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Marital Conflict and Children’s Adjustment:

Evaluation of the Parenting Process Model

This investigation tested whether parenting me-
diates longitudinal associations between mari-
tal conflict and children’s adjustment. Data
were drawn from a three-wave study of 283
families with children aged 8 — 16 years at
Wave 1. Relations among marital conflict, par-
enting (behavioral control, psychological
autonomy, and warmth), and children’s adjust-
ment (externalizing and internalizing) were
examined. Structural equation models indicated
multiple dimensions of parenting mediated rela-
tions between marital conflict and children’s
adjustment. When including controls for earlier
adjustment, behavioral control continued to
mediate relations between marital conflict and
change in children’s internalizing symptoms
over time. These results advance parenting pro-
cess models for relations between marital con-
flict and child adjustment and provide impetus
for study of other pathways, including direct
and child effects.

Decades of research have demonstrated links
between marital or interparental conflict and
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children’s socioemotional functioning (Davies &
Cummings, 1994; Emery, 1982). Continuing to
document simple associations between marital
conflict and children’s adjustment, however,
has reached a point of diminishing returns
(Cummings & Davies, 2002). The next step is
to identify the processes through which marital
conflict affects children’s adjustment, including
pathways for direct effects, such as children’s
emotional security (Cummings, Schermerhorn,
Davies, Goeke-Morey, & Cummings, 2006), and
indirect effects resulting from changes in family
functioning, such as parenting behavior (Fauber,
Forehand, Thomas, & Wierson, 1990).

The present study focuses on further inves-
tigating the parenting process model, which
posits that parenting quality mediates the asso-
ciation between marital conflict and children’s
adjustment. Links between the quality of marital
and parent-child relationships are frequently
reported (Erel & Burman, 1995; Krishnakumar
& Buehler, 2000). In a recent meta-analysis,
Krishnakumar and Buehler found the average
association between interparental conflict and
parenting behaviors to be moderate (Cohen’s
d = —.62). Yet many questions remain about
these relations at a process level, partly because
of limitations in approach.

A THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE ON THE
MEDIATIONAL ROLE OF PARENTING

Although various perspectives emphasize the
important role of parenting (e.g., spillover
hypothesis, Erel & Burman, 1995), emotional
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security theory (Davies & Cummings, 1994),
grounded in attachment theory, is among the
few with well-specified predictions and tests of
predictions. Emotional security theory hypothe-
sizes that marital conflict reduces children’s
emotional security within the family context
and that reduced emotional security leads to
adjustment problems. The emotional security
framework incorporates parent-child relation-
ship quality (i.e., attachment security) as an
important component of children’s emotional
security; insecurity arises when marital conflict
disrupts parent-child relationships. Marital con-
flict is viewed as disrupting parent-child rela-
tionships in several ways. First, marital conflict
“spills over” to affect other relationships, in-
cluding the parent-child relationship, causing
contagion of negative emotionality. Second,
marital conflict results in diminished parental
resources to support optimal parenting. Notably,
Doyle and Markiewicz (2005) examined adoles-
cent attachment insecurity as a component of the
parenting process model and found that attach-
ment insecurity explained associations between
parental warmth and adolescents’ externalizing
problems and self-esteem.

GAPS IN PAST STUDIES OF THE PARENTING
PROCESS MODEL

Although the validity of the parenting process
model is often taken for granted (e.g., Crocken-
berg & Covey, 1991), Buehler and Gerard
(2002) pointed out that previous research on par-
enting as a mediator has been limited by insuffi-
cient tests, including the use of relatively small,
unrepresentative samples (e.g., Mann & MacKenzie,
1996), a focus on a single aspect of parent-
ing or parent-child relationships (e.g., Chang,
Lansford, Schwartz, & Farver, 2004; Harold &
Conger, 1997), study of only one parent-child
(typically mother-child) dyad (e.g., Fauber et al.,
1990; Krishnakumar, Buehler, & Barber, 2003),
and reliance on single informants (e.g., Buehler
& Gerard; Gonzales, Pitts, Hill, & Roosa,
2000). These weaknesses may contribute to the
findings of parenting as an explanatory variable
in some investigations (e.g., Harold, Fincham,
Osborne, & Conger, 1997; Stocker, Richmond,
Low, Alexander, & Elias, 2003) and less consis-
tent results in others (e.g., Frosch & Mangelsdorf,
2001; Stone, Buehler, & Barber, 2002). Thus,
Buehler and Gerard concluded, “mediating ef-
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fects might exist, but they are not a foregone con-
clusion based on the empirical literature” (p. 79).

Recent research reflects progress in testing
mediational models. For example, Kaczynski,
Lindahl, Malik, and Laurenceau (2006) found
that parenting mediated links between marital
conflict and child adjustment and Buehler and
Gerard (2002) found that a multidimensional op-
erationalization of ineffective parenting fully
mediated the relation between marital conflict
and adolescents’ maladjustment. Using samples
of 10- to 18-year-old European American and
African American children, Krishnakumar et al.
(2003) concluded that youth perceptions of mul-
tiple aspects of parenting partially explained links
between interparental conflict and youth problem
behavior but more so in European American fam-
ilies than in African American families. Gonzales
et al. (2000) found evidence for the mediational
role of parenting for children’s depression and
conduct problems in a low-income minority sam-
ple of 9- to 11-year-old children.

Intheory, however, mediation involves a chain
of causal relations, and for one variable to cause
another, the cause must precede the outcome in
time (Cole & Maxwell, 2003). Thus, longitudinal
studies of the parenting process model hold
promise for more closely examining whether pro-
cesses proceed in accord with the hypothesized
model (Buehler & Gerard, 2002; Harold &
Conger, 1997). In particular, longitudinal designs
go a step beyond cross-sectional designs in that
they demonstrate associations among constructs,
not just concurrently but also over time. Esti-
mates of relations among constructs gleaned from
cross-sectional data may be inflated because of
concurrent measurement, and at the same time,
concurrent relations among constructs do not
necessarily imply that the constructs are related
across time as hypothesized. Moreover, lon-
gitudinal tests allow for the inclusion of key
variables, such as pre-existing levels of child
adjustment, that cannot be taken into account in
cross-sectional designs and may (if left unmea-
sured) contribute to inflation of relations among
variables (Cole & Maxwell).

To date, only a few studies have included lon-
gitudinal tests of the parenting process model.
Harold et al. (1997) reported data from two stud-
ies, the second of which utilized two waves of
data, indicating that indirect effects through
adolescents’ perceptions of parental hostility
accounted for the association between marital
conflict and increases in externalizing problems
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but that marital conflict predicted change in ado-
lescents’ internalizing problems through both
direct and indirect pathways. Chang et al.
(2004) used two waves of data to examine the
mediating role of harsh parenting in explaining
the association between marital conflict and
change in Chinese children’s externalizing prob-
lems over time and found evidence for mediation.
In arare longitudinal test that considered multiple
aspects of parenting, Doyle and Markiewicz
(2005) used two waves of adolescent self-report
data, finding that parenting mediated the relation
between marital conflict and change in adolescent
adjustment. In the only study to date measuring
the cause, mediators, and outcome at distinct
points in time in addition to accounting for pre-
existing levels of child adjustment, Harold and
Conger (1997) found that parent-child hostility
(as reported by parents and observers) and ado-
lescents’ perceptions of parent-child hostility
provided an indirect link between marital conflict
and change in adolescent psychological distress
over time.

Thus, no single study has used three waves of
data, accounted for pre-existing levels of child
adjustment, and included measures of multiple
aspects of parenting behavior to test the parenting
process model. In addition, many previous tests
may have underestimated mediational effects
by focusing on mothers’ parenting (e.g., Fauber
et al., 1990; Krishnakumar et al., 2003) and not
including fathers’ reports of parenting. More-
over, of the few longitudinal studies described
above, only two employed structural equation
modeling (SEM) techniques (Harold & Conger,
1997; Harold et al., 1997), which offer distinct
advantages for the simultaneous testing of multi-
ple paths and for incorporating information from
multiple reporters (e.g., mothers, fathers, chil-
dren). Use of latent variables allows for measure-
ment error to be separated out from what is
common among informants’ perspectives,
improving representations of constructs (Cole
& Maxwell, 2003). In the current study, we
extended past research on the parenting process
model by utilizing three waves of data, consider-
ing several key facets of parenting and incorpo-
rating reports from multiple informants.

QUESTIONS ADDRESSED IN THE
PRESENT STUDY

First, Does parenting mediate the longitudinal
association between marital conflict and child-
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ren’s externalizing and internalizing symptoms?
The three dimensions of parenting examined
here are psychological autonomy, behavioral
control, and warmth. All three aspects of parent-
ing are expected to mediate the effects of marital
conflict on child adjustment but psychological
autonomy and warmth are expected to be the
most consistent mediators, given the importance
ascribed to emotional dimensions of parent-
child relationships by emotional security theory
(Davies & Cummings, 1994). Moreover, paren-
tal psychological control (vs. autonomy) has
been shown to mediate the effects of marital
conflict on internalizing problems (Fauber et al.,
1990; Krishnakumar et al., 2003; Stone et al.,
2002), externalizing problems (Stone et al.),
and self-esteem and internalizing problems
(Doyle & Markiewicz, 2005). Similarly, paren-
tal warmth and acceptance, or alternatively,
harsh and hostile parenting, are implicated in
the effects of marital conflict on externalizing
problems (Krishnakumar et al.); internalizing
and externalizing problems (Buehler & Gerard,
2002; Fauber et al.; Gonzales et al., 2000; Harold
& Conger, 1997); and self-esteem, internalizing
problems, and externalizing problems (Doyle &
Markiewicz). Less consistently, parental behav-
ioral control has been found to mediate effects
on externalizing problems (Krishnakumar et al.)
and conduct problems and depression (Gonzales
et al.). Addressing a gap, no (three-wave) longi-
tudinal study has simultaneously assessed the
relative importance of these key aspects of par-
enting in the context of the parenting process
model, allowing inferences about the relative
importance of these dimensions of parenting.
Further precision in specifying directions of
influence and the roles of particular parenting
dimensions was gained by introducing autore-
gressive controls for earlier child adjustment in
these models. In other words, we examined
whether parenting contributes to the process
through which marital conflict predicts changes
in child adjustment over time.

Second, Do child gender or age moderate
relevant associations in these mediational mod-
els? Despite early controversy, there is now
general agreement that marital conflict repre-
sents an equivalent risk factor for both boys and
girls and for children of all ages (for a meta-
analysis, see Buehler et al., 1997). Yet it remains
possible that the processes linking conflict and
children’s functioning may differ across gender
and development. Some research suggests that
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girls may be more vulnerable (e.g., Harold et al.,
1997; Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000), whereas
other studies have suggested that boys may be
at greater risk when marital problems affect par-
enting (e.g., Harold & Conger, 1997; Verlaan &
Schwartzman, 2002). Other studies have neither
found nor emphasized distinct gender-related
patterns (e.g., Buehler & Gerard, 2002; Chang
et al., 2004). Thus, in the absence of a theoreti-
cal rationale for expecting gender-related pat-
terns, and given the contradictory nature of past
results, we did not advance specific hypotheses
but we did examine the role of gender in the
parenting process model.

With regard to age, both Krishnakumar and
Buehler (2000) and Buehler and Gerard (2002)
found a stronger link between interparental con-
flict and parenting for adolescents than for youn-
ger children. Thus, for our sample of children
ranging in developmental level from middle
childhood to adolescence, we hypothesized that
stronger links between marital conflict and par-
enting would emerge for older than for younger
children. The ability to test for age effects is
another key advantage of the present study.

Finally, Does parenting moderate longitudi-
nal relations between marital conflict and child
adjustment? We also considered a set of alterna-
tive models in which the three dimensions of
parenting moderated relations between marital
conflict and children’s externalizing and inter-
nalizing symptoms. Some have suggested that
positive parenting may buffer children from the
negative effects of marital conflict or that inef-
fective parenting exacerbates the negative ef-
fects of exposure to marital conflict (Buehler,
Krishnakumar, Anthony, Tittsworth, & Stone,
1994). Although few investigations have con-
sidered these possibilities, several studies have
found evidence for moderation (e.g., Buehler &
Gerard, 2002; Frosch & Mangelsdorf, 2001),
and thus, we also tested for moderation in the
present study.

METHOD

Participants

Data for this study were drawn from a three-wave
longitudinal study of a community sample of 283
families. Participants included one child per fam-
ily (145 boys, 138 girls) and their married or co-
habiting parents. The age of the children ranged
from 8 to 16 years when enrolled in the study
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(M = 11.11, SD = 2.27). To be eligible to par-
ticipate, couples had to have cohabited for at
least 2 years prior to the beginning of the study.
Two hundred and seventy-five (97%) couples
were married, and the average length of cohabi-
tation was 13.29 years (SD = 5.95). The mean
age of mothers was 37.67 years (SD = 5.89),
and the mean age of fathers was 40.00 years
(SD = 6.54).

Efforts were made to actively recruit families
of low socioeconomic status and of racial and eth-
nic diversity, including recruitment efforts at
school districts, sign-ups at community agencies
and events for diverse communities, and postcard
mailings to lower SES areas. According to U.S.
Census Bureau statistics (2000), the population
by race in the county was 88% European Ameri-
can, 8% African American, and 4% Hispanic.
Similarly, 85.5% of the children in our sample
were European American, 9.0% were African
American, 2.9% were biracial, 0.4% were Asian,
and 2.2% were Hispanic.

Regarding educational attainment, 98% of
mothers and 96% of fathers had completed at
least high school, and 35% of mothers and 42%
of fathers had completed at least a bachelor’s
degree. Household incomes ranged from $0 —
$10,000 (2% of the sample) to $80,000 or more
(12% of the sample), with a median income of
$40,000 — $65,000. In terms of family size,
44% of the families consisted of three or four
members, 50% had five to seven members, and
6% had eight or more members. Stepfamilies
comprised 17% of the sample (49 families).

Procedure

As part of a larger study, participating parents and
their children completed questionnaires in the
laboratory every year for 3 years, during sessions
lasting approximately 3 hours. Parents completed
questionnaires in separate rooms. Children also
completed questionnaires in a separate room with
the assistance of a trained research assistant.
Substantial efforts were made to reduce missing
data consistent with recommendations by Acock
(2005), including the use of newsletters, reminder
calls and postcards, and a policy of rescheduling
visits as many times as needed for willing fami-
lies. The attrition rate was low, with 251 families
(89%) retained at Wave 2 and 246 families (87%)
retained at Wave 3. We tested for differences
in each of the variables in our study as a func-
tion of attrition. A difference was found for the
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demographic variables: Parents whose families
participated in 5111 three waves had higher levels
of education, ¢ (13, n 5 283) = 30.89, p < .01,
¢ = .33 for mothers; y (12, n = 282) = 24.92,
p < .05, ¢ = .30 for fathers. There were several
significant differences in the central variables of
the study (see below for descriptions of the vari-
ables): (a) mothers’ and fathers’ Conflict Tactics
Scale (Straus, 1979) verbal aggression scores
were lower in families who participated in all
three waves (M = 10.62, SD = 6.57 for moth-
ers; M = 9.55, SD = 6.45 for fathers) than in
families who did not (M = 1298, SD = 7.21
for mothers; M = 11.81, SD = 7.48 for fathers),
tMothers(279) = _223’ p < .05 and tFathers(274) =
—2.11, p < .05; (b) mothers whose families
participated in all three waves reported lower
O’Leary-Porter Scale (Porter & O’Leary, 1980)
scores (M = 18.41, SD = 5.19) than mothers
whose families did not (M = 20.23, SD =
5.81), tops(281) = —2.17, p < .05; (c) fathers
whose families participated in all three waves
reported more child withdrawn symptoms (M =
1.85, SD = 2.08) than fathers whose families
did not (M = 1.27, SD = 1.35), twp.r(68) =
2.23, p < .05 (Child Behavior Checklist;
Achenbach, 1991); (d) children whose families
participated in all three waves reported lower
parental strictness scores and lower parental
warmth scores (M = 20.35, SD = 4.22 for
strictness; M = 17.22, SD = 2.79 for warmth)
on the Index of Parenting Style Questionnaire
(Lamborn, Mounts, Steinberg, & Dornbusch,
1991) than children whose families did not
M = 22.47,SD = 2.70 for strictness; M = 18.81,
SD = 3.25 for warmth), fsyicmess(18.69) =
—2.83, p < .05; twarmmn(249) = —2.19, p < .05;
and (e) fathers whose families participated in all
three waves reported lower Parent Behavior
Inventory (Margolies & Weintraub, 1977) ac-
ceptance scores (M = 58.53, SD = 7.29) than
fathers whose families did not (M = 63.40,
SD = 6.89), 1(246) = —2.51, p < .05.

Parents’ reports of marital satisfaction on the
widely used Marital Adjustment Test (Locke &
Wallace, 1959) provide a basis for comparing
the marital functioning of our sample with other
samples. Scores can range from 2 to 158, with
scores below 100 suggesting marital distress
(Crane, Allgood, Larson, & Griffin, 1990). The
mean score for mothers was 112.51 (§D =
25.36, range = 18 — 154) and for fathers 109.71
(SD = 23.05, range = 28 — 156). Seventy-three
mothers (26%) and 80 fathers (28%) had scores
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below 100, suggesting marital distress. One hun-
dred and fifteen couples (41%) included at least
one partner who scored below 100. Although
the percentage of participants scoring in the dis-
tressed range is somewhat higher than that re-
ported for other community samples, the average
level of distress is comparable (e.g., McHale,
Kuersten-Hogan, Lauretti, & Rasmussen, 2000).

Measures

Marital conflict. Data on marital conflict were
derived from mothers’ and fathers’ reports on
three questionnaires at Wave 1: the O’Leary-Porter
Scale (Porter & O’Leary, 1980), the Conflict
Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979), and the Positive
and Negative Quality in Marriage Scale (Fincham
& Linfield, 1997). The O’Leary-Porter Scale
contains 10 items assessing interparental hostility
in the presence of the child, oo = .84 for mothers
and .81 for fathers in this sample. The Conflict
Tactics Scale assesses how couples handle con-
flict using 19 items rated on 7-point scales and in-
cludes a summary scale assessing the extent of
verbal aggression between partners (six items)
used in the present analyses (o = .79 and .81,
for mothers and fathers, respectively). The Posi-
tive and Negative Quality in Marriage Scale uses
Six items to assess partners’ positive and negative
perceptions of their spouse and marriage and has
good psychometric properties. For the present
study, items were rated using a 10-point scale
(low to high), and summary scores on the nega-
tive marital quality scale (three items) were
included in the analyses (o0 = .92 for mothers
and .89 for fathers). These six indicators of mar-
ital conflict were used to create a latent variable
representing marital conflict for SEM.

Parenting quality. Data were obtained from
mothers’, fathers’, and children’s reports of par-
enting at Wave 2. The main instrument used to
assess parenting was the 56-item Parent Behavior
Inventory (Margolies & Weintraub, 1977), which
assesses three dimensions of parenting: Firm
Control/Lax Control (16 items) measures the
extent to which the parent consistently enforces
rules instead of eschewing rule enforcement or
using inconsistent punishments (e.g., “I check
up to see whether my child has done what he/
she was told to do”); Psychological Autonomy/
Psychological Control (16 items) captures the
extent to which the parent uses direct methods
of controlling the child instead of inducing guilt
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or anxiety as a means of control (e.g., the parent
does not strongly endorse items like “I tell my
child how much I have suffered for him/her”);
and Acceptance/Rejection (24 items) assesses
the extent to which the parent expresses warmth
toward the child and enjoys the child’s company
versus expressing hostility or coldness toward the
child (e.g., “Ilike to talk to my child and be with
him/her much of the time”). In the current sam-
ple, alphas ranged from .76 to .91 for mothers
and fathers.

Children also reported about two dimensions of
parenting using the Index of Parenting Style ques-
tionnaire (Lamborn et al., 1991): Strictness/Super-
vision (9 items), which captures the extent to
which parents are perceived as “keeping tabs”
on their children’s whereabouts and activities
(e.g., “My parents know exactly where I am most
afternoons after school”), and Warmth/Involve-
ment (15 items), which measures the extent to
which parents are perceived as helpful, depend-
able, encouraging, and involved with their chil-
dren (e.g., “How often do your parents spend
time just talking with you”?). In the present study,
alphas for Strictness/Supervision and Warmth/
Involvement were .75 and .65, respectively.

Mothers’ and fathers’ scores on Firm Control
and children’s reports of Strictness/Supervision
were used as indicators of the latent variable rep-
resenting Behavioral Control. Mothers’ and fa-
thers’ scores on Psychological Autonomy were
used as indicators for this latent variable. Child-
ren’s ratings of Warmth/Involvement were used
in conjunction with mothers’ and fathers’ reports
of Acceptance as indicators of the Warmth latent
variable.

Children’ s adjustment. Data on children’s adjust-
ment were obtained at Waves 1 and 3. Parents re-
ported on children’s externalizing symptoms, and
parents and children reported on children’s inter-
nalizing symptoms. Mothers and fathers com-
pleted the Child Behavior Checklist for ages
4 — 18 (Achenbach, 1991), which contains 113
items rated on 3-point scales. Mothers’ and fa-
thers’ reports on the Externalizing summary scale
were used to operationalize externalizing symp-
toms, and mothers’ and fathers’ reports on the
Withdrawn summary scale were used to opera-
tionalize internalizing symptoms. We selected
the Withdrawn scale as a measure of internalizing
symptoms because the items have more in com-
mon with those of the Children’s Depression
Inventory (Kovacs, 1981) than the items on the
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Anxious/Depressed scale of the Child Behavior
Checklist. Mothers’ and fathers’ reports of exter-
nalizing (Wave 1, oo = .91 and .87, respectively;
Wave 3, oo = .90 and .87, respectively) and inter-
nalizing (Wave 1, o = .74 and .71, respectively;
Wave 3, o= .75 and .77, respectively) symptoms
were internally consistent.

The Children’s Depression Inventory (Kovacs,
1981) was used as another measure of internal-
izing symptoms. This 27-item questionnaire is
a widely used measure of children’s depres-
sive symptomology. For this sample, o0 = .80 at
Wave 1 and .86 at Wave 3.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and correla-
tions among the study variables. Ns are reported
in Table 1, both for individual variables and as
a range for the correlations. The correlations
among the variables supported our planned con-
struction of the latent variables (Cohen, Cohen,
West, & Aiken, 2003). The indicator variables
of marital conflict, parenting, and children’s
externalizing and internalizing symptoms are
interrelated across the three waves, supporting
our hypotheses and previous empirical findings.
Marital conflict related to lower levels of paren-
tal behavioral control, autonomy granting, and
acceptance, and to higher levels of child adjust-
ment problems. In turn, all three parenting di-
mensions were negatively correlated with child
adjustment problems.

Reflecting agreement between different in-
formants on the same measures, maternal and
paternal reports were correlated for marital
conflict, parenting, and child adjustment prob-
lems, respectively, justifying combining across
parental reporters, including for parenting varia-
bles. Children’s reports of strictness/supervision,
warmth/involvement, and internalizing symp-
toms related to parents’ reports of the same con-
structs, respectively.

Analysis Plan

We tested a series of models using SEM in order
to examine our major hypotheses. Potential mod-
erating effects of child gender and age were also
explored. The SEM program AMOS (version
4.0) was used for all analyses (Arbuckle &
Wothke, 1999). Missing data were handled using
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Marital Conflict and Children’s Adjustment

the full information maximum likelihood proce-
dure in AMOS that has the advantage of utilizing
all observed data for each case (Marcoulides &
Schumacker, 1996). This method performs sub-
stantially lz)etter than traditional approaches in
terms of R™ values, B weights, and average mar-
gins of error for B weights (Acock, 2005). Stan-
dardized factor loadings and path coefficients
are reported. To assess overall model fit, we
relied on several commonly used fit indices in
addition to the traditional chi-square test of
model fit, which becomes increasingly sensitive
to detecting even small discrepancies between
the observed and null models as sample size in-
creases (Bentler & Bonett, 1980). The fit indices
we employed include the root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA), following the sug-
gestion of Browne and Cudeck (1993) that
RMSEA <.08 indic%tes an acceptable fit. We
also examined the y /df ratio, which indicates
appropriate fit if it is between 1 and 3 (Arbuckle
& Wothke), and the Comparative Fit Index
(CFI; Bentler, 1990) and Normed Fit Index
(NFI; Bentler & Bonett), which indicate good
fit if values exceed 0.95.

Separate sets of models were tested for exter-
nalizing and internalizing symptoms. To test
our hypotheses concerning mediation, we esti-
mated indirect effects through computation of
the product of the path coefficient linking the
independent variable and the mediator and
the path coefficient linking the mediator and the
dependent variable. Methodologists prefer this
approach to testing mediation over more tradi-
tional approaches because it maximizes statistical
power while maintaining accurate Type 1 error
rates (MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hoffman, West, &
Sheets, 2002). The significance of these indirect
effects was determined by employing boot-
strapping procedures (for a similar approach, see
Keller, Cummings, Davies, & Mitchell, in press).
Bootstrapping involves taking repeated random
samples of observations from a single data set.
These new data sets are analyzed to provide
parameter estimates, and the estimates derived
from the multiple samples yield a distribution of
parameter estimates. Bootstrapping is advanta-
geous for testing the significance of parameters
that are distributed non-normally, such as the
measure of indirect effect used here (MacKinnon,
Lockwood, & Williams, 2004). We used the
bootstrapping function in AMOS to obtain 2000
random samples to derive estimates of the indi-
rect effects of interest and their 95% confidence
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intervals (CIs). We report bias-corrected Cls for
the standardized indirect effects. Given that
AMOS requires complete data for bootstrapping,
cases with missing data were deleted for analyses
of the indirect effects.

Mediational Models for Marital Conflict,
Parenting, and Child Adjustment

Externalizing symptoms. We tested a model
including marital conflict at Wave 1; parental
behavioral control, psychological autonomy,
and warmth at Wave 2; and externalizing symp-
toms at Wave 3 (see Figure 1). As anticipated,
greater marital conflict was associated with less
positive parenting over time, specifically, lower
levels of behavioral control, psychological auton-
omy, and warmth. In turn, lower levels of parental
psychological autonomy and warmth, but not
behavioral control, predicted greater externaliz-
ing symptoms. The indirect effects through
parental psychological autonomy (95% CI =
0.0202 — 0.3403) and warmth (95% CI =
0.0028 — 0.1907) were significant. The indirect
effect through behavioral control was not signif-
icant. Notably, the direct association between
marital conflict and children’s externalizing
symptoms was significant even when including
the parenting variables. For the overall model,
the chi-square test was significant, but other fit
indices suggested that this model provided an
adequate fit to the data (see Figure1). Thus,
although parental psychological autonomy and
warmth may partially mediate the longitudinal
association between marital conflict and child-
ren’s externalizing symptoms, evidence consis-
tent with full mediation was not obtained.

Internalizing symptoms. Next, a model including
marital conflict at Wave 1, parenting at Wave 2,
and internalizing symptoms at Wave 3 was tested
(see Figure 2). As expected, greater marital con-
flict was associated longitudinally with lower
levels of parents’ behavioral control, psycholog-
ical autonomy, and warmth. Moreover, lower
levels of parental behavioral control and psycho-
logical autonomy were associated with higher
levels of children’s internalizing symptoms over
time. The association between parental warmth
and children’s internalizing symptoms ap-
proached significance (p = .07). As shown in
Figure 2, the model demonstrated acceptable fit.
The indirect effects through behavioral control
(95% CI = 0.0042 — 0.2727) and psychological
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FIGURE 1. MODEL TESTING ROLE OF WAVE 2 PARENTING QUALITY IN MEDIATING THE ASSOCIATION
BETWEEN MARITAL CONFLICT AT WAVE 1 AND CHILDREN’S EXTERNALIZING SYMPTOMS AT WAVE 3.
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autonomy (95% CI = 0.0238 — 0.3821) were
significant. The indirect effect through parental
warmth was not significant. These effects, com-
bined with the nonsignificant direct association
between marital conflict and internalizing symp-
toms, are consistent with the hypothesis that
parenting (specifically, behavioral control and
psychological autonomy) mediates the associa-
tion between marital conflict and children’s
internalizing symptoms.

Testing Child Characteristics as Moderators

Child gender and age were considered as moder-
ators of relations within the mediational models
predicting externalizing and internalizing symp-
toms. Given that gender is a categorical variable,
stacked models testing procedures were em-
ployed to test whether paths in the model were
significantly different across groups (girls vs.

boys). These procedures compare a model in
which paths are allowed to vary freely across
groups to a constrained model in which the paths
are constrained to be equal across groups. For the
model predicting externalizing symptoms, the
stacked model comparison was not significant
(X diff = 593, dfdiff = 7,p = 55) Slmllarly, the
comparison of models was not signiﬁcat12t when
predicting internalizing symptoms (¥ qifr =
7.47, dfgiee = 7, p = .38). Thus, tests of modera-
tion indicated the absence of gender differences
in the processes linking marital conflict to child-
ren’s adjustment through parenting.

To test whether child age (a continuous vari-
able) moderated relevant paths in the model, we
used procedures appropriate for testing modera-
tion with continuously scaled variables. We in-
cluded child age (observed variable) as well as the
interaction between child age and marital conflict
(latent variable) as predictors of the three
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FIGURE 2. MODEL TESTING ROLE OF WAVE 2 PARENTING QUALITY IN MEDIATING THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN
MARITAL CONFLICT AT WAVE 1 AND CHILDREN’S INTERNALIZING SYMPTOMS AT WAVE 3.
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parenting variables and the adjustment variable
(externalizing or internalizing symptoms). Essen-
tially, child age was multiplied by each observed
marital conflict variable to create a new set of in-
dicators for the latent variable representing the
Age X Marital Conflict interaction. Consistent
with Marsh, Wen, and Hau (2004), latent varia-
bles were allowed to correlate to accommodate
non-normal data. Prior to computing the interac-
tion product terms, the age variable and all of the
observed marital conflict variables were centered.
Within these new models, child age and marital
conflict were each allowed to correlate with the
Age X Marital Conflict interaction variable.
When interpreting these models, the significance
of paths involving child age or the interaction
between child age and marital conflict were
examined, as well as the overall fit of the models.

The model that tested child age as a moderator
in the prediction of children’s externalizing symp-
toms provided an adequate fit for the data, X2(204)
= 393.51, p < .001, RMSEA = .057, ¢ /df =

1.93, CFI = .986, NFI = .971. Within this
model, child age was a significant predictor of
all three parenting variables: behavioral control
(B = —.70, p < .001), psychological autonomy
B = —.25, p < .01), and warmth (p = —.20,
p < .05). This pattern suggests that parents of
older children (compared to parents of younger
children) demonstrate lower levels of all three as-
pects of parenting measured. The path between
the Age X Marital Conflict interaction and the
parenting dimension of psychological autonomy
was also significant, = .18, p < .05, implying
that the negative association between marital
conflict and psychological autonomy strengthens
as children age. In other words, marital conflict
is more likely to lead to decreased granting of
psychological autonomy by parents of adoles-
cents than by parents of younger children. All
originally significant paths remained significant
with age included in the model.

Including child age as a moderator when pre-
dicting children’s internalizing symptoms also
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resulted in a model with adequate fit, x2(226) =
409.93, p < .001, RMSEA = .054, y*/df = 1.81,
CFI = .986, NFI = .970. In general, results for
specific paths were consistent with the results
for the externalizing model. Child age was a sig-
nificant predictor of parents’ behavioral control
(B = —.70, p < .001), psychological autonomy
(B = —.26, p < .01), and warmth (p = —.20,
p < .05), such that parents engaged in less of
each of these parenting behaviors with older
children than with younger children. Again, the
Age X Marital Conflict interaction was a sig-
nificant predictor of psychological autonomy
(B = .19, p < .05), indicating that the negative
association between marital conflict and psy-
chological autonomy is stronger for older than
for younger children. In the internalizing model,
there was also a significant path from child age
to internalizing symptoms, B = —.50, p < .05,
suggesting that the incidence of internalizing
symptoms is lower for older children than for
younger children in this sample. This model
was very similar to the original mediational
model, such that all previously significant paths
remained significant with the exception of the
path from marital conflict to parental warmth,
which was reduced to a trend when age was
included in the model (f = —.19, p = .06).

Autoregressive Mediational Models for Marital
Conflict, Parenting, and Child Adjustment

As a further step in elucidating pathways from
marital conflict to child adjustment through par-
enting, tests of these same models with the addi-
tion of autoregressive controls for adjustment
problems at Wave 1 were conducted. These mod-
els consider whether parenting is part of the pro-
cess through which marital conflict may lead to
change in child externalizing and internalizing
symptoms over time. Moreover, to provide
a stringent test of relations among the variables
of interest, we allowed Wave 1 adjustment
problems to predict not only Wave 3 adjustment
problems but also the intermediate dimensions
of parenting.

Change in externalizing symptoms. The inclusion
of autoregressive controls for Wave 1 externaliz-
ing symptoms served to more precisely identify
pathways among marital conflict, parenting, and
externalizing symptoms at Wave 3. That is, with
the inclusion of the pathway from Wave 1 to 3
adjustment (see Figure 3), the relation between
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marital conflict and behavioral control remained
significant, but pathways from marital conflict
to warmth and psychological autonomy became
nonsignificant. Pathways from behavioral con-
trol, psychological autonomy, and warmth to
externalizing symptoms also became nonsignifi-
cant; thus, the indirect effects through the three
dimensions of parenting were not tested. Nota-
bly, even with autoregressive control for Time 1
adjustment and all parenting variables in the
model, the pathway from Wave 1 marital conflict
to Wave 3 externalizing symptoms remained
significant, such that marital conflict predicted
increases in child externalizing symptoms over
time. In addition, possibly implicating child
effects on parenting, Wave 1 externalizing symp-
toms significantly predicted decreased psycho-
logical autonomy and warmth but not behavioral
control. The model demonstrated acceptable fit
to the data (see Figure 3).

Change in internalizing symptoms. In the analo-
gous model predicting change in internalizing
symptoms from Waves 1 to 3 (see Figure4),
greater marital conflict continued to predict lower
levels of parental behavioral control and psycho-
logical autonomy. In turn, greater behavioral
control by parents predicted lower levels of
internalizing symptoms. In contrast, pathways
from marital conflict to parental warmth and to
internalizing at Wave 3 were nonsignificant, as
were pathways from warmth and psychological
autonomy to internalizing symptoms. Although
the indirect effect of marital conflict on change
in internalizing symptoms through behavioral
control was significant (95% CI = 0.0046 —
0.2706; this Cl is unstandardized because AMOS
could not produce a standardized solution), the
indirect effects through psychological autonomy
and warmth were not. In addition, possibly impli-
cating child effects, internalizing symptoms at
Wave 1 predicted decreased behavioral control,
psychological autonomy, and warmth. As shown
in Figure 4, this model also demonstrated accept-
able fit.

Tests of Moderated Mediation

We also examined whether each of the three di-
mensions of parenting interacted with marital
conflict when predicting children’s externalizing
and internalizing symptoms. These interaction
effects were tested through the creation of new
latent variables, with indicators consisting of
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FIGURE 3. MODEL TESTING ROLE OF PARENTING QUALITY IN MEDIATING THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN
MARITAL CONFLICT AND CHANGE IN CHILDREN’S EXTERNALIZING SYMPTOMS FROM WAVES 1 TO 3.
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the cross-products of indicators from the original
latent variables involved in the interaction effect
(see procedures described above for testing age
as a continuous moderator and Marsh et al.,
2004). These new latent variables (Marital Con-
flict X Behavioral Control, Marital Conflict X
Psychological Autonomy, and Marital Conflict X
Warmth) were tested as predictors of externaliz-
ing or internalizing symptoms in separate mod-
els, each of which maintained the original direct
and indirect paths in the model. Of the six models
tested, only one significant interaction effect was
found: Marital conflict interacted with psycho-
logical autonomy when predicting externalizing
symptoms (f = —.22, p < .05) in the context of
a model that demonstrated mediocre fit, x2(3 17)
= 1313.73, p < .001, RMSEA = .106, x /df =
4.14, CFI = .931, NFI = .912. This interaction
effect suggests that in the face of elevated mari-

tal conflict, greater granting of psychological
autonomy by parents may buffer children from
experiencing externalizing symptoms, whereas
less granting of psychological autonomy may
have an exacerbating effect. Although this effect
is intriguing, we recommend caution in interpre-
tation given that it was the lone significant inter-
action effect and that it was not significant in
the model that included the autoregressive con-
trol for Wave 1 externalizing symptoms.

DISCUSSION

Using a three-wave longitudinal design, indirect
effects of marital conflict on children’s external-
izing and internalizing symptoms through multi-
ple dimensions of parenting were found. In these
models, mediation was partial for externalizing
and complete for internalizing. Although there
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FIGURE4. MODEL TESTING ROLE OF PARENTING QUALITY IN MEDIATING THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN
MARITAL CONFLICT AND CHANGE IN CHILDREN’S INTERNALIZING SYMPTOMS FROM WAVES 1 TO 3.
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were no child gender differences in the extent to
which the models explained children’s internaliz-
ing and externalizing behaviors, evidence for
a greater role of parenting was found for older
than for younger children. When autoregressive
controls for Time 1 adjustment were introduced,
parental behavioral control continued to mediate
relations between marital conflict and change in
children’s internalizing symptoms over time.
The findings from full model tests without au-
toregressive controls, which nonetheless provide
methodological and statistical advances over
much past work on parenting and marital conflict,
are most consistent with Fauber et al. (1990).
They also found a direct effect remained between
marital conflict and externalizing after testing
parenting as a mediator but that internalizing
problems were fully mediated by parenting.
Notably, others have reported full mediation for

externalizing and internalizing (e.g., Doyle &
Markiewicz, 2005; Gonzales et al., 2000) or more
complete mediation for externalizing than for
internalizing symptoms (e.g., Harold et al.,
1997). The reasons for these differences across
studies are unclear; variations in those providing
information about parenting and children’s
adjustment, and which and how many parenting
dimensions were investigated, are possibilities.
Consistent with emotional security theory
(Davies & Cummings, 1994) and past research
(Buehler & Gerard, 2002; Doyle & Markiewicz,
2005; Fauber et al., 1990; Harold & Conger,
1997), the emotional dimensions (psychological
autonomy and warmth) were most consistent as
mediators. In particular, psychological autonomy
emerged as a mediator for both externalizing an-
d internalizing symptoms. Parents’ granting of
autonomy (vs. employing psychological control)
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has been negatively related to internalizing and
externalizing problems in the literature (Doyle &
Markiewicz; Fauber et al.; Krishnakumar et al.,
2003; Stone et al.,, 2002), although in some
cases nonsignificant associations have been re-
ported for externalizing problems (e.g., Doyle &
Markiewicz; Krishnakumar et al.). In the current
study, marital conflict appeared to lead parents of
older children in particular to grant their children
less psychological autonomy, consistent with
past research that found greater indirect effects
of marital conflict through parenting for older
than for younger children (Buehler & Gerard;
Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000). Thus, marital
conflict may pose a specific risk for adolescents,
given that establishing autonomy from parents
is a central developmental task of this age period
(Stone et al.). Older children, however, have also
likely experienced greater cumulative exposure
to their parents’ marital conflict. The longer mar-
ital conflict is present in a family, the more it may
be likely to affect parenting. Future research
including measures of the family’s history of
marital conflict could help to disentangle effects
of the child’s developmental level from those of
cumulative exposure to marital conflict.

Increasing the precision of the demonstration
of influence pathways, even with the inclusion
of Time 1 adjustment in the model, parental
behavioral control remained a mediator of rela-
tions between marital conflict and change in
children’s internalizing symptoms. At first glance,
this pattern may seem counterintuitive, given
the emphasis placed on relations between behav-
ioral control and externalizing in some accounts.
Krishnakumar et al. (2003), Fauber et al. (1990),
and Doyle and Markiewicz (2005), however, all
found constructs related to parental behavioral
control (lax control, inconsistent discipline) to
be, at best, weakly related or not related at all to
externalizing symptoms. Thus, theoretical ac-
counts of the role of parental behavioral control
may need to be rethought or expanded with re-
gard to children’s behavior problems, at least
for this age period. Firm, age-appropriate control
by parents may help anchor older children emo-
tionally as they traverse the changes associated
with middle childhood and adolescence and
clear expectations from parents may free older
children from some of the anxiety generated by
the choices that peers and their external world
present.

These findings also provide impetus for further
study of other processes and causal pathways
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linking marital conflict and child adjustment.
Consistent with existing work (Buehler & Gerard,
2002; Frosch & Mangelsdorf, 2001), we did find
evidence, although weak, that parenting (specifi-
cally psychological autonomy) may moderate
relations between marital conflict and externaliz-
ing symptoms. This finding awaits confirmation
in subsequent work. In addition, results from
model tests including autoregressive controls
for adjustment suggest the importance of further
investigations of direct effects and child effects
(Cummings & Davies, 2002). For example, only
a direct pathway remained between marital con-
flict and externalizing symptoms, even after
accounting for parenting processes. One possibil-
ity is that a different underlying mechanism may
account for links between marital conflict and
externalizing problems. For example, Cummings
etal. (2006) found that children’s emotional secu-
rity about marital conflict served as a process
underlying direct relations between marital con-
flict and both internalizing and externalizing
problems over time (see also Davies, Harold,
Goeke-Morey, & Cummings, 2002). Child ef-
fects on parenting and interparental conflict have
also been implicated in recent research (Jenkins,
Dunn, O’Connor, Rasbash, & Simpson, 2005;
Schermerhorn, Cummings, DeCarlo, & Davies,
2007), further advancing the notion that path-
ways involving relations between marital con-
flict, parenting, and adjustment are relatively
complex and determined by multiple mediating
processes (Davies et al.). At the same time, the
reduction in significant pathways through parent-
ing as a result of the inclusion of autoregressive
controls can be attributed to many possibilities,
including not assessing parenting or child adjust-
ment at appropriate intervals to detect causal in-
fluences (Cole & Maxwell, 2003).

Future work toward achieving a more com-
plete understanding of processes linking marital
conflict and children’s adjustment may benefit
from an integration of multiple models of child
and family processes. Notably, Davies, Sturge-
Apple, and Cummings (2004) reported that rela-
tions between marital conflict and parenting may
depend on other aspects of parents’ personal and
relationship characteristics. In particular, emo-
tional security theory (Davies & Cummings,
1994), with its focus on children’s emotional
security as an important component of these pro-
cesses, has advanced these efforts by directing
attention to the emotional dimensions of parent-
ing and parent-child attachment relationships.
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Given the discrepancies in this literature already
noted, understanding more about specific process
relations is crucial for informing future research
and intervention.

As emphasized above, strengths of this in-
vestigation include the use of three waves of lon-
gitudinal data to test the parenting process model
and the inclusion of several key aspects of moth-
ers’ and fathers’ parenting behavior described
from the perspectives of multiple family mem-
bers, as well as the use of a relatively large com-
munity sample that allowed us to capitalize on the
advantages of SEM. Limitations are also acknowl-
edged, however. Although this study was longitu-
dinal and accounted for pre-existing levels of
child adjustment, several other key constructs
were not included in our model. To provide the
clearest picture of associations among the con-
structs, measures of marital conflict, parenting,
and child adjustment at all three waves are
needed, such that the model can be tested using
a fully autoregressive SEM approach or sophisti-
cated growth curve modeling techniques. For
example, results we describe as indicative of
child effects may, in fact, be explained by prior
levels of parenting quality (which were not ac-
counted for in our study).

In addition, children’s reports of parental
warmth showed marginal reliability, bivariate re-
lations among marital and parenting variables
were somewhat weaker than in previous research,
and several key constructs appeared to be linked
with attrition. Also, the use of a community sam-
ple limits the generalizability of our findings to
high-risk or clinical samples. For example, the
lack of association between behavioral control
and externalizing symptoms in the present study
may not hold for families living in dangerous en-
vironments, for whom more variability in behav-
ioral control may exist.

Moreover, although we employed a multidi-
mensional conceptualization of parenting in this
study, our conceptualization of marital conflict
focused specifically on hostile marital conflict,
which may have obscured important differences
in the processes linking various types (destructive
and constructive) of marital conflict, parenting,
and children’s adjustment (Cummings & Davies,
2002). Few studies have considered the potential
effects of different aspects of marital conflict
within the parenting process model (e.g., Gonzales
etal., 2000; Sturge-Apple, Davies, & Cummings,
2006), and this is an important direction for future
research. Furthermore, although we included
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several key dimensions of parenting identified
by previous investigations, our conceptualization
of parenting did not include other dimensions of
parent-child interaction such as harsh discipline
(e.g., Chang et al., 2004) or parent-child hostility
or conflict (e.g., Harold et al., 1997; Krishnakumar
et al., 2003).

Notwithstanding these limitations, the current
study has advanced our understanding of the pro-
cesses through which marital conflict affects
children’s functioning. In particular, results pre-
sented here provide evidence that some of the
influence of marital conflict on children’s adjust-
ment over time is conveyed indirectly through
parenting, at the same time motivating the expan-
sion of parenting process models to account for
direct and child effects. As such, interparental
conflict continues to be implicated as more than
a distal influence on children’s functioning but
one central to processes within families.
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