which come from
the Parenting Stress Inventory [Abidin, 1995],
including (a) being a parent is harder than I
thought it would be, (b) I feel trapped by my
responsibilities as a parent, (c) taking care of
my children is much more work than plea-
sure, and (d) I often feel tired, worn out, or
exhausted from raising a family [1 = strongly
disagree to 4 = strongly agree]; 𝛼 = 0.61 for
mothers and 0.56 for fathers). Family character-
istics also included number of children in the
household and multipartnered fertility. Socioe-
conomic characteristics included educational
attainment (less than high school, high school
diploma or GED, some college, college degree),
material hardship (a sum of responses to 12
binary indicators including “child was hungry
but couldn’t afford enough food”), employ-
ment in the past week, and poverty status
(1 = household income at or below the poverty
threshold). Finally, we adjusted for child gen-
der, child temperament (Buss & Plomin, 1984),
and mothers’ cognitive ability at the 3-year
survey (Weschler, 1981). We also adjusted for
a lagged indicator of coparental cooperation, as
strained coparenting relationships can facilitate
depression (Elliston, McHale, Talbot, Parmley,
& Kuersten-Hogan, 2008).

Mediators. Some analyses examined the medi-
ators linking parental depression and coparental
cooperation. These mediators were all measured
at the 9-year survey and, therefore, at or after
the measurement of parental depression and
concurrently with the outcome variables. The
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Figure 1. Multiple Mediator Model of the Association Between Parental Depression and Coparental
Cooperation.

Parental 
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mediators included three indicators of relation-
ship status and quality (parental separation,
mother’s reports of relationship quality with
the focal child’s father, and father’s reports
of relationship quality with the focal child’s
mother), two indicators of parenting stress
(mother-reported [𝛼 = 0.66] and father-reported
[𝛼 = 0.66]), and four indicators of economic
well-being (mother’s employment, father’s
employment, mother’s poverty, and father’s
poverty). The measurement of these variables
was identical to their measurement at the 1-year
survey.

The mediators also included two indicators
of children’s behaviors at the 9-year survey,
internalizing behaviors and externalizing behav-
iors, both based on the child’s primary care-
giver’s responses to the Child Behavior Check-
list (CBCL) (Achenbach, 1992). Internalizing
behaviors comprised an average of responses to
32 statements such as “child cries a lot” (0 = not
true to 2 = very true or often true, α = 0.88).
Externalizing behaviors comprised an average of
responses to 34 statements such as “child argues
a lot” (0 = not true to 2 = very true or often true,
α = 0.91).

Moderators. We examined three moderators, all
measured at the 9-year survey: (a) residential sta-
tus, a binary variable indicating the mother and

father are living together; (b) mother’s repartner-
ship, a binary variable indicating the mother has
a new romantic partner; and (c) father’s repart-
nership, a binary variable indicating the father
has a new romantic partner.

Analytic Strategy

We used structural equation modeling (SEM)
to estimate the association between parental
depression and coparental cooperation, treat-
ing coparental cooperation as a latent variable
(see Figure 1). First, we estimated coparental
cooperation as a function of prior and current
maternal depression and paternal depression.
This model adjusted for all control variables
and a lagged dependent variable, facilitating
an examination of how parental depression is
associated with changes in coparental coop-
eration between the 1- and 9-year surveys
(and helps address the possibility that strained
relationships lead to depression). Second, we
examined four sets of potential mediators: (a)
relationship status and quality, (b) parenting
stress, (c) economic well-being, and (d) child
behavior. We measure the mediators at the
9-year survey to ensure they are measured after
or contemporaneously to both prior depression
(measured at the 1-, 3-, and 5-year surveys)
and current depression (measured at the 9-year



Parental Depression and Coparental Cooperation 473

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of All Variables Included in

Analyses (N = 3,494)

M SD

Key variables
Coparental cooperation (y9) 0.00 (1.00)
Mother depression (y1, y3, y5, y9)

Never 58.6%
Prior 23.9%
Current 17.5%

Father depression (y1, y3, y5, y9)
Never 64.0%
Prior 19.7%
Current 16.3%

Control variables
Mother race/ethnicity (b)

White (non-Hispanic) 21.6%
Black (non-Hispanic) 49.8%
Hispanic 25.2%
Other race (non-Hispanic) 3.5%

Mother and father mixed-race
couple (b)

14.7%

Mother foreign-born (b) 14.1%
Mother age (y1) 26.40 (6.01)
Father age (y1) 29.07 (7.30)
Mother lived with both parents at
age 15 (b)

41.9%

Mother and father relationship
status (y1)

Married 29.2%
Cohabiting 26.9%
Nonresidential romantic 10.0%
Separated 33.8%

Mother repartnered (y1) 11.4%
Father repartnered (y1) 12.4%
Mother relationship quality (y1) 3.25 (1.44)
Father relationship quality (y1) 3.52 (1.28)
Mother parenting stress (y1) 2.19 (0.67)
Father parenting stress (y1) 2.07 (0.68)
Mother number of children in
household (y1)

2.31 (1.31)

Father number of children in
household (y1)

1.70 (1.43)

Mother educational attainment (y1)
Less than high school 30.0%
High school diploma or GED 28.1%
Some college 30.2%
College degree 11.7%

Father educational attainment (y1)
Less than high school 31.0%
High school diploma or GED 35.6%
Some college 22.8%
College degree 10.6%

Table 1. Continued

M SD

Mother material hardship (y1) 1.18 (1.63)
Father material hardship (y1) 1.03 (1.58)
Mother employment (y1) 54.9%
Father employment (y1) 76.0%
Mother in poverty (y1) 42.0%
Father in poverty (y1) 29.5%
Mother cognitive ability (y3) 6.79 (2.68)
Child is boy (b) 52.4%
Child temperament (y1) 3.40 (0.76)
Coparental cooperation, lagged
(y1)

3.36 (0.93)

Mediators
Mother and father separated (y9) 59.1%
Mother relationship quality (y9) 2.77 (1.47)
Father relationship quality (y9) 3.12 (1.40)
Mother parenting stress (y9) 2.04 (0.69)
Father parenting stress (y9) 1.92 (0.70)
Mother employment (y9) 62.1%
Father employment (y9) 69.9%
Mother in poverty (y9) 37.9%
Father in poverty (y9) 28.0%
Child internalizing behaviors (y9) 0.16 (0.18)
Child externalizing behaviors (y9) 0.18 (0.20)

Notes: b = baseline, y1 = 1-year survey; y3 = 3-year
survey; y5 = 5-year survey; y9 = 9-year survey.

survey), though supplemental analyses that
instead examined mediators at the 5-year sur-
vey (to explain the association between prior
depression and coparental cooperation) pro-
duced similar results. Note that, when possible,
the mediators were also included as antecedent
control variables; therefore, these analyses con-
sidered change in the mediators stemming from
parental depression. This model simultaneously
considered these four sets of mediators, allow-
ing us to parse the direct effect, indirect effect,
and total effect of parental depression. Third,
we examined moderation in the association
between parental depression and coparental
cooperation across three contexts, all measured
at the 9-year survey: parents’ residential sta-
tus, mothers’ repartnership status and fathers’
repartnership status. These models included
interaction terms between the moderator and
parental depression. We examined goodness of
fit with three strategies: the chi-squared value,
the comparative fit index (CFI), and the root
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA).
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Across all models, we used bootstrapping to
ensure appropriate standard errors (Bollen &
Stine, 1990). All analyses were conducted in
Stata 14.2.

On average, covariates were missing 11%
of observations, with missing data being lower
for mother-reported variables and higher for
father-reported variables. For example, 0.4% of
mothers and 30.9% of fathers are missing infor-
mation about current depression. We used multi-
ple imputation to preserve observations missing
data on the explanatory and control variables,
pooling estimates across five multiply imputed
data sets.

Sample Description

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics of the
sample. The majority of mothers identified
as members of racial/ethnic minority groups,
with about half (49.8%) identifying as Black
and one-quarter (25.2%) identifying as His-
panic. About one-seventh (14.1%) were born
outside the United States. At the 1-year sur-
vey, mothers were, on average, 26 years old.
About one-third (33.8%) of parents were not in
a romantic relationship with one another and
about one-tenth of mothers (11.4%) and fathers
(12.4%) were repartnered. About two-fifths
(42.0%) of mothers had household incomes
below the poverty line.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

The six indicators of coparenting loaded onto
a single latent measure of coparental coop-
eration, following prior research (Goldberg
& Carlson, 2015; Williams, 2018). The mea-
surement model did not meet the chi-square
goodness-of-fit criteria (df= 9), but this was
expected given the large sample size (Bentler &
Bonett, 1980). Though the RMSEA (0.129) fell
slightly above the threshold for an acceptable
fit, the CFI (0.981) indicated good fit (Hu &
Bentler, 1999). The factor loadings for the latent
variable of coparenting were all significant and
ranged from 0.89 to 0.95.

Estimating Coparental Cooperation as a
Function of Parental Depression

Table 2 presents results from two SEM models.
We turn first to Model 1, which estimates the

average association between parental depres-
sion and coparental cooperation net of all
control variables and a lagged dependent
variable. This model shows that, compared
to never depressed mothers, mothers with
prior depression (b =−0.121, p < .05) and
mothers with current depression (b =−0.171,
p < .001) reported less coparental cooperation.
Both prior paternal depression (b =−0.213,
p < .001) and current paternal depression
(b =−0.304, p < .001) were also associated
with less coparental cooperation. The model did
not meet the chi-square goodness-of-fit criteria
(df = 220), as expected, but the model did meet
the CFI (0.955) and RMSEA (0.042) criteria;
see Appendix Table A for path coefficients of
control variables.

Supplemental Analyses. We conducted two
sets of supplemental analyses. First, we exam-
ined differences between parents with current
depression and parents with both current and
past depression, finding that both circumstances
were similarly consequential for coparental
cooperation. Compared to never depressed
mothers, mothers with only prior depression
(b = −0.120, p< .05), mothers with only cur-
rent depression (b = −0.162, p< .05), and
mothers with both prior and current depression
(b = −0.174, p< .01) reported less coparental
cooperation. Similarly, mothers reported less
coparental cooperation when fathers had only
prior depression (b = −0.215, p< .001), fathers
had only current depression (b = −0.258,
p< .05), and fathers had both prior and current
depression (b = −0.346, p< .001).

Second, we substituted fathers’ reports of
coparental cooperation for mothers’ reports of
coparental cooperation, as depressed mothers
may have distorted (and negative) perceptions
of the coparental relationship. These supple-
mental analyses, restricted to observations in
which the father participated in the 9-year sur-
vey (N = 2,172), were consistent with results
from the main models. Mother’s prior depression
(b = −0.096, p< .05), mother’s current depres-
sion (b = −0.151, p< .01), father’s prior depres-
sion (b = −0.188, p< .001), and father’s cur-
rent depression (b = −0.290, p< .001) were all
associated with lower father-reported coparental
cooperation. The main analyses were also robust
to using this smaller analytic sample.



Parental Depression and Coparental Cooperation 475

Table 2. Structural Equation Models Estimating Coparental Cooperation (N = 3,494)

Model 1 Model 2
Direct effect With mechanisms

b (SE) b (SE)

Parental depression → coparental cooperation

Mother prior depression
Direct effect −0.121 (0.051) * −0.019 (0.031)
Indirect effect −0.102 (0.034) **
Total effect −0.121 (0.049) *

Mother current depression
Direct effect −0.171 (0.050) *** 0.012 (0.037)
Indirect effect −0.183 (0.036) ***
Total effect −0.171 (0.050) ***

Father prior depression
Direct effect −0.213 (0.053) *** −0.035 (0.047)
Indirect effect −0.179 (0.037) ***
Total effect −0.213 (0.053) ***

Father current depression
Direct effect −0.304 (0.062) *** −0.016 (0.048)
Indirect effect −0.290 (0.037) ***
Total effect −0.306 (0.062) ***

Depression → mechanisms

Mother prior depression → mother and father separated 0.050 (0.019) *
Mother current depression → mother and father separated 0.045 (0.020) *
Father prior depression → mother and father separated 0.095 (0.019) ***
Father current depression → mother and father separated 0.122 (0.070) ̂

Mother prior depression → mother relationship quality −0.163 (0.065) *
Mother current depression → mother relationship quality −0.297 (0.062) ***
Father prior depression → mother relationship quality −0.274 (0.069) ***
Father current depression → mother relationship quality −0.454 (0.071) ***
Mother prior depression → father relationship quality −0.238 (0.064) ***
Mother current depression → father relationship quality −0.368 (0.067) ***
Father prior depression → father relationship quality −0.222 (0.074) **
Father current depression → father relationship quality −0.416 (0.067) ***
Mother prior depression → mother parenting stress 0.089 (0.026) ***
Mother current depression → mother parenting stress 0.289 (0.033) ***
Father prior depression → mother parenting stress −0.021 (0.037)
Father current depression → mother parenting stress −0.002 (0.036)
Mother prior depression → father parenting stress −0.013 (0.033)
Mother current depression → father parenting stress 0.051 (0.040)
Father prior depression → father parenting stress 0.108 (0.420)
Father current depression → father parenting stress 0.199 (0.055) ***
Mother prior depression → mother employment −0.030 (0.020)
Mother current depression → mother employment −0.128 (0.024) ***
Father prior depression → mother employment 0.012 (0.026)
Father current depression → mother employment −0.019 (0.024)
Mother prior depression → father employment 0.019 (0.022)
Mother current depression → father employment −0.023 (0.024)
Father prior depression → father employment −0.048 (0.023) *
Father current depression → father employment −0.119 (0.027) ***
Mother prior depression → mother in poverty 0.030 (0.021)
Mother current depression → mother in poverty 0.108 (0.021) ***
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Table 2. Continued

Model 1 Model 2
Direct effect With mechanisms

b (SE) b (SE)

Father prior depression → mother in poverty 0.033 (0.026)
Father current depression → mother in poverty 0.030 (0.026)
Mother prior depression → father in poverty −0.002 (0.020)
Mother current depression → father in poverty 0.085 (0.027) **
Father prior depression → father in poverty 0.038 (0.031)
Father current depression → father in poverty 0.034 (0.023)
Mother prior depression → child internalizing behaviors 0.032 (0.008) ***
Mother current depression → child internalizing behaviors 0.077 (0.010) ***
Father prior depression → child internalizing behaviors 0.014 (0.010)
Father current depression → child internalizing behaviors 0.015 (0.010)
Mother prior depression → child externalizing behaviors 0.026 (0.009) **
Mother current depression → child externalizing behaviors 0.081 (0.011) ***
Father prior depression → child externalizing behaviors 0.028 (0.011) *
Father current depression → child externalizing behaviors 0.020 (0.013)
Mechanisms → coparental cooperation
Mother and father separated → coparental cooperation −0.371 (0.038) ***
Mother relationship quality → coparental cooperation 0.440 (0.016) ***
Father relationship quality → coparental cooperation 0.059 (0.018) **
Mother parenting stress → coparental cooperation 0.017 (0.022)
Father parenting stress → coparental cooperation −0.003 (0.023)
Mother employment → coparental cooperation 0.006 (0.030)
Father employment → coparental cooperation 0.048 (0.039)
Mother in poverty → coparental cooperation 0.004 (0.035)
Father in poverty → coparental cooperation −0.035 (0.088)
Child internalizing behaviors → coparental cooperation 0.039 (0.100)
Child externalizing behaviors → coparental cooperation −0.180 (0.087) *
R-squared 0.424 0.888
df (x2) (220) 1555 (324) 6726
CFI 0.955 0.857
RMSEA 0.042 0.076

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. * p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p< .001.

Parental Depression and Coparental
Cooperation: Considering Mediators

We turn next to Model 2 of Table 2, which
includes four sets of mediators: (a) relation-
ship status and quality, (b) parenting stress, (c)
economic well-being, and (d) child behavior.
Again, the CFI (0.857) and the RMSEA (0.076),
but not the chi-squared value (df = 324), sug-
gested an acceptable fit. This model shows that
associations between parental depression and
coparental cooperation were indirect (mother’s
prior depression: b =−0.102, p < .01; mother’s
current depression: b =−0.183, p < .001;
father’s prior depression: b =−0.179, p < .001;

father’s current depression: b =−0.290,
p < .001).

The indirect paths comprised two parts: (a)
the association between parental depression and
each of the mediators and (b) the association
between each of the mediators and coparental
cooperation. First, the path coefficients showed
that parental depression was associated with
many of the proposed mediators. There was
a positive association between mother’s prior
depression (b = 0.050, p< .05), mother’s current
depression (b = 0.045, p< .05), father’s prior
depression (b = 0.095, p< .001), and father’s
current depression (b = 0.122, p< .10) and
separation. Second, the path coefficients showed
that four of the mediators were associated with
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coparental cooperation. Separation was nega-
tively associated (b = −0.371, p< .001) and
relationship quality was positively associated
with coparental cooperation (b = 0.440, p< .001
for mother-reported and b = 0.059, p< .001
for father-reported). Children’s externalizing
behaviors was also negatively associated with
coparental cooperation (b = −0.180, p< .05).

Parental Depression and Coparental
Cooperation: Considering Moderation

Table 3 estimates the relationship between
parental depression and coparental cooperation
with the following three moderators: (a) parents’
residential status, (b) mothers’ repartnership sta-
tus, and (c) fathers’ repartnership status. These
models meet the RMSEA criteria for acceptable
fit (0.085, 0.094, and 0.048, respectively). The
first two models (0.814 and 0.779, respectively),
but not the third model (0.930), have a CFI that
falls below the acceptable threshold, though this
index is sensitive to the number of parameters
estimated (Hu & Bentler, 1999); see Appendix
Table B for relevant cell sizes, paying particular
attention to the small cell sizes for repartnered
fathers.

These models provide little evidence that
the association operated differently across
parents’ residential or repartnership status;
instead, parental depression was associated
with coparental cooperation for residential and
nonresidential parents, when mothers have and
have not repartnered, and when fathers have and
have not reparterned. There was one exception,
with the association between fathers’ current
depression and coparental cooperation larger in
magnitude when parents were living together,
but we caution putting too much stock in this
finding given we would expect one interaction
term to be statistically significant by chance.

Discussion

Depression is a common mental health condi-
tion, affecting an estimated 17.3 million adults
annually in the United States (National Insti-
tute of Mental Health, 2019). The damages
stemming from this mental health condition
go beyond the individual. The accompanying
loss of employment, cost of healthcare, and
withdrawal of depressed individuals from the
social world can have rippling consequences
for partners and children (Goodman, 2007;

Williams, 2018). In this study, we examined
the relationship between parental depression
and coparental cooperation, whether this rela-
tionship is explained by key internal family
dynamics, and how this relationship differs
across family structures.

Our findings add to research on the social con-
sequences of depression. First, consistent with
the idea that depression is a stressor with reper-
cussions for the family system (Minuchin, 1974;
Pearlin et al., 1997), we found that both prior
and current parental depression have harmful
consequences for coparental cooperation. These
associations persisted after adjusting for demo-
graphic, socioeconomic, and family background
factors as well as a prior indicator of coparental
cooperation. Though mothers’ and fathers’ prior
and current depression were negatively asso-
ciated with coparental cooperation, we found
that the coefficient for fathers’ current depres-
sion was especially large in magnitude (nearly
twice as large as the coefficient for mothers’
current depression). These findings are consis-
tent with prior research showing that paternal
depression has implications for other aspects
of family life such as father involvement (Che-
ung & Theule, 2019). Although these baseline
models suggested that prior and current parental
depression may have a direct effect on coparental
cooperation, consistent with Hypotheses 1 and
2a, subsequent models showed that depression
operated through some proposed mechanisms,
as described below.

Second, our findings shed light on the path-
ways linking parental depression and coparental
cooperation. Theoretically, there are many
possible pathways, including relationship sta-
tus and quality, parenting stress, economic
well-being, and child behavior. We found
evidence of indirect effects of relationship
status and quality, consistent with Hypothe-
sis 3. Depression lowered the quality of the
mother–father relationship and increased the
likelihood of separation, both of which facil-
itated lower coparental cooperation (Cooper
et al., 2015; McHale, 1995; Schoppe-Sullivan
& Mangelsdorf, 2013; Waller, 2012). These
findings suggest the primary way depression
impairs the coparental relationship is through its
toll on romantic relationships.

We found little evidence that parenting
stress and economic well-being explain the
association between parental depression and
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Table 3. Structural Equation Models Estimating Coparental Cooperation, Considering Moderation (N = 3,494)

By coresidence By mother repartnered By father repartnered

b (SE) b (SE) b (SE)

Mother prior depression −0.103 (0.063) −0.125 (0.056) * −0.131 (0.055) *
Mother current depression −0.150 (0.065) * −0.253 (0.055) *** −0.176 (0.052) ***
Father prior depression −0.183 (0.072) ** −0.192 (0.073) ** −0.216 (0.058) ***
Father current depression −0.228 (0.071) ** −0.198 (0.080) * −0.300 (0.061) ***
Residential relationship 0.992 (0.052) ***
Mother prior depression * residential relationship 0.098 (0.068)
Mother current depression * residential relationship 0.059 (0.073)
Father prior depression * residential relationship 0.152 (0.121)
Father current depression * residential relationship 0.217 (0.080) **
Mother repartnered −0.680 (0.071) ***
Mother prior depression * mother repartnered 0.182 (0.193)
Mother current depression * mother repartnered 0.181 (0.102)
Father prior depression * mother repartnered 0.075 (0.138)
Father current depression * mother repartnered −0.033 (0.144)
Father repartnered 0.121 (0.143)
Mother prior depression * father repartnered 0.169 (0.242)
Mother current depression * father repartnered 0.060 (0.297)
Father prior depression * father repartnered 0.048 (0.255)
Father current depression * father repartnered 0.004 (0.307)
R-squared 0.543 0.473 0.426
df (x2) (265) 6874 (265) 8334 (265) 2387
CFI 0.814 0.779 0.930
RMSEA 0.085 0.094 0.048

Notes: Model includes all control variables from Table 2. Robust SEs in parentheses. *p< .05. **p< .01. ***p< .001.

coparental cooperation, contrary to our expec-
tations, providing no support for Hypotheses
4 and 5. There are several reasons—as yet
untested—for why these proposed mediators
do not explain the association between parental
depression and coparental cooperation. Par-
enting stress often accompanies depression
but it may not reduce the association between
depression and coparental cooperation. Second,
economic well-being may have offsetting con-
sequences for coparental cooperation. On the
one hand, unemployment may fray the copar-
enting relationship due to economic scarcity
and uncertainty (Goldberg & Carlson, 2015).
On the other hand, unemployment may leave
a parent more time to engage in coparenting,
thus muting any negative consequences stem-
ming from their employment status. Relatedly,
poverty can increase household stress, but its
consequences for coparental cooperation may
only be felt when that stress interferes with rela-
tionship status and quality (Jamison, Ganong, &
Proulx, 2017).

Child externalizing, but not internalizing,
behaviors explained some of the association
between parental depression and coparental
cooperation, net of earlier child temperament,
providing partial support to Hypothesis 6.
Externalizing behavior problems may be more
salient to parents because children with these
problems are prone to anger, inability to
self-regulate, and impulsive actions (Eisen-
berg et al., 2001). These behaviors may be
harder to ignore than internalizing behaviors,
potentially exacerbating depressed parents’
levels of frustration and making them less
likely to cooperate with their coparent (Cook
et al., 2009).

Finally, we found little evidence that family
context structures the relationship between
parental depression and coparental coopera-
tion, providing no support for Hypotheses 7a,
7b, and 8. Instead, we found that associations
between parental depression and coparental
cooperation were consistent across parents’
residential status, mothers’ repartnership status,
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and fathers’ repartnership status. Partners may
be sources of support when one is depressed
or one shares a child with a depressed parent
(Thoits, 1995), but they may also be more aware
of the depressed parent’s actions than partners
who are living apart. Alternatively, many non-
residential parents may have less interaction for
assessing coparental cooperation, yet may have
less understanding of any perceived change
in coparenting due to a depressed parent’s
actions. Overall, these countervailing forces
may balance each other out across residential
and repartnership status.

Limitations

This study has several limitations, all of which
provide opportunities for future research. First,
our focus on coparental cooperation means that
other forms of coparenting—such as coparent-
ing agreement or coparenting support—are not
considered (Feinberg, Brown, & Kan, 2012).
Second, our measures of depression only cap-
ture depression experienced in the year prior
to the survey, and therefore miss parents who
experience depression between waves but not
in the year preceding the survey. Third, we
may have missed important unobservable fac-
tors, such as external family obligations, that
account for the association between parental
depression and coparental cooperation. Fourth,
the role of paternal incarceration in shaping
the association between parental depression and
coparental cooperation also needs further explo-
ration, as incarcerated fathers may face partic-
ular challenges in coparental cooperation (Tur-
ney & Wildeman, 2013). Finally, and as noted
earlier, depressed parents may have distorted or
negative views of the coparental relationship.
We addressed this concern by using the mutu-
ally exclusive measures of prior and current
depression, observing similar consequences of
prior and current depression. We also addressed
this concern by using fathers’ evaluations of
coparental cooperation in supplemental analyses
and find similar results to those presented here.

Conclusions

Our results contribute to the literature on the
social costs of depression, specifically by focus-
ing on the relationship between parental depres-
sion and coparental cooperation. We found that

both prior and current depression are associ-
ated with challenges in the coparental relation-
ship, that relationship status and quality largely
explain this association, and that this association
is consistent across residential and repartnership
status. Collaborative coparenting is linked with
better outcomes for both parents and children
(Feinberg et al., 2007; Schoppe et al., 2001).
Our findings show that depression, often consid-
ered an individual illness with individual con-
sequences, has spillover effects on the broader
family unit. These findings suggest one way how
families act as systems where individual expe-
riences impact dyadic relationships, thus alter-
ing family functioning and well-being (Bronfen-
brenner, 1977; Minuchin, 1974).

Supporting Information

Additional supporting information may be found online
in the Supporting Information section at the end of the article.
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