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ABSTRACT

Maternal psychological well-being has a significant impact on both parents’ health and
children’s developmental outcomes. While understanding the family and socio-contextual factors
that lead to healthy psychological adjustment for mothers is crucial, little is known about the
mechanisms responsible for transmitting early marital quality to later psychological well-being.
The proposed study examined the coparenting relationship as an explanatory mechanism in
pathways from marital quality to mothers’ stress and depressive symptoms. Data were drawn
from an ethnically and socioeconomically diverse sample of parents who participated in the
Supporting Healthy Marriage (SHM) Project. Marital satisfaction and conflict were assessed
using surveys at baseline study enrollment (Wave 1; N=6231), coparental conflict was assessed
using surveys and semi-structured observations, respectively, at the 12-month follow-up visit
(Wave 2; N=5114), and mothers reported on stress and depressive symptoms at 30-month
follow-up (Wave 3; N=4864). Path analyses for the sample as a whole indicated that higher
initial levels of marital satisfaction and lower levels of conflict were linked to less coparental

conflict and fewer maternal depressive symptoms. Significant indirect effects indicated that paths



from marital quality to both maternal stress and depressive symptoms were mediated through
coparental conflict. Exploratory analyses of multi-group models revealed that all four significant
indirect pathways held for US-born parents, but only one was significant for Hispanic immigrant
parents. Further, one pathway was moderated by group membership, such that higher marital
satisfaction was more strongly related to reduced coparental conflict in US-born relative to
Hispanic immigrant parents. Findings provide support for the coparenting relationship as a
mechanism by which marital functioning affects maternal psychological well-being, while also

documenting unique pathways for US-born parents and Hispanic immigrant parents.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Maternal psychological well-being has important consequences for both parents’ and
children’s developmental outcomes (e.g., Choe et al., 2013; EI-Sheik & Elmore-Staton, 2004;
Mughal et al., 2019; Noonan et al., 2018). As such, understanding the family and socio-
contextual factors that lead to healthy psychological adjustment for mothers is critical. An
emerging body of research has linked marital satisfaction to more adaptive individual,
psychological well-being (e.g., Proulx et al., 2007). Nonetheless, the mechanisms responsible for
transmitting early marital quality to later maternal psychological well-being have not been fully
elucidated. Informed by family systems theory, ecological systems theory, and the family stress
model, the proposed study examined the coparenting relationship as an explanatory mechanism
in pathways from marital quality to mothers’ psychological well-being. In particular, this
dissertation is designed to test the hypothesis that coparenting may mediate the longitudinal
associations from marital quality (both satisfaction and conflict) to critical aspects of maternal
psychological well-being (stress and depression).

Moreover, motivated by the lack of attention to immigrant families in the current
fatherhood literature, and evidence of culturally distinct norms for immigrant fathers and
families (e.g., D’ Angelo et al., 2012), this dissertation also explored differences in proposed
pathways for US-born versus Hispanic immigrant parents. Exploratory analyses examined the
extent to which associations among primary study variables differ for families with Hispanic

immigrant parents vs. US-born parents.



Stress and Depression as Key Elements of Maternal Psychological Well-Being

The psychological well-being of mothers plays an important role in the quantity and
quality of their interactions with young children (Dib et al., 2019; Dubois-Comtois et al., 2013;
Leckman-Westin et al., 2009). Better psychological well-being has been linked to more adaptive
parenting behaviors (Choi & Becher, 2019; Gouveia et al., 2016; Hoffman et al., 2006; Villodas
et al., 2015; Wilson & Durbin, 2010), with positive consequences for children’s subsequent
developmental outcomes (Goodman et al., 2011; Rohanachandra et al., 2018; Villodas et al.,
2015; Yan & Dix, 2014). Although maternal psychological well-being is multi-faceted, two of
the most widely studied aspects of mothers’ psychological well-being are stress and depressive
symptoms. Literature on the role of stress and depressive symptoms for parenting and child
outcomes is summarized briefly in the following sections.
Maternal Depressive Symptoms

Meta-analytic evidence suggests that mothers with higher levels of depressive symptoms
also engage in less adaptive interactions with their children (Field, 2010; Lovejoy et al., 2000).
Depression most likely has a negative impact on parenting because it limits these parents’ ability
to be emotionally available to children’s psychological needs (Hoffman et al., 2006). Depressive
symptoms have also been linked to a wide variety of other maladaptive parenting behaviors,
including greater use of punitive discipline techniques (Choe et al., 2013; Dette-Hagenmeyer &
Reichle, 2014; Leung & Slep, 2006; Marchand-Reilly, 2012; Venta et al., 2016), physical
punishment (Callender et al., 2012), psychological control (Aunola et al., 2015; Mark et al.,
2005; Herr et al., 2007), verbal aggression (Barra et al., 2019), as well as increased conflict,
hostile behavior, rejection (Cummings et al., 2005; Giallo et al., 2014; Leung & Slep, 2006;

Villodas et al., 2015; Wilson & Durbin, 2010), and decreased sensitivity and warmth in parent-



child interactions (Villodas et al., 2015; Giallo et al., 2014; Wilson & Durbin, 2010). These
associations are not unique to parents who are clinically depressed but have been widely
documented among parents who exhibit sub-clinical levels of depressive symptoms (Brennan et
al., 2000; Goodman & Tully, 2009).

In addition to the wide-ranging consequences of depression for parenting, maternal
depression may impact child development both directly and indirectly through its influence on
the quality of mother-infant interactions. Indeed, maternal depression is related to a host of
detrimental cognitive, social-emotional, and behavioral outcomes in children (Charrois et al.,
2019; Goodman et al., 2011; Johnson & Flake, 2007). For example, previous studies have shown
that maternal depression is related to long-term negative consequences for children, including
behavior problems, increased psychopathology, and social maladjustment (Allen et al., 2019;
davis et al., 2020; Goodman et al., 2011; Gravener et al., 2012; Rohanachandra et al., 2018; Yan
& Dix, 2014; West et al., 2019; Villodas et al., 2015)

Given the widespread impact of maternal stress and depressive symptoms for parenting
and subsequent child adjustment, it is critical to better understand the family-level correlates of
these two aspects of psychological well-being. One potential aspect of family life that may be
influential is the quality of the marital relationship. Proposed associations between marital
quality and subsequent maternal stress and depression are reviewed in the following section.
Maternal Stress

Conceptual models of the determinants of parenting (e.g., Abidin, 1992; Belsky, 1984)
have identified parenting stress as a key mechanism linking intrapersonal and socio-contextual
factors to parenting behavior. Although most adults report some level of stress in their lives

(Mental Health Foundation, 2020), the psychological, emotional, and physical demands of



parenting can place some parents at increased risk for persistent stress (Barboza, 2020;
Bloomfield & Kendall, 2012). Though it is considered normal to experience some parenting
stress (Crnic & Greenberg, 1990), persistent, elevated stress can negatively affect the way that
parents interact with children (Abidin, 1992; Anthony et al., 2005; Belsky, 1984; Cain & Combs-
Orme, 2005; Choi & Becher, 2019; Gouveia et al., 2016; Rodgers, 1998; Vanschoonlandt et al.,
2013), thus leading to less adaptive or harmonious parent-child relationships (Crnic et al., 2005;
Crnic & Low, 2002; Garcia et al., 2017; Newland & Crnic, 2017). For example, emerging data
on early childhood suggests that mothers with higher levels of stress are less engaged with their
young children (Berryhill, 2016; Bronte-Tinkew et al., 2010). Other studies with older children
have found that parenting stress is related to more negative and harsh parenting (Choi & Becher,
2019; Le et al., 2017; Whiteside-Mansell et al. 2007), and less supportive and nurturing
interactions with their children (Whiteside-Mansell et al., 2007)

The negative consequences of stress for parenting behavior and parent-child interactions
have downstream consequences for children’s developmental outcomes as well. Parental stress
has been consistently implicated in higher levels of both externalizing and internalizing behavior
problems (Choi & Becher, 2019; Crnic & Low, 2002; Royal et al., 2017; Silinskas et al., 2020).
Further, other consequential developmental outcomes such as lower academic achievement,
emotion regulation abilities, and social competence have been linked to the less positive and
more negative parenting behaviors associated with parental stress (Belsky & Fearon, 2002;
Dishion et al., 2008; Leerkes et al., 2009).

Associations Between Marital Quality and Maternal Psychological Well-Being
As an important developmental and relational milestone for many adults, the quality of

the marital relationship is thought to have a long-term impact on personal well-being (Proulx et



al., 2007). Indeed, empirical research has shown that higher marital quality is positively related
to subjective well-being, and this association is usually stronger among women than men
(Jackson et al., 2014; Proulx et al., 2007). Some studies have also documented associations
between higher quality marital relationships and lower levels of stress and/or depression (Carr et
al., 2014; Fincham & Beach, 2010; Proulx et al., 2007; Oosterhouse et al., 2020; Wang et al.,
2019). However, the association among these variables is often examined concurrently rather
than longitudinally. As a result, marital quality is most frequently conceptualized as an outcome
of parental stress (Lavee et al., 1996; Kwok et al., 2015), and more rarely considered as a
longitudinal predictor of later maternal psychological functioning.

There are a limited number of studies that suggest marital functioning leads to changes in
mothers’ psychological well-being. Although parental stress is multiply determined, research on
mothers has indicated that inter-parental relationships such as marital (Carr et al., 2014; Fincham
& Beach, 2010; Proulx et al., 2007), and coparenting (Bronte-Tinkew et al., 2010; Krishnakumar
& Buehler, 2000; Solmeyer & Feinberg, 2011; Sturge-Apple et al., 2003) quality could be
important predictors of parenting stress. However, the mechanisms responsible for linking
marital relationships to psychological well-being for mothers are not yet well-established.

The proposed study considers the coparenting relationship as one potential mediating
mechanism. Specifically, we posit that poor marital quality can inhibit adaptive parenting
partnerships with one’s spouse, which in turn may result in decreased maternal psychological
well-being. Conceptual and empirical support for this proposition is reviewed briefly in the
section below.

Coparenting as a Mediating Mechanism



Coparenting is the level of support, cooperation, and unity between couples in parenting-
related matters, the degree of conflict in these parenting efforts, and the degree of active
participation in both partners' engagement with the child (Cowan & McHale, 1996; McHale,
1995). As explained in detail by Feinberg (2003), high-quality coparenting involves support and
coordination among individuals who share the responsibility of raising children. Previous studies
have highlighted the importance of marital satisfaction for a supportive, early coparenting
relationship (Christopher et al., 2015; McHale, et al., 2004; Schoppe-Sullivan, et al., 2008;
Schoppe-Sullivan & Mangelsdorf, 2013). Although conceptual frameworks for understanding
coparenting relationships have emphasized the potential impact of coparenting quality on
parenting stress and maternal depression (Feinberg, 2003), empirical findings linking
coparenting to psychological well-being are lacking. Moreover, no studies to date have examined
longitudinal associations among these variables simultaneously to determine whether
coparenting may mediate associations between marital quality and psychological well-being. The
present study was designed to meet this need.

Limited studies have directly considered the mediational effects of coparenting in family
dynamics in general (Bonds & Gondoli, 2007; Pedro et al., 2012; Peltz et al., 2018; Solmeyer et
al., 2014). However, documented links between marital quality and coparenting (Schoppe-
Sullivan et al., 2008; Schoppe-Sullivan & Mangelsdorf, 2013; McHale et al., 2004), and between
coparenting and maternal psychological well-being (e.g., depressive symptoms and stress)
(Solmeyer & Feinberg, 2011) suggest that this may be a promising explanatory mechanism.
Thus, the proposed study is intended to test a mediational model in which initial marital quality
(Wave 1) among mothers affects both Wave 3 mothers’ psychological well-being (stress and

depressive symptoms) via coparenting conflict at Wave 2.



Associations among Study Variables for US-Born versus Non-US-Born Parents

Given the importance of considering socio-cultural diversity in family dynamics (Campos
& Kim, 2017), this study also intends to conduct exploratory analyses comparing strengths of
associations among proposed pathways for parents born in and outside of the United States.
Although the knowledge base on the experience of immigrant families has grown exponentially,
previous research on coparenting focuses predominantly on middle-class, white families
(Feinberg, 2003), and information on the coparenting relationship among immigrant parents
remains limited. This failure to include immigrant parents remains an important limitation in
coparenting research (Feinberg et al., 2009). Moreover, a robust body of literature has described
and examined immigrants' parenting practices (Alaazi et al., 2018; Cheah et al., 2016; Parra-
Cardona et al., 2017), but only scant studies have focused on the predictors of immigrant
mothers' parenting stress (Nomaguchi & House, 2013; Oh & Oh, 2018; Xu et al., 2018), and
depressive symptoms (Ornelas & Perreira, 2011; Ornelas et al., 2009).

Parents who have left their home countries for a new life in the United States experience
a myriad of cultural, social, psychological and physical changes (Berry, 1997). Many Hispanic
immigrants in particular experience various challenges and psychological distress while
transitioning to a new cultural context (Levitt et al., 2005; Ryder et al., 2000). Unlike daily
dilemmas or minor stressors, immigration is a unique life experience that may cause extreme
stress. Experiencing stressors related to immigration such as discrimination, isolation, language
barriers and cultural differences, job related difficulties, missing family members who have
remained behind in the homeland (Cervantes et al., 2012; Falconier et al., 2013), deportation
fears or undocumented status, acculturative stress, poverty, familial separation, violence or

trauma, lack of access to health care services (Cervantes et al., 2012), and the loss of social



support systems (Finch & Vega, 2003) may contribute to psychological distress, depressive
symptoms, and parenting stress among immigrants.

The relatively high levels of stress and mental health struggles reported by Hispanic
immigrant parents suggests on the one hand that variation in family dynamics such as
coparenting may be less critical as a determinant of psychological well-being than it would be in
non-immigrant families. Given the sometimes traumatic consequences of the immigrant
experience and acculturative stress (DiGangi et al., 2016; Rettger et al., 2016), it may be that
coparenting and other relationship dynamics are less important as determinants of maternal
psychological well-being than they are in non-immigrant families.

On the other hand, in the context of numerous other stressors and contributors to stress,
immigrant mothers could be more likely to benefit from the presence of a supportive partner.
Conceptual frameworks of immigrant families have postulated that childrearing in a new country
is twice as hard for immigrant parents because of the struggle to balance both the mainstream
culture’s expectations and their original culture’s standards (Leyendecker et al., 2018). Those
challenges may well call for increased cooperation and support among married, immigrant
parents to mitigate psychological challenges for mothers. One study has shown that weak
coparenting relationship with the other parent (Cabrera et al., 2009) is a significant problem
among Mexican American mothers who report low levels of acculturation. However, the extent
to which coparenting in immigrant families is related to maternal stress and depression is not yet
known.

Associations among family dynamics (i.e., marital and coparenting) and parenting stress
and depressive symptoms may play out differently based on the unique cultural backgrounds of

ethnically diverse parents. As such, exploratory analyses examined whether the proposed



mediational model differs among US-born vs. Hispanic immigrant families, with particular
attention to whether coparenting is a stronger or weaker mediator of associations between marital
quality and maternal psychological well-being among Hispanic theimmigrant as compared to
non-immigrant families.

Theoretical Frameworks Informing This Study

The proposed model and hypothesized associations in this study were informed by
several complementary theoretical perspectives. In the section below, I review the following
theoretical frameworks and their relevance for the current study: Bowen Family System Theory
(Bowen, 1968), Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System Theory (1992) and the Family Stress
Model (McCubbin & Patterson, 1983).

Bowen Family System Theory

The aim of General Systems Theory (GST) is to explain the importance of mutual
interaction and interactive relationships between all systems in all fields of science (von
Bertalanffy, 1968). Among others, Bowen (1978) applied the principles of general systems
theory to research and practice in the family context. According to family systems theory, the
experiences of any family member or family relationship affect — and are affected by — all other
family members and relationships (Cox & Paley, 1997).

One tenet of family systems theory relevant to the current study is the focus on
examining multiple levels of family functioning. In particular, a family systems perspective calls
for the consideration of relationship among 1) individuals, 2) dyadic (2-person), and 3) triadic (3-
person) levels of family functioning (Cava-Tadik et al., 2020; Scott et al., 2018; Williams, 2018).
From the perspective of Family Systems Theory, individual, dyadic, and triadic relationships

involving the child are inexorably intertwined. In the present study we examine associations
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among each level of family functioning by considering maternal psychological well-being
(individual), dyadic (i.e., mother-father) marital quality, and triadic (i.e., mother-father-child)
coparenting relationship quality. A quality coparenting relationship has been characterized as the
most significant dynamic of the family system (Beaton et al., 2012; Feinberg, 2003), due to its
potential as an explanatory mechanism in the link between couple relationship quality and
individual psychological well-being relevant for parenting (Solmeyer & Feinberg, 2011; Wilson
& Fales, 2015). Consistent with family systems propositions that coparenting is the “executive
subsystem” (e.g., McHale, 1995) we specifically propose that the coparenting relationship may
mediate spillover from the marital relationship to mothers’ psychological adjustment.
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1992) provides an additional framework
for elucidating immigrant families’ experiences. Adjustment to a new cultural environment is a
part of the developmental process for immigrant individuals and families. Based on
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System Theory (1992), developmental outcomes during the
adjustment process are linked to interactions between individuals and their environments.
Experiences with divergent socio-cultural contexts may play an important role in shaping which
events are perceived by parents as challenging and stressful, and the extent to which those
experiences ultimately affect the stress and well-being of immigrant mothers. Both family
dynamics (i.e. marriage and coparenting) and parenting stress operate differently based on the
unique cultural elements of the macrosystem. As such, it is important to understand how the
determinants of parental stress differ among mothers adjusting to a new sociocultural context.

Consequently, the health and well-being of mothers depend not only on family

functioning such as marital and coparental relationships, but also contextual factors that may
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differ among US-born vs. Hispanic immigrant parents, such as social status, ethnicity, SES, or
social norms (Habib, 2012,) as well as time spent in the U.S., which in turn shapes the
acculturation process with implications for subsequent health and well-being. The current study
considers this issue by comparing associations among family system elements for both
immigrant and non-immigrant families.

The Family Stress Model

Many mothers are at risk for developing depressive symptoms and stress because of the
changes and demands associated with the mothering role. Existing empirical studies highlighted
that even highly satisfied mothers often experience parenting as a stressful process (Parkes et al.,
2015; Belsky et al., 1995), including feeling incapable in the parenting role, and tired or
overwhelmed with the demands of parenting. Resources at the level of dyadic and triadic family
relationships may well be useful for helping mothers cope with stressors. These resources
include high-quality marital or coparenting relationships between parents.

Previous studies have documented the link between maternal parenting stress and family
relationships and interactions involving fathers (Belsky et al., 1995; Bronte-Tinkew et al., 2010;
Randall & Bodenmann, 2009). Engaging effectively in those relationships may be particularly
stressful for fathers in immigrant families. For example, Hispanic immigrant fathers may have to
develop their involvement practices in a host country without the support of generational cultural
knowledge, even within mainstream communities that sustain fatherhood practices. During this
process, they might experience multiple, additional stressors due to their citizenship status,
economic hardship, lack of social support, language barriers, and acculturation stress, all of
which might have a negative impact on immigrant fathers’ involvement with their children

(Berry et al., 1987; Shimoni et al., 2003; Wong et al., 2005; Martinez, 2006; Brontie -Tinkew et
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al., 2007; Rivera et al. 2008), with implications for the quality of the marriage, coparenting
partnership, and mothers’ stress and depressive symptoms. Based on McCubbin and Patterson's
Family Stress Model (1983), family characteristics, structures and experiences may also help
parents become resistant to stress-inducing changes and crisis situations. Identifying the unique
family processes that might support mental health in immigrant (vs. non-immigrant) families is
an important step in line with this perspective.

Taken together, the immigration experience has consequences for overall health and well-
being. Economic, social, and language difficulties in particular might serve as risk factors for
psychosocial stress including depression and anxiety among mothers. Negative immigration
experiences and associated mental health problems may also affect the father’s involvement in
parenting and lead to negative relationships involving fathers in the family system (Behnke et al.,
2008; Cabrera & Bradley, 2012), thus leading to feedback loops and persistent patterns of family
stress. Therefore, identifying the relational aspects of family life that can mitigate or alleviate

maternal stress for these parents is vital.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

The conceptual model for the current study hypothesizes that 1) higher initial levels of
marital quality will be linked to lower levels of maternal stress and depression, 2) initial marital
quality will also be related to less coparental conflict, 3) less coparental conflict will be related to
less maternal stress and depression and mediate associations between marital quality and stress
and depression. This conceptual model is presented in Figure 1. In the sections that follow, I
present background literature relevant for this study, followed by support for the hypothesized
associations among primary study variables.
Links Between Marital Quality and Maternal Psychological Well-Being

For many adults, marriage is the most important long-term relationship commitment,
with extensive effects on personal well-being (Proulx et al., 2007) and individual health (Robles
et al., 2014). Indeed, empirical data suggests that psychological well-being is more strongly
associated with the quality of the marital relationship than other close relationships, such as those
with friends or family. (Antonucci et al., 2001; Walen & Lachman 2000). A large body of prior
research has documented positive associations between marital quality and various forms of
psychological well-being (Carr et al., 2014; Fincham & Beach, 2010; Proulx et al., 2007;
Oosterhouse et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2019).

Unsurprisingly, research with mothers specifically has found similar associations
between marital quality and maternal mental health. (Kingsbury et al. 2015; Robles et al., 2014;

Schmied et al. 2013). In general, the majority of these studies have examined this association
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concurrently or considered poor marital quality as an outcome of maternal psychological
distress. According to meta-analytic evidence from Proulx, Helms and Buehler (2007), however,
when marital quality is an independent variable, the strength of the relationship between personal
well-being and marital quality is stronger than when marital quality is an outcome. Further
empirical support comes from several studies that have documented longitudinal associations
between marital relationship quality and subsequent psychological well-being in mothers (Bener
et al., 2012; Mackenzie et al., 2014; Najman et al., 2014; Papp, 2010). Below we consider
evidence for the role of marital quality in maternal depressive symptoms and stress in particular.
Maternal Depressive Symptoms

Evidence from the clinical literature suggests that marital dissatisfaction may well be a
risk factor for diagnostic depression. Specifically, poor marital quality can increase the risk of
early signs of major depression (Goldfarb & Trudel, 2019; Whisman & Bruce, 1999), and leads
to a greater likelihood of major depressive incidents among women, even after controlling for a
previous depression history and demographic factors (Whisman, 2007; Whisman Sheldon &
Goering, 2000). Supporting evidence comes from Whisman's (2001) systematic analysis of 26
cross-sectional studies, which found that marital dissatisfaction was highly related to depression,
with that association being particularly strong in the few studies that focused exclusively on
mothers (Herr et al., 2007; Vento & Cobb, 2011). Data from this meta-analysis also suggests that
the likelihood of a diagnosis of clinical depression increases roughly 25 times for women who
are in an unhappy marriages (Weissman, 1987).

The risks associated with marital distress appear to extend to non-clinical samples as
well. Numerous prior studies have shown significant associations between marital conflict and

sub-clinical depressive symptoms (Beach et al., 2003; Rehman et al., 2008; Whisman, 2007).
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Some of these studies have shown an association between marital satisfaction and fewer
depressive symptoms (Fagan, 2009; Goldfarb & Trudel, 2019; Hollist et al., 2007; Miller et al.,
2013; Vento & Cobb, 2011; Proulx et al. 2007). Others found that those in conflictual marriages
had elevated depressive syptoms (Du Rocher Schudlich et al., 2011; Fink & Shapiro, 2013;
Parker et al., 2013; Peterson-Post et al., 2014; Whisman & Uebelacker, 2009). Again, the effects
of poor marital quality on depressive symptoms appear to be stronger among women than men
(Hollist et al., 2007; Kingsbury et al., 2014; Whisman, 2007; Whisman et al. 2000). Thus, we
expected poor marital quality to be related to elevated levels of depressive symptoms among
mothers in the present study.
Maternal Stress

Stress is a multidimensional concept (Crnic et al., 2009; Crnic & Low, 2002) that affects
individual well-being in a variety of ways (Lazarus, 1999). Stress can affect physical health,
emotional well-being, and family relationships (Falconier et al., 2015; Randall & Bodenmann,
2017). Parenting stress is a specific form of stress that can be distinguished from stress in other
areas of life (e.g., marital stress, work-related stress, etc.). Parenting stress is conceptualized as
an affective and/or physiological response that occurs when a parent perceives that the
difficulties related to parenting exceed their available resources to meet those difficulties
(Deater-Deckard, 2008). Although the way parents handle stress varies substantially (Bronte-
Tinkew et al., 2010), all parents experience some degree of parenting stress (Hakvoort et al.,
2010). Not surprisingly, mothers experiencing high levels of stress report more psychological
distress and lower life satisfaction than those with low stress levels (Crnic & Greenberg, 1990;

Thompson et al., 1993).
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Dyadic stress is defined as a stressful event or encounter that affects both partners either
directly when challenged by the same stressful event, or indirectly when one of the partners'
stress impacts the relationship (Bodenmann, 2005). Marital conflict may represent one example
by which dyadic stress in the context of one family relationship (marital) is transmitted to stress
in the context of another family relationship (parent-child). Empirical findings have shown that
higher levels of marital conflict or intimate partner violence predicts higher levels of parental
stress (Hughes & Huth-Bocks, 2008; Huth-Bocks & Hughes 2008; Wieland & Baker 2010).
Conversely, a high-quality romantic relationship may be a protective factor against the
experience of stress and distress (Simpson & Rholes, 2012), particularly in the parenting context
(Shapiro, 2014). For instance, several studies have shown that couple relationships characterized
by warmth and emotional support are associated with lower parental stress (Camisasca et al.,
2014; Muslow et al., 2002).

Though this association exists for both parents, the relationship between parenting and
contextual stress factors is likely to be stronger for mothers than fathers (Grolnick et al., 1996).
Even though modern families are increasingly likely to value egalitarian gender roles, parenting
continues to be a gendered activity, with mothers showing more daily parenting efforts than
fathers in all domains (Dush et al., 2018). Societal expectations of mothers that place excess
demands on caregiving and household labor means that parenting stress is likely to be inevitable
for most American mothers (Crnic & Low, 2002; Rafferty & Griffin, 2010). Given the
implications of parenting stress for disrupted family systems and developmental competence in
children (Anthony et al., 2005; Crnic et al., 2005), a better understanding of stress and its
determinants may be critical for elucidating family system pathways to maternal well-being.

Links Between Marital Quality and Coparenting



17

In two-parent families, marital and coparenting relationships are related, but distinct,
family subsystems. The marital relationship is couple-centered in focus and can include a
number of dimensions — including intimacy, affection, commitment, respect, emotional support,
communication, positive conflict management, and loyalty — that are distinct from the parental
role (Adler-Baeder et al., 2004). The coparenting relationship is more narrowly focused on the
quality of the relationship between partners working together to raise the child (Feinberg, 2003;
Margolin et al., 2001; McHale, 1995; McHale et al., 2000). A supportive coparenting partnership
is sometimes considered the “executive sub-system” within family systems, as it characterizes
the quality of the interparental relationship specifically around parenting-related issues (McHale,
1995). A positive or supportive coparenting relationship reflects collaborative and supportive
interactions, common values and expectations, and a mutually satisfying division of childcare
duties and responsibilities between parents (Feinberg, 2003). Coparenting has been widely
studied and is important for many domains of family functioning, including partner relationship
quality, father engagement (Fagan & Palkovitz, 2011), parent-child relationship quality, and
marital quality (Holland & McElwain, 2013). High levels of supportive coparenting and lower
levels of undermining or conflictual coparenting are also directly related to child outcomes such
as fewer internalizing and externalizing symptoms, better social functioning of children, secure
attachment (Teubert & Pinquart, 2010; Schoppe et al., 2001), more adaptive social-emotional
development (Ren & Xu, 2019), and lower rates of behavior problems (Choi & Becher, 2019).

Clearly, there is substantial overlap between marital and coparenting relationship quality,
with these variables typically showing modest to moderate concordance in the literature (McHale
et al., 2004; Merrifield & Gamble, 2013). Nonetheless, these are not redundant constructs, and

some prior research has attempted to disentangle the direction of effects among these
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relationships (Christopher et al., 2015; Liu & Wu, 2018; Morrill et al., 2010; Pedro et al., 2012;
Schoppe-Sullivan & Mangelsdorf, 2013). In general, this body of research has emphasized the
importance of early marital satisfaction on the subsequent coparenting relationship (Schoppe-
Sullivan et al., 2008; Schoppe-Sullivan & Mangelsdorf, 2013) since some features of the
coparenting partnership (e.g. teamwork, collaboration, and family warmth) are affected by
couples’ positive marital relationship qualities (McHale et al., 2004). Based on this body of
work, it seems likely that marital satisfaction may be a significant factor for a high-quality
coparenting relationship (Fan, Ren & Li, 2020). Similarly, the research in this area has
documented associations between marital distress and coparental conflict (Baril et al., 2007;
Camisasca et al. 2014; Camisasca et al., 2016; Kitzmann, 2000; McHale, 1995; Stroud et al.,
2011). Kolak & Volling (2007), however, suggest that there may be a high degree of variability
in this association, with parents who are more emotionally positive, and those that express
themselves more clearly, perhaps being less susceptible to problematic coparenting despite
marital distress (Kolak & Volling, 2007). Nonetheless, the bulk of prior evidence suggests that
lower marital satisfaction and higher marital conflict will be related to more conflictual
coparenting.
Links Between Coparenting and Maternal Psychological Well-Being

Research and conceptual writings from a family systems perspective have outlined the
ways in which the coparenting relationship may affect child and/or family relationship
functioning. The question of whether coparenting quality has implications for mothers’
intrapersonal health and well-being has been considered much less often in the empirical
research literature. Nonetheless, a small body of research does point to the role of the

coparenting partnership in facilitating more adaptive maternal functioning. For instance, in prior
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research undermining coparenting has been linked to maternal psychological distress, (Dorsey et
al., 2007), and supportive coparenting has been associated with less stress (Feinberg, 2003). The
sections below discuss in more detail possible associations between coparenting quality and
depressive symptoms and maternal parenting stress.
Maternal Depressive Symptoms

Given family systems theoretical propositions that individuals within families are
interdependent (O’Brien, 2005), and the coparenting partnership’s critical role as the “executive
sub-system” within families (McHale, 1995), it seems likely that this relationship may affect
individual development in addition to family relationship functioning. However, although the
extant literature has established that depressive symptoms have detrimental effects on
coparenting quality (Favez et al., 2016; Feinberg, 2003; Tissot et al., 2016; Tissot et al., 2017),
far less attention has been devoted to the impact of coparenting on maternal depressive
symptoms (Feinberg 2003; Solmeyer & Feinberg, 2011). One exception comes from research
linking supportive coparenting to reduced depressive symptoms for both mothers and fathers,
and coparental conflict to elevated levels of depressive symptoms (Solmeyer & Feinberg, 2011).
Although the effect of coparenting on maternal depressive symptoms remains under-elaborated,
there is also evidence that lack of paternal support is linked to maternal depressive symptoms
(Smith & Howard, 2008). In this way, a supportive father in the coparenting relationship is
thought to contribute to mothers’ psychological well-being by helping to decrease the burden
faced by many mothers when parenting their children.
Maternal Stress

According to Dunning and Giallo (2012), parental stress describes challenges related

specifically to the parenting role, such as daily childcare tasks, creating rules and routines, and



20

managing behavior. New challenges often begin with changes in the child’s wants or needs, and
at times when children are claiming more autonomy, which can increase feelings of stress for
mothers (e.g., Shanahan et al., 2007; Wuyts et al., 2017). The child-rearing experience can
generate compelling stressors and difficulties for many parents, causing a rise in parental
psychological distress (Nomaguchi, 2012; Umberson et al., 2010) as parents attempt to form and
maintain cohesive coparenting partnerships. According to Kanter and Proulx (2019) when
partners are more cooperative and support one another, parental stress is reduced. Indeed,
supportive coparenting, including shared decision-making and less conflict, decreases parenting
stress over time (Fagan & Lee, 2014). In addition to affecting parental stress directly, supportive
coparenting may also serve as a protective factor that buffers them from the negative effects of
stress (Durtschi et al., 2017; Feinberg, 2003).

Though both parents in married couples are likely to experience some level of stress,
parenting stress tends to be higher among mothers, who are more likely to be children’s primary
caregivers regardless of employment status (Bianchi et al., 2006). Fathers’ contributions to
parenting — including involvement in routine childcare responsibilities and having an emotional
connection with their children — have been associated with less maternal stress (Coley &
Schindler, 2008). However, limited research has focused directly on relations between fathers’
support or conflict in the coparenting relationship and maternal parenting stress (Harmon &
Perry, 2011; Nomaguchi et al., 2017). Given the prior findings, however, we expect that father’s
cooperation with mothers (e.g., less coparental conflict) would facilitate mothers’ ability to cope
with the burdens of parenting and thus would be linked to lower maternal stress over time.

US-Born versus Hispanic Immigrant Parents
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Immigrants in the U.S. are defined as people born outside of the United States but
currently residing in the country. This group may include those who hold naturalized citizenship,
legal permanent resident status, a visa for work or education, the status of an asylee or refugee,
and others with undocumented status (Migration Policy Institute, 2017). The U.S. has the largest
immigrant population in the world (Connor & Lopez, 2016), with about 44.7 million immigrants
(Migration Policy Institute, 2018). This represents 13.4 percent of the total population, showing a
threefold increase since 1970 (Lopez & Bialik, 2017). Approximately 20 million of these
immigrants (more than 44%) are Hispanic/Latino (Migration Policy Institute, 2018), primarily
from Mexico (25%) (Pew Research Center, 2017). The number of immigrants in the United
States is expected to reach 441 million by 2065, which would constitute an 88% growth rate
among immigrants and their offspring since 1965 (Lopez et al., 2015).

Despite these large numbers, the family and social mechanisms responsible for well-
being and psychological adaptation among Hispanic immigrant parents are still not well-
understood. One mechanism worthy of attention might be the impact of marital quality on family
dynamics (e.g. coparenting) as well as the well-being of individuals (e.g. maternal psychological
well-being), given that more children in immigrant households are growing up with a married
father and mother compared to children of US-born parents (Zill, 2016). Some research to date
has endeavored to comprehend the effects of the immigration process on family adjustment,
challenges, and parenting practices among the Latino population (Leidy et al., 2010;
Leyendecker et al., 2018; Perreira et al., 2006). Despite increased scholarly interest in Hispanic
immigrant family dynamics (Bonds & Gondoli, 2007; Bogels et al., 2014), the effects of marital
quality or coparenting on these immigrant parents remains an understudied topic.

Maternal Psychological Well-Being



22

When people settle into a different cultural environment, challenges and adjustments with
regard to values, culture, attitudes, behaviors, and stressors are inevitable (Ryder et al., 2000).
Stressors among Hispanic immigrants are multi-faceted, including discrimination, isolation,
language barriers and cultural differences, job related difficulties, missing family members who
have remained behind in the homeland (Cervantes et al., 2012; Falconier et al., 2013),
deportation fears or undocumented status, lack of acculturation, poverty, familial separation,
experiencing violence or trauma, lack of access to health care services (Cervantes et al., 2012),
and the loss of social support systems (Finch & Vega, 2003). Any combination of these factors
can cause psychological as well as parenting stress among immigrants.

Experiencing problems as a result of the interaction between an individual’s original
culture and the host culture is called acculturative stress (Berry, 2006). Mental health studies of
immigrants link their economic difficulties, discrimination, and language barriers to acculturative
stress (Berry et al., 1987; Martinez, 2006). Some acculturation stressors, including legal status
stress associated with a perceived lack of social support from the community, inversely affect the
overall health of immigrant families (Behnke et al., 2008; Cabrera & Bradley, 2012; Finch &
Vega, 2003). Acculturative stress is a noteworthy cause of mental health issues including
depressive symptoms and suicidal thoughts (Hovey, 2000).

Previous research indicates that acculturative stress (Negy et al., 2010) and negative life
circumstances, because of negative immigration experiences (Falconier et al., 2013), are
significant factors in decreased relationship satisfaction as well. Each spouse’s stress-related
experiences not only increase the other spouse’s stress but also decrease the couple’s relationship
satisfaction (see Randall & Bodenmann, 2009 for a review); and when immigrant women are not

satisfied with their relationships, they may become more vulnerable to immigration stressors
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(Falconier et al., 2013). Taken together, the immigration experience can have consequences for
health and well-being, including depression and anxiety among immigrant mothers.
Additionally, a poor family atmosphere may exacerbate mental health issues in Hispanic
immigrant families (Rivera et al., 2008). As such, it is particularly critical to understand the
determinants of maternal psychological well-being in immigrant families and consider the extent
to which those determinants may differ among US-born and Hispanic immigrant parents.
Marital Quality

Recognizing and understanding cultural differences in marital norms and attitudes is
crucial to fully understanding the impact of marital satisfaction in diverse populations. (Arends-
Toth & Van de Vijver, 2008). One particularly salient aspect of marital quality for immigrant
families may be gender role attitudes and beliefs. Egalitarian beliefs and attitudes in marriage are
positively associated with marital satisfaction, whereas traditional gender role beliefs tend to
create problematic marital relationships among immigrant couples (Jain, 2014). Traditional
gender roles are defined by gender-stereotyped beliefs, where tasks are allocated differently by
gender, reflecting inequality between men and women. On the contrary, gender neutrality
supports the elimination of gender differences and promotes equality between men and women
(Baber & Tucker, 2006). Gender roles are culturally appropriate behaviors expected from men
and women, and thus may well be expected to differ as a function of one’s cultural norms (Frank
& Hou, 2015). It is thus possible that Hispanic immigrant parents’ gender role ideologies may be
different than those of mainstream US society based on aspects of their cultural background. For
example, when immigrants who have a more traditional family culture settle into a more
egalitarian cultural environment, it is possible that they will still hold onto their traditional values

and beliefs. In particular, immigrant men who have a traditional gender role ideology may find it
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difficult to honor an egalitarian arrangement that may negatively impact their marital
relationships (Jain, 2014).

In addition to the sociocultural processes that shape marital interactions among
immigrant parents, some attention has been paid to unique demographic characteristics of
immigrant couples. For instance, approximately 80 % of children in immigrant households have
two parents living with them, a rate much higher than native households (Kids Count Data
Center, 2017). Of these, 75 % are married parents (Zill, 2016). However, research to date has not
generally considered culturally-specific associations between marital quality and maternal well-
being. Some limited recent research has suggested that marital conflict may be linked to high
levels of anxiety and depression among both Caucasian and Mexican American couples
(Hammett et al., 2016). And Helms, Supple and Proulx (2011) have provided a theoretical
foundation for examining the relations between marital well-being and contextual stressors
among Mexican-origin immigrants. Informed by this theoretical approach, Mexican-origin
women's sociocultural stress during the cultural adaptation process may impact marital quality of
themselves and their spouses (Helms et al., 2014), which in turn may cause poor family function
linked to depression among immigrant women (Wu & Chow 2013; Zlotnick et al., 2000).
Overall, this work suggests that marital quality is likely to affect maternal stress and depression
in Hispanic immigrant as well as US-born families, though there is little indication of whether
the strength of these associations may vary between these populations of parents.

Coparenting
Despite considerable gains in our understanding of the coparenting relationship,
coparenting research has mainly focused on white, two-parent, and middle-income families

(Dorsey et al., 2007; Van Egeren & Hawkins, 2004). This oversight is particularly striking given
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that the coparenting relationship is largely shaped by parents' values, beliefs, expectations, and
desires; these are formed by the dominant culture and subculture themes within ethnic, religious,
socioeconomic, and racial groups (Feinberg, 2003). Therefore, we might expect this family
process in ethnically and culturally diverse families to be different. In contrast, applied work
with psycho-educational (Feinberg et al., 2009) and intervention programming (Solmeyer et al.,
2014) has argued for the universality of the coparenting relationship across sociocultural
contexts. This perspective suggests we might also expect coparenting to have similar correlates
across ethnically diverse families due to the universal features of the coparenting relationship.
The understanding of coparenting in diverse populations is informed by Berry’s (1997)
conceptual framework, which considers the process of immigration, acculturation and adaptation
during resettlement. In this framework, acculturation is defined as a psychological adaptation
process whereby two individuals from different cultures interact with each other (Berry, 1997).
Latino immigrant parents, for example, believe that being a role model for the socialization of
their children is crucial (Aldoney & Cabrera, 2016). Specifically, one of the main parenting goals
for Latino immigrant parents is to raise bicultural children and teach them the importance of both
their original and the mainstream cultural values (Suarez-Orozco, 2001) in order to adjust to the
majority culture (Aldoney & Cabrera, 2016). Some recent theoretical and empirical research
suggests that the acculturation process may be linked to coparenting quality. For instance, a lack
of supportive parenting (Cabrera et al., 2006) and a weak coparenting relationship with the other
parent (Cabrera et al., 2009) was related to particularly significant problems among Mexican
American mothers who reported low levels of acculturation. In contrast, immigrant fathers who
have high levels of acculturation show more involvement in childcare, and presumably more

supportive coparenting interactions (Capps et al., 2010). These findings suggest that the
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coparenting partnership may be especially relevant for immigrant families as they navigate the
process of acculturation.

Another positive cultural concept that helps Latino immigrant parents to engage with
their family members is familismo. Familismo is a concept that expresses the importance of
family interdependence, cohesiveness, responsibility, and loyalty to one another in traditional
Latino culture (Behnke et al., 2008; Cardoso & Thompson, 2010). Familismo in the family
system of Latino families is likely to tighten the bonds among family relationships, and
potentially amplify associations between dynamics in various family subsystems (Calzada et al.,
2013; Stein et al., 2014; Zeiders et al., 2013). Indeed, familismo appears to be a beneficial factor
that helps parents become more supportive and develop high-quality coparenting relationships
(Calzada et al., 2013; Fuller & Garcia Coll, 2010). Collectively, family demographics in which
couples are more likely to reside together, acculturative processes that require coordination
among parents, and cultural norms that encourage the interconnectedness of family sub-systems
all suggest that the coparenting relationship may be critical in linking marital quality and
maternal mental health in Hispanic immigrant families.

In contrast, the numerous stressors across all ecological systems experienced by
immigrant parents may well over-shadow or mitigate the importance of the coparenting
partnership in this population of parents. For example, the demand of maintaining work-family
balance is a supplementary stressor for parenting practices among all parents including Latino
immigrants (Aldoney & Cabrera, 2016). Compared to other immigrants, Latino immigrants in
the U.S have the greatest level of poverty and the lowest level of income (Brown & Patten 2014).
Therefore, both parents usually work outside the home to attain financial stability, although it

may create disruptions in family functioning, such as decreased parent-child engagement in
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regular family activities (Aldoney & Cabrera, 2016). It has been theorized that engaging in
multiple roles to manage work-family responsibilities could contribute to poor parental well-
being (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006), in particular, among low-income parents (Coontz, 2017).
The need to provide financially for children may make coordination around coparenting issues
particularly difficult for Hispanic immigrant families, and thus this relationship may be less
important for intra-personal well-being.

The collective effects of economic, cultural, and psychological stress on immigrant
families can be monumental. Relative to the largely white, middle-class families in which
coparenting has been widely studied, the importance of a coparenting relationship may be
diminished in this context. Coparenting could be less critical when immigrant parents are facing
additional stressors while simultaneously adjusting to a new cultural environment. The proposed
study tested the competing hypotheses discussed in this section. That is, whether the coparenting
relationship is a more or less strong mediator of hypothesized associations between marital
quality and maternal stress and depression in Hispanic immigrant vs. US-born families.
Summary

In summary, the present study hypothesizes that: 1) higher initial levels of marital quality
will be linked to lower levels of maternal stress and depression, 2) initial marital quality will also
be related to less coparental conflict, 3) less coparental conflict will be related to less maternal
stress and depression, and mediate associations between marital quality and stress and
depression. This model, presented graphically in Figure 1, also examined separately for US-born
vs. Hispanic immigrant families to test for differences in these pathways across these two

samples of parents.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS
Participants

Data were drawn from the families who participated in the Supporting Healthy Marriage
(SHM) Project. The SHM project was designed to strengthen the marriages of low-to-modest
income married couples who were either expecting or recently had a child who was under the
age of 18 as an approach to improve the family environment and well-being of parents and their
children. The SHM was a multisite study in seven different states sponsored by the
Administration for Children and Families (ACF) of the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services. Participating couples had to meet the following criteria: (a) couple had to be married;
(b) both partners were at least 18 years of age; (c) the couple had an annual income below
$50,000; (d) the couple was expecting a baby or had a child under 18 years old; (e) both partners
understood either English or Spanish.

The present study utilizes data from baseline (Wave 1) (N=6231), the 12- month follow-
up (Wave 2) (N=5114), and the 30- month follow-up (Wave 3) (N=4864) of the SHM Project.
When selected, couple members were randomly assigned to either a local SHM group that
received an intervention designed to improve couple relationship quality (49.4%; N=2819) or a
control group (56.6%; N=2882) that was not provided SHM services but was allowed to access
other services available in the community. Both intervention and control groups were similar in
their background characteristics. One child was selected as the primary focus of survey items,

such that no participating children were nested within families. A total of 3340 (54%) of couples
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in the sample were both US-born, 1098 (18%) had one parent who was US-born, and 1760
(28%) of couples had two non-US-born partners. Participants were racially and ethnically
diverse: 2723 (43%) identified as Hispanic, most of Mexican ancestry, 1284 (21%) identified as
White, 706 (11%) identified as African American and 1558 (25%) were of other races. Of the
sample parents, 2858 (46%) were born outside of the US and had lived in the country 5 years or
fewer, 485 (8%) had lived in the US between 6 to 9 years, 422 (7%) had lived in the US between
10 to 14 years, and 751 (12%) had lived in the US states 15 years or longer at baseline. Fathers’
mean age was 31.48 (SD = 6.35; Range = 21-40), mothers’ mean age was 29.74 (SD = 6.28;
Range = 21-40), and children’s mean age was 6.6 years (SD = 4.20; Range = 1.5-18 years). The
couples’ incomes ranged from less than $4,999 to more than $35,000 per year, with almost 84%
of couples reporting an average annual family income of less than $35,000. Seventy three
percent of men had a less than a high school degree (less than 12 years education). Sixty seven
percent of women had a less than a high school degree (less than 12 years education).

The sample of mothers who were born outside of the US were largely of Latin American
heritage, with 50 % identifying as Hispanic (the SHM dataset utilized “Hispanic” rather than
“Latino/Latina/Latinx” to identify ethnic heritage. Half of those mothers (25%) reported Mexico
as their country of origin, with 12% Puerto Rican, and 13 % other Spanish/Hispanic/Latino.
Similarly, 49% of fathers who were born outside of the US identified as Hispanic. Just over half
of those fathers (25%) reported Mexico as their country of origin, with 12% Puerto Rican, and 12
% other Spanish/Hispanic/Latino. To reduce heterogeneity and allow for interpretable
comparisons with US-born parents, analyses examining sub-group comparisons focused solely
on couples in which both parents identified as Hispanic (N =746). Table 1 provides comparisons

of demographic characteristics for the full sample and both sub-samples. For the sample as a
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whole, participants that completed all 3 waves of data collection were significantly older (z = -
2.11, p =.035) and more educated (¢ = -2.59, p = .01) than those that were lost to attrition.
Procedure

The SHM project was implemented at eight sites in seven states within the US. Each site
(Florida, Kansas, New York, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, Texas and Washington) recruited about
800 families with diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds from local organizations, marketing
campaigns, speaking directly with families in the community, and encouraging enrolled families
to refer friends during the period of 2003 to 2013. These sites used different intervention group
curricula and supplemental activities that were adapted for low-income families based on
enhancing their understanding of marriages, increasing positive interaction and decreasing
negative interaction. In general, results of the intervention failed to result in significant
differences in primary study outcomes for experimental vs. control groups. However, the SHM
project had small positive impacts on couple’s relationships. The intervention group reported
decreased marital distress and infidelity, increased marital happiness, better positive
communication, warmth and support than control group. Because the intervention programs
generally failed to produce significant effects for primary intended outcomes, family researchers
have used the SHM dataset to examine associations among study variables (McCormick et al.,
2017; Ross et al., 2019; Williamson et al., 2016). The proposed study will adopt this same
approach, while using intervention/control group status as a control variable in statistical models.

Both fathers and mothers completed a series of surveys (and one home observation) at
three time points: when families first enrolled in the SHM project baseline (W1), approximately
12 months (W2) and 30 months (W3) after the families first enrolled in the project. Full surveys

are included in the appendix.
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Baseline Data

The first wave of data was collected when families first enrolled in the SHM study,
before being randomly assigned to the program or control group. Both fathers and mothers
completed a set of baseline instruments that included assessments of socio-demographic
characteristics and marital quality.
12-Month Follow-Up Data

The second wave of data assessing the coparenting relationship was collected 12 months
after families first enrolled in the study. Both fathers and mothers completed survey measures of
coparental conflict independently.
30-Month Follow-Up Data

Surveys about psychological well-being were collected approximately 30 months after
families first entered the study. Mothers completed assessments of psychological well-being
(e.g., stress and depressive symptoms) at this 30-month follow-up.
Measures
Demographic Questionnaire

This short questionnaire was designed for the current study to obtain background
information about the parents, including age, gender, SES, child’s age, ethnicity, languages
spoken in the family, parental educational levels, occupations, time spent in the U.S., and birth
country.
Marital Quality (Wave 1)

Marital Satisfaction. Marital satisfaction was measured with a seven-item questionnaire.
Fathers and mothers reported on their satisfaction, which asked about how satisfied the partners

were with certain areas of their relationship and were scored on a 4-point scale (all of the time =
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1, most of the time = 2, some of the time = 3, none of the time = 4; e.g., “My spouse and I get
along well together”). Responses across all items were summed to create a composite score on
marital satisfaction. Cronbach’s alpha for marital satisfaction scores were .76 for mothers and .74
for fathers.

Marital Conflict. Marital conflict was assessed with a nine-item questionnaire. Both
mothers and fathers were asked to report the frequency of their arguments about common
problems in the marriage (never = 1, hardly ever = 2, sometimes = 3, often = 4; e.g., “How often
do you and your spouse have arguments about household chores?”’). Responses across all items
were summed to create a composite score on marital conflict. Cronbach’s alpha for marital
conflict scores were .78 for mothers and .79 for fathers.

Coparenting (Wave 2)

Coparental Conflict. Coparental conflict was measured with a 5-item scale. At the 12-
month follow-up survey, mothers and fathers were asked to report the frequency of disagreement
about child-related tasks on a four-point response scale ranging from often (1) to never (4). An
example of the items is: “How often do you disagree about who does childcare tasks?”.
Responses across all items were summed to create a composite score on coparental conflict.
Cronbach’s alphas for reported coparental conflict scores were .75 for mothers and .76 for
fathers.

Maternal Psychological Well-Being (Wave 3)

Maternal Depressive Symptoms. Depressive symptoms were measured by a 6-item
survey. At the 30-month follow-up survey, mothers were asked to report the frequency of
experiencing depressive symptoms over the past 30 days on a four-point response scale ranging

from often (1) to never (4). An example from this scale is: “How often did you feel so sad that
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nothing could cheer you up?”. Responses across all items were summed to create a composite
score on depressive symptoms. Cronbach’s alpha for maternal depressive symptoms was .85.

Maternal Stress. Stress was measured by a 4-item scale. Mothers were asked to report
the frequency of experiencing stress in the last month on a four-point response scale ranging
from often (1) to never (4). Sample item included: “How often have you felt that you are unable
to control the important things in your life?”. Responses across all items were reversed and
summed to create a composite score, where a lower score represents greater stress. Cronbach’s
alpha for maternal stress was .69.

Planned Analyses

The statistical model presented in Figure 2 was tested with a series of path analyses as
implemented in Mplus v. 8.0 (Muthen & Muthen, 2017). The overall fit of the model was
assessed with the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA), and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). An RMSEA index less than
or equal to .06, SRMR values below .08, and a CFI value greater than or equal to .90 indicate a
good model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Bootstrapped confidence intervals were used to examine
the strength of indirect effects from marital quality to outcome variables via coparenting. All
models controlled for the effects of income, mothers’ age, mother’s education, child age, and
intervention group status.

We first examined our proposed mediational model using path analyses for the entire
sample. This model examined direct effects presented in Figure 2, as well as the strength of
indirect pathways from marital quality to maternal outcomes via coparenting. To test for
moderated mediation, a series of multi-group models then examined conditional indirect effects

and differences in individual pathways as a function of immigrant status. A freely estimated
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multi-group path model allowed for comparisons of the strength of indirect effects for US-born
vs. Hispanic immigrant families. Following protocols for testing moderated mediation (Preacher
et al., 2007), we then examined a series of multi-group models in which individual paths were
constrained to equality across groups. A significant decrement in model fit for a constrained
model (relative to the freely estimated multi-group model) would indicate significant differences

in the strength of path coefficients between the two groups.



CHAPTER 4
RESULTS

Descriptive Characteristics and Bivariate Correlations

Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations among all study variables
are presented in Table 2. Correlations among demographic covariates and primary study
variables indicated that mothers’ education was related to more depressive symptoms,
and mothers’ age was associated with fewer depressive symptoms. Participants in the
control group reported more depressive symptoms than those in the intervention group.
None of the demographic covariates were significantly correlated with maternal stress.

Correlations among scores for marital satisfaction, marital conflict, coparental
conflict, maternal depressive symptoms and maternal stress indicated numerous
significant associations among study variables. Marital satisfaction and marital conflict
were negatively related to one another. Higher levels of initial marital satisfaction were
related to lower coparental conflict and maternal stress, as well as fewer maternal
depressive symptoms. Greater marital conflict was associated with elevated levels of
coparental conflict and maternal depressive symptoms but was not significantly related to
maternal stress. Greater coparental conflict was related to higher levels of both stress and
maternal depressive symptoms. There was no significant correlation between maternal
stress and maternal depressive symptoms.

Path Analyses

35
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In order to investigate the indirect effect of marital quality on maternal psychological
well-being via coparenting, a mediational model with the entire sample was tested using path
analysis in Mplus v. 8.0 (Muthen & Muthen, 2017). To examine hypotheses regarding
moderated mediation, analyses were conducted through sequential steps to test whether
individual paths in the model were significantly different among US-born and Hispanic
immigrant parents.

Figure 2 shows the results from the hypothesized mediational model of the associations
between marital quality (marital satisfaction and marital conflict) on maternal depressive
symptoms and maternal stress via coparental conflict. The full set of path coefficients including
all demographic covariates is also presented in Table 3. The overall model fit the data well.
Consistent with hypotheses, mothers reported fewer depressive symptoms when couples had less
marital conflict and more marital satisfaction. In contrast, there were no significant direct effects
from either aspect of marital quality to mothers’ reported stress. Furthermore, couples with
higher levels of marital conflict and lower levels of satisfaction showed greater coparental
conflict. In turn, coparental conflict predicted both more stress and more depressive symptoms
for mothers.

All four indirect paths from independent variables (marital satisfaction and marital
conflict) to maternal psychological well-being outcomes (maternal depressive symptoms and
maternal stress) were significant. Estimates and 95% bootstrapped confidence intervals for all
indirect effects are presented in Table 5. Indirect effects via coparental conflict from marital
satisfaction and marital conflict to maternal depressive symptoms were both significant.
Likewise, significant indirect effects were also found from marital satisfaction and marital

conflict to maternal stress through coparental conflict. Taken together, these findings indicate
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that for the sample as a whole coparental conflict consistently mediated pathways from
marital satisfaction and conflict to both maternal stress and depressive symptoms.
US-Born vs. Hispanic Immigrant Comparisons of the Mediational Model

A multi-group path model was conducted to compare equality of paths in the
model across US-born vs. immigrant parents. To eliminate heterogeneity in the sample of
immigrant parents and to provide a more interpretable comparison, the sample of US-
born parents was compared only against the sample of immigrant parents in which both
parents in the family identified as Hispanic. The overall, freely estimated multi-group
model showed adequate fit to the data (y2(10) =41.3, p = 0; CF1 =.943; RMSEA = .053;
SRMR=.016), with the US-born sample contributing nearly 3 times as much to the
overall chi-square model fit as the Hispanic immigrant sample (30.25 vs. 11.05). Figures
3 and 4 present the results of each model for US- Born and Hispanic immigrant parents,
respectively. Full comparisons of all path coefficients for these sub-samples including
demographic covariates are also presented in Table 3.

US-Born Parents. As shown in Figure 3, US-born parents showed a nearly
identical pattern of results as what was observed in the sample as a whole. Specifically,
the direct effect of marital conflict on maternal depressive symptoms was significant, as
were paths from marital conflict and satisfaction to coparental conflict. Additionally, and
consistent with the overall sample, coparental conflict mediated the relationship between
all predictors and the maternal outcomes among US-born parents. In particular,
significant indirect effects were found between marital satisfaction and maternal

depressive symptoms and between marital conflict and maternal depressive symptoms
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through coparental conflict. Likewise, indirect effects from marital conflict and marital
satisfaction to maternal stress via coparental conflict were both significant (see Table 4).

Hispanic Immigrant Parents. As shown in Figure 4, Hispanic immigrant parents
showed a pattern of results that differed somewhat from US-born parents. None of the direct
effects of marital quality on maternal psychological well-being were significant. Consistent with
the US-born sample, marital conflict and satisfaction were both related to higher levels of
coparental conflict among Hispanic immigrant parents. Further, coparental conflict also
predicted greater maternal depressive symptoms, and mediated the relationship between marital
conflict and maternal depressive symptoms. In contrast to US-born parents, coparental conflict
did not mediate the relationship between marital quality and maternal stress. Moreover, unlike in
the US-born sample, there were no direct associations between coparental conflict and mothers’
stress among Hispanic immigrant parents, and indirect effects from marital quality (marital
satisfaction and marital conflict) to maternal stress were non-significant (see Table 4).
Conditional Indirect Effects

Tests of conditional indirect effects were performed following protocols for testing
moderated mediation (Preacher et al., 2007). Specifically, a series of models were examined in
which individual paths among marital quality, coparental conflict, and maternal well-being
outcomes were one-by-one constrained to equality across the two groups (US-born vs. Hispanic
immigrant parents). A significant decrement in model fit (as measured by a chi-square difference
test) relative to the freely estimated multi-group model indicates a significant difference in the
magnitude of that path across the two groups.

Results of these tests are summarized in Table 3. Analyses found no significant

differences between US-Born and Hispanic immigrant parents in the strength of paths from
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either marital or coparental quality to maternal depressive symptoms or stress. Thus,
although these paths differed in magnitude across the two groups they were not
significantly moderated by group membership. However, the link between marital
satisfaction and coparental conflict was moderated by group membership, such that this
path was significantly stronger among US-born parents relative to Hispanic immigrant
parents.
Supplementary Analysis of Hispanic US-Born Parents

Given some documented differences between Hispanic immigrants and the full sample of
US-Born parents, supplementary analyses were also conducted in an effort to disentangle the
effect of birth country status (i.e., being born in the US vs. elsewhere) and ethnicity (i.e., being
Hispanic or not) on mondel pathways. This approach involved examining the hypothesized
model for Hispanic US-Born parents only, as well as separate multi-group path model that
compared Hispanic US-born parents with Hispanic immigrant parents born outside of the United
States. Path differences between these two groups were compared in a similar manner, by
constraining individual paths to equality and examining decrement in model fit relative to a
freely estimated model.

Path coefficients for the Hispanic US-born parents are presented in the first column of
Table 4. This model indicated that the direct effect of marital conflict on maternal depressive
symptoms was significant, as were paths from marital conflict and satisfaction to coparental
conflict. Consistent with the full US-Born sample, significant indirect effects were found
between marital satisfaction and maternal depressive symptoms and between marital conflict and

maternal depressive symptoms through coparental conflict. Consistent with the Hispanic
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immigrant sample, indirect effects indicated that coparental conflict did not mediate the
relationship between marital quality and maternal stress (see Table 6).

Tests of moderated mediation among Hispanic immigrant vs. Hispanic US-born parents
were again tested by constraining individual paths to equality and comparing model fit with the
freely estimated multi-group model. Decrements in model fit as measured by a chi-square
difference test are presented in the second column of Table 4. These analyses were entirely
consistent with comparisons between Hispanic immigrant parents and the full sample of US-
Born parents. Specifically, the path from marital satisfaction to reduced coparental conflict was
significantly stronger among Hispanic US-Born parents than among Hispanic Immigrant parents.

Other model paths did not differ significantly among the two groups.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION

This study adds to our understanding of how marital quality affects mothers’ stress and
depressive symptoms via coparental conflict among US-born versus Hispanic immigrant parents.
Overall, findings highlight the role of the coparenting relationship in linking marital quality to
maternal psychological well-being. In particular, lower marital satisfaction and higher marital
conflict were directly related to more maternal depressive symptoms, and indirectly related to
both depressive symptoms and maternal stress via coparental conflict. US-born parents generally
showed a pattern of findings that was similar to the sample as a whole. For Hispanic immigrant
parents, coparental conflict only mediated the association between marital conflict and
depressive symptoms but was unrelated to maternal stress and failed to mediate other pathways
from marital quality to stress and depressive symptoms. This pattern of results speaks to the
importance of couple relationship functioning in both the marital and coparental context for
maternal psychological well-being, with potentially unique pathways for US-born and Hispanic
immigrant couples. In the sections that follow I discuss these findings further in the context of
the extant theoretical and empirical literature, followed by a discussion of study limitations,
future directions, and implications of this work.
Direct Associations among Marital Quality, Coparental Conflict, and Maternal
Psychological Well-Being

Consistent with expectations, both high marital satisfaction and low marital conflict were

directly related to maternal depressive symptoms in bivariate analyses and the final model.
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Although prior research has shown that depressive symptomology can affect marital functioning
(Herr et al., 2007; Pruchno et al., 2009; Renshaw et al., 2010; Witton et al., 2007), these results
indicate that marital distress was a risk factor for depressive symptoms among mothers 2.5 years
later. Though depression and anxiety are often considered intrapersonal characteristics of the
individual, study findings strongly suggest that internalizing trajectories of psychopathology may
also be shaped by the quality of interpersonal relationships with one’s spouse.

Interestingly, marital quality did not show similar direct associations with mothers’
stress. The impact of marital relationship functioning on stress appeared to operate indirectly
through coparental conflict. Specifically, both low marital conflict and high marital satisfaction
predicted less conflictual coparenting interactions one year later. Within family systems the
marital and coparental relationships are interrelated constructs (Liu & Wu, 2018; Schoppe-
Sullivan & Mangelsdorf, 2013). As such, associations among these aspects of interparental
functioning are undoubtedly bidirectional. But the longitudinal associations documented here
hint at potential spillover from the marital relationship — often formed well before couples have
children — to the coparental partnership as couples learn to navigate the demands of cooperative
childrearing (Cowan & Cowan, 2000).

In turn, higher levels of coparental conflict were associated with both reduced maternal
stress and fewer maternal depressive symptoms. These findings add to a growing body of
research on the unique effects of coparenting quality for multiple domains of the family system
(Beaton et al., 2012; Feinberg, 2003; Peltz et al., 2018). However, the present study extends that
work by being among the first investigations to document the deleterious effects of a conflictual
coparenting relationship for mothers’ psychological outcomes. Given the many demands of

parenting, disagreements specifically around childrearing related issues — over and above the
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contributions of marital quality — may play a particularly salient role in fostering anxiety, stress,
and emotional challenges for mothers.
The Mediating Role of Coparental Conflict

Of the four mediational paths tested with the full sample, all of them indicated the
presence of significant indirect effects from marital quality to maternal psychological well-being
via coparental conflict. These findings affirmed study hypotheses, thus providing support for the
notion that the coparenting relationship could be an important mediator of the association
between marital quality and maternal stress and depression. Undoubtedly numerous mechanisms
both within and outside the family may play a role in transmitting couple relationship quality to
individual well-being. These findings, however, suggest that parents’ ability to work together as
partners (in contrast to being adversaries) around the complex tasks of parenting may occupy a
particularly important place in linking couple and intrapersonal functioning (Jackson et al., 2014;
McHale, 1995; Proulx et al., 2007; Wang et al., 2019).

More broadly, these findings support the theoretical propositions of family systems
theory (Bowen, 1978), which propose that subsystems of the family are interdependent with one
another. Consistent with the tenets of family systems theory, couple relationship quality may
affect couple’s interactions in the context of parenting, and subsequently mothers’ psychosocial
well-being. Numerous recent studies on mothers have also attempted to determine how inter-
parental relationships such as marital (Carr et al., 2014; Clout & Brown, 2016; Goldfarb et al.,
2019; Thomas et al., 2019) and coparenting (Lau & Power, 2019; Solmeyer & Feinberg, 2011;
Tissot et al., 2017) might affect psychological well-being. The present study is unique in
simultaneously examining both dyadic (marital) and triadic (coparental) relationship quality as

predictors of maternal outcomes. In doing so, these findings provide empirical support for
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theoretical calls to integrate multiple levels (e.g., individual, dyadic, triadic) of family
functioning into research studies that take a family systems perspective (e.g., Cox & Paley).
Comparisons Among US-Born vs. Hispanic Immigrant Parents

Comparisons of US-born vs. Hispanic immigrant parents yielded some similarities as
well as key differences among the two sub-groups. Among US-born parents the pattern of
associations among primary study variables was identical to what was found for the sample as a
whole. Further, just as in the complete sample, all four indirect pathways from marital quality to
maternal psychological well-being via coparental conflict were statistically significant. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, it appears to be the case that findings in the overall sample of both immigrant and
non-immigrant parents also held true when considering only US-born parents.

Consistent with these results, among Hispanic immigrant parents there was also a
significant indirect effect from marital conflict to maternal depressive symptoms via coparental
conflict. Thus, this particular pathway appeared to be relatively universal regardless of
sociocultural background. Despite unique cultural attributions toward depression in Hispanic
immigrant vs. native US cultures (Ornelas & Perreira, 2011; Ornelas et al., 2009) there appears
to be similar patterns in which marital conflict may promote coparental conflict, which in turn
elevates depressive symptoms in mothers across both groups.

However, other indirect pathways via coparental conflict were non-significant among
Hispanic immigrant parents. The coparenting relationship has been studied in predominantly
European American families, and far less frequently considered among Hispanic immigrants
(Barnett et al., 2016; Jones, 2011). The relatively less powerful mediating influence of

coparenting quality among Hispanic immigrants lends support to the notion that current
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conceptualizations and measurements of coparenting may not adequately capture the full range
of family dynamics among culturally diverse families (Jones, 2011; McHale, 2011).

Tests of conditional indirect effects found that marital satisfaction (but not marital
conflict) was a significantly weaker predictor of coparental conflict among Hispanic immigrant
parents vs. US-born parents. The contradictory findings for satisfaction and conflict speak to the
complex multidimensionality of marital quality, and suggest the need to consider various
elements of relationship quality independently, particularly among immigrant parents whose
relationships — as a result of life circumstances and the immigration experience — may be
especially multifaceted (Helms et al., 2014; Llerena-Quinn & Bacigalupe, 2009; Stinson et al.,
2017).

Most strikingly, documented pathways linking coparental conflict to heightened maternal
stress in US-born families were not evident among Hispanic immigrants. The potentially
detrimental effect of triadic family conflict did not in this study extend to those born outside the
US. Coupled with the lack of direct effects from marital quality to stress, family relationship
variables measured in this study failed to account for substantial variance in Hispanic immigrant
mothers’ stress. It seems plausible that many of these families are likely to be facing numerous
stressful circumstances outside of the family (Cervantes et al., 2012; Falconier et al., 2013;
Ryder et al., 2000), including language barriers, cultural differences (Falconier et al., 2013), fear
of deportation, family separation, discrimination and social isolation (Dillon et al., 2012; Torres
et al., 2012). These unique stressors in other ecological systems represent one key difference
between immigrant and non-immigrant parents. For parents facing additional demands that
include adaptation to a new culture, navigating language challenges, or any number of other risk

factors, the coparental relationship may take on less significance in the face of ecological stress
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that can be burdensome at best and overwhelming at worst (Cervantes et al., 2019; Driscoll &
Torres, 2019). Future investigations that more fully consider determinants of stress external to
the family would shed additional light on this interpretation.

Given that Hispanic immigrant parents are likely to face unique contextual circumstances
as a result of both immigration experiences and their Hispanic cultural background,
supplementary analyses also considered paths among Hispanic US-born parents. Direct and
indirect paths from marital quality to depressive symptoms were generally similar to the US-born
sample as a whole. Further, marital satisfaction also appeared to be a significantly better
predictor of lower coparental conflict for Hispanic US-born parents relative to Hispanic
immigrant parents. However, marital and coparental quality largely failed to account for variance
in Hispanic US-born parents’ levels of stress, similar to what was observed among Hispanic
immigrants. Findings suggest that the impact of these family relationship variables on Hispanic
US-born parents may depend highly on the outcome being assessed. Specifically, family
processes leading to depressive symptoms might be universal among US-born parents regardless
of ethnicity, whereas pathways to maternal stress could be shared among Hispanic parents born
both within and outside of the United States.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although this longitudinal study has taken one step toward elucidating an understudied
area in the family science literature, it does suffer from a number of key limitations. Importantly,
generalizability may be somewhat limited to due to several factors. Although the sample is
reasonably racially and ethnically diverse, sample participants were mainly low income and less
educated. Because the SHM project aimed to understand the experience of low-income parents,

it remains to be seen whether these findings are specific to low-SES couples or would generalize



47

to a wider range of socioeconomic circumstances. Moreover, the sample was comprised
exclusively of different-gender, married couples with biological children. Other diverse forms of
families such as same-sex couples, unmarried or divorced couples, or adoptive parents may
demonstrate divergent patterns of association. Future studies would be well-served by examining
the associations among marital quality, coparenting, and maternal psychological well-being in
samples with more diverse characteristics and family structures.

Similarly, the distinction between US-born vs. Hispanic immigrants in the present study
masks some variability among parents born outside of the United States. Although most parents
in this sample immigrated to the U.S. relatively recently, there is undoubtedly a range of
circumstances, immigration experiences, and acculturation processes among Hispanic
immigrants. Still other immigrant couples include parents of different ethnicities and/or different
countries of origin from each other. Overall, future research should move beyond group-level
comparisons that treat Hispanic immigrants as a homogenous group to better understand the
diversity of immigrant parents’ lived experiences, and the ways in which those experiences may
contribute to unique family interaction patterns and health consequences.

Relatedly, differential effects observed among US-born vs. Hispanic immigrant families
in this study fail to elucidate the causal mechanisms that may underlie these differences. The
SHM data set has many strengths, including a large and ethnically diverse sample, and
longitudinal data on multiple family members and relationships. However, detailed information
on sociocultural factors that might explain unique associations for Hispanic immigrant families is
lacking. Researchers who examine family relationships and health outcomes in immigrants

should focus in more detail on the socio-cultural context of pre- and post-immigration
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experiences to better understand family and mental health circumstances specific to this
population.

Finally, this study relies entirely on self-report data, which can lead to spurious
associations among study variables as a result of shared method variance. Further, interpretations
of causal directions among study variables is largely speculative despite the longitudinal design.
Research design approaches that include assessments of these variables from multiple sources
(i.e., couple and/or coparenting observations, time diary assessments of stress and mental health)
and more sophisticated longitudinal designs (i.e., parallel data on all variables collected at
multiple timepoints) would lead to greater confidence in causal inferences.

Implications for Practice/Policy

Results from this study have implications for policy and practice with couples, families,
and children. Practitioners working with families should recognize the interconnectivity of
intrapersonal (i.e., psychological well-being), dyadic (i.e., marital satisfaction), and triadic (i.e.,
coparenting) levels of family functioning. These results affirm and extend past work that shows
that marital satisfaction and early coparenting (Christopher et al., 2015; Schoppe-Sullivan &
Mangelsdorf, 2013), and coparenting and maternal psychological well-being (e.g., depressive
symptoms and stress) (Solmeyer & Feinberg, 2011) are intertwined. As such, this study
highlights the importance of understanding maternal psychological well-being as a product of
family system influences. It is important for clinicians working to enhance maternal mental
health to consider intervention and prevention approaches that target not just mothers’
intrapersonal factors but also family subsystem relationships (e.g., the coparenting and marital

relationships). Furthermore, family and relationship education could play a critical role in
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promoting marital quality as a means for simultaneously fostering both more supportive
coparenting partnerships for couples as well as increasing individual psychological well-being.

The current study speaks to the importance of the coparenting alliance as an especially
critical context for promoting maternal mental health. Applied work in this field may benefit
from preventive interventions aimed specifically at strengthening the coparenting alliance (e.g.,
Feinberg, 2003) as a means for helping parents better cope with the stressors and demands that
can often accompany parenthood. Rather than designing programming for mothers exclusively,
interventions targeting fathers’ roles as coparents may be especially beneficial. For example,
educational materials for fathers that promote men’s empathy and understanding of the high
burden and emotional challenges that often accompany the maternal role may be fruitful.
Relatedly, working to help men establish patterns of—and expectations for—relatively equitable
divisions of childcare-related tasks may in turn have potential downstream benefits for mothers’
stress and depression.

But the same practices that may be impactful in one socio-cultural context may not be as
effective in others. Although the present study provides few concrete answers regarding the
source of differences among US-born vs. Hispanic immigrant parents, increased attention to
cultural competence in the clinical realm is critical. As research in this domain continues,
awareness of documented ethnic and cultural differences in family system pathways to individual
psychological health may translate into outreach, clinical practices, and points of intervention
that are more precisely targeted. Research, practice, and policy should continue to consider the
distinct socio-contextual circumstances, life histories, and relationship dynamics of immigrant
parents that are involved in programs designed to serve children and families.

Conclusion
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In summary, the present study contributes to empirical research and theory-building in
family science by elucidating longitudinal pathways from marital quality to coparenting conflict
and maternal psychological well-being across ethnically diverse, low SES families.

The patterns of association among study variables provide support for the notion that family
dynamics such as marital and coparenting relationships have significant consequences on
maternal stress and depression (e.g., Ribeiro & Shelton, 2012; Peltz et al., 2018; Solmeyer et al.,
2014). They also speak to the important role of the coparenting relationship in mediating
associations between couple relationship dynamics and mothers’ mental health. Although
findings for US-born parents mirrored those for the sample as a whole, findings for Hispanic
immigrant parents suggest some similarities and several key differences for this population.
Particularly in the somewhat diminished role of coparenting conflict as a mediator and the
relative inability of marital or coparental relationship quality to explain substantial variance in
Hispanic immigrant mothers’ self-reported stress. Take as a whole, these findings provide some
directions for future research focused on the interconnectivity of family system dynamics, and

future practice serving the relational and mental health needs of diverse families.
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Appendix: Lists of All Measures and Specific Items Used in the Study

Marital Satisfaction (1 = All of the time; 4 = None of the time)

1.

Nk W

My spouse and I get along well together

Our arguments get very heated

My spouse and I have similar views about what is important in life

I am satisfied with the way we handle our problems and disagreements
We enjoy doing even ordinary, day-to-day things together

My spouse expresses love and affection toward me

My spouse listens to me when I need someone to talk to

Marital Conflict (1 = Never; 4 = Often)

1.

N

RS E

How often do you and your spouse have arguments about household chores?

2. How often do you and your spouse have arguments about sex?
3.
4. How often do you and your spouse have arguments about managing money, bills

How often do you and your spouse have arguments about spending time together?

and dept?

How often do you and your spouse have arguments about in-laws, or relatives, and
friends?

How often do you and your spouse have arguments about drinking or drugs?

How often do you and your spouse have arguments about other women or men?
How often do you and your spouse have arguments about religion?

How often do you and your spouse have arguments about raising children?

Coparental Conflict (1 = Often; 4 = Never)

1. How often do you disagree about setting rules for or disciplining the child(ren)?
2. How often do you disagree about the activities that the child(ren) participate in?
3.
4
5

How often do you disagree about how money is spend on the child(ren)?

. How often do you disagree about who does childcare tasks?
. How often do you disagree about the amount of time each of you spend with the

child(ren)?

Maternal Depressive Symptoms (1 = Often; 4 = Never)

1.

bk

How often did you feel so sad that nothing could cheer you up?
How often did you feel nervous?

How often did you feel restless or fidgety?

How often did you feel hopeless?

How often did you feel that everything was an effort?

How often did you feel worthless?

Maternal Stress (1 = Often; 4 = Never)

1.

How often have you felt that you are unable to control the important things in your
life?




(98]

How often have you felt confident about your ability to handle your personal
problems?

How often have you felt that things are not going your way?

How often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that you could not
overcome them?
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Table 1. Comparison of Demographic Characteristic

88

Hispanic Immigrant

Whole sample US-Born Parents

Parents
N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD

Demographic ;
Characteristic p
Income 6135 6.5 13.25 726 4.40 6.15 3241 6.78 14.79 425 <001
Mothers’ Education 5286 2.14 1.66 614 2.10 1.63 2791 2.15 1.66 .668 .504
Mothers’ Age 6298 29.74 6.27 746 29.39  6.13 3331 29.74 6.24 1.39 .164
Child Age 4636 80.49 51.28 568 91.80 52.45 2493 74.53 49.95 -7.36 <001

Notes: Income was reported monthly on the following scale: 1 = None, 2 = $1 to $4.999, 3 = $5.000 to $9.999, 4 = $10.000 to
$14.999, 5=3515.000 to $19.999, 6 = $20.000 to $24.999, 7 = $25.000 to 29.999, 8§ = $30.000 to $34.999, 9 = $35.000 or
over.Education was reported on the following scale: 0 = Less than 12 years, 1 = GED or Equivalency Certificate, 2 = 12 years, 3 =
13 years, 14 = 14-15 years, 5 = 16 or more years. 7-tests represent mean-level comparisons between US-born vs. Hispanic
Immigrant parents.



Table 2. Bivariate Correlation Matrix, Means and Standard Deviations of Model Variables

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5
Primary Study Variables
1 Parents’ Marital Satisfaction 2.22 45 _
2. Parents’ Marital Conflict 2.16 50 .65 3
3. Parents’ Coparental Conflict 1.77 55 .39 377 N
4 Mothers’ Stress 1.88 64 -.03" -.01 -.04 _
5. Mothers’ Depressive Symptoms 2.98 74 207 =23 -22v -.00 3
Demographic Covariates
6. Income 6.19 13.25 _ _ _ -.01 .00
7. Mothers’ Education 2.14 1.66 3 3 3 .00 06"
8.  Mothers’ Age 29.80 6.28 3 3 3 .01 -.06™
9. Child Age 80.50 5130 B B 00 01
10. Treatment/Control Group 49 .50 01 05"

Notes. * p < .05, two-tailed. ** p <.01, two-tailed; Treatment gr01_1p coded sach that O=control; 1=treatment.
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Table 3. Path Coefficient Comparisons for Whole Sample, US Born, and Hispanic Immigrant Parents

Whole sample Hispanic Immigrant US-Born Parents

Path Difference
Parents

Estimate = P-Value Estimate P-Value Estimate ~ P-Value y?Diff.  P-Value

Mothers’ Depressive Symptoms on
Primary Study Variables

Marital Conflict 0.122 <.001 0.112 0.090 0.139 <.001 078 780
Marital Satisfaction -0.067 0.004 -0.027 0.681 -0.040 0.213 027 .869
Coparental Conflict 0.148 <.001 0.194 0.002 0.156 <.001 707 400
Demographic Covariates
Income 0.006 0.715 0.052 0.283 0.005 0.824 _ _
Mothers’ Education 0.045 0.010 0.008 0.874 0.047 0.050 _ _
Mothers’ Age 0.002 0.910 0.044 0.409 -0.013 0.604 _ _
Child Age -0.007 0.679 -0.025 0.633 0.002 0.949 _ _
Treatment/Control Group 0.028 0.109 0.030 0.568 0.052 0.028 _ _

Maternal Stress on
Primary Study Variables

Marital Conflict 0.041 0.109 0.040 0.616 0.046 0.183 .006 938
Marital Satisfaction -0.023 0.375 -0.007 0.925 -0.021 0.553 115 734
Coparental Conflict 0.062 0.007 0.026 0.698 0.068 0.029 235 627
Demographic Covariates
Income -0.022 0.237 -0.002 0.974 -0.033 0.180 _ _
Mothers’ Education 0.010 0.616 0.056 0.344 0.001 0.984 _ _
Mothers’ Age <.001 0.984 -0.011 0.848 -0.008 0.772 _ _
Child Age 0.014 0.481 -0.068 0.244 0.043 0.102 _ _
Treatment/Control Group 0.001 0.967 -0.054 0.347 0.007 0.796 _ _
Coparental Conflict on
Marital Satisfaction -0.249 <.001 -0.124 0.047 -0.272 <.001 6.949 .008
Marital Conflict 0.215 <.001 0.276 <.001 0.199 <.001 .642 422

Notes. Significant path coefficients are bold. Path differences are change in model fit for each path constraint relative to free model.



Table 4. Path Coefficient Comparisons for Hispanic US Born and Hispanic Immigrant Parents

Hispanic US-Born Parents Path Difference vs. Hispanic
Immigrants
Estimate P-Value y* Diff. P-Value
Mothers’ Depressive Symptoms on
Primary Study Variables
Marital Conflict 0.144 0.002 .085 770
Marital Satisfaction -0.052 0.280 078 780
Coparental Conflict 0.111 0.013 1.909 167
Demographic Covariates
Income 0.044 0.298 _ _
Mothers’ Education 0.076 0.033 _ _
Mothers’ Age -0.042 0.246 _ _
Child Age 0.047 0.187 _ _
Treatment/Control Group 0.124 0.001 _ _
Maternal Stress on
Primary Study Variables
Marital Conflict 0.008 0.877 011 916
Marital Satisfaction -0.001 0.992 .005 943
Coparental Conflict 0.039 0.399 .010 920
Demographic Covariates
Income -0.017 0.669 _ _
Mothers’ Education -0.004 0.920 _ _
Mothers’ Age 0.002 0.958 _ _
Child Age 0.047 0.236 _ _
Treatment/Control Group -0.008 0.844 _ _
Coparental Conflict on
Marital Satisfaction -0.263 <.001 5.409 020
Marital Conflict 0.199 <.001 333 .563

Notes. Significant path coefficients are bold. Path differences are change in model fit for each path constraint relative to free model.
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Table 5. Comparisons of Indirect Effects for Whole Sample, US Born, and Hispanic Immigrant Parents

Whole sample Hispanic Immigrant Parents US-Born Parents

Estimate p-value 95% CI Estimate  p-value 95% CI Estimate  p-value 95% CI

Marital Satisfaction ->
Coparental Conflict -> -0.037  <.001 [-.050,-.024] -0.024 0.102 [-.056, .002] -0.042 <.001 [-.061, -.025]
Depressive Symptoms

Marital Conflict -> Coparental
Conflict ->Depressive
Symptoms

0.032 <.001  [-.044, -.020] 0.053 0.011 [-.100, -.019] 0.031 <.001 [-.046, -.017]

Marital Satisfaction ->
Coparental Conflict ->
Maternal Stress

-0.015 0.008 [-.027,-.004] -0.003 0.703 [-.023,.014] -0.018 0.033 [-.035, -.003]

Marital Conflict -> Coparental ~ 0.013 0.009  [-.023,.004] 0.007 0.700 [-.040, .031] 0.013 0.037 [-.027, -.002]
Conflict -> Maternal Stress

Notes. Significant path coefficients are bold.



Table 6. Indirect Effects for Hispanic US Born Parents

Hispanic US-Born Parents

Estimate p-value 95% CI
Marital Sat{sfactzon -> Coparental Conflict 20.029 0.033 [-.059, -.006]
-> Depressive Symptoms
Marital Conflict -> Coparental Conflict - 0.022 0.043 [-.046, -.004]
>Depressive Symptoms
Marital Satisfaction -> Coparental Conflict -0.010 0.421 [-.035,.016]
-> Maternal Stress
Marital Conflict -> Coparental Conflict -> 0.008 0.406 [-.025,.013]

Maternal Stress

Notes. Significant path coefficients are bold.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Direct and Indirect Associations of Marital Quality, Coparenting and Maternal Psychological Well-

Being
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Figure 2. Structural Equation Model for Whole Sample

Model Fit Indices
¥2(5) = 53.300, p <.001 CFI = .943;
RMSEA = .053; SRMR= .015
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Figure 3. Structural Equation Model for US-Born Parents Only
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Figure 4. Structural Equation Model for Hispanic Immigrant Parents Only

Model Fit Indices for group comparison
12(5) =41.300, p <.001 0 CFI=.943;
RMSEA = .053; SRMR=.016
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