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Abstract

Highly satisfying social relationships make us happy and healthy—they fill us with joy and a sense of meaning and purpose.
But do all the relationships in our lives contribute equally to our well-being and do some people benefit more from certain
relationships? The current study examined associations between the satisfaction of specific relationships within a family
(i.e., with parents, siblings) and adjustment (i.e., life satisfaction and depressive symptoms) among 572 emerging adults aged
18-25 (M, =19.95, SD=1.42; 77.4% female). Overall, relationship satisfaction with mothers and fathers was associated
with better adjustment. Attachment anxiety and avoidance moderated associations between relationship-specific satisfaction
and adjustment. We discuss the findings in the context of the shifting of attachment functions during emerging adulthood
and the dynamic nature of close relationships across the lifespan.
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Introduction

Highly satisfying social relationships make us happy and
healthy—they fill us with joy and a sense of meaning and
purpose (Carr et al., 2014; Ryan & Deci, 2001). However,
happiness can come from many types of relationships. Do
all the relationships in our lives contribute equally to our
well-being? Does everyone universally benefit from having
positive relationships? Recent research has highlighted the
utility of examining the influence of multiple relationships
on adjustment (Chopik, 2017; Kafetsios & Sideridis, 2006;
Merz & Consedine, 2009). However, the contribution of
different familial relationships to adjustment and possible
moderators of these associations have been unexplored. The
current study examined the link between familial relation-
ship-specific satisfaction (e.g., with parents and siblings)
and adjustment and the moderating role of attachment
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orientation in these associations among a large sample of
emerging adults.

Family Well-Being During Emerging Adulthood

The presence of highly satisfying close relationships is
a consistent predictor of individual adjustment, subjec-
tive well-being, and physical health across the entirety of
adolescence and the adult lifespan (Lucas & Dyrenforth,
2006; Pietromonaco & Collins, 2017; Pinquart & Sorensen,
2000). In emerging adulthood in particular, the benefits of
close relationships for well-being are often found regard-
less of the type of relationship being examined. Positive
relationships with parents (Amato & Afifi, 2006), siblings
(Ponti & Smorti, 2019), friends (van der Horst & Coffé,
2012), and romantic partners are all associated with higher
well-being (Demir, 2008). However, much of this research
examines these relationships in isolation (e.g., examining
only relationships with siblings irrespective of relationships
with one’s parents). Despite this practice, individuals are
embedded in family systems—managing multiple dynamic
relationships over time (Lindell & Campione-Barr, 2017).
This is especially true in emerging adulthood. Emerging
adults are navigating a unique life transition as they bal-
ance increasing independence and autonomy, the forma-
tion of new relationships, and the maintenance of existing
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relationships (see Arnett, 2000). The structure of family rela-
tionships changes during the transition of emerging adult-
hood. For instance, there is evidence that, despite spending
less time with their family members, an individual’s rela-
tionship with their sibling becomes increasingly important
for well-being during this time (Campione-Barr, 2017).
Highly satisfying sibling relationships can often compen-
sate for dissatisfying relationships that individuals have with
other family members, like their parents (Milevsky, 2005).
However, siblings often satisfy interpersonal and emotional
needs even in the context of normative and positive relation-
ships that individuals have with their parents (Padilla-Walker
et al., 2017). These patterns are thought to explain why indi-
viduals choose to spend more time with their siblings than
their parents as they approach young adulthood (McHale
etal., 2012).

Family relationships in emerging adulthood are intercon-
nected (Lindell & Campione-Barr, 2017). However, studies
of emerging adults often focus on one relationship in isola-
tion (often parents) while neglecting other family members’
roles (i.e., siblings) in predicting well-being. Do each of
these relationships uniquely predict well-being? Or are the
effects of one relationship (e.g., siblings) on well-being no
longer significant after controlling for the effects of other
family relationships (e.g., with parents)? The aforemen-
tioned discussion of relationships in emerging adulthood
suggests a link between relationship functioning, life sat-
isfaction, and depressive symptoms (Morgan et al., 2018;
Roberson et al., 2018). To date, however, there is a relative
dearth regarding how general evaluations of sets of relation-
ships (e.g., satisfaction with parents, siblings) contribute to
well-being and depressive symptoms (Moore & Campbell,
2020). In other words, do emerging adults’ satisfaction with
various relationships in their lives contribute to adjustment
and well-being to a similar degree as other relationship char-
acteristics (e.g., communication) examined in isolation from
one another?

The fact that we do not know the relative influence of rela-
tionship satisfaction stemming from an individual’s entire
immediate family is underscored by the very little research
conducted on fathers, who have historically taken a back
seat in family research (Lamb, 2000; Volling & Cabrera,
2019). This neglect has resulted in some ignorance about the
role that relationships with fathers contribute to adjustment
and well-being, particularly among their offspring beyond
early childhood (e.g., in emerging adults). Studies linking
retrospective memories of mothers’ and fathers’ caregiving
to health and well-being across the lifespan suggest that sat-
isfying relationships with fathers are likely influential for
well-being (Chopik & Edelstein, 2019). However, the mag-
nitude of these effects is unclear—occasionally the effects of
fathers are on par with those of mothers; occasionally they
are approximately half the size; and occasionally they are not
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significant at all (Kuo et al., 2019). Intuitively, it would make
sense that the more satisfying relationships emerging adults
have, the better. But gendered dynamics around parenting
might make the influences of maternal relationships stronger
(as they more often serve as primary caregivers) and the
influences of paternal relationships weaker. It is important
to examine the magnitude of the effects of satisfaction with
father—child relationships on adjustment in the context of the
multiple relationships in emerging adults’ lives.

Given the increasing attention paid to the intrapersonal
functioning and well-being of emerging adults—and how
emerging adults might be at particular risk for lower well-
being (Twenge, 2013)—identifying the antecedents of func-
tioning and well-being is more important than ever. Well-
being can serve as an indicator of broader adjustment among
emerging adults as it is linked to lower feelings of loneliness
and fewer behavioral problems, like substance abuse (Clif-
ford et al., 1991; Salimi, 2011). Knowing more about the
sources of subjective well-being and depressive symptoms
among emerging adults can help guide researchers and prac-
titioners develop future family-focused interventions aimed
at enhancing adjustment. In the current study, we examined
how satisfaction with mothers, fathers, and siblings are
simultaneously associated with depressive symptoms and
life satisfaction among emerging adults.

Adult Attachment as a Moderator of How
Relationships Contribute to Well-being

Along with examining the different sources of well-being in
family systems, it is also important to identify individual dif-
ference factors that explain why some individuals are more
likely to benefit from familial relationships than others. For
example, some people might benefit more from relation-
ships with siblings than other people. Likewise, some peo-
ple may benefit less from having highly satisfying familial
relationships. One such individual difference factor is an
individual’s attachment orientation, or their characteristic
way of approaching close relationships. An individual’s
attachment orientation is conceptualized as their position on
two conceptually distinct dimensions: avoidance and anxi-
ety. The avoidance dimension is characterized by a dislike
of emotional and physical intimacy and a lower likelihood
of providing emotional support for close others (Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2017). The anxiety dimension is characterized
by a preoccupation with the availability of close others and
a hypervigilance to signs of rejection and abandonment
(Shaver et al., 2005).

There are many reasons to expect that attachment orien-
tation might moderate how particular familial relationships
affect well-being. For example, anxiety and avoidance
are both associated with lower relationship satisfaction
across a variety of relationships, which partially explains
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their lower levels of well-being (see Mikulincer & Shaver,
2017). However, attachment orientation also affects the
relational dynamics between individuals, particularly those
they reach out to for emotional and instrumental support
(Simpson et al., 2002; Vogel & Wei, 2005). In interper-
sonally stressful situations, avoidant individuals are less
likely to provide and seek out support from relational part-
ners. Although anxious individuals tend to seek out sup-
port more often, they feel less satisfied and comforted by
the support that they receive. Attachment insecurity also
leads to memory biases of interpersonal conflict—insecure
adolescents report more negative interactions with their
parents six weeks after a conflict has passed compared to
immediately after the conflict (Feeney & Cassidy, 2003).
In other words, insecure adolescents remember familial
conflicts as worse than they were after the fact. Altogether,
attachment anxiety and avoidance are associated with less
support seeking and provision, greater interpersonal con-
flict, cognitive biases that cast their relational partners in
a negative light, and rumination on the negative features
of close relationships (Burnette et al., 2007).

There are many plausible hypotheses that could be
made about how attachment orientation would moderate
the associations between relationship-specific satisfac-
tion and well-being. First, we hypothesized that relation-
ship satisfaction would be more strongly associated with
well-being among those lower in anxiety and avoidance.
We made this prediction because relatively secure indi-
viduals tend to derive emotional and interpersonal benefits
from when their relationships are going well (Simpson
& Rholes, 2012). The degree to which the association
between relationship satisfaction and well-being would be
attenuated among those high in anxiety and avoidance was
less clear. We assumed the associations would be attenu-
ated given some of the cognitive, emotional, and relational
biases that prevent insecure adults from fully benefitting
from positive interactions and experiences with their part-
ners (Shaver et al., 2005). The association between sat-
isfaction and well-being could be slightly reduced, such
that the association is lower but still significant, so it is
apparent that insecure adults are receiving some benefits
from satisfying relationships (but not as much as secure
adults). Alternatively, the satisfaction—well-being asso-
ciation could be non-significant, so it is apparent that inse-
cure adults do not receive benefits from satisfying relation-
ships. In the interim, we hypothesized that associations
between relationship satisfaction and well-being would be
smaller among those high in anxiety and avoidance but
were agnostic about the exact degree to which the associa-
tion would be reduced. There is little research on sibling
relationships in emerging adulthood and, to our knowl-
edge, no studies formally comparing the contributions
of sibling versus parent—child relationships in predicting

well-being (Greif & Woolley, 2016; McHale et al., 2012).
Thus, we did not make specific hypotheses about which
relationships (e.g., parents vs. siblings) securely attached
emerging adults would benefit most from.

The Current Study

Although the link between close relationships and well-
being has been established in the past, rarely do researchers
consider how relationships with particular people in our
lives might contribute to our well-being (Chopik, 2017,
Ross et al., 2019). Further, adult attachment orientation is
often examined as a predictor of intra- and interpersonal
adjustment (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2017). However, it was
unclear whether attachment orientations might moderate the
degree to which different familial close relationships con-
tribute to psychological adjustment. To date, there has not
been an examination into how the relationship satisfaction of
constituent relationships within the broader family context
simultaneously predict individual adjustment in emerging
adulthood, let alone adolescence or adulthood. Identifying
the most influential relationship—and who particularly ben-
efits from certain relationships—is an important goal for
researchers and practitioners alike. We investigated these
questions in emerging adults who completed measures about
attachment, adjustment, and the familial relationships in
their lives.

Method
Participants and Procedure

Participants were 572 young adults aged 18-25
(Mage= 19.95, SD=1.42; 77.4% female) recruited from a
university subject pool. An additional 127 participants were
excluded for failing to pass an attention check (i.e., “Mark
‘mostly disagree’ for this question.”) meant to root out inat-
tentive responding (Curran, 2016). No other exclusions were
made; exclusion criteria were decided in an a priori man-
ner before data analysis. The racial/ethnic breakdown of the
sample was 56.1% White/Caucasian, 15% Asian, 14% Black/
African American, 6.1% multiracial, 4.7% Hispanic/Latino,
and 4% other ethnicities. Most participants lived away
from parents (79.4%) and had parents that were married to
each other (67.7%). Regarding parental education, 54.7%
of mothers and 55.9% of fathers had at least a Bachelor’s
degree. The median household income was over $100,000
per year (42.7%) with 13.2% of participants coming from
a household with an income of less than $40,000 per year
(18.5% did not know their household income).
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Study participation was limited to those who reported
having a mother or a father and at least one sibling, to ensure
that there was adequate representation of parents and sib-
lings. Participants answered questions about themselves, the
sibling to whom they were closest in age (as is common in
research on siblings; Buhrmester & Furman, 1990), their
mother (if applicable), and their father (if applicable).

Sibling pairs were female(participant)-male(sibling tar-
get) (41.1%), female—female (36.4%), male-male (12.8%),
or male—female (9.8%). Regarding birth order, 55.2% of the
sample was younger than the target sibling. For 48.6% of the
sample, the target sibling was their only sibling; the remain-
ing participants (51.4%) had additional siblings. Additional
analyses revealed that participant gender, sibling gender,
and the gender match/mismatch rarely moderated the main
findings. There was some evidence that the effects for rela-
tionship satisfaction with siblings were stronger for younger
siblings, suggesting that they might particularly benefit from
satisfying sibling relationships. But the vast majority of
effects were unrelated to the relative age (i.e., birth order) of
the siblings. A full summary of these analyses can be found
in the supplement. Sample size was determined by collect-
ing as many participants as we could within one 12-month
period. Given a sample size of 572, we could reasonably
detect effect sizes as small as £ =0.02 with 80% power at
a=0.05.

Measures
Relationship-Specific Satisfaction

The satisfaction subscale from the Network of Relationships
Inventory (NRI; Furman & Buhrmester, 1992) was used as
a measure of relationship-specific satisfaction. Participants
answered three items about each target (i.e., sibling, mother,
and father) relationship. A sample item is “How satisfied are
you with your relationship with this person?” Participants
rated each item on a scale ranging from 1(hardly at all) to
S(extremely). Responses were averaged to yield composites
for satisfaction with siblings (o =0.94), mothers (a=0.94),
and fathers (¢ =0.96). Additional subscales from the NRI
were also collected. Given that including all of these scales
would introduce serious power issues and be unwieldy, they
are not discussed in the current report. NRI relationship
satisfaction toward other important figures (e.g., romantic
partners, teachers, other family) was not assessed.

Attachment Orientation
Participants completed the Experiences in Close Relation-
ships (ECR) Inventory (Brennan et al., 1998), a widely

used 36-item questionnaire designed to measure attachment
anxiety and avoidance in romantic relationships in general.
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The 18-item ECR avoidance subscale (¢ =0.94) reflects an
individual’s discomfort with closeness. The 18-item ECR
anxiety subscale (a=0.93) reflects an individual’s concern
about abandonment. Sample items include “I prefer not to
be too close to romantic partners” (avoidance), and “I worry
that romantic partners won’t care about me as much as I care
about them” (anxiety). Participants rated the extent to which
they agree with each statement, using a 7-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1(disagree strongly) to 7(agree strongly). Sub-
scales were averaged for anxiety and avoidance. Anxiety and
avoidance were moderately correlated (r=0.45, p <0.001).

Although the ECR was framed in terms of how people
behave in romantic relationships generally, the results using
this version often mirror the results found when referencing
close others more generally and particular relational partners
(e.g., mothers). Altogether, this suggests using this partner
version of the ECR is an appropriate way of capturing indi-
vidual differences in attachment orientation given its high
degree of overlap with other versions (Hudson et al., 2015).

Depressive Symptoms

Depressive symptoms was measured via the Center for Epi-
demiological Studies Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff,
1977). The CES-D is a list of 20 statements (e.g., “I was
bothered by things that usually don’t bother me.”) that cor-
respond to depressive symptoms. Participants indicated how
frequently they felt each symptom in the last week on a scale
ranging from O(rarely or none of the time (less than one
day)) to 3(most or all of the time (5—7 days)). Responses
were averaged to create an overall composite of depressive
symptoms (a=0.90).

Life Satisfaction

The well-established Satisfaction with Life Scale was
administered to assess subjective well-being (Diener et al.,
1985). A sample item is, “In most ways my life is close to
my ideal.” Participants rated the extent to which they agreed
with each of five items, on a scale ranging from 1(strongly
disagree) to T(strongly agree). Responses were averaged to
create an overall composite of life satisfaction (¢ =0.87).

Results
Preliminary Results

Bivariate and moderated regression analyses were conducted
in SPSS version 26. Study descriptives and bivariate cor-
relations are presented in Supplementary Table 1. There
was a small amount of missing data (n=35) on the life sat-
isfaction variable; missing data were handled with listwise
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deletion. All correlations were significant at the p <0.001
level unless otherwise indicated. Anxiety and avoidance
were each associated with more depressive symptoms
(Anx: r=0.44, Avo: r=0.29), lower life satisfaction (Anx:
r=—0.31, Avo: r=—0.29), and lower relationship satisfac-
tion with siblings (Anx: r=— 0.23, Avo: r=— 0.16), moth-
ers (Anx: r=— 0.24, Avo: r=—- 0.14), and fathers (Anx:
r=-—0.31, Avo: r=— 0.09, p=0.036). Satisfaction with
each relationship was associated with greater life satisfac-
tion (rs >10.271) and fewer depressive symptoms (rs >10.28]).
Satisfaction in one relationship was correlated with satisfac-
tion in other relationships (rs > 0.44). Women were more
satisfied in their relationships with their mothers compared
to men (r=0.08, p=0.049), but no other gender differences
emerged (ps > 0.054).

Regression Analyses

Each outcome (i.e., depressive symptoms and life satisfac-
tion) was predicted separately from gender, anxiety, avoid-
ance, relationship satisfaction with one’s sibling, relationship
satisfaction with one’s mother, relationship satisfaction with
one’s father, and two-way interactions between relationship-
specific satisfaction and attachment orientation (see Tables 1
and 2 for the full models). Variables were centered prior to
computing interaction terms. Any significant interactions
were decomposed by estimating the slope of relationship-
specific satisfaction on each outcome among those + 1 SD in
anxiety or avoidance. Additional interactions including the
product of anxiety and avoidance (e.g., anxiety X avoidance,
father satisfaction X anxiety X avoidance) were not significant
predictors of depressive symptoms (ps > 0.47) or life satis-
faction (ps >0.22).

Depressive Symptoms

People high in anxiety, high in avoidance, and those dis-
satisfied with their parental relationships were higher in
depressive symptoms (see Table 1; R\, frectsModel = 0-28;
the inclusion of the interaction terms explained additional
variance in depressive symptoms: AR?=0.02, p=0.03). The
father relationship satisfaction X anxiety interaction was the
only significant moderation effect for depressive symptoms.
As seen in Fig. 1, among individuals high in attachment
anxiety, higher relationship satisfaction with fathers was
associated with fewer depressive symptoms. Among indi-
viduals low in attachment anxiety, relationship satisfaction
with fathers was not significantly associated with depressive
symptoms.

Life Satisfaction

People high in anxiety, high in avoidance, and those dis-
satisfied with their parental relationships reported lower life
satisfaction (see Table 2; R*\p i EfrectsModel = 0-22; the inclu-
sion of the interaction terms explained additional variance
in life satisfaction: AR>=0.03, p=0.001). There were four
significant two-way interactions predicting life satisfaction:
sibling relationship satisfaction X anxiety (Fig. 2a), sibling
relationship satisfaction X avoidance (Fig. 2b), mother rela-
tionship satisfaction X anxiety (Fig. 3a), and mother relation-
ship satisfaction X avoidance (Fig. 3b). Each of these effects
is decomposed below.

As seen in Fig. 2a, among those low in anxiety, higher
relationship satisfaction with their sibling was associated
with higher life satisfaction. Among individuals high in
anxiety, relationship satisfaction with their sibling was not
significantly associated with life satisfaction. As seen in
Fig. 2b, among those high in avoidance, relationship sat-
isfaction with their sibling was associated with higher life
satisfaction. Among those low in avoidance, relationship
satisfaction with their sibling was not significantly associ-
ated with life satisfaction. As seen in Fig. 3a, among those
high in anxiety, higher relationship satisfaction with mothers
was associated with higher life satisfaction. Among those
low in anxiety, relationship satisfaction with mothers was
not significantly associated with life satisfaction. As seen in
Fig. 3b, among those low in avoidance, relationship satisfac-
tion with mothers was associated with higher life satisfac-
tion. Among those high in avoidance, relationship satisfac-
tion with mothers was not significantly associated with life
satisfaction.

Discussion

Satisfaction with parental relationships was consistently
associated with fewer depressive symptoms and higher life
satisfaction, which is consistent with previous research doc-
umenting such associations across the lifespan (Chopik &
Edelstein, 2019). After controlling for the effects of paren-
tal relationship satisfaction, the association between sibling
relationship satisfaction and adjustment was no longer sig-
nificant, on average. One of the major benefits of the current
study was that parental and sibling relationship satisfaction
were considered simultaneously. Because satisfaction rat-
ings across relationships are often intercorrelated, control-
ling for the variance attributable to one relationship (e.g.,
mother—child) likely explains some of the predictive utility
of another relationship (e.g., with a sibling).

Considering all the relationships simultaneously led to
some intriguing findings. For example, instead of the effect
size of paternal relationship satisfaction being smaller
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Fig.2 The interaction between satisfaction with sibling and attach-
ment anxiety predicting life satisfaction (a) and the interaction
between satisfaction with sibling and attachment avoidance predicting
life satisfaction (b)

compared to maternal relationship satisfaction (something
occasionally seen among adults; Chopik & Edelstein, 2019),
paternal satisfaction was either a comparable (for depressive
symptoms) or stronger predictor (for life satisfaction) com-
pared to maternal satisfaction. The comparable effect sizes
underscore the importance of considering the relationship
satisfaction individuals have with multiple caregivers, when-
ever possible. The inclusion of fathers, in particular, can
provide better context for how parents as a unit contribute to
the well-being and functioning of their adult children (Lamb,
2000). As for why paternal relationship satisfaction was a
stronger predictor of life satisfaction is currently unknown
and we can only speculate. One potential explanation is that,
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Fig.3 The interaction between satisfaction with mother and attach-
ment anxiety predicting life satisfaction (a) and the interaction
between satisfaction with mother and attachment avoidance predict-
ing life satisfaction (b)

in their desire for more independence and autonomy, emerg-
ing adults and parents are often at odds about developmental
milestones and the degree to which emerging adults either
can, have, or should meet various milestones (Faas et al.,
2020; Nelson et al., 2007). There is some evidence that
emerging adults might have more antagonistic relationships
with their mothers around these issues of independence and
autonomy (Nelson et al., 2007). These antagonistic inter-
actions have stronger links to well-being than antagonistic
paternal relationships (Tighe et al., 2016). It is unclear why
effects would be stronger for depressive symptoms; future
research can better characterize the links between parental
relationships and well-being in emerging adulthood.

The fact that relationship satisfaction and attachment
orientations were each associated with better adjustment
aligns well with previous research. More intriguing was how
attachment orientation moderated the effects of some spe-
cific relationships on well-being and the implications these
patterns have for how family systems evolve and change
across the entire lifespan.

Why do Attachment Orientations Moderate
the Effects of Some Relationships on Well-being
But Not Others During Emerging Adulthood?

Individuals’ happiness and depressive symptoms often
depended on their relationship satisfaction with their
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parents, their attachment orientations, and the interactions
between relationship-specific satisfaction and attachment
orientations. For example, the effects of sibling relationship
satisfaction and maternal relationship satisfaction on well-
being were indeed stronger for secure individuals (and atten-
uated and non-significant among those high in anxiety and
avoidance, respectively). This pattern was consistent with
our expectations that insecure adults might benefit less from
the positive relationship evaluations (Shaver et al., 2005).
Occasionally, the association between relationship satisfac-
tion and well-being was attenuated in ways that differed from
what we had originally hypothesized. For example, associa-
tions between paternal relationship satisfaction and depres-
sive symptoms, maternal satisfaction and life satisfaction,
and sibling satisfaction and life satisfaction were stronger
among relatively insecure emerging adults (and attenuated
to non-significance among secure emerging adults).

We can only speculate why some relationships were more
beneficial among highly anxious (i.e., parental relationships)
and highly avoidant individuals (i.e., sibling relationships).
Some reasons might lie in the specific attachment-related
transitions that occur during emerging adulthood and pos-
sible individual differences in how well individuals make
these transitions (Fraley & Davis, 1997). For example, sev-
eral researchers have outlined a specific process through
which individuals shift their attachment needs from their
parents to their peers and romantic partners (see Heffernan
et al., 2012, for a review). Specifically, individuals increas-
ingly seek proximity to peers (i.e., proximity seeking), begin
to use peers as a haven to turn to when they are distressed
(i.e., safe haven), and finally begin to use peers as a secure
base from which to explore new interpersonal situations (i.e.,
secure base behavior). Indeed, many other researchers have
found support for this gradual transference of attachment
needs as individuals’ age from childhood through emerg-
ing adulthood (Friedlmeier & Granqvist, 2006; Hazan &
Zeifman, 1994, 2016). Although this work has exclusively
focused on parents, peers, and romantic partners, presum-
ably some of the same transference processes also apply to
sibling relationships, given that siblings can serve attach-
ment functions, particularly in the absence of highly satis-
fying parental relationships (Milevsky, 2005; Tancredy &
Fraley, 2006).

The majority of the work on attachment need transfer-
ence has focused on characterizing the normative transitions
people go through, rather than individual differences in the
transition sequence. However, some research suggests that
avoidant individuals often struggle with fully transitioning
their attachment needs from their caregivers to more peer-
like individuals (Fraley & Davis, 1997; Schindler et al.,
2010). With avoidant individuals’ desire to seek out less
dependency in relationships and situations (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2017), they may gravitate away from their parents

and more toward less asymmetrical relationships (e.g., sib-
lings) when transferring their attachment needs, particularly
during emerging adulthood. As a result, avoidant individu-
als may be more influenced by satisfying relationships with
their siblings in emerging adulthood. One possible predic-
tion for future research is that sibling relationships might
serve as a bridge in the transference process for avoidant
individuals—as siblings are members of their family of ori-
gin, occasionally serve in caregiving type capacities, but are
simultaneously more peer-like than parent—child relation-
ships. Indeed, in the current study, the benefits of sibling
relationships were found only among younger siblings (see
supplement), for whom an older sibling could potentially
serve as a caregiver yet may also be closer to a peer than
a parent. As a consequence, sibling relationships might
be particularly important for avoidant individuals given
their unique juxtaposition between caregiver and peer-like
relationships.

There is also evidence to suggest that anxious individu-
als also struggle with transferring attachment needs, but
this research suggests that anxious individuals more readily
attempt transfers of attachment needs indiscriminately, even
in early, fledgling relationships (Eastwick & Finkel, 2008).
Given their persistent ambivalent attitudes toward their par-
ents (Maio et al., 2000), anxious individuals may continue to
use their parents to satisfy attachment needs and be particu-
larly negatively affected when these relationships are going
poorly, as we found in the current study. The jealousy that
anxious individuals feel over the differential affection and
attention their siblings receive from their parents may be one
explanation for why anxious individuals are less satisfied
with their sibling relationships (Rauer & Volling, 2007). As
an extension, only individuals low in anxiety benefit from
these positive relationships with their siblings. One possi-
ble prediction for future research is that, whereas avoidant
individuals might use siblings as a bridge in transferring
attachment needs from parents to peers, anxious individu-
als may undergo more direct transference from parents to
peers. Unfortunately, in the current study, we did not include
measures of attachment features and functions of each rela-
tionship (Tancredy & Fraley, 2006), but future research can
more directly examine the transitions that anxious and avoid-
ant individuals undergo during emerging adulthood.

Again, the exact reasons why some relationships were
more beneficial than others for anxious versus avoidant
individuals are beyond what can be reasonably discussed
and tested here. However, we hope that these initial find-
ings provide a map for future research to more formally test
how family systems and attachment orientations interact to
predict adjustment.
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How do Family Systems Change Throughout
Emerging Adulthood and Beyond?

Still unaddressed by the current study is how adjustment
in each of these relationships waxes and wanes in the years
after emerging adulthood and what implications these
changes have for an individual’s well-being. Although the
satisfaction of sibling relationships was not associated with
life satisfaction or depressive symptoms in the current sam-
ple, sibling relationship satisfaction could be more impor-
tant at different life stages or predict important outcomes
longitudinally. For example, poor sibling relationships prior
to age 20 predict substance abuse and major depression at
age 50 (Waldinger et al., 2007). Sibling relationships not
only affect relationships with people inside the family but
also relationships outside the family (Ponti & Smorti, 2019;
Robertson et al., 2014). For example, among adolescents,
experiencing greater intimacy with a sibling is associated
with experiencing greater intimacy in a romantic relation-
ship two years later (Doughty et al., 2015). The authors of
that particular paper noted many similarities between sibling
and romantic relationships in emerging adulthood. Sibling
relationships often provide individuals with the tools for
managing conflict, negotiating power and control dynam-
ics, and forming emotional ties and a feeling of companion-
ship (Lockwood et al., 2001; Updegraff et al., 2002). Thus,
sibling relationships might provide a scaffolding of skills in
early developmental periods of adulthood that individuals
then apply in relationships moving forward. That skills and
experiences learned in previous relationships are transferred
to new relationships is also consistent with the aforemen-
tioned discussion on the shift of attachment functions across
relationships (Heffernan et al., 2012).

Inherent in the discussion of the non-independence of
different relationships is the need for more descriptive infor-
mation for how the structure of relationships in emerging
adulthood resembles the structure of relationships at dif-
ferent points in the adult lifespan. Studies purporting to
measure changes in social network characteristics often
examine relationships in isolation of one another or lump
distinct relationships (e.g., mothers, fathers, siblings) into
a superordinate category (e.g., general family relationships)
(Chopik, 2017; Chopik & Edelstein, 2019). Other studies
that do examine the multiple relationships in which people
are embedded across the lifespan (e.g., via social network
analysis) often do not make distinctions about the qualitative
nature of these relationships (see Smith et al., 2015, for an
exception). The current study can only speak to the utility of
examining these separate relationships simultaneously dur-
ing emerging adulthood. Future research can examine the
predictive utility of each of these relationships (and others)
at various points in the lifespan. As the functions of differ-
ent relationships change in different ways across the lifespan
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(White, 2001), an appreciation for how the entirety of rela-
tionships in an individual’s life evolve and change together
is an exciting avenue for future research.

Limitations and Future Directions

Some limitations are worth acknowledging. First, our study
was a cross-sectional examination that linked relationship-
specific satisfaction to life satisfaction. As a result, the
direction of the link between relationship satisfaction and
adjustment cannot be known from our current study. For
example, more depressive symptoms could be causing poor
relationships with parents and siblings. Second, our data
came from a sample of single informants comprised entirely
of college students and predominantly women. One imme-
diate concern of having only one person provide reports of
relationship satisfaction (and attachment and well-being) is
the problem of shared method bias/variance. This concern
could be alleviated by having multiple reporters (i.e., sib-
lings, mothers, fathers) provide ratings of how satisfied they
are in their relationships with the participant. Worth noting,
there is often high agreement on relationship satisfaction
ratings provided by members of a relationship (Orth, 2013)
which might reduce the amount of concern over the study’s
single-informant design. Nevertheless, different perspectives
on how well a relationship is going is an important consid-
eration for future research.

Third, our analysis focused exclusively on emerging
adulthood because this particular developmental period—
and how relationships are changing throughout this period—
was most interesting from an attachment and adjustment per-
spective. However, future research can examine how these
relationships change in concert with (or in opposition to)
one another across the adult lifespan (Hudson et al., 2015).
Having long-term longitudinal data with a comprehensive
set of relationship characteristics will allow us to test many
of the mechanisms and processes that we proposed for future
research. Likewise, our sample was a relatively narrow pop-
ulation of emerging adults. This is an important limitation
to acknowledge, given that some of the specific transitions
and family dynamics experienced by emerging adults likely
differ by sub-populations (e.g., non-college students, those
living far from their family of origin, and those differing
in culture and socio-economic class; Arnett, 2016). Finally,
relationships with close others are often organized hierarchi-
cally in people’s lives and minds (Hazan & Zeifman, 1994).
The relative placement of close others within this hierar-
chy—and the satisfaction of these relationships—Ilikely
have implications for people’s well-being across the lifes-
pan (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2017). Thus, having additional
relationships beyond those considered here (e.g., romantic
partners, friends/peers, and additional siblings) are likely
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worth integrating into studies of relationship hierarchies in
emerging adulthood.

Conclusion

The current study examined the associations between rela-
tionship-specific satisfaction and adjustment and the moder-
ating effect of attachment orientation on these associations.
The specific ways in which some relationships contribute to
well-being and how these patterns differ by attachment ori-
entation may have implications for individuals as they shift
their attachment needs across relationships. Future research
can examine how the satisfaction and functions of different
relationships change over time and across the lifespan.
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