
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Archives of Sexual Behavior 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-019-01548-2

ORIGINAL PAPER

Coparenting and Relationship Satisfaction in Mothers: The Moderating 
Role of Sociosexuality

Diogo Lamela1   · Bárbara Figueiredo2 · Inês Jongenelen1 · Ana Morais1 · Jeffry A. Simpson3

Received: 19 January 2017 / Revised: 2 September 2019 / Accepted: 5 September 2019 
© Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2020

Abstract
This study explored the moderating effect of sociosexual orientation on the association between coparenting alliance/copar-
enting conflict and relationship satisfaction in mothers in a romantic relationship. Sociosexuality is defined as a personality 
trait that reflects the individual difference in willingness to engage in uncommitted sexual relations. The study examined a 
community sample of 635 Portuguese mothers with a monogamous heterosexual relationship. Data on coparenting, relation-
ship satisfaction, and sociosexual orientation were collected. The results revealed the moderating effect of sociosexuality on 
the significant associations between both coparenting alliance and coparenting conflict predicting relationship satisfaction. 
For the association between coparenting alliance and relationship satisfaction, mothers with a more restricted sociosexual 
orientation reported the highest levels of satisfaction when their coparenting alliance was high, but the lowest levels of sat-
isfaction when coparenting alliance was low. For the association between coparenting conflict and relationship satisfaction, 
mothers with a more restricted sociosexual orientation reported the highest levels of satisfaction when their coparenting 
conflict was low, but the lowest levels when coparenting conflict was high. Together, the results suggest that especially for 
women with a more restricted sociosexual orientation, coparenting quality explains significant interindividual variability in 
relationship satisfaction.
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Introduction

Coparenting refers to the mutual and reciprocal involve-
ment of both parents in childrearing (Feinberg, 2003) and 
comprises two main domains: coparenting alliance and 
coparenting conflict resolution tactics (Carneiro, Corboz-
Warnery, & Fivaz-Depeursinge, 2006; Konold & Abidin, 
2001). Coparenting alliance is defined as the ability of 
partners to “acknowledge, respect, and value the parenting 
roles and tasks of the partner” (Cohen & Weissman, 1984, 
p. 35), including high levels of support and agreement about 
child caregiving (Feinberg, 2003; Konold & Abidin, 2001). 

Coparenting conflict resolution tactics, on the other hand, 
refer to how parents manage their dyadic interaction to pro-
vide support to one another during child-related issues or 
how they solve potential disagreements while coparenting 
(Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000). Coparents may apply 
assertive or/and destructive conflict tactics to deal with child-
related issues. Destructive coparenting conflict comprises 
overt-conflict (e.g., belligerence, screaming, threatening, 
and other angry behaviors) and covert-conflict tactics (e.g., 
hostility, criticism, blame, and competition) (Lamela, Figue-
iredo, Bastos, & Feinberg, 2016).

Previous empirical work has extensively suggested that the 
optimal coparenting relationship (i.e., high alliance and low 
destructive conflict between coparents) is one that supports 
not only children’s successful adaptation to the environment, 
but bolsters marital satisfaction as well (e.g., Le, McDaniel, 
Leavitt, & Feinberg, 2016; Umemura, Christopher, Mann, 
Jacobvitz, & Hazen, 2015). Despite the quality of coparent-
ing relationships shapes the family’s functioning and pre-
dicts subsequent relationship outcomes (Zemp, Johnson, & 
Bodenmann, 2018), key individual differences relevant to the 
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connection between coparenting and relationship functioning 
have been understudied. Sociosexuality is likely to be one 
of the key individual differences that significantly explain 
interindividual variability in romantic relationships (Penke 
& Asendorpf, 2008; Simpson & Gangestad, 1991; Webster 
et al., 2015). Sociosexuality indexes the degree to which indi-
viduals are (versus are not) comfortable engaging in sex in 
the absence of love or commitment to a partner (Simpson 
& Gangestad, 1991), particularly the degree of emotional 
attachment, intimacy, and commitment that is required 
before engaging in sexual relations. Individuals with a more 
restricted sociosexual orientation (many of whom adopt a 
long-term mating strategy) require higher emotional involve-
ment and a stronger level of commitment, intimacy, and 
attachment to their potential partners prior to having a sexual 
relationship, whereas individuals with a more unrestricted 
sociosexual orientation (many of whom adopt a short-term 
mating strategy) do not require the same level of emotional 
bonding and commitment to initiate sexual activities (Penke 
& Asendorpf, 2008; Simpson & Gangestad, 1991).

Sociosexual orientation is being associated not only to the 
degree to which women rely on male’s partners to cooperate 
and share responsabilities in child nurturing but also with 
the quality of intimate relationships (Gangestad & Simpson, 
1990; Smith, Jones, & Allan, 2013). Despite the empirical 
support for the potential interrelation between coparenting, 
sociosexuality, and relationship satisfaction, research testing 
a theory-driven hypothesis of how these constructs may inter-
act is lacking. Toward addressing this gap, the current study 
sought examine whether sociosexual orientation could mod-
erate the association between coparenting and relationship 
satisfaction in women involved in romantic relationships.

Coparenting, Relationship Satisfaction, 
and Sociosexuality

Research has documented both coparenting domains as sig-
nificant longitudinal predictors of relationship satisfaction in 
women (e.g., Fillo, Simpson, Rholes, & Kohn, 2015; Stanik, 
McHale, & Crouter, 2013). Coparenting domains were also 
associated with other relationship outcomes in women, 
including sexual satisfaction (Maas, McDaniel, Feinberg, 
& Jones, 2018), relationship commitment (McClain, 2011), 
and relationship stability (Feinberg, Brown, & Kan, 2012).

Several possible explanations have been offered as to how 
and why specific characteristics of coparenting relationships 
might interfere with relationship satisfaction in women. First, 
perceptions of a positive coparenting alliance, low destruc-
tive coparenting conflict, and high conjoint involvement in 
childcare tasks may be interpreted by women as signs of their 
partner’s commitment to the romantic relationship (Galovan, 
Holmes, Schramm, & Lee, 2014). Second, childcare tends to 
be stressful by nature. In Western countries, the majority of 

emotional and instrumental childcare tasks are still executed 
by women (Yavorsky, Kamp Dush, & Schoppe-Sullivan, 
2015). Thus, the quality of the coparenting alliance may serve 
as a particularly important source of support for women’s 
parenting. A good coparenting alliance is likely to increase 
women’s parenting self-efficacy, subjective well-being, 
and relationship satisfaction (Abbass-Dick, Stern, Nelson, 
Watson, & Dennis, 2015; Le & Impett, 2015). Third, high 
partner involvement in the coparenting relationship might 
reinforce women’s investment in choosing a particular part-
ner, including expectations regarding their partner’s suit-
ability as a good, investing long-term partner (Gangestad 
& Simpson, 2000). This, in turn, might influence women’s 
level of relationship satisfaction (Feldman, 2000). Finally, 
coparenting conflict (especially chronic conflict) is likely 
to increase psychological stress and decrease interpersonal 
trust, emotional availability, and romantic love within rela-
tionship dyads (Holland & McElwain, 2013).

Satisfactory, committed romantic relationships may serve 
an important evolutionary function to the degree that they 
enhance children’s adaptation to environment (Fletcher, 
Simpson, Campbell, & Overall, 2015; Shackelford & Buss, 
1997). From an evolutionary psychological perspective, 
engagement in committed and long-term romantic relation-
ships is associated with a host of factors (see Buss & Schmitt, 
1993; Fletcher et al., 2015), including a person’s sociosexual 
orientation (Gangestad & Simpson, 1990, 2000).

Previous empirical research has documented significant 
associations between sociosexual orientation and several 
indicators of intimate relationships and parenting-related 
attributes (see, for example, Simpson, Wilson, & Winterheld, 
2004). For instance, compared to unrestricted females, more 
restricted women tend to have more stable and committed 
relationships (Mattingly et al., 2011; Simpson et al., 2004), 
rate their intimate relationships as more satisfying (Webster 
et al., 2015), and rate their partners’ personal and parenting 
qualities as more important relative to other features (Simp-
son & Gangestad, 1992).

Women who have a more unrestricted sociosexual ori-
entation also tend to value indicators of males’ genetic fit-
ness, physical attractiveness, and social dominance relatively 
more (Pillsworth & Haselton, 2006). Additionally, they are 
more likely to have multiple, less committed sexual part-
ners, and they are attracted to males who display “sexy cad” 
traits (Durante, Griskevicius, Simpson, Cann, & Li, 2012). 
Although more restricted women do place some value in 
men’s genetic fitness, they more highly value males’ ability 
and motivation to provide good parental care and investment 
(Gangestad & Simpson, 1990). These qualities reflect a part-
ner’s reliability as a good, caring long-term partner.

These traits also signal that males are likely to spend 
relatively more time, energy, and resources on children’s 
caregiving and, therefore, they should be willing to devote 
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greater effort to higher quality coparenting. According to 
parental investment theory (Trivers, 1972), a male’s will-
ingness to establish a strong coparenting alliance with his 
female partner should be one valid indicator of parental 
investment, which more restricted women may rely on 
when selecting a partner with whom to maintain a roman-
tic relationship. Surprising little, however, is known about 
how interindividual variability in sociosexual orientation 
is associated with perceptions of coparenting, including 
how both relate to relationship quality in women who are 
mothers.

The potential value in understanding these associations 
may find support in previous theoretical work. According 
to the investment model (Rusbult, 1983), relationship sat-
isfaction depends on the extent to which romantic relation-
ships provide high regards, low costs, and basic expecta-
tions are met or surpassed (Rusbult, 1983; Segal & Fraley, 
2016). Coparenting is likely to be evaluated as a reward or 
a cost, based partially on prior expectations about copar-
enting relationships and a partner’s level of investment 
in coparenting tasks and parental care (e.g., Altenburger, 
Schoppe-Sullivan, Lang, Bower, & Dush, 2014).

Therefore, it is plausible to hypothesize that women with 
a more restricted sociosexual orientation may have greater 
expectations regarding the quality of their coparenting rela-
tionships for their satisfaction, which is likely to depend on 
their perceptions of their partners’ responsiveness and sup-
port in coparenting. Thus, relationship satisfaction might 
be higher in restricted compared to unrestricted women 
when they perceive their partners’ high involvement and 
support in coparenting tasks as reflecting partners’ com-
mitment and investment in a long-term relationship (Buss 
& Schmitt, 1993). However, relationship satisfaction might 
also be lower in restricted women who perceived poorer 
coparenting quality since their higher expectations regard-
ing partners’ value as a responsive partner and support-
ive coparent might be violated (Newkirk, Perry-Jenkins, 
& Sayer, 2017). Violated coparenting-related expecta-
tions signal that women falsely inferred commitment and 
resources provision from their selected partner (Haselton & 
Buss, 2000). Such mistake is costlier for restricted women 
because it implies the failure of their primary strategy to 
ensure children’s nurturing and their own adaptation. As 
a result, restricted women might face additional parental 
efforts to compensate the lack of the expected support at 
the expense of their relationship satisfaction (Long & Li, 
2019). In contrast, since unrestricted women do not invest 
in partners’ commitment and supportive coparenting as 
a preferred sexual strategy to ensure children’s and their 
own adaptation, their relationship satisfaction is likely to 
be less reactive to variations in coparenting quality (Bhogal 
& Hughes, 2019).

The Current Study

Despite the possibility of theoretical ties between coparent-
ing, sociosexuality, and relationship satisfaction in women, 
no previous research has addressed how these variables inter-
relate. The primary aim of the current research, therefore, 
was to test whether sociosexual orientation moderates the 
relation between coparenting quality and relationship satis-
faction. Our study specifically focused on women since the 
value of coparenting as a strategy to ensure children’s care is 
significantly higher in women than men. This higher female 
investment in coparenting is partially explained by sex dif-
ferences in minimal obligatory parental investment (i.e., the 
parental investment that is minimally required to ensure chil-
dren’s successful adaptation) (Trivers, 1972). Women make 
a heavier obligatory parental investment (more time, energy, 
and resource expenditures) than men, to the detriment of 
directing their resources to other fitness goals, such as their 
own adaptation or mating opportunities (Goetz & Shackel-
ford, 2009). Therefore, supportive coparenting relationships 
may reduce the costs of parental care for women but not for 
men, due to the differences in type and amount of parental 
efforts expected to be made by each sex.

The current research examined four hypotheses. First, we 
hypothesized that women with a more restricted sociosexual 
orientation (compared to more unrestricted women) should 
report the lowest levels of relationship (marital) satisfac-
tion when their coparenting alliance was low (Hypothesis 
1) and their coparenting conflict was high (Hypothesis 2). 
In addition, women with a more restricted sociosexual ori-
entation should also report the highest levels of relationship 
(marital) satisfaction when their coparenting alliance was 
high (Hypothesis 3) and their coparenting conflict was low 
(Hypothesis 4). In other words, more restricted women’s sat-
isfaction should be more strongly related to the quality of 
their coparenting alliance than is true of more unrestricted 
women.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants were 635 mothers involved in a monogamous 
romantic relationship (72.2% were married and 27.8% were 
cohabitating). Mean age was 39.5 years (SD = 6.2 years). 
The average length of relationship was 13.29 years 
(SD = 6.8 years). Their average income was €13,808 per 
year (SD = €764). Approximately 33% of the mothers had 
completed high school education or less, and 67% had a col-
lege degree.

Data for the current study came from an online survey 
designed to collect information on mental health, sexual 
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behavior, and family functioning in Portuguese women. To 
participate in the research, participants should be a woman, 
be 18 years old, and be resident in Portugal. The survey 
was available on a Portuguese Web site hosted in a univer-
sity server from March to July of 2015. Participants were 
recruited via online forums, social media Web sites, and 
e-mails to institutional public entities Web accounts. The 
survey took 20–25 min to complete. No financial compen-
sation was provided. To guarantee data quality, standard 
methodological and ethical guidelines for internet-based 
research were followed (Kraut et al., 2004). Prior to con-
ducting statistical analyses, data cleaning procedures were 
performed on the dataset as described by Funk and Rogge 
(2007). Fifty-two respondents (6.9%) were eliminated after 
this procedure: Twenty participants did not meet inclusion 
criteria (e.g., reported being male or being living outside 
Portugal) and thirty-two participants did not complete at least 
70% of the assessment protocol. The initial database was 
comprised of 749 participants.

To participate in the current study, participants were 
required to be involved in a heterosexual romantic relation-
ship, have at least one child with their current partner, and 
not any children with any previous partners. If they had more 
than one child, mothers were asked to rate their coparenting 
relationship with respect to their youngest child, termed the 
focal child (average number of children = 1.74, SD = 0.87). 
The focal children’s mean age was 6.5 years (SD = 4.98 years; 
50.6% boys). Of the initial sample (n = 749), 114 mothers 
were removed because they reported having no child, leav-
ing a final sample of 635 participants. Be involved in a non-
heterosexual relationship was also considered as an exclusion 
criterion because adoption and surrogacy were not legally 
permitted in Portugal at the time of data collection. How-
ever, no participant involved in a non-heterosexual relation-
ship reported to have a child. All research procedures were 
approved by the institutional review board prior to conduct-
ing the study.

Measures

Coparenting

Coparenting was measured using the Coparenting Relation-
ship Scale (Feinberg et al., 2012). We used four CRS subscales 
to examine coparenting relationships: (1) coparenting support 
(e.g., “My partner makes me feel like I’m best possible parent 
for our child”), (2) coparenting agreement (e.g., “My partner 
and I have the same goals for our child”), (3) coparenting under-
mining (e.g., “My partner sometimes makes jokes or sarcastic 
comments about the way I am as a parent”), and (4) coparenting 
conflict (e.g., “Do you argue with your partner about your child, 
in the child’s presence?”). We used these 4 scales to create a 
total score for coparenting alliance and coparenting conflict 

domains. The coparenting alliance score was calculated by tak-
ing the mean of the 6-item coparenting support and the 4-item 
coparenting agreement subscales. Similarly, the coparenting 
conflict score was obtained by taking the mean of the items 
comprising the undermining (6 items) and conflict (5 items) 
CRS subscales. Each item was answered on a 7-point scale 
(from 0 “not true of us” to 6 “very true of us”). Total score for 
each domain could range from 0 to 6. Higher scores in each 
domain reflect greater presence of the assessed coparenting 
domain. In the current dataset, Cronbach’s alpha was .88 for 
the coparenting alliance domain and .82 for the coparenting 
conflict domain.

Relationship Satisfaction

Relationship satisfaction was measured using the 4-item Cou-
ple Satisfaction Index (CSI; Funk & Rogge, 2007). Items on 
the CSI were derived from widely used marital satisfaction 
measures. The CSI assesses an individual’s satisfaction with 
their romantic/intimate partner, including happiness (“Please 
select the answer which best describes the degree of happi-
ness, all the considered, of your relationship”), satisfaction (“In 
general, how satisfied are you with your relationship”), reward 
(“How rewarding is your relationship with your partner?”), and 
warmth and comfort (“I have a warm and comfortable relation-
ship with my partner”). The CSI-4 comprises items with mul-
tiple formats and the possible range of scores is 0–21. Higher 
scores reflect greater relationship satisfaction (α = .89).

Sociosexual Orientation

Participants completed the Revised Sociosexual Orientation 
Inventory (SOI-R; Penke & Asendorpf, 2008). The SOI-R is 
a 9-item measure that assesses the predisposition to engage in 
casual sex. The SOI-R comprises three components assessed 
by three items each: behavior (e.g., “With how many differ-
ent partners have you had sex within the past 12 months?”), 
attitudes (e.g., “Sex without love is ok”), and desire (e.g., 
“How often do you have fantasies about having sex with 
someone with whom you do not have a committed romantic 
relationship?”). The total score was calculated by averaging 
all items, ranging from 1 to 7. Low scores reflect a more 
“restricted” sociosexual orientation (i.e., greater interest in 
long-term mating strategies), while high scores indicate a 
more “unrestricted” sociosexual orientation (i.e., greater 
interest in short-term mating strategies) (α = .81).

Results

Table 1 presents means and SDs of the main study vari-
ables. Preliminary bivariate correlations were first con-
ducted to determine associations between all of the 
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variables. Overall, associations were in the expected 
direction. Means of the main variables were comparable 
to those found in previous research with samples of Por-
tuguese women, including sociosexual orientation (e.g., 
Rodrigues & Lopes, 2017) and coparenting conflict (e.g., 
Lamela, Jongenelen, Morais, & Figueiredo, 2017).

To test for the moderating effect of sociosexual orienta-
tion on the association between coparenting alliance and 
relationship satisfaction, and also between coparenting 
conflict and relationship satisfaction, two independent 
hierarchical regressions analyses were performed. All vari-
ables were first standardized (using z scores) to minimize 
multicollinearity and achieve more accurate beta weight 
estimates (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). For both 
models, relationship satisfaction was treated as the depend-
ent variable. For each regression analysis, participants’ age, 
number of children, and length of relationship were entered 
as control variables in Step 1. These control variables were 
included in the models since previous research with women 
has indicated their significant association with coparent-
ing and/or relationship satisfaction (e.g., Figueiredo & 
Conde, 2015; van den Brink, Vollmann, Smeets, Hessen, 
& Woertman, 2018). Step 2 included the main effects of 
the predictor (coparenting alliance or coparenting conflict) 
and the moderator (sociosexual orientation). Step 3 added 
the interaction of each predictor and the moderator (i.e., 
coparenting alliance × sociosexual orientation or copar-
enting conflict × sociosexual orientation). Interactions 
between each predictor and the moderator were examined 
using simple slope analyses (Aiken & West, 1991). Slope 
difference tests were then computed to probe the two-way 
interaction effects. Such tests examined whether differences 
between slopes are significantly different from zero (Daw-
son & Richter, 2006).

As presented in Table 2, the hierarchical regression 
model examining satisfaction with coparenting alliance, 
sociosexual orientation, and their interaction was signifi-
cant (after controlling for the covariates), F(6, 629) = 35.45, 
p < .001, ƒ2 = 0.40. The final model accounted for 28% of 
the variance in satisfaction. In Step 3, the explained vari-
ance in satisfaction increased with the addition of the inter-
action term between coparenting alliance and sociosexual 
orientation (∆R2 = .014, p < .001).

To interpret these results, the interaction effect between 
coparenting alliance and sociosexual orientation was next 
analyzed by plotting satisfaction for women with low (− 1 
SD) and high (+ 1 SD) coparenting alliance in relation to 
women with a low/restricted (− 1 SD) and a high/unrestricted 
(+ 1 SD) sociosexual orientation. The results are shown in 
Fig. 1. The simple slope tests indicated that despite the fact 
that the association between coparenting alliance and sat-
isfaction was significant at both high/unrestricted, B = 0.43 
(SE = 0.06), t = 10.96, p < .001, and low/restricted, B = 0.69 
(SE = 0.06), t = 6.87, p < .001, levels of sociosexual orienta-
tion, this association was stronger among participants with a 
restricted sociosexual orientation, as predicted.

The second hierarchical regression model predicting 
satisfaction as a function of coparenting conflict, socio-
sexual orientation, and their interaction was also signifi-
cant, F(6, 629) = 24.68, p < .001, ƒ2 = 0.28 (see Table 3). 
So was the two-way interaction entered at the Step 3 
(β = − .09, p < .01), which explained additional variance 
in satisfaction (∆R2 = .01, p < .01). Simple slope analy-
ses were then conducted. Figure 2 depicts the significant 
interaction between coparenting conflict and sociosexual 

Table 1   Means, SDs, and 
bivariate correlations between 
main study variables

All associations were significant at .001. Higher scores reflect greater relationship satisfaction, coparenting 
alliance, coparenting conflict, and sociosexual orientation

Variable M SD Range 1. 2. 3.

1. Relationship satisfaction 14.33 4.51 1–21 –
2. Coparenting alliance 4.58 1.33 0–6 .48 –
3. Coparenting conflict 0.76 0.70 0–6 − .45 − .64 –
4. Sociosexual orientation 2.08 0.50 1–4 − .12 − .15 .11

Table 2   Moderated hierarchical regression predicting relationship sat-
isfaction from coparenting alliance, and sociosexual orientation

*p < .05; **p < .001

Variable B (SE) β R2 ∆R2 ƒ2

Step 1
 Age − 0.12 (0.05) − .11*
 Number of children 0.04 (0.04) .05
 Length of relationship 0.03 (0.05) .03
 F(3, 632) 1.91 .01 0.01

Step 2
 Coparenting alliance 0.60 (0.05) .54**
 Sociosexual orienta-

tion
− 0.05 (0.04) − .05

 ∆F(2, 630) 95.6** .27 .026** 0.37
Step 3
 Coparenting alli-

ance × Sociosexual 
orientation

− 0.12 (0.04) − .12**

 ∆F(1, 629) 10.2** .284 0.14** 0.40
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orientation predicting satisfaction. Although both simple 
slopes were negative and differed significantly from zero, 
coparenting conflict predicted satisfaction more strongly 
among participants who had a more restricted sociosexual 
orientation (− 1 SD), B = − 0.52 (SE = 0.06), t = − 16.03, 
p < .001, than in those who had a more unrestricted soci-
osexual orientation (+ 1 SD), B = − 0.34 (SE = 0.06), 
t = − 11.04, p < .001.

Discussion

The goal of this study was to examine the moderating effect of 
sociosexual orientation on the association between the qual-
ity of coparenting and relationship satisfaction in a large sam-
ple of women who were mothers. Moderating effects were 
tested in two independent models that examined coparenting 
alliance and coparenting conflict as predictors. In line with 
previous empirical work (Le et al., 2016; Umemura et al., 
2015), the results revealed that both types of coparenting 
were related to women’s satisfaction levels, depending on 
their sociosexual orientations.

In line with the parental investment theory (Trivers, 1972), 
our results support for the importance of sociosexual ori-
entation as a key moderator of the association between two 
coparenting domains and relationship satisfaction. Among 
women who had a more restricted sociosexual orientation, 
the associations between coparenting alliance and satisfac-
tion and between coparenting conflict and satisfaction were 
stronger than was true of women with a more unrestricted ori-
entation (Bhogal & Hughes, 2019). As predicted, restricted 
women reported the highest levels of satisfaction when their 
coparenting alliance was high, but the lowest levels of satis-
faction when it was low. These findings are consistent with 
past research that documented significant variations in rela-
tionship satisfaction as a function of perceived coparenting 
alliance in mothers (Le & Impett, 2015; Le et al., 2016; Simp-
son & Gangestad, 1992). In addition, the same pattern was 
found for coparenting conflict. Restricted women reported 
the highest levels of satisfaction when their coparenting con-
flict was low, but the lowest levels of satisfaction when it 
was high. These results highlight that coparenting conflict 

Fig. 1   Interaction between coparenting alliance and sociosexual ori-
entation in predicting relationship satisfaction. Note: All simple slope 
tests were significant at .001

Table 3   Moderated hierarchical regression predicting relationship sat-
isfaction from coparenting conflict, and sociosexual orientation

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Variable B (SE) β R2 ∆R2 ƒ2

Step 1
 Age − 0.09 (0.05) − .08
 Number of children 0.03 (0.04) .03
 Length of relation-

ship
0.03 (0.05) .03

 F(3, 632) 1.10 .006 0.006
Step 2
 Coparenting conflict − 0.43 (0.04) − .45***
 Sociosexual orien-

tation
− 0.08 (0.04) − .08*

 ∆F(2, 630) 68.40*** .21 .20*** 0.27
Step 3
 Coparenting con-

flict × Sociosexual 
orientation

0.09 (0.04) − .09**

 ∆F(1, 629) 5.90** .22 .01** 0.28

Fig. 2   Interaction between coparenting conflict and sociosexual ori-
entation in predicting relationship satisfaction. Note: All simple slope 
tests were significant at .001
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is particularly detrimental to relationship satisfaction for 
women with a restricted sociosexual orientation. Despite 
these hypotheses were not tested previously, our results in 
general are consistent with previous research that suggested 
significant positive associations between a restricted socio-
sexual orientation and higher relationship satisfaction (e.g., 
Webster et al., 2015) and also between sociosexual orienta-
tion and indicators/cues of parental investment (Mattingly 
et al., 2011; Rodrigues & Lopes, 2017; Simpson & Gang-
estad, 1991).

These findings are also consistent with the investment 
model (Rusbult, 1983). Restricted women prefer to invest in 
long-term, highly committed relationships, in which copar-
enting quality should operate a major criterion to assess their 
partner’s parental investment in their children. From an evo-
lutionary psychological perspective, committed romantic 
relationships are viewed as reproductive unions that increase 
the odds of a child’s successful adaptation to environment 
(Shackelford & Buss, 1997). Indeed, romantic love, which 
is strongly associated with commitment, may serve as a com-
mitment device designed in part to sustain long-term pair 
bonds (Fletcher et al., 2015). This motivation may increase 
the value of good coparenting, which in turn increases chil-
dren’s successful adaptation to environment (Fletcher et al., 
2015).

Based on theoretical work regarding the partners’ selec-
tion strategies (Buss & Schimtt, 1993), high coparenting 
involvement ought to be a valid cue of commitment and 
investment in a long-term relationship. Thus, the stronger 
link between coparenting and relationship satisfaction found 
in restricted compared to unrestricted women is not surpris-
ing. Having a good coparenting alliance and low coparenting 
conflict should also be experienced as rewarding, whereas 
having poor coparenting alliance and high coparenting con-
flict should be costly (Simpson et al., 2004). Perceptions of 
greater coparenting quality among restricted women may 
indicate that their expectations about their partner’s reli-
ability and value as a long-term, responsive partner have 
been successfully met (Newkirk et al., 2017). This should 
lead them to evaluate their romantic partner as being highly 
committed to the family and a good source of social and 
emotional support, which should increase their relationship 
satisfaction. Support of this hypothesis was already found 
in previous research (Altenburger et al., 2014; Holland & 
McElwain, 2013).

On the other hand, the lower levels of satisfaction reported 
by restricted women who perceive a lower coparenting alli-
ance or higher coparenting conflict may be explained by 
the elevated costs they also perceive (Goetz & Shackelford, 
2009; Long & Li, 2019). Long-term, committed romantic 
relationships demand high investment of time and emotional 
resources (Shackelford & Buss, 1997), so the expectations 
of restricted women regarding their partner’s value as a 

responsive partner and supportive coparent should be vio-
lated (Lawrence, Nylen, & Cobb, 2007; Newkirk et al., 2017).

Strengths and Limitations

Several strengths enhance the contribution of our findings, 
especially in terms of extending the current literature. First, 
the current study used highly reliable and valid psychomet-
ric measures to assess relationship satisfaction, coparent-
ing, and sociosexuality. This issue is particularly relevant 
to the coparenting literature, since few theoretically driven 
measures are available (see Lamela et al., 2016). Second, 
numerous potential confounding variables were controlled 
in the current analyses, reducing the likelihood that our find-
ings are spurious or due to third variables. Third, because 
all participants were in a first romantic relationship, these 
results cannot be attributable to unmeasured experiences in 
earlier romantic unions, which can dramatically influence 
an individual’s behavior and expectations in their current 
romantic relationship (e.g., Whitton, Stanley, Markman, & 
Johnson, 2013).

Despite these strengths, our results should be interpreted 
with caution due to some limitations. First, our study was 
conducted only with women, none of whom had children 
with partners other than their current romantic partner. 
While this homogeneity in participants’ relationship his-
tory has advantages, it somewhat constrains the generaliz-
ability of these findings. In Portugal, similar to the majority 
of the other high-income countries, separation/divorce and 
remarriage rates are fairly high, so different patterns of asso-
ciations might be found in samples of remarried women. 
Future research should expand the current findings not only 
to women with more diverse relationship histories but also to 
men. Second, our theoretical-based hypotheses were tested 
using correlational data, meaning that causal effects cannot 
be concluded. Although several variables that could have 
been responsible for the reported associations were statisti-
cally controlled (age, number of children, length of romantic 
relationship), other possible confounding variables were not 
controlled. Third, based on the investment model and previ-
ous studies addressing expectations about a partner’s traits 
and relationship satisfaction (e.g., Eastwick & Neff, 2012), 
we speculated that women’s expectations about coparenting 
may play a role in how sociosexual orientation moderates 
the effect of coparenting on relationship satisfaction. How-
ever, we did not assess women’s earlier expectations about 
coparenting or ideals prior to becoming involved with their 
partners, so we could not test whether or how such expecta-
tions play a role in the current results. Future research should 
address this issue. Fourth, coparenting was assessed using 
only self-report measures. Although significant associa-
tions have been found between these self-report measures 
and observational measures of coparenting, observational 
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methods could have improved our coparenting assessment 
and decreased possible shared method variance. An interest-
ing future study should investigate whether mothers with a 
restricted orientation tend to overestimate or underestimate 
coparenting relationship quality in relation to their current 
investment in their relationships.

Conclusion

Despite these limitations, this study provides empirical evi-
dence regarding the interplay between perceptions of copar-
enting quality and sociosexual orientation in prediction of 
relationship satisfaction. Together, the results suggest that 
especially for women with a more restricted sociosexual ori-
entation, coparenting quality explains significant interindi-
vidual variability in relationship satisfaction.
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