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Interdependence approach, this study tested the mediating effect of couples’ use of positive
conflict management strategies on the association between their financial distress and their
perceptions of co-parenting support from their partner. Mediated actor effects were found for
both mothers and fathers such that financial distress was associated with reports of less positive
conflict management behaviors, and in turn less coparenting support. One partner effect was
found in the cross-partner paths: mothers’ who reported that they and their partner engaged in
less positive conflict management were more likely to be perceived as less supportive as a co-
parent by fathers. Model results did not differ for married versus unmarried couples. Findings
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couples are financially distressed. Implications for practice are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction

Parents who receive social welfare services face a unique set of challenges when it comes
to financial conditions and interparental relationships. Research suggests that families within the
welfare system are considered fragile and vulnerable (Cho et al., 2020) because they are at
greater risk of experiencing interparental conflict due to their socioeconomic struggles (Dorsey et
al., 2007; Hardie & Lucas, 2010; Moffitt, 2015). Studies have consistently shown a positive
association between negative outcomes of couple qualities and conflictual interparental behavior
(e.g., Dorsey et al., 2007; Durtschi, et al, 2017; Kopystynska et al., 2020; Morrill et al., 2010),
which can adversely contribute to children’s psychological adjustment (Teubert & Pinquart,
2010). Further, when parents experience tension in the couple relationship, they are less inclined
to feel supported by their partner as a parent, and consequently are more likely to engage in harsh
and less nurturing parenting behaviors (Margolin et al., 2001). The aim of the current student is
to further advance our understanding of the influence that couple conflict has on the co-parenting
relationship, particularly in the context of financial distress.

According to the Family Stress Model (Conger & Conger, 2002; Conger, et al., 2010),
persistent economic strain (e.g., struggling to make ends meet on a daily basis) can generate
conflict between partners even in domains of couple functioning not directly related to economic
concern. Additionally, the Double ABCX model of family stress (Lavee et al., 1985) posits that

the perception of a stressful situation and the coping strategies can collectively explain a family’s



adaptation to stress. Taken together, this study aims to examine how couples’ utilization of
effective coping strategies (i.e., interparental conflict management) can act as an important
mechanism by which couples’ perception of economic pressures (i.e., financial distress)
influence family adaptation as reflected through co-parenting relationship quality. Understanding
how co-parents involved in the child welfare system manage economic and relational tension in
order to effectively work together is important for informing prevention and intervention

programs tailored to promote healthy relationships as well as safe and stable homes for children.

Co-parenting Relationship Quality

The co-parenting relationship describes the dynamics between two parents’ behaviors and
attitudes regarding child rearing related issues (Feinberg, 2003; McHale et al., 2004). When
parents feel their co-parent is more supportive and less conflictual, they are more likely to exhibit
less stress (Durtschi et al., 2017; Fagan & Lee, 2014). Subsequently, they are more likely to
engage in positive parenting practices (Bonds & Gondoli, 2007; Morrill, et al., 2010; Pedro, et
al., 2012), and maintain a more positive relationship with their child (Margolin et al., 2001).
Because of the strong influence of the co-parenting relationship on parents’ and children’s
relational well-being, it is essential to understand the factors and processes that lead to more
enhanced co-parenting relationship quality.

In order to better understand what constitutes the perception of co-parenting relationship
quality, we need to consider both men’s and women’s views of it. Prior research has shown that
mothers and fathers may perceive each other differently in the level of co-parenting support they
each experience, regardless of marital status. For example, among a sample of married couples,

Margolin and colleagues (2001) found that mothers were rated significantly higher by their



partner in co-parental cooperation than were fathers by their partner. A similar pattern was also
found among unmarried couples when comparing mothers’ and fathers’ ratings of each other’s
co-parenting ability across a six-year span (Goldberg & Carlson, 2015). In contrast, however,
Choi and colleagues (2019) found that unmarried fathers’ and mothers’ rated each other as
consistently and cooperatively engaged in co-parenting during the first nine years of their child’s
life, albeit a slight decrease in mothers’ ratings of fathers’ co-parenting support after the toddler
years. There exist discrepancies in findings of how mothers and fathers perceive co-parental
support. Therefore, there is a need to examine both genders’ perception of their co-parent’s
support.

The extent of support that co-parents provide each other can be influenced by couple
functioning. We know that couples’ reports of low marital satisfaction have frequently been
accompanied by reports of low supportive co-parenting behaviors (Cowan and Cowan, 1988).
This link between couple functioning and co-parenting relationship quality has consistently been
found among recent samples that are predominately married and less racially and socio-
economically diverse (Christopher et al., 2015; Le et al., 2016; McDaniel et al., 2018; Pedro et
al., 2012; Peltz et al., 2018). More recent research has found a similarly strong association
among unmarried, lower-income, and either mostly Black or racially diverse samples (Broderick
et al., 2019; Kopystynska et al., 2020).

When using dyads to examine couples, researchers are able to understand how couple
functioning can influence co-parenting relationship quality by taking both partners’ responses
into account. Specifically, employing a statistical strategy called the Actor-Partner-
Interdependence Model (APIM), Christopher and colleagues (2015) found that decline in fathers’

self-reported marital satisfaction predicted higher fathers’ self-reported competitive co-parenting



(actor effect). Similar actor effects were found in both fathers and mothers in another
predominantly White, well-educated sample using longitudinal APIM (Le et al., 2016). They
found no statistically significant effect from one’s relationship quality to partner’s co-parenting
relationship quality (partner effect) for both genders in this particular group of parents. The
findings from the studies with APIM approaches highlight the need to differentiate fathers’ and
mothers’ perspectives in investigating the process that influences co-parenting relationship
quality.

A noteworthy pattern of most research on co-parenting relationship is that, to date, it has
been largely oriented to studying either married couples (e.g., Merrifield & Gamble, 2012;
Taylor et al, 2011) or unmarried couples (e.g., Carlson & McLanahan, 2006; Kopystynka et al.,
2020; Wood et al., 2014). When analyzing data from married couples, recent researchers have
tended to focus on whether features of the co-parenting relationship, such as cooperation,
competition and/or conflict, function as mediators of the association between couple functioning
and parenting outcomes (e.g., Murphy et al., 2017; Peltz et al., 2018). While some others have
examined whether or not certain co-parenting behaviors (e.g., supportive co-parenting) buffers
such associations (Merrifield & Gamble, 2012). In contrast, research with unmarried couples has
focused more on the contexts and difficulties associated with co-parenting among never married
or divorced parents (e.g., Jamison et al., 2014; 2017; Waller, 2012). Because the time and effort
that fathers and mothers invest in fostering a more supportive co-parenting relationship can vary
due to their relationship status and commitment, scholarship is needed which examines these
processes (and their variability) in both married and unmarried couples.

Yet, when both married and unmarried couples are included in studies, between-group

differences that influence the co-parenting relationship are largely ignored (e.g., Broderick et al.,



2019, Jamison et al., 2017), with few recent exceptions. Kopystynska and colleagues (2020)
compared reports of relationship conflict from married, unmarried but cohabitating, and
unmarried and not cohabitating mothers. They found that married mothers reported more
constructive and less destructive conflict in their co-parenting relationship than either group of
unmarried mothers, but that unmarried, cohabiting mothers reported healthier interparental
conflict compared to unmarried, non-cohabiting mothers. Interestingly, while married and
unmarried, cohabiting fathers did not differ in their reports of co-parenting conflict, both did
differ compared to unmarried, non-cohabiting fathers. While these findings give some insight
into the perceptions of co-parenting conflict among married and unmarried parents, it is still
unclear how cohabiting parents perceptions of co-parent support may differ by marital status.

The Effect of Financial Distress on Co-parenting Relationship Quality

Economic hardship can negatively affect an intimate relationship. Conger and colleagues
(Conger & Elder, 1994; Conger et al., 2002; 2010) defined economic hardship as difficulty
meeting basic needs and financial obligations. According to the family stress model (FSM;
Conger et al., 2010), couple functioning is more susceptible to economic hardship associated
with daily economic pressure (e.g., difficulty making ends meet) than sudden economic shocks
(e.g., income loss). Subsequently, couples who face high levels of daily economic pressure are
prone to psychological distress. Furthermore, the FSM posits that parenting couples with
heightened distress are more likely to exhibit withdrawal of supportive behaviors and an
increased likelihood of conflict (e.g., Conger, et al., 2002, 2010; Hardie & Lucas, 2010; Williams
etal., 2015).

While economic hardship (usually measured in terms of work stability or an income-to-

needs ratio) can cause financial distress (Conger et al., 1990), there is a distinctive difference



between the objective measure of economic hardships and financial distress — the negative
perception of economic hardship (Conger et al., 1990; 1994). According to the ABCX model of
family stress (Hill, 1949), when couples perceive their economic hardship as a stressor (i.e.,
financial distress) they, in turn, are likely to react with a range of negative emotional and
behavioral responses. Also, FSM suggests a possible pathway through which financial distress
would negatively influence the co-parenting relationship through couple functioning (i.e., couple
conflict). For example, research has found that the experience of financial distress among
married couples can lead to both husbands’ and wives’ experience of greater emotional distress,
and subsequently more frequent disagreements and, in turn, more hostile interactions when in
conflict (e.g., shouting, hitting, etc.; Gudmunson et al., 2007). This pathway provides potential in
investigating the effect of financial distress on couples’ ability to perceive their co-parental
support through couple functioning, namely their ability to deal with conflictual situations.

The negative consequences of financial distress on the couple and co-parenting
relationship is of particular concern among parents in the child welfare system. Generally,
parents who receive child welfare services (e.g., financial assistance) tend to be lower-income
(Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 2000), and thus more susceptible to experiencing financial distress. As
such, research has suggested that couples in the child welfare system are more prone to relational
instability, including heightened levels of conflict and less supportive co-parenting interactions
(Epstein et al., 2015, McHale et al., 2015). Thus, it is important to understand the unique
vulnerabilities to the consequences of financial distress for the parents involved in the child
welfare system. However, in a recent study of low-income couples, Pruett and colleagues (2019)
found no differences across various measures of couple relationship and parenting quality when

comparing co-parenting pairs directly involved in child welfare services and those who were not.



Further, Jamison and colleagues (2017) report that while lower income co-parents are likely to
experience distress due to limited financial resources, unstable employment, and unreliable
housing, couples who are more adept at addressing emerging challenges with limited conflict
are, in turn, more likely to establish a stronger co-parenting alliance. The inconsistency of these
studies informs a need to understand the association between financial distress and co-parenting
relationship quality among parents involved in the child-welfare system.

Like they do in co-parenting relationship, men and women vary in their experiences of
financial distress and report differences in couple functioning behaviors when financially
distressed, as previous research suggest. For example, Falconier and Epstein (2010) found that
among committed couples (80% married), on average, women reported greater family financial
distress compared to their partner, however men’s financial distress was more likely to be
associated with their display of more frequent psychological aggression towards their partner as
well as their partner’s engagement in greater psychological aggression and less positive
behaviors towards them. In contrast, women’s report of financial distress was not associated with
their own or their partner’s relationship behaviors. Similarly, in a sample of racially diverse,
committed couples (63% married), Williams and colleagues (2015) found that when couples are
financially challenged, mothers are more likely to perceive fathers as displaying greater discord
and less co-parenting support when compared to fathers’ report on mothers’ behaviors. Likewise,
a recent study with married couples from rural communities found that mothers were more likely
than fathers to rate lower co-parenting support from their partner when they were experiencing
higher financial distress. However, interestingly, the effects of financial distress on interparental
conflict were found to not differ by gender (Riina & Feinberg, 2018). Comparably, Paat (2011)

found that while mothers and fathers differed in their perceptions of financial distress and



interparental conflict and violence, the positive association between financial distress and
interparental discord was similar for both mothers and fathers with a sample of couples from the
Fragile Families and Child Well-Being study who were either cohabiting or married.

Overall, past research suggests that while both parents can be negatively affected by
economic hardships, whilst fathers’ behaviors in the relationship may be more susceptible to
adverse economic hardship than mothers. Yet seldom did they examine this pattern while
differentiating couples by marital status. Therefore, we have limited knowledge about how
financially distressed men and women perceive their co-parent’s support among married versus
unmarried couples. More importantly, we are also unclear on this association among welfare-
receiving parents.

Conflict Management as a Mediator

Research has suggested that financial distress can lead to turmoil in family functioning
for both mothers and fathers, usually through couple conflict associated with heightened distress,
which can further impair couple level relationship qualities. For instance, among a group of well-
educated, middle-class, married couples, Wheeler and colleagues (2019) found that both wives’
and husbands’ financial distress negatively contributed to husbands’ perception of marital
quality. Among these married couples, both men’s and women’s reported financial distress was
positively associated with their own withdrawal and aggression in their romantic relationship.
Similar findings were also supported by another nationally representative sample of married
couples (Gudmenson et al., 2007), suggesting that couple’s perceived financial distress
contributed negatively to both husbands’ and wives’ emotional well-being and, collectively,
harmed couple level disagreement, which then destructively associated with their own perception

of marital quality.



While there are fewer studies on the aforementioned associations among unmarried
couples, Broderick and colleagues (2019) reported, from a more inclusive (e.g., racially and
ethnically diverse, both married and unmarried cohabiting) sample of mothers and fathers, both
parents’ perception of financial distress was directly associated with conflict. More importantly,
conflict was also directly associated with their own perception of co-parental support. In
addition, the lack of gender difference of the effect of financial distress on conflict in Broderick’s
finding (2019) is consistent with another recent finding among solely married co-parenting dyads
(Riina & Feinberg, 2018).

Likewise, research that includes couples with both marital statuses has shown a similar
pattern of how financial distress impacts perceived co-parenting support through couples’
strategies in dealing with interparental conflict. In Paat’s (2011) study on mixed co-parenting
couples (e.g., both married and unmarried cohabiting), financial distress was found to be
positively associated with interparental conflict, through which co-parenting alliance was
negatively affected. However, while this study acknowledges gendered difference in
conceptualizing financial distress, conflict, and concordance in parenting, it does not shine light
on how mothers’ and fathers’ perception on the constructs may act differently on these
associations mentioned above. The results of these studies highlight the need to consider the
couple level contextual factors but differentiate these influencers by gender in order to better
understand the interconnectedness of co-parenting couples.

Couple relationship functioning has consistently been found to impact co-parenting
relationship quality. When couples are better adjusted in their romantic relationship (e.g., greater
dyadic consensus, satisfaction, cohesion, and affection), they are more likely to report more

supportive and less conflictual co-parenting interactions (Le et al., 2016; Schoppe-Sullivan &
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Mangelsdorf, 2013; Young et al., 2017). In the current study, we focus on a particular couple
relationship functioning—how couples manage conflict and tension in their relationship—as a
key mediator on the link between financial distress and co-parenting relationship quality.
Couples’ use of positive conflict management strategies, according to the Double ABCX model
of family stress (Lavee, et al., 1985), can serve as a resource to cope with the adverse impact of
high levels of financial distress. Couples’ capacity to effectively manage conflict that arises in
the relationship is also considered as an underlying mechanism that acts between parent’s
perceived relational threat and their capacity to engage in supportive co-parenting behaviors
(e.g., Ogolsky et al., 2017; Williams et al., 2015).

The Current Study

The current study recognizes the need to search for a deeper understanding of the
interconnectedness of both co-parents within the family system. Using APIM, the current study
tests the association between mothers’ and fathers’ own financial stress and their perceived co-
parental support (actor effect) as well as the association between one’s financial stress on their
partner’s perceptions of co-parental support (partner effect). Furthermore, guided by the FSM
(Conger et al., 2002; 2010) and the Double ABCX model of family stress (Lavee et al., 1985),
the current study expands the co-parenting literature by examining the association between
financial distress and co-parenting relationship quality and investigates whether couple’s ability
to engage in healthy conflict management can mediate the association of financial distress on co-
parenting relationship quality among the unique sample of welfare-receiving parents. The

following hypotheses are tested:
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Hypothesis 1a (actor effect): Financial distress is negatively associated with co-parenting
relationship quality. In other words, when parents feel more distressed in meeting their
financial needs, they are less likely to perceive their partners as supportive.
Hypothesis 1b (partner effect): When parents report higher financial distress, their co-
parenting partners will be less likely to perceive them as supportive.
Hypothesis 2a (mediated actor effect): Couple’s use of healthy conflict management
strategies mediates the association between one’s perception of financial distress and
their own perception of co-parenting relationship quality.
Hypothesis 2b (mediated partner effect): Couples’ use of healthy conflict management
strategies mediates the association between one’s perception of financial distress and
their partner’s perception of co-parenting relationship quality.
Last, the current study aims to further our understanding of whether the mediated actor and
partner effects differ between married and unmarried couples. Because of limited research
testing the moderating effects of marital status on these associations, no a priori hypotheses were

established.
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CHAPTER 2
METHOD AND ANALYTIC PLAN
Procedures

Participants included couples where at least one partner was engaged in child welfare
support services (e.g., TANF, Medicaid, WIC, child protective services) and were either
pregnant or caring for at least one child under the age of 18. Couples were recruited through
referrals obtained from community organizations across a 12-county region in northeast Georgia
to participate in a federally funded couple and relationship enrichment (CRE) program. All
participants completed an initial screening to determine eligibility and interest in participating in
the program and to collect participant demographic information. Between August 2016 and
December 2019, 402 couples voluntarily enrolled in the program and consented to participate in
the research study and were asked to complete a pre-assessment survey approximately three
weeks before the program. Participants who completed the survey were compensated with a $50
gift card.

Of the 402 couples enrolled in the program, 148 couples were excluded from the final
analytic sample (see Figure Al in Appendix A). First, to employ an actor-partner
interdependence model, data were required to be from distinguishable male/female dyads (Kenny
& Ledermann, 2010), and thus same-sex couples (n = 12) were excluded from the study. Also,
the final sample excluded couples who did not have at least one child under the age of 18 that
lived with them at least half of time (n=5) or were missing this information (n=55), couples who
were not cohabiting (n=34) or missing this information (n=6), and couples who did not respond

to the survey or were missing study variables (n = 36). Analyses comparing the 254 retained
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couples with the 148 excluded showed no significant differences across key demographic
characteristics except couple’s length of relationship: on average, those retained (M = 8.28 years,
SD = 6.85) reported being in their relationship longer than those excluded (M = 6.68 years; SD=
7.12) (F =3.81, p = .05; see Table Al in Appendix A). Also, there were no statistically
significant differences (p < .05) across the study variables between the retained and excluded
couples (see Table A2 in Appendix A).
Sample

Table 1 provides a demographic profile of the sample by marital status and gender. On
average, women were 32.3 years old (SD = 8.30) and men were 35.3 years old (SD =9.41). A
little less than half of the women and men were Caucasian/White (46.9% and 40.6%,
respectively), and the other half were mostly African American/Black (40.2% and 46.5%, for
women and men, respectively). While the majority (>80%) of participants received at least a
high school education or GED, more women (58.1%) than men (42.1%) reported to have
completed some college or earn a post-secondary degree. Two thirds of women (66.6%),
compared to about a third of men (36.6%) reported earning $1,000 or less in the last 30 days. In
contrast, 14.1% of men and only 4.0% of women reported earning more than $3,000 during the
past month. On average, couples reported being together 8.3 years (SD = 6.85) and having 2.5
children under the age of 18 residing in their home at least half the time (SD = 1.28). A
comparison of married to unmarried couples (see Table 1) showed that, on average married
couples were together longer (F = 59.65, p <.001), married women and men were older (F =
32.91, p <.01; F = 26.64, p < .01, respectively), and married men were more likely to report a

higher education (F = 18.61, p < .01), a higher income (F = 11.56, p < .01), and having fewer
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children from a prior relationship (F = 5.68, p < .01) compared to unmarried men. (See Table A3

in Appendix A).

Table 1. Demographic statistics by marital status and gender

Demographic
Characteristics

Total (n=254)

Married (n=160)

Unmarried (n=94)

Women Men Women Men Women Men
Age: M (5D) ©30)  ©4) (4 050 6e) (9
Race Primary: n (%)
Caucasian/White 119 (46.9) 103 (40.6) 83(51.9) 72(45.0) 36(38.3) 31(33.0)
African American/Black 102 (40.2) 118 (46.5) 56 (35.0) 62(38.8) 46 (48.9) 56 (59.6)
Other 33(13.0) 33(13.0) 21(13.1) 26(16.3) 12(12.8) 7(7.4)
Education Level: n (%)
jg;:e%?pqgma 34(134) 44(17.3) 16(10.0) 26(16.3) 18(19.4) 18(19.1)
HS diploma or GED 72(285) 103 (40.6) 33(20.6) 51(31.9) 39(41.9) 52 (55.3)
ioszgecf;:;:gzgée 101(39.9) 74(29.1) 73(456) 55(344) 28(30.1)  19(20.2)
ng‘;r};Zlor’s or Master’s 46(182) 33(13.0) 38(238) 28(175) 8(86)  5(53)
Last 30 days Income: n (%)
Less than $500 117 (46.1) 52(20.5) 74 (46.3) 26(16.3) 43(45.7) 26 (27.7)
$500-$1,000 52(205) 41(16.1) 29(18.1) 26(16.3) 23(245) 15 (16.0)
$1,001-$2000 52(205) 78(30.7) 35(21.9) 39(24.4) 17(18.1) 39 (415)
$2.001-$3,000 23(9.1)  47(185) 14(8.8)  36(22.5) 9(9.6)  11(11.7)
$3,001-$4,000 5 (2.0) 19 (7.5) 5(3.1) 16 (10.0) 0(0) 3(3.2)
$4,001-$5,000 2(.8) 8 (3.1) 1(.6) 8 (5.0) 1(1.1) 0(0)
$5,000+ 3(1.2) 9 (3.5) 2 (1.3) 9 (5.6) 1(1.1) 0(0)
Number of Children from
Prior Relationship(s): 1.00 a7 .94 .61 111 1.03
M (SD) (1.38) (1.34) (1.46) (1.06) (1.24) (1.67)
Number of Children
Currently Residing in the 2.41 2.46 2.32
Home: M (SD) (1.28) (1.25) (1.34)
Relationship Length 99.30 127.08 50.99
(Months): M (SD) (82.15) (88.68) (34.06)
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Measures

Financial Distress. The 8-item InCharge Financial Distress Scale (Prawitz et al, 2006)
was used to assess the level of perceived financial stress of both fathers and mothers. Participants
were asked to rate how worried and overwhelmed they felt by their finances (e.g., “How stressed
are you about finances in general?”). Items with inverted attributes were reverse coded (e.g.,
“How satisfied are you with your present financial situation”). Responses were collected from
both fathers and mothers and were reflected on a 10-point scale ranging from 1=no stress at all
to 10=overwhelming stress. A mean score was computed such that higher scores indicated higher

levels of perceived financial distress from each participant (ctmen = .752, Gwomen = .794).

Co-parenting Relationship Quality. Eleven items from the Co-parenting Questionnaire
(Margolin et al, 2001) and the Casey Foster Applicant Inventory-Applicant Co-Parenting Scale
(CFAI-CP; Cherry & Orme, 2011) were used to assess the level of co-parenting support parents
perceive from their partner. Four items from the Co-parenting Questionnaire were adapted to
capture the non-supportiveness that couples perceive in co-parenting tasks. ltems with negative
attributes were reverse coded (e.g., “My partner argues with me about our child(ren); “My
partner says cruel and hurtful things about me in front of our child(ren)”). Seven items were
adapted from Casey Foster Applicant Inventory-Applicant Co-Parenting Scale (CFAI-CP;
Cherry & Orme, 2011) to reflect couples’ perceived positivity in shared parenting practices (e.g.,
“My partner strongly supports my parenting effort.””). Responses were collected from both
fathers and mothers and were reflected on a 7-point scale ranging from 1=very strongly disagree
to 7=very strongly agree. A mean score was computed such that higher scores represented higher

levels of perceived co-parental support from each respondent (cimen = .895, Owomen = .881).
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Conflict Management. A composite score of 16 items from the Interpersonal
Competence Questionnaire (Buhrmester et al., 1988), the Negative Interaction Scale (Stanley et
al., 2002), and the Communication Patterns Questionnaire (Christensen & Sullaway, 1984) were
used to assess how couples manage conflictual and distressful situations. Participants rated their
level of agreement (1 = very strongly disagree; 7 = very strongly agree) with each item (e.g., I
am able to see my partner’s point of view and really understand it, even if I don’t agree,” “My
partner can easily forgive me,” “I shout or yell at my partner’”). Appropriate items were reverse-
coded, and a mean score was computed so that a higher score indicated more positive conflict
management (Otmen = .804, 0twomen = .859).

Covariates. The current study controlled for each participants’ education level, income
during the last 30 days, and the number of children from previous relationships. As well, the
number of children under the age of 18 currently residing in their household at least half of the
time and the total length of their relationship (in months) were also included as covariates.
Analytic Plan

Descriptive statistics and correlations among the studies variables were calculated using
SPSS version 27. Dyadic data were analyzed using APIM structural equation modeling in Mplus
7.4 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012) to test all three of the hypotheses. In order test the three
hypotheses, three stages of APIM analyses were conducted. Bias-corrected bootstrap was added
to all of the APIM analyses to increase power in estimation (Hayes, 2009). First, a path analysis
using maximum likelihood was conducted to test the direct effect of financial distress on co-
parenting relationship quality (H1a and H1b). Second, a mediation analysis was performed on
the total sample to test the indirect effect of conflict management (H2a and H2b). Finally, to

explore whether these associations varied among married versus unmarried couples, a
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multigroup moderated mediation analysis was conducted using marital status as the moderator.
In order to test whether moderation existed in any indirect paths, a constrained model and
unconstrained models with freed parameters were needed for comparisons. An initial, fully
constrained base model was estimated. Subsequently, each of the 8 models with specific indirect
pathways were estimated individually and compared to the fully constrained model. Hu &
Bentler (1999) suggested an acceptable goodness of fit would have insignificant value of the
Chi-square test of model fit, .06 or lower for the Root Mean Squared Error of Approximation
(RMSEA), .95 or closer to 1 for Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and .08 or lower for the Standard

Root Mean squared Residual (SRMR).
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CHAPTER 3

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses

Table 2 shows the mean scores and correlations among the studied variables for the total
sample. On average, both men and women reported heightened levels of financial distress
(Mwomen = 6.52, Mmen = 5.88), engaging in fairly positive conflict management behaviors (Mwomen
= 4.87, Mmen = 5.01), and perceiving their partner’s as moderately supportive coparents (Mwomen
=5.26, Mwmen = 5.39). A paired samples t-test reveals that women’s and men’s report of financial
distress (t = 5.97, p <.01) and conflict management (t = -2.22, p < .05) differed significantly
from one another. Further, mean scores were mostly similar for married and unmarried men and
women, with one-way ANOVAs revealing only marginally significant difference: on average,
unmarried men reported higher financial distress (M = 6.12, SD = 1.53) than married men (M =
5.74,SD = 1.43), F = 3.87 (p = .05); see Table A4 in Appendix A. Additionally, a paired t-test
by marital status showed that unmarried women and men differed significantly in financial
distress (t = 2.97, p <.01) and conflict management (t = -2.96, p < .01), while married couples
only had difference in financial distress (t = 5.22, p <.01), see Table A5 in Appendix A. The
correlations (see Table 2) show significant negative associations between both men’s and
women’s financial distress and their own co-parenting relationship qualities. Both women’s and
men’s scores on conflict management were positively and significantly correlated with their co-
parenting relationship scores. All three studied variables significantly and positively correlated
with one another for women and men. Similar patterns were also found among married and

unmarried couples (see Table 3).



Table 2.

Means, standard deviations, and correlations of the total sample (N=254)

1. Financial
Distress (W)

2. Financial
Distress (M)

3. Conflict
Management (W)

4. Conflict
Management (M)

5. Co-parenting
Rel. Qual. (W)

6. Co-parenting
Rel. Qual. (M)

7. Education (W)

8. Education (M)

9. Income
Past 30 Days (W)
10. Income
Past 30 Days (M)
11. Num. Children
from Prior (W)
12. Num. Children
from Prior (M)
13. Num. Children in
Home
14. Relationship
Length

Mean

1 2
A45**
-20%* - 15%
-07  -22%*
-17** -15*
-06 -22*%*
-012 -10
-15* -.05
-12* -04
-10  -.16*
123 11
.07 12
.09 A3*
-10 -.03
6.52 5.88

Standard Deviation 1.77 1.48

3 4
39** -
64**  34%*
38**  62**

-.06 -.09
A2 0
-15*  -15*
.02 -01
.01 -.05
-.06 -.04
-.04 -.18**
.04 -.05
4.87 5.01
.93 81

10 11
-.06 —
-.07 32%*
.01 A40**
A7k - 19%*
3.00 1.00
1.53 1.38

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).



Table 3.

Means, standard deviations, and correlations by marital status (N=254)

20

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
1. Financial Distress (W) - A46** -.32%* -.07 -.20 -.05 .02 -17 .01 .04 29%* .01 .10 -11
2. Financial Distress (M) 45** - -.20 -17 -.23* -.21* .04 -.07 .05 -.02 21 .09 19 -01
3. Conflict
Management (W) -27** -11 - A2%* .63** 31%* -.08 21* -.26* .06 .04 .05 -12 -.04
4. Conflict
Management (M) -.08 -.25%* .39%* - .34** B67** -10 12 -.02 .02 -10 -.10 -.18 -.16
5. Co-parenting
Rel. Qual. (W) -15 -.09 .64** .34** - .38** -12 27 -12 .08 -01 .03 -.06 -.22*
6. Co-parenting
Rel. Qual. (M) -.06 - 22%* A2%* 59** .56** - -01 .26* .03 .09 -.23* -12 -.23* -.10
7. Education (W) -.02 -14 -.09 -.07 .02 .07 - .22* .30** .25* -.05 -13 -14 .026
8. Education (M) -.13 -.01 .05 -.05 .10 -.02 A4*x* — .18 .25* -17 -11 -11 23*
9. Income
Past 30 Days (W) -.19* -.08 -.10 -.23%* -.10 -.25%* .03 13 - .07 -11 -.05 -.02 -14
10. Income
Past 30 Days (M) -13 -.18* -.04 -.02 -.04 -.07 23%* .30** -.03 - .02 -.05 .08 A1
11. Num. Children
from Prior (W) .05 .04 .01 -.02 -.09 -10 -.36%* - 22%* -15 -.06 - .33** b1**  -13
12. Num. Children
from Prior (M) A1 A1 -13 .02 -.24%* -15 -14 -.16 -.06 -.02 .33** - 55**  -.06
13. Num. Children
in Home .10 A1 -01 -17* -.09 -14 -12 -.08 .10 -.03 .35%* .08 - 13
14. Relationship Length -.08 .05 -01 -.02 -.05 -.02 .20* .20* .16 .05 -.21* -.10 .07 -
Mean (Married) 6.47 5.74 4.95 5.00 5.32 5.44 2.83 2.53 2.11 3.31 .94 .61 2.46 127.08
Standard Deviation (Married) 1.85 1.43 .96 .80 1.10 1.04 91 .96 1.31 1.65 1.46 1.06 1.25 88.68
Mean (Unmarried) 6.62 6.12 4.75 5.03 5.16 5.31 2.28 2.12 2.01 2.47 111 1.03 2.32 50.99
Standard Deviation (Unmarried) 1.64 1.53 .88 .84 1.04 1.12 .88 77 121 1.11 1.24 1.67 1.34 34.06

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Correlations below the line represent married couples (n=160), whereas those above the line represent unmarried couples (n=94),
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APIM Structural Equation Models

APIM structural equation modeling was used to first test the direct effect of financial
distress on co-parenting relationship quality (H1a and H1b). The model was fully saturated (4?(0)
=0, p<.01; CFl =1.00; RMSEA = 0; SRMR = 0). Hla was confirmed: both women’s and
men’s reported financial distress significantly associated with their own perception of co-
parental support (8 =-.13, p <.05; f =-.24, p <.01; 95% Cls [-.15, -.02], [-.29, -.09] for women
and men, respectively). However, no significant direct partner effects were found for women or
men (H1b).

To investigate the mediating effect of conflict management, an indirect association was
estimated between financial distress and co-parenting relationship support (H2a and H2b; see
Table A6 in Appendix A for the estimates of all paths). Model fit indices indicated an acceptable
model fit (x(22) = 20.96, p >.05; CFl = 1.00; RMSEA = 0; SRMR = .05). As showed in Figure
1, H2a was confirmed: both women’s and men’s conflict management mediated the processes
from their own financial distress to their own co-parenting relationship quality (8 =-.19; p <.01;
p =-.11; p <.01; 95% Cls [-.18, -.06], [-.15, -.03] for the indirect paths for women and men,
respectively). H2b was partially confirmed: women’s conflict management mediated the
association between their own financial distress and their partner’s perception of co-parental
support (8 =-.05; p <.05; 95% Cls [-.07, -.01] for the indirect path). However, the partner
indirect effect specified in H2b was not found. In other words, men’s conflict management did
not mediate the process from their own financial distress to their partner’s co-parenting

relationship quality.
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Figure 1. Path model of financial distress, conflict management, and co-parenting relationship

quality for women and men (N=254). All coefficients are standardized. |

** p< 01

Finally, to test whether there were any between-group differences in how conflict

management mediates the association between financial distress and co-parenting relationship

quality for married and unmarried couples, a fully constrained and 8 partially constrained

multigroup models were conducted and compared by using Chi-square difference scores. Here,
marital status (1 = married, 0 = unmarried) was introduced as the moderator in these moderated
mediation models. First, a fully constrained multigroup moderated mediation model was tested.

This fully constrained model produced the same indirect paths as the mediation model without

using marital status as the grouping factor. Specifically, women’s and men’s conflict
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management mediated their own financial distress and their perception of co-parental support
(actor effects for both married and unmarried couples; g =-.17; p <.01; f =-.12; p <.01; 95%
Cls [-.16, -.05], [-.15, -.04] for women and men, respectively). Also, women’s conflict
management mediated their own financial distress and their partner’s co-parental support
(partner effect for both married and unmarried couples; g = -.05; p <.05; 95% Cls [-.06, -.01]).
Next, two parameters were freed at a time from the base model. A total of 8 models were
estimated and compared to the Chi-Square scores of the base model. None of the 8 models with
the freed indirect parameter was significantly different from the fully constrained model. The 8
Chi-Square differences (Ay?) with the corresponding degrees of freedom differences (Adf) did
not exceed the designated critical Chi-square values. Therefore, there was no moderation by
marital status in the multigroup model. Accordingly, the hypothesized actor and partner mediated

affects were not different by marital status.
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CHAPTER 4
DISCUSSION

The current study examined the ways in which couples process financial challenges on
their relational well-being and inspected a possible mechanism that can further explain this
process. It was found that financial distress hurt both co-parenting partners’ ability to perceive
support from one another. This is consistent with Conger’s (Conger, et al., 1990) model of how
financially distress influences couples’ relational outcomes during recession. However, men’s
and women’s financial distress did not have a cross-over/partner effect on their ability to
perceive co-parental support from each other. In other words, men’s and women’s financial
distress did not adversely contribute to their partner’s view of co-parental support.

There is some chief unigueness to the current study. First, many studies have associated
financial distress with conflict, but most have focused on measuring the occurrence of conflict
(e.g., Gudmunson, et al., 2007). The current study examined couple’s conflict management
rather than conflict itself as a potential mediating factor between financial distress and co-
parenting relationship quality. This is particularly insightful in understanding the importance of
engaging in healthy conflict strategies for couples to enhance their relationship well-being. One
of the key findings of this study is that both men’s and women’s reports of their conflict
management as a team mediate the association between their own financial distress and their
own perceived co-parental support. In other words, for both men and women the experience of
financial distress is associated with a breakdown in the couple’s ability to manage conflict,

which, in turn, is associated with a perceived loss of support from their partner. More
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importantly, this finding illustrates the significance of improving relational strength when
couples feel financially challenged to eventually enrich their partnership in parenting.

Second, the current study acknowledges the necessity of taking both partners’ responses
into account to address the association in a more comprehensive way. This is crucial to
comprehend how each partner contributes to the outcome of co-parenting relationship quality.
Another noteworthy finding is that there is a partner indirect effect of conflict management.
Specifically, women’s report of how well they and their partner manage conflict mediated the
association between their own financial distress and their partner’s perception of co-parental
support. This finding can be interpreted using the spillover hypothesis (Katz & Gottman, 1996)
such that when both parents are financially distressed, the women’s perception of how they are
managing conflict as a couple can have a positive transfer effect on the men’s perception of how
much support he receives from her as a co-parenting partner. Interestingly, his perception of how
they deal with conflict as a team was not associated with her perceived support from him. A
possible rationalization is that when men become financially overwhelmed, their ability to
engage in positive conflict management is negatively impacted and, thus, they are less inclined to
show support to their female partner (Williams, et al., 2015). This may explain why women’s
view of co-parental support is not influenced by men’s perception of how the couple manages
conflict.

Third, the current study explored between-group differences in the mediation model
among married and unmarried couples. In fact, this is one of few studies that not only included
couples from different marital statuses, but also compared the two groups in the way they may
perceive co-parental support through their use of conflict management. In the preliminary

analyses, married and unmarried couples showed no significant differences in their reported
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scores on conflict management and co-parenting support, however, unmarried men reported
significantly higher levels of financial distress than did married men. Similarly, in the testing of
the multigroup moderated mediation analyses, no between-group difference was found for
married and unmarried groups. This finding implies that the mediating effect of the couple’s use
of healthy conflict strategies is the same for both married and unmarried couples, despite the fact
that financial distress is more heightened among unmarried men. It is particularly valuable in
informing practitioners that there are some similarities in how couples process financial distress
through conflict management and manifest in their co-parenting relationship, regardless of
marital status.
Limitations, Future Directions, and Implications for Research and Practice

The current study was able to incorporate responses from both genders to gauge the
interconnectedness of the studied variables and established basic understandings of the proposed
associations. However, there were several limitations to note. First, data used in the current study
were collected from only one time point. Therefore, despite the report of indirect effects of
financial distress on co-parenting relationship quality through conflict management, causation
cannot be inferred due to the nature of the cross-sectional data. Future studies should use more
time points to fully examine the mediating effect of conflict management overtime. Second, the
sample size of the current study was relatively small given the parameters examined in the
mediation model as well as the moderated mediation models. Although bias-corrected bootstrap
was added to the models, it might still fall short to the probability of generating a Type | error.
Future examinations should use a larger sample size to gain more power to the mediation
analyses. If Type | error is a major concern, then a percentile bootstrap should be considered

(Hayes & Scharkow, 2013).



27

One of the most critical messages this study conveys is the importance of conflict
management in couples’ co-parenting relationship. Specifically, interventions can positively
intervene to minimize the negative effects that financial distress may have on co-parents’
capacity to support one another through the ways they manage conflict in their relationships. In
terms of therapeutical work, focusing on intervening the process, which are the relational
aspects, rather than the problem itself, which are the financial aspects, is aligned with the
process-outcome approach (Llewelyn, et al., 2016). Thus, practitioners aiming to enhance the co-
parenting relationship of financially challenged couples may need to put an emphasis on
assisting couples to learn and utilize more positive strategies for managing conflict and tension in
their couple relationship, which in turn can foster a more supporting co-parenting relationship.

For family scholars, another implication is that there may be some merit in studying the
family relationships in a uniform fashion for married and unmarried couples. Previous research
has yielded limited results on the ways in which couples perceive co-parenting relationship when
it comes to comparisons between the two groups. The findings of the current study suggest there
are some similarities in the associations examined. Although further longitudinal methods will be
needed for a full mediation analysis, the current study provides value in including both married
and unmarried couples and conducting a comparison between the groups. Thus, the findings
imply that the fundamental process through which couples deal with conflict in their relationship
and support each other as parents are not different by marital status, and intervention programs

can be designed accordingly.
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APPENDIX A

Initial Sample
(IN=402) couples

v ! '

Heterosexual Yes No Missing
crerosexta (n = 390) (n=12) (n=0)

Have at least 1 child under

A Yes No Missing
the age of 18 live in the _ o =
houschold at least half of (n = 330) (n=5) (n=55)
the time
Y ' Y
T leie Yes No Missing
Cohabiting (n = 290) (n = 34) (n=06)

Both partners have T1
3 Yes, both partners No, one partner No, both parnters

data (n = 254) (n = 28) (n=38)

Figure Al. Sample inclusion critera.



Table Al. Comparison of demographic characteristics for the sample and the excluded couples.
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Demographic

Included Couples (n = 254)

Excluded Couples (n = 148)

F-value (p-value)

Characteristics Women Men Women Men Women Men

Age: M (SD) 32.31 35.31 32.59 34.62 0.98 (.76) 0.42 (.52)
(8.30) (9.41) (9.26) (10.63)

Education 2.62 2.37 2.70 2.43 1.69 (.19) 0.39 (.53)

Level: M (SD) (.93) (.92) (.87) (.88)

Last 30 days Income: 2.07 3.00 2.26 3.19 4.34 (.04) 0.05 (.83)

M (SD) (1.28) (1.53) (1.48) (1.49)

Num. Children 1.00 0.77 1.17 0.64 0.88 (.35) 0.54 (.47)

From Prior: M (SD) (1.38) (1.34) (1.58) (1.22)

Num. Children 0.97 (.33)

Currently Residing in (1.28)

the Home: M (SD)

Relationship Length 99.30 3.81(.05)

(Months): M (SD) (82.15)
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Table A2. One-way ANOVA for the studied variables for the sample and the excluded couples.

Included Couples Excluded Couples F-value

n M (SD) n M (SD) (p-value)
Financial Distress (W) 254 6.52 (1.77) 133 6.38 (1.33) 0.62(.43)
Financial Distress (M) 254 5.87 (1.48) 85 5.57 (1.36)  3.01(.08)
Conflict Management (W) 254 4.87 (0.93) 134 5.00 (0.92) 1.57 (.21)
Conflict Management (M) 254 5.01 (0.81) 86 498 (0.93)  0.09(.77)
Co-parenting Rel. Qual. (W) 254 5.26 (1.08) 132 5.32(1.13) 0.28(.60)
Co-parenting Rel. Qual. (M) 254  5.39(1.07) 84 5.41(1.06)  0.03(.87)




Table A3. Comparison of demographic characteristics for married and unmarried couples (N=254).

Married (n = 160) Unmarried (n = 94) F-value (p-value)

Demographic

Characteristics Women Men Women Men Women Men

Age: M (SD) 34.47 37.54 28.64 31.52 32.91 (.00) 26.64(.00)
(8.42) (9.51) (6.67) (7.97)

Education 2.83 2.53 2.28 2.12 0.09 (.77)  18.61 (.00)

Level: M (SD) (.91) (.96) (.88) 77)

Last 30 days Income: 2.11 3.31 2.01 247 2.00(.16) 11.56 (.00)

M (SD) (1.31) (1.65) (1.21) (1.11)

Num. Children 0.94 0.61 111 1.03 0.88 (.35) 5.68 (.00)

From Prior: M (SD) (1.46) (1.06) (1.23) (1.67)

Num. Children

Currently Residing in 2.46 (1.25) 2.32 (1.34) 0.67 (.42)

the Home: M (SD)

Relationship Length 127.08 (88.67) 50.99 (34.06) 59.65 (.00)

(Months): M (SD)
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Table A4. One-way ANOVA for the studied variables for married and unmarried couples (N=254).

M (SD)

Married Unmarried F-value

Couples (n = 160) Couples (n = 94) (p-value)

Financial Distress (W) 6.47 (1.85) 6.62 (1.64) 0.45 (.50)
Financial Distress (M) 5.74 (1.43) 6.12 (1.53) 3.87 (.05)
Conflict Management (W) 4.95 (0.96) 4.75 (0.88) 2.71 (.10)
Conflict Management (M) 5.00 (0.80) 5.03 (0.84) 0.11 (.74)
Co-parenting Rel. Qual. (W) 5.32 (1.10) 5.16 (1.04) 1.30 (.26)
Co-parenting Rel. Qual. (M) 5.44 (1.04) 5.31(1.12) 0.92 (.34)




Table A5. Paired samples t-tests between partners.

Mean
Difference t df p

All Couples (N=254)

Financial Distress 0.64 5.97 253 .00

Conflict Management -0.13 -2.22 253 .03

Co-parenting Rel. Qual. -0.13 -1.92 253 .06
Unmarried Couples (n = 94)

Financial Distress 0.51 2.97 93 .00

Conflict Management -0.28 -2.96 93 .00

Co-parenting Rel. Qual. -0.15 -1.18 93 24
Married Couples (n = 160)

Financial Distress 0.73 5.22 159 .00

Conflict Management -0.05 -0.62 159 54

Co-parenting Rel. Qual. -0.12 -1.53 159 A3
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Table A6. Standardized parameter estimates for factor loadings and paths for the unconstrained APIM mediation model (Hypotheses 2a and 2b).

Paths B (SE) p 95% ClI
Actor Effects
Financial Distress (W) — Conflict Management (W) -.32 (0.07) .000 [-.25, -.09]
Conflict Management (W) — Co-parenting Rel. Qual. (W) .60 (0.05) .000 [.55, .81]
Financial Distress (W) — Co-parenting Rel. Qual (W) .06 (0.05) .230 [-.02, .10]
Financial Distress (M) — Conflict Management (M) -.21 (0.07) .003 [-.20, - .03]
Conflict Management (M) — Co-parenting Rel. Qual. (M) .53 (0.06) .000 [.55, .87]
Financial Distress (M) — Co-parenting Rel. Qual (M) -.12 (0.07) .063 [-.19, .00]
Partner Effects
Financial Distress (W) — Conflict Management (M) .01 (0.07) .880 [-.06, .07]
Financial Distress (M) — Conflict Management (W) -.05 (0.07) 474 [-.13, .06]
Conflict Management (W) — Co-parenting Rel. Qual. (M) .17 (0.06) .006 [.06, .34]
Conflict Management (M) — Co-parenting Rel. Qual (W) .09 (0.06) .088 [-.02,.27]
Financial Distress (W) — Co-parenting Rel. Qual (M) .09 (0.06) 117 [-.01, .13]
Financial Distress (M) — Co-parenting Rel. Qual (W) -.08 (0.05) 121 [-.13,.02]
Covariations
Financial Distress (W) < Financial Distress (M) .42 (0.06) .000 [[71, 1.47]
Conflict Management (W) <> Conflict Management (M) .35 (0.06) .000 [.16, .33]
Co-parenting Rel. Qual (W) < Co-parenting Rel. Qual (M) .30 (0.06) .000 [.11, .30]
Indirect Effects
Financial Distress (W) — Conflict Management (W) — Co-parenting Rel. Qual (W) -.19 (0.05) .000 [-.18, -.06]
Financial Distress (M) — Conflict Management (M) — Co-parenting Rel. Qual (M) -.11 (0.04) .006 [-.15, -.03]
Financial Distress (W) — Conflict Management (W) — Co-parenting Rel. Qual (M) -.05 (0.03) .029 [-.07, -.01]

Financial Distress (M) — Conflict Management (M) — Co-parenting Rel. Qual (W) -.02 (0.01) .169 [-.04, .00]




