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Background: Research has demonstrated a significant association between cross-generational coalitions and children’s emotional 
well-being. However, the mechanisms underlying this relationship remain unclear, and prior studies have predominantly treated cross- 
generational coalitions as a singular construct, neglecting the varied impacts and pathways of different types of cross-generational 
coalitions on college students’ depression.
Purpose: Grounded in family systems theory, this study investigates the relationships and distinct underlying mechanisms linking 
three forms of cross-generational coalitions (coalition with fathers, coalition with mothers, and unstable coalition) to depression among 
college students, focusing on the chain mediating roles of self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation.
Methods: A total of 493 Chinese college students aged 17–25 years (55.2% male) completed anonymous questionnaires. The 
PROCESS macro Model 6 and bootstrap methods were employed to analyze the chain mediating effects of self-differentiation and 
interpersonal adaptation between cross-generational coalitions and college students’ depression.
Results: Each type of cross-generational coalition exhibited a significant indirect association with depression via the chain mediation 
of self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation. Moreover, while all coalition types impacted college students’ depression through 
the mediating effect of self-differentiation, only stable coalition with fathers influenced depression through the mediating effect of 
interpersonal adaptation.
Conclusion: This study highlights that three types of cross-generational coalitions can affect college students’ depression through the 
chain mediation of self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation. Notably, in comparison to coalition with mothers and unstable 
coalitions, coalition with fathers reveal distinct indirect pathways influencing depression. The study revealed the differential impacts of 
father-child and mother-child coalitions in a collectivist society, which significantly extend Bowenian family systems theory and 
attachment theory by elucidating the nuanced pathways through which cross-generational coalitions influence depression in college 
students. These findings deepen our understanding of how various forms of cross-generational coalitions serve as familial factors 
impacting the emotional well-being of Chinese college students.
Keywords: cross-generational coalitions, depression, self-differentiation, interpersonal adaptation, college students, chain mediation 
effect

Introduction
Depression is a psychological state characterized by persistent low mood, which adversely affects an individual’s 
cognition, thought patterns, and behavioral patterns, leading to heightened negative affect, maladaptive cognitive 
schemas, and loss of interest in daily activities.1 A recent meta-analysis revealed a 25% prevalence rate of depressive 
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symptoms among college students worldwide.2 According to the National Mental Health Development Report of China 
(2021–2022), emerging adults constitute a high-risk population for depression, with the 18–24 age group demonstrating 
a 24.1% detection rate of depressive symptoms.3 As one of the most prevalent psychological issues among Chinese 
college students, depression exerts significant impacts on academic achievement,4 social avoidance,5 and internet 
addiction,6 while being strongly associated with elevated suicidal ideation and risk.7,8 To safeguard college students’ 
mental health development, it is imperative to investigate the determinants of depressive symptoms and implement 
targeted interventions.

From the perspective of ecological systems theory,9 family environment serves as a crucial determinant of offspring’s 
mental health and social adaptation. As a key predictor of family dynamics, parent-child relationships significantly 
influence college students’ depression. Substantial empirical evidence has identified parent-child attachment, intergenera-
tional conflict, and parental rejection as critical familial risk factors for college students’ depression.10–12 However, 
existing research predominantly examines dyadic parent-child relationships through singular dimensions of influence, 
neglecting comprehensive investigation of other critical relational patterns within the family system.13 Recent theoretical 
advancements have shifted focus from unidirectional parent-child effects to interactive relational dynamics. This 
paradigm shift has increased scholarly attention to family triangulation (a relational configuration capturing triadic 
interactions among the father, the mother, and the child), which provides a holistic framework for understanding how 
patterns of family systems influence offspring’s psychological development.14

Based on family systems theory, when parents experience marital tension or conflict, children may become actively or 
passively involved in an attempt to alleviate the conflict or tension, forming a negative triadic relationship pattern 
involving “father-mother-child”.15 Triangulation in parent-child relationships is typically categorized into three types: 
cross-generational coalitions, scapegoating, and parentification.16 Previous research on Western populations has demon-
strated that parent-child triangulation exerts profound negative effects on children’s emotional well-being, including 
increased depression and anxiety.17 However, the impact of triangulation on child development exhibits cross-cultural 
variations. Within the Chinese cultural context, not all forms of triangulation negatively affect psychological develop-
ment. For instance, highly involved scapegoating (parents redirect their focus to the child to avoid interpersonal conflict) 
and cross-generational coalitions (children align with one parent against the other during parental conflict) show 
significant positive correlations with adolescent depression, whereas parentification (children neglect their own needs 
and emotions to mediate parental tension, assuming conflict resolution or family caregiving roles) demonstrates 
a negative correlation with depression and enhances adaptive functioning.18 Consequently, scholars have emphasized 
the need for nuanced differentiation and separate investigation of distinct dimensions of triangulated relationships.19

Existing research has identified that 41–48% of Chinese college students in Taiwan experience cross-generational 
coalitions with their parents,20 indicating a remarkably high prevalence. Chinese collectivist culture is deeply rooted in 
Confucian ideology, particularly the concept of “filial piety”.21 Filial piety is one of the core ideas of Confucian ethics, 
emphasizing moral norms governing both material and emotional dimensions of parent-child relationships.22 

Confucianism stresses “kindly parents and filial children” where children’s respect, support, and care for their parents 
are regarded as moral obligations.23 This ethical framework establishes close intergenerational ties as a fundamental 
social structure, fostering long-term alliances between parents and children in economic, emotional, and social support. 
In contrast, western individualistic cultures place greater emphasis on personal autonomy,24 with adult children tending 
to separate from their families of origin and form independent households. Parents with individualistic cultural values are 
also described as less likely to adopt authoritarian parenting styles and exert control over their children compared to those 
adhering to collectivist values.25 Consequently, cross-generational coalitions may be more prevalent in collectivist 
societies. Previous studies have confirmed the significant impact of cross-generational coalitions on depression among 
Chinese adolescents.26 However, the psychological mechanisms underlying the relationship between cross-generational 
coalitions and college students’ depression remain unclear. Therefore, drawing on both theoretical and empirical 
evidence, this study aims to examine the prominent phenomenon of cross-generational coalitions in Chinese families, 
specifically analyzing potential pathways through which cross-generational coalitions influence depression among 
college students.
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Cross-Generational Coalitions and Depression: Self-Differentiation as a Mediator
Self-differentiation refers to an individual’s capacity to maintain both intimacy and independence while balancing 
rationality and emotionality.27 A higher degree of self-differentiation is linked to the capacity to remain composed, 
redirect attention, and employ logical reasoning in the face of stressful situations.15 Conversely, individuals with low 
self-differentiation tend to operate primarily on an emotional level, where their thoughts are often dominated or 
influenced by their feelings.15 Research has demonstrated a significant negative correlation between self-differentiation 
levels and depression among college students,28,29 with greater self-differentiation being associated with enhanced 
psychosocial development in this population.30 Emotional cutoff, a common reaction of poorly differentiated individuals 
to relational stress, often leads to emotional isolation from others or the suppression of emotions.15 Those who engage in 
emotional cutoff are particularly susceptible to experiencing depression.31

Children’s active or passive participation in parent-child triangulation can hinder the process of self-differentiation. 
Cross-generational coalitions represent a type of emotional triangulation, where children become embroiled in parental 
disputes and are compelled to take on emotional responsibilities that exceed their developmental capacities.32 According 
to Bowen’s family systems theory, these coalitions blur the boundaries of family subsystems, making it challenging for 
children to cultivate an autonomous sense of self.31 For example, as children strive to balance their loyalty to their fathers 
with their emotional attachment to their mothers, they end up with fragmented self-concepts. This internal struggle drives 
them to adopt strategies of emotional detachment, which further erodes their self-differentiation.33

Grounded in cognitive-contextual theory, cross-generational coalitions within the family setting draw children into 
parental conflicts, highlighting the indirect link between parental discord and their own experiences. This situation often 
leads to self-blame and diminished coping ability, which in turn exacerbates internalizing issues.34 Concurrently, 
individuals with lower levels of self-differentiation face greater challenges than their more differentiated peers in 
balancing rationality and emotionality during social interactions.27 They tend to exhibit heightened emotional reactivity 
and stress in their interpersonal relationships, and the accumulation of such negative emotions significantly elevates the 
risk of depression.35 In light of this, the current study posits Research Hypothesis 1: Self-differentiation serves as 
a mediator in the relationship between cross-generational coalitions and depression among college students.

Cross-Generational Coalitions and Depression: Interpersonal Adaptation as 
a Mediator
Cross-generational coalitions may exert an indirect influence on depression among college students by affecting their 
interpersonal adaptation. First, drawing from attachment theory, such coalitions can foster the development of insecure 
attachment styles, which hinder an individual’s emotional regulation and their ability to adapt in close relationships.36 

When a child aligns with one parent, it may signify the presence of an ambivalent attachment pattern within the family 
dynamic. As children internalize this pattern, they are likely to adopt ambivalent attachment behaviors in their own 
relationships, such as desiring intimacy while simultaneously fearing abandonment, which exacerbates challenges in 
interpersonal adaptation. Moreover, individuals with insecure attachments often manage interpersonal stress through 
either emotional suppression or heightened emotional reactivity.37 These maladaptive coping mechanisms frequently 
impede college students’ capacity to forge friendships, resolve conflicts, and seek assistance. Additionally, difficulties in 
interpersonal adaptation can deplete emotional regulation resources, ultimately leading to depressive symptoms.

Social support theory posits that healthy interpersonal relationships contribute positively to psychological well-being, 
while ineffective interpersonal adaptation can result in a deficiency of social support, thereby impairing an individual’s 
ability to cope with stress.38 Research shows that low levels of social support are significantly associated with increased 
severity of depression.39 Consequently, college students who struggle with interpersonal adaptation often find it 
challenging to develop stable social support networks, leaving them without the emotional support and resources needed 
to buffer against stress, which makes them more vulnerable to depression. In light of this, the current study proposes 
Research Hypothesis 2: Interpersonal adaptation acts as a mediator in the relationship between cross-generational 
coalitions and depression among college students.
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The Chain Mediation Roles of Self-Differentiation and Interpersonal Adaptation
Grounded in ecological systems theory, imbalances within microsystems can initiate corresponding chain reactions.9 

For instance, disruptions in family subsystems, such as cross-generational coalitions, can first undermine an indivi-
dual’s psychological framework (eg, self-differentiation), subsequently impacting external microsystems (eg, relation-
ships with peers or teachers), and ultimately contributing to depression influenced by macrosystem factors (eg, societal 
pressures).

Research has shown that individuals with high levels of self-differentiation are more adept at forming and sustaining 
stable interpersonal relationships,40 improving their social problem-solving skills,41 and fostering positive mental health 
outcome.30 Conversely, those with low self-differentiation are likely to resort to maladaptive coping mechanisms, such as 
competition, avoidance, and compliance, to address problems or alleviate stress.42 In interpersonal situations, they tend to 
respond with emotional fusion or emotional cutoff.43 These regulatory shortcomings render them susceptible to emo-
tional overwhelm during conflicts, hindering their ability to effectively manage stress and adversely affecting their 
interpersonal adaptation. Cross-generational coalitions may lead children to internalize a relational template characterized 
by “high-control, low-trust” resulting in an overinterpretation of neutral behaviors as threatening.44 This cognitive 
distortion obstructs their capacity to form healthy social relationships.

Moreover, studies indicate that college students exhibiting low self-differentiation often experience elevated levels of 
social avoidance and distress.45 As they transition from their family environments to college settings, these individuals, 
lacking immediate emotional feedback from their families, tend to excessively rely on external relationships. However, 
their rigid cognitive patterns in interpreting social interactions frequently result in maladaptive behaviors, complicating 
their efforts to establish stable social support networks. According to social support theory, insufficient social support is 
a significant risk factor for depression.46 After departing from their family environments, the fragility of college students’ 
social support networks further heightens their vulnerability to depression. Therefore, the current study posits Research 
Hypothesis 3: Self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation function as chain mediators in the relationship between 
cross-generational coalitions and depression among college students.

Previous research has predominantly treated cross-generational coalitions as a singular construct. However, recent 
studies have differentiated these coalitions into stable and unstable types. Stable coalitions denote a stable and long-term 
alliance between a child and one parent (such as “when my parents argue, I only speak up for one of them”), whereas 
unstable coalitions refer to situations where children fluctuate their alignment between parents or align with either parent 
at different times (such as “when my parents argue, sometimes I take my mother’s side, and sometimes I take my father’s 
side”).19 In recent years, influenced by traditional Chinese cultural norms that designate men as breadwinners and women 
as homemakers, Chinese families have embraced a model of “intensive motherhood”.47 In this context, the quality of 
mother-child relationships often surpasses that of father-child relationships,48 leading to a higher prevalence of cross- 
generational coalitions with mothers compared to fathers. Thus, cross-generational coalitions can be further categorized 
into three types: coalitions with fathers, coalitions with mothers, and unstable coalitions. Recent studies also underscore 
the importance of considering both parents’ roles within family dynamics.49 These three types of cross-generational 
coalitions are likely to exert differential impacts on college students’ depression, potentially operating through distinct 
mechanisms. Therefore, a more nuanced classification of cross-generational coalitions, coupled with a thorough exam-
ination of their varying effects on college students’ depression, can aid clinical counselors in devising more targeted 
intervention strategies aimed at preventing and alleviating depression in this demographic.

The Present Study
In conclusion, the interplay between cross-generational coalitions, depression, self-differentiation, and interpersonal 
adaptation is significant and complex. However, there remains a notable gap in research exploring the specific mechan-
isms by which cross-generational coalitions influence depression among college students. To address this gap, the present 
study proposes a chain mediation model aimed at examining how self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation 
mediate the relationship between various types of cross-generational coalitions and depression. The proposed research 
models are illustrated in Figure 1. The following hypotheses are proposed:
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H1: Self-differentiation serves as a mediator in the relationship between cross-generational coalitions and depression 
among college students.

H2: Interpersonal adaptation acts as a mediator in the relationship between cross-generational coalitions and depression 
among college students.

H3: Self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation function as chain mediators in the relationship between cross- 
generational coalitions and depression among college students.

Materials and Method
Participants
The sample comprised 493 students recruited between October 13 and November 1, 2024, from three universities in 
Hubei Province, China. A convenience sampling method was employed, utilizing a group testing approach, and a total of 
514 anonymous questionnaires were distributed.

From these, 493 valid responses were collected, resulting in an effective response rate of 95.9%. A power analysis 
(GPower 3.1) for detecting a Pearson correlation of ρ=0.3 (α=0.05, power=0.95, two-tailed) indicated a required sample 
size of N=138. The final sample included 493 participants, exceeding this requirement. Participants’ ages ranged from 17 
to 25 years, with a mean age of 19.15 years (SD = 1.21 years). The sample included 272 male students (55.2%) and 221 
female students (44.8%). Participants were categorized by academic year, with 209 (42.4%) in their first year, 154 
(31.2%) in their second year, and 130 (26.4%) in their third year. Additionally, 416 students came from intact families 
(84.4%), 44 from single-parent families (8.9%), 27 from reconstituted families (5.5%), and 6 from other family 
structures (1.2%).

Measures
Cross-Generational Coalitions Scale
The assessment of cross-generational coalitions was conducted using the relevant subscales of the Parent-Child 
Triangulation Scale.50 This scale encompasses two dimensions pertaining to cross-generational coalitions: stable coali-
tion (4 items) and unstable coalition (4 items). To align with the objectives of this research, the stable cross-generational 
coalition was further divided into two sub-dimensions: coalition with fathers (4 items; eg, “When my parents argue, 
I only take my father’s side”.) and coalition with mothers (4 items; eg, “When my parents argue, I tend to listen to my 
mother’s complaints”.). Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) indicated that both subscale of coalition with fathers (χ2/df = 
2.973, CFI = 0.945, TLI = 0.834, SRMR = 0.035, and RMSEA = 0.024) and subscale of coalition with mothers (χ2/df = 
1.478, CFI = 0.980, TLI = 0.939, SRMR = 0.019, and RMSEA = 0.017) have accepted constructive validity. The 
unstable coalition dimension also consists of 4 items (eg, “When my parents argue, I feel uncertain about whose side to 

Figure 1 The proposed chain mediating model. 
Abbreviation: CGC, Cross-generational Coalitions.
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take”.). Participants rated their responses on a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree). Higher total scores indicated a greater level of coalition with fathers, mothers, or unstable coalitions. 
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) indicated that the subscale of unstable coalition has accepted constructive validity 
(χ2/df = 1.778, CFI = 0.993, TLI = 0.978, SRMR = 0.040, and RMSEA = 0.017). The Cronbach’s α coefficients for the 
three components were 0.908 (coalition with fathers), 0.876 (coalition with mothers), and 0.616 (unstable coalition), 
respectively.

Self-Differentiation Scale
The Chinese version of the Differentiation of Self Inventory (DSI), translated and adapted by Wu et al (2010) from the 
original version by Skowron and Schmitt (2003),51,52 was utilized in this study. This scale consists of 27 items organized 
into four dimensions: emotional fusion, self-positioning, emotional response, and emotional cutoff, primarily aimed at 
assessing the degree of self-differentiation in adults. Participants evaluated each item on a 6-point Likert scale, with 
responses ranging from 1 (very unlike me) to 6 (very like me). Higher scores reflect a greater level of self-differentiation. 
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) indicated that the scale has accepted constructive validity (χ2/df = 3.137, CFI = 
0.873, TLI = 0.859, SRMR = 0.061, and RMSEA = 0.066). The Cronbach’s α coefficient for this scale was 0.896.

Interpersonal Adaptation Scale
The Interpersonal Adaptation Subscale from the College Student Adaptability Scale (CSAI), developed by Lu (2003),53 

was employed to measure anxiety related to interpersonal adaptation. This subscale comprises 11 items (eg, “I have 
successfully made friends during my time in college”.). Participants responded on a 5-point Likert scale, with options 
ranging from 1 (very unlike me) to 5 (very like me). In this study, Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) indicated that the 
scale has accepted constructive validity (χ2/df = 1.207, CFI = 0.945, TLI = 0.982, SRMR = 0.089, and RMSEA = 0.015), 
and the Cronbach’s α coefficient for this subscale was 0.852.

Depression Subscale of HADS
The HADS (Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale) was originally developed and validated by Zigmond and Snaith 
(1983) with the intention to detect states of depression and anxiety in adults.54 It contains an anxiety (HADS-A) and 
a depression (HADS-D) subscale. Depression subscale of HADS was utilized to evaluate depressive mood states in 
Chinese samples and young athletes and showed good internal consistency.55,56 The depression subscale consists of 7 
items (eg, “I have lost interest in my appearance”.). Participants rated each item on a 4-point scale, ranging from 0 = 
rarely or none of the time to 3 = most or all of the time. In this study, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) indicated that 
the scale has accepted constructive validity (χ2/df = 4.657, CFI = 0.935, TLI = 0.903, SRMR = 0.048, and RMSEA = 
0.086). The Cronbach’s α coefficient for this scale in this study was 0.747.

Control Variables
In addition to the primary variables of interest, gender, age, academic grade, and family structure were included as 
control variables to account for their potential influence. The effects of family relationships on children may vary based 
on their gender, age, and developmental stage.57 Likewise, the association between the quality of family relationships and 
individual emotional outcomes can differ according to family structures.58

Procedure
Data collection occurred in university classrooms in the absence of instructors. Participants provided written informed 
consent, and the study was conducted in alignment with the Declaration of Helsinki, receiving approval from the Ethical 
Committee of the School of Education and Psychology at Hubei Engineering University. Prior to the survey, students 
were informed about the voluntary nature of their participation and their right to withdraw at any point. Trained 
postgraduate students adhered to standardized protocols for distributing and collecting questionnaires and were available 
to address any questions raised by the participants. This study recruited a total of six undergraduate students to assist with 
data collection. Their responsibilities included providing reading guidance, distributing questionnaires, addressing 
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participants’ questions during completion, and ensuring timely collection of the surveys. The entire questionnaire process 
took approximately 15–20 minutes to complete.

Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses were executed using SPSS version 23.0. The Pearson correlation coefficient was 
employed to evaluate the relationships among the variables. Significant associations were found among the independent 
variables, mediators, and the dependent variable, meeting the criteria necessary for testing mediation effects. Consequently, the 
PROCESS macro was utilized to assess the chain mediation effects.59 Specifically, Model 6 within the PROCESS macro was 
applied to explore the chain mediation effect of self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation on the relationship between 
cross-generational coalition and depression among college students. To estimate the chain mediation effect, the bias-adjusted 
percentile bootstrap method was utilized, drawing 5000 samples to calculate the 95% confidence interval.

Common-Method Bias Test
Considering that data for this study were exclusively obtained from self-report measures completed by adolescents, 
common-method bias was given careful consideration. To assess this potential bias, Harman’s single factor test was 
performed. The non-rotating principal component factor analysis yielded 13 factors with eigenvalues exceeding 1. 
Notably, the first factor explained only 13.98% of the variance, which is below the critical threshold of 40%. This 
outcome suggests that significant common-method bias is not present in this study.60

Results
Preliminary Analysis
Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations for the three types of cross-generational coalitions, self- 
differentiation, interpersonal adaptation, and depression. The findings indicate that the coalition with mothers is more 
pronounced than that with fathers. All three types of cross-generational coalitions exhibited significant negative 
correlations with both self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation (Ps < 0.01), while demonstrating positive 
correlations with college students’ depression (P < 0.05; P < 0.01). Furthermore, self-differentiation was positively 
correlated with interpersonal adaptation (P < 0.01) and negatively correlated with depression (P < 0.01). Interpersonal 
adaptation also showed a negative correlation with depression (P < 0.01).

Testing for the Chain Mediating Effect
Initially, we assessed the chain mediating effects of self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation on the relationship 
between stable coalition with fathers and depression among college students. As shown in Table 1, coalition with fathers, 
self-differentiation, interpersonal adaptation, and depression are significantly interrelated. The independent variables 
exhibited significant associations with the mediators, fulfilling the criteria for testing mediation effects. In this study, the 
bias-adjusted percentile bootstrap method was employed to evaluate the mediating effect, utilizing 5000 samples to estimate 
the 95% confidence interval. Model 6, a chain mediating model, was utilized within the SPSS macro for analysis.

Table 1 The Correlation of the Main Study Variables (N=493)

Variables M±SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Coalition with Fathers 1.76±0.81 1

2 Coalition with Mothers 2.32±1.13 0.628** 1

3 Unstable Coalition 2.92±1.03 0.209** 0.192** 1
4 Self-differentiation 3.79±0.77 −0.233** −0.272** −0.441** 1

5 Interpersonal Adaptation 3.60±0.68 −0.203** −0.198** −0.251** 0.566** 1

6 Depression 1.06±0.57 0.115* 0.118** 0.232** −0.513** −0.544** 1
7 Age 19.1±1.44 0.066 −0.016 0.001 0.035 0.044 0.033 1

Notes: *p<0.05; **p<0.01.
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Controlling for gender, age, grade, and family structure, the results of the chain mediating regression analysis (refer to Table 2 
and Figure 2) indicated that coalition with fathers significantly predicted self-differentiation (B = −0.21, t = −5.07, P < 0.001). 
Both self-differentiation (B = 0.50, t = 14.54, P < 0.001) and coalition with fathers (B = −0.06, t = −2.00, P < 0.05) showed 
significant predictive power for interpersonal adaptation. Furthermore, self-differentiation (B = −0.25, t = −7.44, P < 0.001) and 
interpersonal adaptation (B = −0.31, t = −8.32, P < 0.001) were significant predictors of depression among college students. After 
incorporating self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation as mediators, the direct path from coalition with fathers to 
depression was found to be non-significant (B = −0.02, t = −0.88, P > 0.05).

Table 2 Testing for the Chain Mediating Effects of Variables Between CWF and Depression

Regression Equation (N=493) Fitting Indicators Coefficient Significance

Outcomes Predictors R R2 F β t

Self-differentiation 0.32 0.10 11.38***

Gender −0.27 −4.01**
Age 0.04 1.26

Grade −0.04 −1.09

Family structure −0.15 −2.78**
Coalition with Fathers −0.21 −5.07***

Interpersonal Adaptation 0.58 0.34 41.06***

Gender 0.06 14.54***
Age −0.01 −0.26

Grade 0.04 1.45

Family structure 0.08 1.91
Self-differentiation 0.50 14.54***

Coalition with Fathers −0.06 −2.00*

Depression 0.61 0.37 41.06***
Gender −0.10 −2.44*

Age 0.02 1.30

Grade −0.01 −0.26
Family structure −0.04 −1.07

Self-differentiation −0.25 −7.44***

Interpersonal Adaptation −0.31 −8.32***
Coalition with Fathers −0.02 −0.88

Notes: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001.

Figure 2 The chain mediating effects of variables between CWF and Depression. 
Notes: *p<0.05, ***p<0.001. 
Abbreviation: CWF, Coalition with Fathers.
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The total effect of coalition with fathers on college students’ depression was calculated at 0.081 (t = 2.54, P < 0.05, 
LLCI = 0.018, ULCI = 0.144), while the total indirect effect through self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation 
between coalition with fathers and depression was 0.105 (LLCI = 0.065, ULCI = 0.152), representing 129.6% of the total 
effect (see Table 3). The mediating effect of self-differentiation in the relationship between coalition with fathers and 
depression was 0.053, with a 95% confidence interval of [0.028, 0.085], accounting for 65.4% of the total effect (0.081). 
The mediating effect of interpersonal adaptation on the same relationship was 0.020, with a 95% confidence interval of 
[−0.001, 0.054], constituting 24.7% of the total effect (0.081). The chain mediating effect of self-differentiation and 
interpersonal adaptation between coalition with fathers and depression was 0.032, with a 95% confidence interval of 
[0.019, 0.050], which accounted for 39.5% of the total effect (0.081). The Bootstrap 95% confidence intervals for the 
three indirect effects did not encompass zero, indicating that the standardized effects were statistically significant. This 
suggests that self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation operate as chain mediators between coalition with fathers 
and depression.

In our second analysis, we explored the chain mediating effects of self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation on 
the relationship between coalition with mothers and depression among college students. We employed Model 6, a chain 
mediating model, using the SPSS macro this analysis. Controlling for gender, age, grade, and family structure, the results 
from the chain mediating regression analysis (refer to Table 4 and Figure 3) demonstrated that coalition with mothers 
significantly predicted self-differentiation (B = −0.17, t = −5.66, P < 0.001). Moreover, self-differentiation was found to 
be a significant predictor of interpersonal adaptation (B = 0.51, t = 14.53, P < 0.001). Both self-differentiation (B = −0.25, 

Table 3 The Estimates of Total, Direct and Indirect Effects of the Model of CWF on Depression

Indirect Effect Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Total effect of CWF on Depression 0.081 0.032 0.018 0.144

Direct effect of CWF on Depression −0.023 0.026 −0.075 0.029
Total indirect effects of CWF on Depression 0.105 0.022 0.065 0.152

CWF→Self-differentiation→Depression 0.053 0.015 0.028 0.085

CWF→Interpersonal Adaptation→Depression 0.020 0.012 −0.001 0.045
CWF→Self-differentiation →Interpersonal Adaptation→Depression 0.032 0.008 0.019 0.050

Abbreviation: CWF, Coalition with Fathers.

Table 4 Testing for the Chain Mediating Effect of Variables Between CWM and Depression

Regression Equation (N=493) Fitting Indicators Coefficient Significance

Outcomes Predictors R R2 F β t

Self-differentiation 0.34 0.12 12.74***
Gender −0.25 −3.71**

Age 0.02 0.80

Grade −0.03 −0.83
Family structure −0.15 −2.68**

Coalition with mothers −0.17 −5.66***

Interpersonal Adaptation 0.58 0.34 41.06***
Gender 0.06 1.21

Age −0.01 −0.43

Grade 0.04 1.51
Family structure 0.08 1.97*

Self-differentiation 0.51 14.53***

Coalition with mothers −0.03 −1.34

(Continued)
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t = −7.42, P < 0.001) and interpersonal adaptation (B = −0.31, t = −8.31, P < 0.001) significantly predicted depression in 
college students. Notably, coalition with mothers did not significantly predict interpersonal adaptation (B = −0.03, t = 
−1.34, P > 0.05). Following the inclusion of self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation as mediators, the direct path 
from the coalition with mothers to depression was not significant (B = −0.02, t = −0.85, P > 0.05).

The total effect of coalition with mothers on college students’ depression was calculated at 0.061 (t = 2.67, P < 0.01, 
LLCI = 0.016, ULCI = 0.107). The total indirect effect of self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation on the 
relationship between coalition with mothers and depression was 0.077 (LLCI = 0.048, ULCI = 0.110), accounting for 
126.2% of the total effect (refer to Table 5). The mediating effect of self-differentiation in this context was 0.042, with 
a 95% confidence interval of [0.023, 0.064], representing 68.9% of the total effect (0.061). The chain mediating effect of 
self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation was found to be 0.026, with a 95% confidence interval of [0.015, 0.039], 
which accounted for 42.6% of the total effect (0.061). The Bootstrap 95% confidence intervals for all three indirect 
effects did not include zero, indicating that the standardized effects were statistically significant. This suggests that both 
self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation play a chain mediating role between coalition with mothers and 
depression.

Next, we evaluated the chain mediating effects of self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation in the context of 
unstable coalition and their relationship with college students’ depression. Again, we utilized Model 6 in the SPSS macro 

Figure 3 The chain mediating effects of variables between CWM and Depression. 
Note: ***p<0.001. 
Abbreviation: CWM, Coalition with Mothers.

Table 4 (Continued). 

Regression Equation (N=493) Fitting Indicators Coefficient Significance

Outcomes Predictors R R2 F β t

Depression 0.61 0.37 41.04***

Gender −0.10 −2.40*
Age 0.02 1.22

Grade −0.01 −0.22

Family structure −0.04 −1.05
Self-differentiation −0.25 −7.42***

Interpersonal Adaptation −0.31 −8.31***

Coalition with mothers −0.02 −0.85

Notes: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001.
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for the mediating effect analysis. Controlling for gender, age, grade, and family structure, the regression analysis results 
(see Table 6 and Figure 4) revealed unstable coalition significantly predicted self-differentiation (B = −0.32, t = −10.93, 
P < 0.001). Self-differentiation also significantly predicted interpersonal adaptation (B = 0.52, t = 13.74, P < 0.001). Both 
self-differentiation (B = −0.25, t = −6.86, P < 0.001) and interpersonal adaptation (B = −0.31, t = −8.26, P < 0.001) 
significantly predicted depression in college students. However, unstable coalition did not significantly predict inter-
personal adaptation (B = 0.001, t = 0.04, P > 0.05). Once self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation were 
incorporated as mediators, the direct path from unstable coalition to depression was found to be non-significant (B = 
−0.001, t = −0.06, P > 0.05).

The total effect of unstable alliance on college students’ depression was calculated at 0.130 (t = 5.29, P < 0.001, LLCI 
= 0.082, ULCI = 0.178). The total indirect effect of self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation in the context of 
unstable coalition and depression was 0.131 (LLCI = 0.095, ULCI = 0.169), constituting 100.8% of the total effect (see 
Table 7). The mediating effect of self-differentiation was 0.080, with a 95% confidence interval of [0.051, 0.110], 
accounting for 61.5% of the total effect (0.130). The chain mediating effect of self-differentiation and interpersonal 

Table 5 The Estimates of Total, Direct and Indirect Effects of the Model of CWM on Depression

Indirect Effect Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Total effect of CWM on Depression 0.061 0.023 0.016 0.107
Direct effect of CWM on Depression −0.016 0.019 −0.054 0.021

Total indirect effects of CWM on Depression 0.077 0.016 0.048 0.110

CWM→Self-differentiation→Depression 0.042 0.010 0.023 0.064
CWM→Interpersonal Adaptation→Depression 0.010 0.008 −0.005 0.027

CWM→Self-differentiation →Interpersonal Adaptation→Depression 0.026 0.006 0.015 0.039

Abbreviation: CWM, Coalition with Mothers.

Table 6 Testing for the Chain Mediating Effect of Variables Between UC and Depression

Regression Equation (N=493) Fitting Indicators Coefficient Significance

Outcomes Predictors R R2 F β t

Self-differentiation 0.49 0.24 31.26***

Gender −0.30 −4.86***
Age 0.03 0.99

Grade −0.04 −1.08

Family structure −0.11 −2.13*
Unstable coalition −0.32 −10.93***

Interpersonal Adaptation 0.58 0.33 40.06***

Gender 0.06 1.07
Age −0.01 −0.40

Grade 0.04 1.46

Family structure 0.09 2.03*
Self-differentiation 0.52 13.74***

Unstable coalition 0.001 0.04

Depression 0.61 0.37 40.88***
Gender −0.11 −2.52

Age 0.02 1.24

Grade −0.01 −0.26
Family structure −0.04 −1.02

Self-differentiation −0.25 −6.86***

Interpersonal Adaptation −0.31 −8.26***
Unstable coalition −0.001 −0.06

Notes: *p<0.05, ***p<0.001.
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adaptation was found to be 0.051, with a 95% confidence interval of [0.035, 0.070], representing 39.2% of the total effect 
(0.130). The Bootstrap 95% confidence intervals for the three indirect effects did not include zero, confirming the 
statistical significance of the standardized effects. This indicates that self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation 
exert a sequential mediating effect between unstable coalition and depression.

Comparative Analysis of the Three Chain Mediation Models
A comparative analysis of the three chain mediation models revealed several key insights. First, all three models were 
fully saturated. Second, each model demonstrated a suppression effect, where the direction of the direct effect (a negative 
value) contrasts with that of the indirect effect (a positive value). This suggests that while the overall effect of cross- 
generational coalitions on depression is positive, there are pathways not captured by the mediating variables that may 
slightly alleviate depression (as evidenced by the negative direct effect). The confidence intervals for the direct effects in 
all three models included zero, indicating non-significance and suggesting that this negative effect may be attributed to 
random fluctuations. Third, in terms of total indirect effects, unstable coalitions exhibited a greater overall indirect effect 
on college students’ depression compared to coalitions with fathers, while coalitions with mothers yielded the lowest 
total indirect effect. Lastly, only the coalition with fathers significantly and independently affected college students’ 
interpersonal adaptation, which in turn impacted their depression levels.

Figure 4 The chain mediating effects of variables between UC and Depression. 
Note: ***p<0.001. 
Abbreviation: UC, unstable coalition.

Table 7 The Estimates of Total, Direct and Indirect Effects of the Model

Indirect Effect Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Total effect of UC on Depression 0.130 0.025 0.082 0.178
Direct effect of UC on Depression −0.001 0.022 −0.045 0.043

Total indirect effects of UC on Depression 0.131 0.019 0.095 0.169

UC→Self-differentiation→Depression 0.080 0.015 0.051 0.110
UC→Interpersonal Adaptation→Depression −0.0003 0.009 −0.017 0.018

UC→Self-differentiation →Interpersonal Adaptation→Depression 0.051 0.009 0.035 0.070

Abbreviation: UC, unstable coalition.
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Discussion
This research sought to validate the relationship between cross-generational coalitions and depression, while also 
examining the chain-mediated roles of self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation within this context. Our findings 
highlight the intricate nature of this interplay, demonstrating that various forms of cross-generational coalitions are 
closely connected to depression through distinct and indirect mediated pathways.

Cross-Generational Coalitions and Depression: The Mediating Role of 
Self-Differentiation
The results of this study support Research Hypothesis 1, indicating that self-differentiation mediates the relationship 
between three types of cross-generational coalitions and depression among college students. As a family dynamic, cross- 
generational coalitions primarily influence an individual’s level of self-differentiation rather than directly causing 
depressive symptoms. This aligns with the fundamental principle of Bowen’s family systems theory, which asserts that 
the effective functioning of a family relies on the self-differentiation capabilities of its members.61 Individuals with high 
levels of self-differentiation are better equipped to maintain their identity while engaging in close relationships, achieving 
a healthy balance between autonomy and intimacy.15 However, cross-generational coalitions can disrupt the boundaries 
of family subsystems, forcing children to take on emotional responsibilities that exceed their roles. This confusion can 
hinder an individual’s self-differentiation, particularly their capacity to separate emotions from rational thought.31

Moreover, cross-generational coalitions may prompt parents to project unresolved emotional challenges, such as 
marital dissatisfaction, onto their children.62 When children internalize these issues, they become overly entangled in the 
family’s emotional dynamics. Whether in a stable coalition with fathers or mothers, or in an unstable coalition, children 
involved in cross-generational coalitions often grapple with loyalty issues.63,64 This struggle makes it difficult for them to 
maintain an independent sense of self both within and outside the family, further complicating the establishment of clear 
self-boundaries and weakening their self-differentiation capabilities.65

Individuals with low levels of self-differentiation may exhibit extreme patterns of “over-involvement” or “emotional 
cutoff” in their emotional regulation.43 Those who lack self-differentiation may become emotionally dependent on their 
families, rendering them more susceptible to stress and challenges, which can heighten the risk of depression. 
Alternatively, low self-differentiators might avoid family conflict through “emotional cutoff”,66 a strategy that creates 
only superficial emotional separation without addressing underlying contradictions. Once they leave the family environ-
ment, these undifferentiated emotional patterns can persist in their interpersonal relationships, leading to difficulties in 
adaptation.

In summary, the influence of cross-generational coalitions on depression among college students is entirely mediated 
by self-differentiation. This finding suggests that self-differentiation acts as a crucial link between family dynamics and 
individual psychological well-being. Individuals with low self-differentiation struggle to effectively navigate the emo-
tional pressures stemming from cross-generational coalitions, ultimately resulting in depressive feelings.

Cross-Generational Coalitions (Fathers Only) and Depression: The Mediating Role of 
Interpersonal Adaptation
This study revealed that stable coalitions with both fathers and mothers, along with unstable coalitions, exhibit significant 
negative correlations with interpersonal adaptation among college students. However, only stable coalitions with fathers 
influence levels of depression in college students through their effects on interpersonal adaptation. In contrast, inter-
personal adaptation do not mediate the relationship between stable coalitions with mothers and unstable coalitions and 
depression, which partially supports Research Hypothesis 2 of this research. These findings uncover differentiated 
pathways through which various types of coalitions affect depression levels among Chinese college students.

From a family role perspective, the enduring influence of patriarchal beliefs in China positions fathers as the 
“authority figure”,67 which significantly impacts adult children’s interpersonal relationships outside the family. The 
father-child coalition often encompasses elements of family power dynamics, such as adherence to rules and distribution 
of responsibilities, which directly shape children’s understanding of and adaptability to social norms. Moreover, filial 
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piety is a cornerstone of Confucian ethics in China, encompassing moral norms that regulate both material and emotional 
aspects of parent-child relationships.22 Rooted in the Confucian principle of “kindly parents and filial children”, it 
obligates children to respect, support, and care for their parents as a fundamental moral duty.23 Therefore, patriarchal 
authority structures and filial piety ethics in Chinese families position fathers as primary transmitters of social norms and 
external-world competencies. Interpersonal adaptation, characterized as an externally oriented skill (eg, conflict resolu-
tion and building social support), is particularly susceptible to the modeling effects of the father’s role. Furthermore, 
fathers are frequently seen as “connectors to the external world” and guides for their children navigating broader societal 
contexts.68 Qualitative research suggests that fathers have a substantial influence on adult children’s interpersonal 
adaptation.69 Grounded in attachment theory, fathers are often perceived as secure bases, encouraging children to explore 
their surroundings.70 A strong father-child relationship can enhance a child’s trust in their external environment, thereby 
fostering interpersonal adaptation and reducing the likelihood of depression resulting from poor social integration.

Conversely, stable coalitions with fathers might undermine trust within the father-child relationship. Fathers who are 
overly controlling or excessively rational could diminish their children’s emotional intelligence and hinder their capacity 
for independent exploration of the outside world. Such coalitions may create role confusion for adult children, 
particularly during college—a critical period when students are tasked with solidifying their identities, expanding their 
social networks, and defining their life goals. A stable coalition with fathers could compel children to adopt a “pseudo- 
adult” role, where they act as emotional partners to their fathers, resulting in confusion in authentic social relationships 
(eg, manifesting as excessive compliance or rebellion toward authority), thereby impairing interpersonal adaptation. In 
contrast, based on attachment theory, mother-child attachments are often perceived as “safe havens”, enabling children to 
effectively manage negative emotions,71 although they may not directly facilitate the development of interpersonal skills. 
The adverse effects of mother-child coalitions on college students’ development may more directly impact emotional 
regulation—such as feelings of security and self-worth—rather than external social skills. As a result, the quality of the 
mother-child relationship may influence depression through mediators like “self-perception” or “emotional regulation 
strategies”, rather than through interpersonal adaptation. Hence, mother-child coalitions do not significantly impact 
college students’ depression levels through the mediation of interpersonal adaptation.

From the perspective of cultural scripting, Chinese family culture is characterized by interdependence, emphasizing 
the maintenance of mutual reliance between the self and significant others.24 Shaped by parenting styles that typically 
feature strict fathers and nurturing mothers,67 mothers often bear the primary responsibility for children’s daily care and 
upbringing, leading to closer relationships with their children compared to the relatively distant relationships found with 
fathers.72 Mother-child coalitions are frequently perceived as an inherent emotional bond, and their negative implications 
—such as overprotection and excessive control—may become normalized within societal culture, resulting in no direct 
effect on interpersonal adaptation among college students.

Cross-Generational Coalitions and Depression: The Chain Mediating Roles of 
Self-Differentiation and Interpersonal Adaptation
The findings of this study indicate that both stable and unstable coalitions can significantly impact children’s levels of 
depression through the chain mediation of self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation, thereby validating Research 
Hypothesis 3.

Firstly, drawing upon intergenerational transmission theory, it can be observed that cross-generational coalitions 
between parents and children often replicate unresolved intergenerational trauma faced by parents, such as their alliance 
patterns with grandparents in their original families.73 This phenomenon, termed “intergenerational emotional cutoff”, 
can adversely affect children’s self-differentiation abilities due to the internalization of relational templates. A child’s 
alliance with one parent may result in diminished self-differentiation, fostering excessive emotional reliance on the 
family and hindering the individual’s ability to independently manage external pressures. Cross-generational coalitions 
form emotional triangles within the family dynamic, increasing emotional stress and adversely impacting children’s 
emotional regulation capabilities.74 Consequently, this affects their interpersonal adaptation and emotional well-being. 
Such coalitions can lead to insecure attachment styles, which compromise children’s trust and sense of security in 
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interpersonal connections, thereby influencing their ability to adapt socially.75 Individuals with insecure attachments 
often struggle with emotional regulation, making them more vulnerable to depressive feelings.

Secondly, those with self-differentiation challenges may lack effective coping strategies and find it difficult to 
navigate interpersonal conflicts and stress. As a result, they might resort to immature defense mechanisms, such as 
repression and projection, to manage stress and conflicts, thus heightening the risk of depression. Inadequate emotional 
regulation may lead them to feel overwhelmed during interpersonal conflicts, diminishing their capacity to respond to 
stress effectively, which further escalates the risk of depression. Low self-differentiators can easily absorb interpersonal 
stress, displaying reactive and suppressive coping styles in social interactions,76 which can hinder their interpersonal 
adaptation, manifesting as conflict sensitivity and social avoidance. This maladaptation may also create a lack of social 
support, cultivating an environment conducive to depression. Thus, cross-generational coalitions with parents can 
influence children’s depression levels through the chain mediation of self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation. 
This finding aligns with the fundamental premise of Bowen’s theory, which asserts that the effective functioning of 
a family system is contingent upon individuals’ self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation.

Finally, all three models exhibit a suppression effect, where the direct (negative) and indirect (positive) effects operate 
in opposing directions. The various forms of cross-generational coalitions primarily exacerbate college students’ 
depression by undermining self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation (with the indirect effect being significant 
and positive). Cross-generational coalitions notably elevate the risk of depression by impeding the development of 
individuals’ psychological capacities (self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation). However, the direct effect is 
negative, suggesting that the immediate negative impact of stable or unstable parent-child coalitions on alleviating 
depression may reflect mechanisms not captured within the current models. For instance, cross-generational coalitions 
may serve as a double-edged sword, offering a sense of security, belonging, or emotional dependence in the short term, 
thus providing direct relief from depressive emotions. This duality is deeply rooted in traditional Chinese Confucian 
values that emphasize “familial harmony through benevolent parenting and filial piety”.77 These culturally-sanctioned 
obligations establish enduring intergenerational bonds that manifest through comprehensive support systems encompass-
ing financial, emotional, and social dimensions. Filial obligation can be seen as a psychological buffer, particularly 
through the lens of Confucian “role-based duty” in moderating distress among college students. Nevertheless, the 
confidence intervals for the direct effects in all three models include zero (indicating non-significance), implying that 
this negative effect may result from potential collinearity between coalition types and self-differentiation and inter-
personal adaptation measures. Due to the minor magnitude of the direct effect or its being overshadowed by the indirect 
effects, the overall effect remains positive. To advance understanding of these phenomena, future studies could employ 
cross-cultural comparisons of suppression effects, experimental manipulations of filial obligation salience, and advanced 
statistical techniques such as latent variable modeling to resolve measurement issues.

Implications and Limitations
Cross-generational coalitions, as a family dynamic, primarily shape individuals’ self-differentiation and interpersonal 
adaptation rather than directly inducing depression. The pathways through which different forms of cross-generational 
coalitions impact college students’ mental health may vary, particularly in how alliances with fathers and mothers 
influence depression levels. In clinical settings, practitioners should clarify the nature of the cross-generational coalitions 
involving the individuals and devise targeted intervention strategies accordingly.

Initially, in addressing depression among college students, it is crucial to assess family interaction patterns rather than 
focusing solely on individual symptoms. Techniques such as role-playing and genogram analysis can assist students in 
recognizing the effects of cross-generational coalitions on their self-differentiation. Integrating interpersonal adaptation 
training—such as social skills development and boundary-setting—into treatment plans can bolster protective factors. 
Secondly, for families experiencing cross-generational coalitions, intervention programs should focus on two key 
components: strengthening appropriate parent-child boundaries and improving interpersonal adaptation skills. Such dual- 
focused approaches may prove effective in both preventing and alleviating depression among college students. 
Particularly in Chinese cultural contexts, implementing Confucian-value-informed boundary setting strategies is crucial 
- these should carefully balance collectivist family harmony with individual psychological autonomy, thereby providing 
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clinicians with culturally-sensitive therapeutic tools. On campuses, group counseling sessions aimed at improving 
students’ self-differentiation skills, including emotion management and conflict resolution, should be established. 
Raising awareness of family dysfunction through mental health education can mitigate tendencies for self-blame. 
Furthermore, during clinical psychological interventions, it is vital to clarify the types of cross-generational coalitions 
between children and their fathers and mothers. For those involved in father-child coalitions, enhancing self- 
differentiation levels while also improving interpersonal adaptation is essential. This can be achieved through authority- 
reframing interventions that maintain core Confucian values of filial piety while gradually transforming traditionally 
authoritarian father-child dynamics into more egalitarian relationships. Such culturally-adapted approaches may be 
particularly beneficial for Chinese college students navigating these complex family dynamics. Lastly, cultural sensitivity 
must be considered in clinical practice, as cross-generational coalitions may be rationalized for individuals raised in 
collectivist cultures.

Despite these insights, this study has limitations. Firstly, the reliance on self-reported data from college students may 
introduce both social desirability bias and recall bias. Future studies could incorporate multi-informant data (eg, parent 
and clinician reports), employ advanced statistical approaches to address measurement concerns, and benefit from 
incorporating experimental designs and behavioral measures to validate these findings. Secondly, factors such as the 
number and gender composition of children within the family may have a moderating effect. Traditional gender roles 
may result in a more pronounced influence of father-son coalitions on sons’ self-differentiation and interpersonal 
adaptation, while the effects on daughters may follow different trajectories. Thirdly, the current study has several 
sampling limitations, such as a relatively small sample size and the inability to compare populations across diverse 
geographical regions, ethnic groups, and family structures. As such, the findings should be interpreted with caution and 
may not be generalizable to broader populations and cross-cultural contexts. Specifically, the cultural distinctiveness of 
Eastern family systems suggests that these findings may not readily generalize to Western family contexts. When 
interpreting these results, researchers should carefully consider the fundamental cultural differences between Eastern 
and Western societies. Future investigations should systematically examine how cultural variations influence family 
relationship dynamics and explore the psychological mechanisms underlying these cross-cultural differences. Fourthly, 
given that this study is cross-sectional, it cannot establish causal relationships among the variables. Future investigations 
could employ longitudinal or qualitative designs to further examine causal relationships among the variables presented in 
this study. Given the rapid societal changes in China (such as evolving gender roles), traditional roles within families may 
shift as societal norms evolve, leading to variations in how parents and children interact and form coalitions. 
Longitudinal data may be beneficial to capture the shifting nature of these relationships over time, and help to 
differentiate between short-term protective effects and long-term risks, while qualitative interviews could provide 
insights into specific contexts and evidence regarding whether parent-child coalitions can alleviate depression (eg, 
where the father serves as the sole confidant). Finally, the influence of cross-generational coalitions on peer relationships 
or intimate relationships, and its subsequent effect on depression in college students, is also an important mediating factor 
worthy of analysis.

Conclusions
This study explored the mechanisms linking various forms of cross-generational coalitions to depression among college 
students. The findings confirmed that cross-generational coalitions can influence college students’ levels of depression 
through indirect pathways involving self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation. All three types of cross- 
generational coalitions impact college students’ depression solely through the complete mediating effect of self- 
differentiation. Each of the three forms of cross-generational coalitions affects college students’ depression through 
a chain mediating effect involving both self-differentiation and interpersonal adaptation. Only stable coalitions with 
fathers influence depression through the complete mediating effect of interpersonal adaptation. In Chinese families, 
mothers often form closer bonds with children due to their nurturing role, while distant father-child relationships stem 
from patriarchal norms. Though mother-child coalitions are seen as natural, their direct effects on college students’ social 
adaptation are minimal. However, fathers’ authoritarian role significantly impacts adult children’s external relationships.
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This study’s findings significantly extend Bowenian family systems theory and attachment theory by elucidating the 
nuanced pathways through which cross-generational coalitions influence depression in college students. From 
a Bowenian perspective, the results highlight the critical role of self-differentiation as a mediator between cross- 
generational coalitions and depression, aligning with Bowen’s emphasis on emotional autonomy as a buffer against 
family enmeshment. Notably, the chain mediation involving interpersonal adaptation further refines Bowen’s framework 
by demonstrating how undifferentiated selfhood disrupts relational competence, exacerbating depressive symptoms—a 
mechanistic insight previously underexplored in family systems research. From an attachment theory lens, the findings 
reveal asymmetrical parental impacts: while maternal coalitions which are often rooted in caregiving proximity exert 
minimal direct effects, paternal coalitions significantly shape external relational patterns. This resonates with attachment 
theory’s proposition that fathers traditionally influence exploratory behaviors and social adaptation, whereas mothers 
secure emotional bases. The exclusive mediation of interpersonal adaptation in stable father-child coalitions suggests that 
paternal authoritarianism, a cultural artifact of Chinese patriarchy, may impair offspring’s social coping strategies, 
intensifying depression—a novel contribution to attachment literature in collectivist contexts.

In clinical practice, it is crucial for practitioners to identify the specific forms of cross-generational coalitions present 
in the individuals they work with and to devise targeted intervention strategies accordingly. By providing new insights 
into the pathways connecting cross-generational coalitions and mental health outcomes, this study enriches the existing 
literature and aims to inspire further research in this domain.

Data Sharing Statement
The datasets generated during and/or analyzed during the current study are available from the corresponding author 
(Cong Peng) upon reasonable request.

Informed Consent Statement
Informed consent was obtained from all individual participants included in the study.

Institutional Review Board Statement
The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and received approval from the Scientific 
Research Ethics Committee of the School of Education and Psychology, Hubei Engineering University on 
20 September 2024.

Acknowledgments
We thank everyone who participated in this study.

Author Contributions
All authors made a significant contribution to the work reported, whether that is in the conception, study design, 
execution, acquisition of data, analysis and interpretation, or in all these areas; took part in drafting, revising or critically 
reviewing the article; gave final approval of the version to be published; have agreed on the journal to which the article 
has been submitted; and agree to be accountable for all aspects of the work.

Funding
This study was funded by 2024 National Undergraduate Innovation and Entrepreneurship Training Program of Hubei 
Engineering University, No. 202410528007.

Disclosure
On behalf of all authors, the corresponding author states that there are no conflicts of interest. This manuscript was 
approved by all authors for submission and publication.

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2025:18                                                                    https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S525764                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   1419

Peng et al

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)



References
1. Hankin BL. Adolescent depression: description, causes, and interventions. Epilepsy Behav. 2006;8(1):102–114. doi:10.1016/j.yebeh.2005.10.012
2. Sheldon E, Simmonds-Buckley M, Bone C, et al. Prevalence and risk factors for mental health problems in university undergraduate students: 

a systematic review with meta-analysis. J Affect Disord. 2021;287:282–292. doi:10.1016/j.jad.2021.03.054
3. Fu XL, Zhang K, Chen XF, et al. China national mental health development report (2021–2022). Beijing: Social Sciences Academic Press; 2023.
4. Hysenbegasi A, Hass SL, Rowland CR. The impact of depression on the academic productivity of university students. J Ment Health Policy Econ. 

2005;8(3):145–151.
5. Yuan Y, Jiang S, Yan S, et al. The relationship between depression and social avoidance of college students: a moderated mediation model. J Affect 

Disord. 2022;300:249–254. doi:10.1016/j.jad.2021.12.119
6. Zhang G, Lin Y, Jiang Q, Zhao X, Bibing D. The longitudinal relationship between depression, Internet addiction and self-control during the 

repeated COVID-19 pandemics: a cross-lagged study among Chinese college students. Curr Psychol. 2024;43(46):35759–35771. doi:10.1007/ 
s12144-024-06990-7

7. Jia H, Min Z, Yiyun C, et al. Association between social withdrawal and suicidal ideation in patients with major depressive disorder: the 
mediational role of emotional symptoms. J Affect Disord. 2024;347:69–76. doi:10.1016/j.jad.2023.11.051

8. Miguel C, Cecconi J, Harrer M, et al. Assessment of suicidality in trials of psychological interventions for depression: a meta-analysis. Lancet 
Psychiatry. 2024;11(4):252–261. doi:10.1016/S2215-0366(24)00027-0

9. Bronfenbrenner MPA. Handbook of Child Psychology. New York, NY: John Wiley; 2006.
10. Lamis DA, Jahn DR. Parent-child conflict and suicide rumination in college students: the mediating roles of depressive symptoms and anxiety 

sensitivity. J Am Coll Health. 2013;61(2):106–113. doi:10.1080/07448481.2012.754758
11. Shang Z, Wang D, Liu Z, Zhang X. Exploring the impact of smartphone addiction on mental health among college students during the COVID-19 

pandemic: the role of resilience and parental attachment. J Affect Disord. 2024;367:756–767. doi:10.1016/j.jad.2024.09.035
12. Shute R, Maud M, McLachlan A. The relationship of recalled adverse parenting styles with maladaptive schemas, trait anger, and symptoms of 

depression and anxiety. J Affect Disord. 2019;259:337–348. doi:10.1016/j.jad.2019.08.048
13. Lee Y, Kim K, Zeng S, et al. Mother-father relationships and child social-emotional adjustment: mediation through maternal and paternal parenting. 

Early Child Res Q. 2023;63:15–23. doi:10.1016/j.ecresq.2022.11.001
14. Simpson EG, Vannucci A, Ohannessian CM. Family functioning and adolescent internalizing symptoms: a latent profile analysis. J Adolesc. 

2018;64(1):136–145. doi:10.1016/j.adolescence.2018.02.004
15. Kerr ME, Bowen M. Family Evaluation: An Approach Based on Bowen Theory. W. W. Norton & Company; 1988.
16. Bell L, Bell D, Nakata Y. Triangulation and adolescent development in the U.S. and Japan. Fam Process. 2001;40(2):173–186. doi:10.1111/j.1545- 

5300.2001.40201173.x
17. Wang L, Crane DR. The relationship between marital satisfaction, marital stability, nuclear family triangulation, and childhood depression. Am 

J Fam Ther. 2001;29(4):337–347. doi:10.1080/01926180126502
18. Wang M, Liu S, Belsky J. Triangulation processes experienced by children in contemporary China. Int J Behav Dev. 2017;41(6):688–695. 

doi:10.1177/0165025416662345
19. Wang M, Sun S, Liu X, et al. Interparental conflict and early adolescent depressive symptoms: parent-child triangulation as the mediator and 

grandparent support as the moderator. J Youth Adolesc. 2024;53(1):186–199. doi:10.1007/s10964-023-01923-2
20. Huang ZJ, Zhou YH. A study on the types of parent-child triangulation relationships and the adjustment of intimate relationships among college 

students. Chin J Psychol. 2020;51(2):47–65.
21. Huang KJ, Chen JH. Filial piety and the development of independence and interdependence during emerging adulthood: a longitudinal study of 

Taiwanese adolescents. J Youth Adolesc. 2024;53(5):1232–1243. doi:10.1007/s10964-023-01929-w
22. Bedford O, Yeh KH. The history and the future of the psychology of filial piety: Chinese norms to contextualized personality construct. Front 

Psychol. 2019;10:100. doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00100
23. Hsu HC, Lew-Ting CY, Wu SC. Age, period, and cohort effects on the attitude toward supporting parents in Taiwan. Gerontologist. 2001;41 

(6):742–750. doi:10.1093/geront/41.6.742
24. Markus HR, Kitayama S. Culture and the self: implications for cognition, emotion, and motivation. Psychol Rev. 1991;98(2):224–253. doi:10.1037/ 

0033-295X.98.2.224
25. Rudy D, Grusec JE. Correlates of authoritarian parenting in individualist and collectivist cultures and implications for understanding the 

transmission of values. J Cross Cult Psychol. 2001;32(2):202–212. doi:10.1177/0022022101032002007
26. Kwok SYCL, Gu M, Synchaisuksawat P, Wong WWK. The relationship between parent-child triangulation and early adolescent depression in 

Hong Kong: the mediating roles of self-acceptance, positive relations, and personal growth. Child Youth Serv Rev. 2020;109:104676. doi:10.1016/j. 
childyouth.2019.104676

27. Calatrava M, Martins MV, Schweer-Collins M, Duch-Ceballos C, Rodríguez-Gonzalez M. Differentiation of self: a scoping review of Bowen 
family systems theory’s core construct. Clin Psychol Rev. 2022;91:102101. doi:10.1016/j.cpr.2021.102101

28. Hooper LM, Doehler K. The mediating and moderating effects of differentiation of self on body mass index and depressive symptomatology among 
an American college sample. Counsel Psychol Q. 2011;24(1):71–82. doi:10.1080/09515070.2011.559957

29. Murdock NL, Gore PR. Stress, coping, and differentiation of self: a test of Bowen theory. Contemp Fam Ther. 2004;26(3):319–335. doi:10.1023/B: 
COFT.0000037918.53929.18

30. Jenkins S, Buboltz WC, Schwartz JP, Johnson P. Differentiation of self and psychosocial development. Contemp Fam Ther. 2005;27(2):251–261. 
doi:10.1007/s10591-005-4042-6

31. Bowen M. Family Therapy in Clinical Practice. New York: Jason Aronson; 1978.
32. Gao W, Wang YH, Fang Z, Liu MY. The roles of parent-child triangulation and psychological resilience in the relationship between interparental 

conflict and adolescents’ problem behaviors: a moderated mediation model. Psychol Dev Educ. 2019;6:729–739. doi:10.16187/j.cnki.issn1001- 
4918.2019.06.10

33. Musetti A, Grazia V, Manari T, Terrone G, Corsano P. Linking childhood emotional neglect to adolescents’ parent-related loneliness: self-other 
differentiation and emotional detachment from parents as mediators. Child Abuse Negl. 2021;122:105338. doi:10.1016/j.chiabu.2021.105338

https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S525764                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2025:18 1420

Peng et al                                                                                                                                                                            

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.yebeh.2005.10.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2021.03.054
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2021.12.119
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-024-06990-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-024-06990-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2023.11.051
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(24)00027-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2012.754758
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2024.09.035
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2019.08.048
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2022.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2018.02.004
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2001.40201173.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2001.40201173.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/01926180126502
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025416662345
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-023-01923-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-023-01929-w
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00100
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/41.6.742
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.98.2.224
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.98.2.224
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022101032002007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2019.104676
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2019.104676
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2021.102101
https://doi.org/10.1080/09515070.2011.559957
https://doi.org/10.1023/B:COFT.0000037918.53929.18
https://doi.org/10.1023/B:COFT.0000037918.53929.18
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-005-4042-6
https://doi.org/10.16187/j.cnki.issn1001-4918.2019.06.10
https://doi.org/10.16187/j.cnki.issn1001-4918.2019.06.10
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2021.105338


34. Fosco GM, Grych JH. Adolescent triangulation into parental conflicts: longitudinal implications for appraisals and adolescent-parent relations. 
J Marriage Fam. 2010;72(2):254–266. doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00697.x

35. Krycak R, Murdock N, Marszalek J. Differentiation of self, stress, and emotional support as predictors of psychological distress. Contemp Fam 
Ther. 2012;34(4):3–19. doi:10.1007/s10591-012-9207-5

36. Bowlby J. Attachment and Loss: Vol. 1. Attachment. Basic Books. 1969.
37. Nolte T, Guiney J, Fonagy P, Mayes LC, Luyten P. Interpersonal stress regulation and the development of anxiety disorders: an attachment-based 

developmental framework. Front Behav Neurosci. 2011;5:55. doi:10.3389/fnbeh.2011.00055
38. Uchino BN. Social Support and Physical Health: Understanding the Health Consequences of Relationships. Yale University Press; 2004; 

doi:10.12987/yale/9780300102185.001.0001
39. Wang J, Mann F, Lloyd-Evans B, Ma R, Johnson S. Associations between loneliness and perceived social support and outcomes of mental health 

problems: a systematic review. BMC Psychiatry. 2018;18(1):156. doi:10.1186/s12888-018-1736-5
40. Skowron EA, Stanley KL, Shapiro MD. A longitudinal perspective on differentiation of self, interpersonal and psychological well-being in young 

adulthood. Contemp Fam Ther. 2009;31(1):3–18. doi:10.1007/s10591-008-9075-1
41. Skowron EA. Differentiation of self, personal adjustment, problem solving, and ethnic group belonging among persons of color. J Couns Dev. 

2004;82(4):447–456. doi:10.1002/j.1556-6678.2004.tb00333.x
42. Choi SW, Murdock NL. Differentiation of self, interpersonal conflict, and depression: the mediating role of anger expression. Contemp Fam Ther. 

2017;39(1):21–30. doi:10.1007/s10591-016-9397-3
43. Nichols MP, Schwartz RC. Family Therapy: Concepts and Methods. 5th ed. Boston: Allyn & Bacon; 2000.
44. Beck AT. The evolution of the cognitive model of depression and its neurobiological correlates. Am J Psychiatry. 2008;165(8):969–977. 

doi:10.1176/appi.ajp.2008.08050721
45. An Q, Chen H. Relationship between differentiation of self and social avoidance and distress: the mediating role of security. Chin J Clin Psychol. 

2015;23(5):791–794. doi:10.16128/j.cnki.1005-3611.2015.05.007
46. Cohen S, Wills TA. Stress, social support, and the buffering hypothesis. Psychol Bull. 1985;98(2):310–357. doi:10.1037/0033-2909.98.2.310
47. Lui L, Cheung A. Finishing the “unfinished revolution”?: college-educated mothers’ resistance to intensive mothering. Gend Work Organ. 2023;30 

(1):329–344. doi:10.1111/gwao.13065
48. Peng C, Zhang Z, Wang Y, et al. Longitudinal relations between father hunger and adolescent hyper-competitiveness: basic psychological needs 

satisfaction as a mediator and mother-child attachment as a moderator. Psychol Res Behav Manag. 2024;17:4463–4479. doi:10.2147/PRBM. 
S492138

49. Gong Q, Kramer KZ, Tu KM. Fathers’ marital conflict and children’s socioemotional skills: a moderated-mediation model of conflict resolution and 
parenting. J Fam Psychol. 2023;37(7):1048–1059. doi:10.1037/fam0001102

50. Zhang BY. The relationship between triangulation and the adjustment of intimate relationships for college students. Master’s thesis, Tamkang 
University; 2005.

51. Wu YH, Wang GP. Revision of self-differentiation for college students. Psychol Res. 2010;3(4):40–45.
52. Skowron EA, Schmitt TA. Assessing interpersonal fusion: reliability and validity of a new DSI fusion with others subscale. J Marital Fam Ther. 

2003;29(2):209–222. doi:10.1111/j.1752-0606.2003.tb01201.x
53. Lu XF. The development and standardization of the college students’ adaptability scale. Master’s thesis, Central China Normal University; 2003.
54. Zigmond AS, Snaith RP. The hospital anxiety and depression scale. Acta Psychiatr Scand. 1983;67(6):361–370. doi:10.1111/j.1600-0447.1983. 

tb09716.x
55. Weber S, Puta C, Lesinski M, et al. Symptoms of anxiety and depression in young athletes using the hospital anxiety and depression scale. Front 

Physiol. 2018;9:182. doi:10.3389/fphys.2018.00182
56. Malone C, Wachholtz A. The relationship of anxiety and depression to subjective well-being in a mainland Chinese sample. J Relig Health. 

2018;57(1):266–278. doi:10.1007/s10943-017-0447-4
57. Duchesne S, Ratelle CF. Attachment security to mothers and fathers and the developmental trajectories of depressive symptoms in adolescence: 

which parent for which trajectory? J Youth Adolesc. 2014;43(4):641–654. doi:10.1007/s10964-013-0029-z
58. Little SA, Germeroth C, Garber J. Father-adolescent conflict and adolescent symptoms: the moderating roles of father residential status and type. 

J Child Fam Stud. 2019;28(11):3193–3206. doi:10.1007/s10826-019-01495-5
59. Hayes AF. Process: a versatile computational tool for observed variable mediation, moderation, and conditional process modeling. Available from: 

http://www.Afhayes.com/public/process2012.pdf. Accessed October 18, 2024.
60. Podsakoff PM, MacKenzie SB, Lee JY, Podsakoff NP. Common method biases in behavioral research: a critical review of the literature and 

recommended remedies. J Appl Psychol. 2003;88(5):879–903. doi:10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879
61. Skowron EA, Dendy AK. Differentiation of self and attachment in adulthood: relational correlates of effortful control. Contemp Fam Ther. 2004;26 

(3):337–357. doi:10.1023/B:COFT.0000037919.63750.9d
62. Kolbert J, Crothers L, Field J. Clinical interventions with adolescents using a family systems approach. Fam J. 2013;21(1):87–94. doi:10.1177/ 

1066480712456826
63. Peterson JL, Zill N. Marital disruption, parent-child relationships, and behavior problems in children. J Marriage Fam. 1986;48(2):295–307. 

doi:10.2307/352397
64. Ramos MC, Arbel R, Timmons AC, Rodriguez AJ, Margolin G. Observed parent-adolescent coalitions and family hostilities during family 

discussions: associations with marital aggression. Fam Process. 2022;61(3):1305–1323. doi:10.1111/famp.12719
65. Peleg O. The relationships between stressful life events during childhood and differentiation of self and intergenerational triangulation in adulthood. 

Int J Psychol. 2014;49(6):462–470. doi:10.1002/ijop.12054
66. Haefner J. An application of Bowen family systems theory. Issues Ment Health Nurs. 2014;35(11):835–841. doi:10.3109/01612840.2014.921257
67. Li X. Chinese fathers in the twentieth century: changing roles as parents and as men. NORA Nord J Feminist Gender Res. 2018;26:1–20. 

doi:10.1080/08038740.2018.1534138
68. Paquette D. Theorizing the father-child relationship: mechanisms and developmental outcomes. Hum Dev. 2004;47(4):193–219. doi:10.1159/ 

000078723

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2025:18                                                                    https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S525764                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   1421

Peng et al

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00697.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-012-9207-5
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnbeh.2011.00055
https://doi.org/10.12987/yale/9780300102185.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-018-1736-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-008-9075-1
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2004.tb00333.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-016-9397-3
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2008.08050721
https://doi.org/10.16128/j.cnki.1005-3611.2015.05.007
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.98.2.310
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.13065
https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S492138
https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S492138
https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0001102
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2003.tb01201.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0447.1983.tb09716.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0447.1983.tb09716.x
https://doi.org/10.3389/fphys.2018.00182
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-017-0447-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-013-0029-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-019-01495-5
http://www.Afhayes.com/public/process2012.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879
https://doi.org/10.1023/B:COFT.0000037919.63750.9d
https://doi.org/10.1177/1066480712456826
https://doi.org/10.1177/1066480712456826
https://doi.org/10.2307/352397
https://doi.org/10.1111/famp.12719
https://doi.org/10.1002/ijop.12054
https://doi.org/10.3109/01612840.2014.921257
https://doi.org/10.1080/08038740.2018.1534138
https://doi.org/10.1159/000078723
https://doi.org/10.1159/000078723


69. Todd LG, Meldrum JT. Nurturing fathers: a qualitative examination of child–father attachment. Early Child Dev Care. 2010;180(1–2):249–262. 
doi:10.1080/03004430903415098

70. Kerns KA, Mathews BL, Koehn AJ, Williams CT, Siener-Ciesla S. Assessing both safe haven and secure base support in parent-child relationships. 
Attach Hum Dev. 2015;17(4):337–353. doi:10.1080/14616734.2015.1042487

71. Bretherton I. Fathers in attachment theory and research: a review. Early Child Dev Care. 2010;180(1):9–23. doi:10.1080/03004430903412332
72. Peng C, Chen J, Liao Y, et al. Father-child attachment and externalizing problem behavior in early adolescence: a moderated mediation model. Curr 

Psychol. 2022;41(8):4997–5010. doi:10.1007/s12144-022-03041-x
73. Epukien V, Neophytou K. Intergenerational transmission of familial relational dysfunction: a test of a complex mediation model based on Bowen 

family systems theory. J Soc Pers Relat. 2024;41(11):3385–3408. doi:10.1177/02654075241265472
74. Skowron EA, Wester SR, Azen R. Differentiation of self mediates college stress and adjustment. J Couns Dev. 2004;82(1):69–78. doi:10.1002/ 

j.1556-6678.2004.tb00287.x
75. Buehler C, Franck KL, Cook EC. Adolescents’ triangulation in marital conflict and peer relations. J Res Adolesc. 2010;19(4):669–689. doi:10.1111/ 

j.1532-7795.2009.00616.x
76. Gur A, Egozi S, Schweitzer Y. Self-differentiation, psychological flexibility, and difficulties in practice in social workers and social work students. 

Soc Work. 2023;69(1):43–51. doi:10.1093/sw/swad039
77. Sun P, Fan X, Sun Y, Jiang H, Wang L. Relations between dual filial piety and life satisfaction: the mediating roles of individuating autonomy and 

relating autonomy. Front Psychol. 2019;10:2549. doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02549

Psychology Research and Behavior Management                                                                         

Publish your work in this journal 
Psychology Research and Behavior Management is an international, peer-reviewed, open access journal focusing on the science of psychology and 
its application in behavior management to develop improved outcomes in the clinical, educational, sports and business arenas. Specific topics 
covered in the journal include: Neuroscience, memory and decision making; Behavior modification and management; Clinical applications; Business 
and sports performance management; Social and developmental studies; Animal studies. The manuscript management system is completely online 
and includes a very quick and fair peer-review system, which is all easy to use. Visit http://www.dovepress.com/testimonials.php to read real quotes 
from published authors.  

Submit your manuscript here: https://www.dovepress.com/psychology-research-and-behavior-management-journal

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2025:18 1422

Peng et al                                                                                                                                                                            

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430903415098
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616734.2015.1042487
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430903412332
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-03041-x
https://doi.org/10.1177/02654075241265472
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2004.tb00287.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2004.tb00287.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2009.00616.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2009.00616.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/swad039
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02549
https://www.dovepress.com
http://www.dovepress.com/testimonials.php
https://www.facebook.com/DoveMedicalPress/
https://twitter.com/dovepress
https://www.linkedin.com/company/dove-medical-press
https://www.youtube.com/user/dovepress

	Introduction
	Cross-Generational Coalitions and Depression: Self-Differentiation as aMediator
	Cross-Generational Coalitions and Depression: Interpersonal Adaptation as aMediator
	The Chain Mediation Roles of Self-Differentiation and Interpersonal Adaptation
	The Present Study

	Materials and Method
	Participants
	Measures
	Cross-Generational Coalitions Scale
	Self-Differentiation Scale
	Interpersonal Adaptation Scale
	Depression Subscale of HADS

	Control Variables
	Procedure
	Data Analysis
	Common-Method Bias Test

	Results
	Preliminary Analysis
	Testing for the Chain Mediating Effect
	Comparative Analysis of the Three Chain Mediation Models

	Discussion
	Cross-Generational Coalitions and Depression: The Mediating Role of Self-Differentiation
	Cross-Generational Coalitions (Fathers Only) and Depression: The Mediating Role of Interpersonal Adaptation
	Cross-Generational Coalitions and Depression: The Chain Mediating Roles of Self-Differentiation and Interpersonal Adaptation

	Implications and Limitations
	Conclusions
	Data Sharing Statement
	Informed Consent Statement
	Institutional Review Board Statement
	Acknowledgments
	Author Contributions
	Funding
	Disclosure

