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Abstract
The coparenting relationship has been conceptualized as a mechanism by which the marital
relationship affects child outcomes, but little is known about how aspects of fathers’ and
mothers’ marital quality (i.e., adjustment and conflict), are linked to coparenting quality
within families, or whether individual differences in the experience of economic strain or
racial and ethnic background have implications for the strength of associations. The present
study used actor-partner interdependence models to investigate specific links between marital
quality and coparenting for N = 301 low-income, cohabiting coparenting couples. Actor
effects were found for parents’ marital adjustment and coparenting, while partner effects
were found for parents’ marital conflict and coparenting. Further, perceived economic strain
did not moderate links between marital quality and coparenting, but was directly associated
with marital quality. Patterns of associations between marital quality and coparenting
differed for families of differing racial or ethnic composition. Findings have implications for
interventions aimed at the interparental relationship as a target for ameliorating negative
effects of poor marital quality.

iv
Table of Contents

List of Figures .............................................................................................................................................. vi
Figure 1 .................................................................................................................................................... vi
List of Tables .............................................................................................................................................. vii
Individual Differences in Mothers’ and Fathers’ Marital and Coparenting Relationships ........................... 1
Marital quality........................................................................................................................................... 3
Coparenting ............................................................................................................................................... 3
Links between Marital Quality and Coparenting ...................................................................................... 5
Parent Gender............................................................................................................................................ 8
Economic Strain ........................................................................................................................................ 9
Racial or Ethnic Background .................................................................................................................. 11
The Present Study ................................................................................................................................... 12
Aim 1. ................................................................................................................................................. 12
Aim 2. ................................................................................................................................................. 13
Aim 3. ................................................................................................................................................. 13
Aim 4 .................................................................................................................................................. 13
Aim 5. ................................................................................................................................................. 14
Method ........................................................................................................................................................ 14
Participants.............................................................................................................................................. 14
Procedure ................................................................................................................................................ 15
Measures ................................................................................................................................................. 16
Demographics ..................................................................................................................................... 16
Marital adjustment .............................................................................................................................. 16
Marital conflict.................................................................................................................................... 16
Coparenting ......................................................................................................................................... 17
Economic strain .................................................................................................................................. 17
Preliminary Analyses .............................................................................................................................. 17
Covariates ............................................................................................................................................... 18
Analytic Approach to Aims 1 and 2........................................................................................................ 19
Aim 1: Marital Adjustment and Coparenting ......................................................................................... 19

v
Aim 2: Marital Conflict and Coparenting ............................................................................................... 20
Analytic Approach to Aims 3 and 4........................................................................................................ 20
Aim 3: Perceived Economic Strain, Marital Adjustment, and Coparenting ........................................... 21
Aim 4: Perceived Economic Strain, Marital Conflict, and Coparenting ................................................. 21
Analytic Approach to Aim 5 ................................................................................................................... 22
Aim 5: Racial or Ethnic Background ...................................................................................................... 22
African American couples. ................................................................................................................. 22
Caucasian couples. .............................................................................................................................. 24
Interethnic couples. ............................................................................................................................. 25
Economic Strain ...................................................................................................................................... 29
Racial or Ethnic Background .................................................................................................................. 30
Limitations .............................................................................................................................................. 32
Implications and Future Directions ......................................................................................................... 33
References ............................................................................................................................................... 35
Appendix ................................................................................................................................................. 49

vi
List of Figures
Figure 1
Proposed model for Aims 1 through 4.
Figure 2
Fathers’ marital adjustment, economic strain, and coparenting in African American couples.
Figure 3
Fathers’ marital adjustment, economic strain, and mothers’ coparenting in African American
couples.
Figure 4
Fathers’ marital adjustment, economic strain, and coparenting in Caucasian couples.
Figure 5
Mothers’ marital adjustment, economic strain, and fathers’ coparenting in Caucasian couples.
Figure 6
Mothers’ marital adjustment, economic strain, and coparenting in Caucasian couples.

vii
List of Tables
Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Bivariate Correlations of Study Variables
Table 2
Estimates and Standard Error of Aim 1 and 2 Final Models
Table 3
Unstandardized Estimates and Model Fit Statistics for Aim 3 and 4
Table 4
Unstandardized Estimates and Standard Error for Aim 3 and 4 Final Models
Table 5
Estimates and Standard Error for Adjustment and Coparenting Final Models
Table 6
Estimates and Standard Errors for Conflict and Coparenting Final Models
Table 7
Estimates and Model Fit Statistics for Adjustment and Economic Strain Interaction Models
Table 8
Unstandardized Estimates and Standard Errors for Final Adjustment and Economic Strain
Models
Table 9
Estimates and Model Fit Statistics for Conflict and Economic Strain Interaction Models
Table 10
Unstandardized Estimates and Standard Errors for Conflict and Economic Strain Final Models

1

Individual Differences in Mothers’ and Fathers’ Marital and Coparenting Relationships
Decades of research aimed at understanding how the marital relationship affects
children’s development have demonstrated that the quality of the marital relationship can have
both beneficial and deleterious implications for children’s socioemotional functioning (e.g.,
(Davies & Cummings, 1994; Howes & Markman, 1989). Children who grow up in the context of
high quality marital relationships are more physically and mentally healthy, less likely to use
drugs or alcohol (Hair et al., 2009), and have better relationships with their siblings (Yu &
Gamble, 2008). On the other hand, poor marital quality is associated with greater child
socioemotional problems (Cui & Conger, 2008; Dadds & Powell, 1991; Frosch & Mangelsdorf,
2001; Harold, Shelton, Goeke-Morey, & Cummings, 2004; Leidy, Parke, Cladis, Coltrane, &
Duffy, 2009), lower academic achievement (Harold, Aitken, & Shelton, 2007), and impaired
physiologic stress reactivity (Lucas-Thompson & Granger, 2014). However, how marital quality
transmits benefits and problems is not yet fully understood.
More recently, researchers have conceptualized coparenting – defined as the relationship
between two caregivers in the context of raising a child – as a more proximal indicator or a
mechanism of the effects of marital quality on child outcomes than marital quality. For example,
even after accounting for marital quality, parents with more negative coparenting relationships
engage in more negative parenting behaviors and have more aggressive children (Feinberg, Kan,
& Hetherington, 2007; Katz & Low, 2004). Moreover, coparenting has been shown to mediate
the links between marital quality and parenting (Morrill, Hines, Mahmood, & Córdova, 2010)
and parent-child relationship quality (Floyd, Gilliom, & Costigan, 1998; Holland & McElwain,
2013).
While theory and extant research point to coparenting as a mediator between marital
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quality and parenting or parent-child relationships (Floyd et al., 1998; Margolin, Gordis, & John,
2001; Pedro, Ribeiro, & Shelton, 2012), little is known about how the marital relationship affects
the coparenting relationship and next to nothing has explored moderators that might exacerbate
negative pathways or bolster positive ones. First, it is not well-understood whether, within
families, mothers’ and fathers’ marital quality predict coparenting similarly or if effects might
differ depending on the actor. The little work that includes both mothers and fathers suggests that
the strength of relations may vary as a function of parent gender (e.g., Hughes, Gordon, &
Gaertner, 2004). Second, extant theory suggests that the presence of economic strain affects child
outcomes via effects on caregiver relationships (Conger et al., 1992, 1993). Yet, coparenting
research to date has largely excluded families of low socioeconomic status and, consequently,
the role of economic strain in the association between marital quality and coparenting is unclear.
Third, it has been assumed that coparenting functions similarly with respect to marital quality for
families of different racial or ethnic backgrounds, but theoretical work might predict that unique
models are needed to understand family functioning within different cultural contexts (Coll et al.,
1996).
Understanding the extent to which marital quality is related to coparenting, whether
relations are stronger for mothers or fathers, and what role economic strain or racial and ethnic
background play has implications for interventions that target the interparental relationship to
ameliorate the effects of poor marital quality. The current study will examine the association
between the marital and coparenting relationships and explore individual and couple-level
characteristics (i.e., parent gender, economic strain, racial/ethnic background) that may moderate
the association between marital quality and coparenting. Finally, we will propose and test models
of the role of individual differences in relations between marital and coparenting relationship
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quality.
Marital quality
Two distinct, but related, constructs have been used to capture positive and negative
aspects of marital relationships: adjustment and conflict. Marital adjustment refers to an
individual’s subjective satisfaction with the marriage and includes the degree to which partners
agree, communicate, and are happy in the relationship (Hunsley, Best, Lefebvre, & Vito, 2001).
Marital conflict, on the other hand, refers to behaviors displayed by individuals in response to
disagreements within a relationship and includes the degree to which partners reason and use
verbal or physical aggression towards one another (Straus, 1979). Over the course of the marital
relationship, adjustment and conflict follow different patterns of change; marital adjustment
declines in the middle years of a marriage and then rebounds, whereas marital conflict increases
linearly over the course of a marriage, which suggests that understanding the links between each
of these aspects of the marital relationship and coparenting may provide a more comprehensive
understanding of caregiver relationships (Adelmann, Chadwick, & Baerger, 1996).
Coparenting
In contrast to the marital relationship, the coparenting relationship refers to the
relationship between two individuals in the context of raising a child. Conceptually, coparenting
is fundamentally distinct from the marital relationship in that it excludes any aspect not related to
childrearing (Feinberg, 2003; Margolin et al., 2001). Even though the quality or content of
marital interactions may have implications for coparenting, the marital relationship requires only
two partners, while coparenting requires two parents in the context of the child or children and
is relevant to the entire family (Feinberg, 2003). Thus, a supportive coparenting relationship can
exist in the absence of a supportive romantic or marital relationship. In contrast to marital
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interactions, which are organized around a goal of well-being for the partners, coparenting
interactions are organized around a goal of the wellbeing for the child or children (Margolin et
al., 2001).
Several models of coparenting have been proposed. Parenting Alliance refers to the part
of the marital relationship that includes each parent’s commitment to raising the child with the
involvement of the other parent (Abidin & Brunner, 1995). The parenting alliance reflects the
parent’s degree of cooperation with regard to communication and willingness to respect the other
parent’s judgment. As an extension, Margolin and colleagues (2001) describe coparenting as a
spectrum ranging from supportive to undermining. They further outline a model that includes
conflict about parenting issues, cooperation, and triangulation (i.e., the extent to which one
parent attempts to form an alliance with the child that excludes the other parent). In contrast,
McHale (1995) discusses a two-dimensional model of coparenting that consists of parents both
supporting one another in parenting and joining together in their involvement with the child.
Based on these three models, to further conceptualize coparenting, Feinberg (2003) proposed a
model that consists of four distinct but interrelated components: childrearing agreement,
support/undermining, division of labor, and joint family management. Childrearing agreement
refers to the extent to which coparents agree on topics related to child-rearing. Supportundermining refers to the amount of cooperation or competitiveness with which each parent
approaches coparenting. Division of labor refers to the way in which childrearing responsibilities
are divided among coparents. Joint family management refers to the interpersonal way in which
parents guide family interactions. Thus, while coparenting covers a broad range of domains
within the family, a positive coparenting relationship does not necessarily need to be equal in
terms of responsibilities, it should be cooperative and supportive in terms of deciding how
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responsibilities are divided and carried out.
Links between Marital Quality and Coparenting
While the marital and coparenting relationships are distinguished by the individuals
involved and the organizing goal of the relationship, by no means are they unrelated. Family
systems theory conceptualizes the family as consisting of interdependent subsystems (e.g., the
marital subsystem, the coparenting subsystem) that are defined by boundaries and are organized
by rules and patterns (Minuchin, 1985). More specifically, the spillover hypothesis posits that
these subsystems are related via emotions, cognitions, and behaviors that transfer from one
relationship (e.g., the marital relationship) to another (e.g., the coparenting relationship;
Easterbrooks & Emde, 1988). In other words, conflict between family members in one relational
context may spread to include other family subsystems (Margolin & Christensen, 1996). While
less work has focused on positive aspects of the marital relationship in the context of the
spillover hypothesis, there is parallel evidence that positive marital quality is linked to beneficial
child outcomes (Leidy et al., 2009).
Indeed, research has shown that both marital adjustment and conflict have implications
for the coparenting relationship (Altenburger, Schoppe-Sullivan, Lang, Bower, & Kamp, 2014;
Frosch, Mangelsdorf, & McHale, 2000; Holland & McElwain, 2013; Kan, Feinberg, &
Solmeyer, 2012). Marital quality prior to the birth of a child has been linked to postnatal
coparenting quality (McHale et al., 2004; Talbot, Baker, & McHale, 2009). In a study of parents
with infants, relationships characterized by high levels of conflict tended to have more negative
coparenting interactions (McHale, 1995). Marital adjustment and conflict continue to be
associated with coparenting quality through subsequent developmental periods, for parents of
infants and toddlers (Talbot & McHale, 2004), preschoolers (Cook, Schoppe-Sullivan, Buckley,
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& Davis, 2009), school-age children (Merrifield & Gamble, 2013), and adolescents (Feinberg et
al., 2007).
However, while these studies allow for more global conclusions to be drawn about the
relations between marital quality and coparenting, there is a gap in the understanding of specific
links between the two relationships within families. In other words, while family systems theory
posits that within a family, individuals influence one another, most methodology to date has not
actually captured this. Instead, many researchers have either considered one parent’s reports in
isolation (e.g., Floyd et al., 1998), averaged both parents’ reports to obtain a global indicator of
relationship quality (e.g., Kolak & Volling, 2007; Schoppe-Sullivan, Mangelsdorf, Frosch, &
McHale, 2004), or included both parents’ reports of marital quality as predictors of one parent’s
coparenting quality (e.g., Hughes et al., 2004). These approaches provide useful information
about relations between marital and coparenting quality broadly, but do not address the research
question of how are parents’ appraisals of the marital relationship associated with their own and
their partners’ appraisals of the coparenting relationship within families. Further, to rule out the
possibility that associations between parents’ marital quality and coparenting can be explained
by unmeasured factors that make individuals within families more similar, methods that account
for both the correlation between mothers’ and fathers’ marital quality and the correlation
between mothers’ and fathers’ coparenting are needed (Kenny, 1996).
To this end, researchers have recently employed the actor-partner interdependence model
(APIM) to assess the interrelatedness of familial relationships (Kenny, 1996; Kenny & Cook,
1999). Using the APIM, researchers can model dyad members’ effects on their own outcomes
(i.e., actor effects) and on their partner’s outcomes (i.e., partner effects) while controlling for
correlations between both the independent variables and the dependent variables. In addition,
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four common dyadic patterns can be tested using the APIM. An actor-oriented pattern would
occur if parents’ marital quality is associated with their own coparenting quality but not their
partners’. For instance, a mother’ feeling of satisfaction within the marital relationship may lead
her to experience more positive feelings about the coparenting relationship. A partner-oriented
pattern would occur if parents’ marital quality is associated with their partners’ coparenting
quality but not their own coparenting quality. For example, a father’s engagement in conflict
behaviors may not impact his own perception of the coparenting relationship, but may lead his
partner to feel less supported as a coparent. A couple-oriented pattern occurs when one or both
parent’s marital quality is associated with their own and their partner’s coparenting quality to an
equal degree (i.e., it is possible for only one partner to demonstrate a couple-oriented pattern). In
this case, a father’s satisfaction with the marital relationship may lead both him and his partner to
feel more positively about the coparenting relationship. Finally, a contrast pattern occurs when
parents’ marital quality is associated with their own and their partners’ coparenting quality to the
same degree but in an opposite direction. While this pattern is contrary to what would be
expected based on family systems theory, a possible (but unlikely) example is a mother who
engages in conflict behavior, which leads to her partner feeling less supported in the coparenting
relationship; if the conflict causes the partner to withdraw from parenting, the mother may feel
more positive about her role in the coparenting relationship (i.e., “gatekeeping”).
To date, no published studies have examined marital quality and coparenting using the
APIM. However, the spillover hypothesis would predict finding evidence of actor effects, and
family systems theory more broadly would predict a couple-oriented pattern. Studies that have
considered mothers and fathers in isolation (e.g., Floyd et al., 1998) demonstrate that parents’
own marital quality is linked to their coparenting appraisals, providing some support for actor
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effects. On the other hand, there is no obvious theoretical rationale to suggest one parent’s
coparenting quality would be better explained by their partner’s appraisal of marital quality,
rather than their own appraisal, thus ruling out a partner-oriented pattern, nor is there any logic to
support the existence of a contrast pattern in which parents’ own marital quality is linked to their
own coparenting quality in one direction and to their partners’ in the opposite direction.
Therefore, the present study will hypothesize that, in the context of the APIM, there will be actor
effects between parents’ appraisals of the marital and coparenting relationships and will explore
the possibility of equal actor and partner effects.
Parent Gender
It has been well-documented that fathers typically report higher marital adjustment than
do mothers (Dillaway & Broman, 2001); the literature on gender differences in parents’ reports
of marital conflict is not consistent (Cunradi, Bersamin, & Ames, 2009; Lövestad & Krantz,
2012; O’Leary & Williams, 2006) and no gender differences have been reported for coparenting
quality. Yet, a few studies suggest that parent gender may matter for the strength of associations
between marital quality and coparenting. One study included a path model of mothers’ and
fathers’ marital quality and coparenting simultaneously, and found that marital quality explained
more of the variance in fathers’ than in mothers’ coparenting (Morrill et al., 2010). However, this
model did not account for correlation between mothers’ and fathers’ coparenting and
consequently, may have produced biased estimates. A separate study used multilevel modeling to
account for the correlation between partners’ responses; there was evidence that mothers’ reports
of their own marital consensus (i.e., the degree to which partners agreed on issues unrelated to
parenting) was associated with both their own and their partners’ coparenting quality, but
fathers’ marital consensus was not associated with their own or their partners’ coparenting
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quality (Hughes et al., 2004). Taken together, there is mixed evidence about how mothers’ and
fathers’ coparenting are linked within families, which highlights the need for additional research
that statistically controls for the interdependent nature of mothers’ and fathers’ reports of
relationship quality.
Because the APIM affords the ability to test parent gender as a moderator of the links
between marital quality and coparenting (Kenny, 1996; Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006), we are
able to test whether the strength of actor effects is significantly different for mothers and fathers,
or whether the couple-oriented pattern is present for only one parent. Given the sparse empirical
support for either set of findings, the present study will explore the possibility that parent gender
moderates the strength of associations between marital quality and coparenting but will make no
hypotheses regarding differences in the strength of relations for mothers and fathers.
Economic Strain
Above and beyond differences in interparental relationships for mothers and fathers, it is
important to understand broader family factors related to family functioning. A large body of
research has demonstrated the adverse effects of economic hardship on families (e.g., Bolger,
Patterson, Thompson, & Kupersmidt, 1995; Mistry, Vandewater, Huston, & McLoyd, 2002), and
theoretical models such as the Family Stress Model of Economic Hardship posit that effects of
economic hardship on children’s outcomes are mediated via effects on caregivers’ emotional
well-being, behaviors, and relationships that then impact caregivers’ parenting (Conger, Rueter,
& Conger, 2000; Conger & Elder, 1994; Conger, Rueter, & Elder Jr., 1999). Specifically,
economic hardship is thought to affect the interparental relationship by increasing pressures such
as not being able to meet needs and having to cut back on necessities, which in turn increases the
likelihood of emotional and behavioral distress and decreases instances of supportive behaviors
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and pleasurable encounters between partners (Conger, Conger, & Martin, 2010).
These models have demonstrated that subjective measures of economic status (e.g.,
perceived economic strain) appear to be more salient to interparental relationships than objective
measures (e.g., household income) (Conger and Donellan 2007; McLoyd et al. 1994; Mistry et
al. 2004). Both indices of economic context have been linked to lower levels of marital
adjustment (Anderson, Van Ryzin, & Doherty, 2010) and higher levels of marital conflict
(James, 2015), but only subjective measures have been associated with decreased levels of
coparenting quality (Hock & Mooradian, 2012; Hughes et al., 2004; Riina & McHale, 2012). It is
possible that the lack of association between objective measures of income and coparenting may
reflect the fact that coparenting relationships among low-income families remain largely
understudied and samples tend to have a restricted range of income. Alternatively, it may be that
socioeconomic status is related to coparenting more strongly via effects on the broader marital
relationship and/or via parents’ subjective experiences of economic strain.
Overall, relations between the marital and coparenting relationship and economic
hardship are decidedly complex. Given evidence that marital quality and parenting suffer in the
face of economic hardship, and that coparenting is a purported mechanism between the two,
understanding how economic hardship is related to coparenting quality in the context of marital
quality may elucidate new pathways for intervention. While the Family Stress Model proposes
economic hardship to have direct effects on the marital relationship (Conger et al., 2000; Conger
& Elder, 1994; Conger et al., 1999), there is additional evidence that economic hardship
increases an individual’s vulnerability to other stressors (Brody, Murry, Ge, Kim, & al, 2003;
McLoyd, 1990). Thus, the present study will test two competing models – a direct-effects model
and a moderation model – of economic strain on the interparental relationship in a sample of
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low-income couples, controlling for objective income. The direct-effects model assumes that
economic strain only affects levels of marital quality and coparenting, while the moderation
model proposes that in the context of greater economic strain, the relation between poor marital
quality (i.e., lower adjustment and higher conflict) and coparenting quality is intensified.
Racial or Ethnic Background
Despite calls for researchers to incorporate multicultural perspectives in basic and applied
research (e.g., Coll et al., 1996; Sue, 2004), little work has focused on the relations between
marital quality and coparenting in families of varying racial or ethnic backgrounds. Marital
adjustment tends to be lower for African American couples than for Caucasian couples, even
after controlling for socioeconomic status (Adelmann et al., 1996; Broman, 1993), and rates of
conflict are typically higher for African American couples than for Caucasian couples (Bulanda
& Brown, 2007; Jasinski, 2001). Moreover, there are a number of factors that may vary
systematically by racial or ethnic background due to culture or different lived experiences and
may be directly or indirectly linked to the quality of interparental relationships (Murry, Brown,
Brody, Cutrona, & Simons, 2001; Trail, Goff, Bradbury, & Karney, 2012). For instance,
experiences of discrimination have been linked to reduced marital and coparenting quality for
both mothers and fathers (Riina & McHale, 2010), and Black and Hispanic fathers have been
shown to have more childrearing responsibility than White fathers (Hofferth, 2003). Further, the
intersection of racial or ethnic background and economic strain creates an additional layer of
complexity.
Thus, models of the interparental relationship that have been developed based on
Caucasian, middle-class, married parents may not apply to families who experience different
types of stressors, have different expectations about gender roles or family and relationships, or
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in which extended family members are more involved in childrearing (Kane, 2000; Rosenbloom
& Way, 2004; Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2004). As a first step towards more culturally-sensitive
models of marital quality and coparenting, the present study will test whether the present
conceptualization of marital quality and coparenting is appropriate for subgroups of families
(i.e., two African American parents, two Caucasian parents, and two parents of different
ethnicities), while acknowledging that further work is needed to place families within a more
specific context.
The Present Study
In sum, marital adjustment and conflict have consistently been linked to coparenting
quality, but specific relations of these constructs within parents in the same families are not wellunderstood. We know little about how individual differences of parent gender, economic strain,
and racial or ethnic background matter for parents’ marital quality and coparenting. The present
study aims to address these gaps by testing the relations between mother- and father-reported
marital quality and coparenting using data from the pre-intervention assessment of a randomized
controlled trial that includes two-parent families of low socioeconomic status from diverse racial
and ethnic backgrounds. Figure 1 contains a model of the proposed study; the blue box contains
the model that will be presented and tested in the first and second aims, while the remainder of
the figure displays possible direct and moderated pathways that will be presented and tested in
the third and fourth aims.
Aim 1. The first aim of this study is to assess associations between mothers’ and fathers’
reports of marital adjustment and coparenting using the actor-partner interdependence model
(APIM).
H1.1. There will be actor effects such that mothers’ and fathers’ reports of marital
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adjustment will be positively associated with their own reports of coparenting quality, after
accounting for intra-dyad correlations between parents’ (1) marital adjustment and (2)
coparenting.
H1.2. We will examine whether the strength of actor and partner effects between parents’
reports of marital adjustment and coparenting quality are significantly different for mothers and
fathers but do not expect differences.
Aim 2. The second aim of this study is to assess associations between mothers’ and
fathers’ reports of marital conflict and coparenting using the APIM.
H2.1. There will be actor effects such that mothers’ and fathers’ reports of marital
conflict will be negatively associated with their own reports of coparenting quality, after
accounting for intra-dyad correlations between parents’ (1) marital conflict and (2) coparenting.
H2.2. We will examine whether the strength of actor or partner effects between parents’
reports of marital conflict and coparenting quality are significantly different for mothers and
fathers but do not expect differences.
Aim 3. The third aim of this study is to evaluate the role of parents’ perceived economic
strain in the relations between marital adjustment and coparenting quality. We will use an actorpartner interdependence moderation model (APIMoM) to compare two models – one that
assumes economic strain is directly related to marital quality and coparenting (i.e., direct-effects
model), and one that tests economic strain as a moderator of marital adjustment and coparenting
(i.e. moderation model), such that the association between adjustment and coparenting will be
less positive in the context of high economic strain.
Aim 4. The fourth aim of this study is to evaluate the role of parents’ perceived economic
strain in the relations between marital conflict and coparenting quality. We will use an APIMoM

14

to compare two models – one that assumes economic strain is directly related to marital quality
and coparenting (i.e., direct-effects model), and one that tests economic strain as a moderator of
marital conflict and coparenting (i.e. moderation model) such that conflict will be more strongly
and negatively related to coparenting in the context of high economic strain.
Aim 5. The fifth and final aim of this study is to assess whether marital quality and
coparenting have the same associations for families of different racial or ethnic backgrounds.
Because of considerable heterogeneity in the racial and ethnic composition of families in the
current sample, the present study will not examine racial composition as a moderator, but will
assess the models identified by the previous four aims in subgroups consisting of families with,
(1) two African American parents, (2) two Caucasian parents and (3) parents of differing racial
or ethnic backgrounds (referred to as interethnic, henceforth). This aim is largely exploratory;
model fit will be assessed in each subgroup but there are not specific hypotheses.

Method
Participants
Participants (N = 301 couples) were recruited to participate in a randomized controlled
trial for a marital and parenting intervention in the Denver area. Participants were recruited
through a variety of advertising methods (e.g., flyers, newspaper advertisements) and through
contact with couples, leaders, and organizations in the community. All participants met the
inclusion criteria, which included a reported income of or below 200% of the federal poverty
line, current involvement in a committed relationship in which the individuals had been
cohabitating for at least 6 months, and coparenting at least one child under the age of 18.
Couples were excluded if they had previous contact with the intervention material. All
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individuals who met inclusion criteria were informed that 75% of the couples would be randomly
assigned to intervention conditions (i.e., couples group, male partners only group, female
partners only group) and that 25% of the couples would be assigned to a no-intervention control
condition and were required to agree to participate in all four conditions before being included in
the study. Informed consent was obtained from all participants.
On average, mothers were 31.13 years old (SD = 8.24; Range = 18-68) and fathers were
34.02 years old (SD = 9.05, Range = 18-74). Mothers identified as Caucasian (37.3%), African
American (24.9%), Hispanic (23.3%), American Indian/Alaska Native (5.6%),
Biracial/Multiracial (4.3%) and Other (4.0%). One mother did not report her ethnicity. Fathers
identified as Caucasian (32.2%), African American (28.6%), Hispanic (22.3%), American
Indian/Alaska Native (5.0%), Biracial/Multiracial (5.3%) and Other (5.6%). At the time of the
baseline assessment, 42.5% of mothers and 62.5% of fathers were employed. The median
number of years of education completed was 12 for mothers and 11 for fathers. The average
relationship length of the couples was 79.69 months (SD = 66.19; Range = 5-598) and 61.5% of
the couples were married, 15.6% were engaged, and 21.6% were dating. There were, on average,
2.34 (SD = 1.32) children living in the home.
Procedure
Couples who agreed to participate in the study completed a pre-assessment questionnaire
packet in-person at the university laboratory. The packet included measures about relationship
functioning, parenting, and demographics and required about 1.5 hours to complete. Both
mothers and fathers reported on all measures. Couples were then block randomized into one of
four groups and those selected for interventions began attending within two weeks after
completing the pre-assessment. The present study uses data collected at the pre-intervention
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assessment. All procedures were approved by the local institutional review board.
Measures
Demographics. Parents reported demographic information including age, race, ethnicity,
education, income, employment, relationship length and status, and family composition. Incometo-needs ratio (INR) was calculated by dividing families’ reported annual income by the
appropriate poverty threshold and was included as a covariate in all analyses.
Marital adjustment. Marital adjustment was assessed using a 7-item version of the
Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976). Parents completed this measure that consists of
subjective assessments of marital quality (e.g., “Rate the degree of happiness of your
relationship, all things considered”) and reports of observable behaviors (e.g., “How often do
you and your partner calmly discuss something?”). Possible responses for the first 6 items range
from 1 to 6 and for the last item ranges from 1 to 7. The DAS-7 and yields a sum score that
ranges from 7 to 49. This measure demonstrates good reliability (α = .82) and validity (Hunsley
et al., 2001).
Marital conflict. Marital conflict was assessed using the Conflict Tactics Scales-2 (CTS2; Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996). The CTS-2 includes 18 items, 9 of which
pertain to the individual’s own perpetration of minor physical (e.g., “I twisted my partner’s arm
or hair”) or psychological (e.g., “I insulted or swore at my partner”) aggression towards his or
her partner, while the other 9 items pertain to the partner’s perpetration of identical acts towards
the respondent. In the present analyses, appropriate items were summed to create 4 subscales
(i.e., mothers’ report of own perpetration, fathers’ report of mother’s perpetration, fathers’ report
of own perpetration, mothers’ report of fathers’ perpetration). To reduce the possibility of
underreporting, following procedures described in prior research (Gordis, Margolin, &

17

Vickerman, 2005; Marshall, Jones, & Feinberg, 2011; Slep & O’Leary, 2005), a maternal
conflict score was created by taking the higher report of mothers’ perpetration of behaviors, and
a paternal conflict score was created by taking the higher report of fathers’ perpetration of
behaviors. This measure has good reliability (α’s ranged from .79 to .83) and validity.
Coparenting. Coparenting was assessed using the Parenting Alliance Inventory (PAI;
Abidin & Brunner, 1995), a 20-item measure that assesses level of support of a coparent (e.g., “I
feel good about my partner's judgment about what is right for our child”) and degree of
cooperation in parenting with the partner (e.g., “My partner and I are a good team”). Each item is
rated on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) Likert-scale and the measure yields a sum
score that ranges from 20-100. The PAI demonstrates high reliability (α = .95) and validity.
Economic strain. A principle components analysis with Varimax rotation was conducted
using SPSS Statistics 22 on six items from Conger et al., (1992). Two questions that measure
perceived economic strain (i.e., “How much difficulty do you have paying the bills?” and “At the
end of the month, how much do you end up with?”) loaded onto a first factor and demonstrated
good reliability (α = .75). Each question was completed by mothers and fathers and is rated on a
4-point categorical scale with higher numbers indicating more strain. Standardized factor scores
for mothers’ and fathers’ perceived economic strain were included in the present analyses.
Results
Preliminary Analyses
Means and standard deviations of study variables of interest are presented in Table 1. To
correct for outliers and skewness, Marital Conflict (skew = 1.49, 1.62, kurtosis = 3.51, 3.82 for
fathers and mothers, respectively) was winsorized and square-root transformed and coparenting
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was winsorized. All variables except for INR, which has a meaningful scale, were grand meancentered to aid in interpretation.
Data were missing on at least one study variable for 11.63% of the participants. INR was
significantly associated with the likelihood of having missing data and was therefore controlled
for in all models. Missing data were handled using full information maximum likelihood and
Mplus (Version 7; Muthén, & Muthén, 1998-2012) software was used to fit a series of structural
equation models for each study aim. To assess model fit, the chi-square test, comparative fit
index (CFI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root mean
square residual (SRMR) were examined. Good model fit was indicated by nonsignificant chisquare values, CFI greater than .95, RMSEA between .05 and .08, and SRMR less than .08.
Nested models were compared using the sampling-error adjusted Bayesian information criterion
(SABIC), in which smaller values indicate better fit.
Covariates
A number of variables (e.g., relationship length, number of children) were considered as
potential covariates by first examining bivariate correlations and t-tests with each study variable
of interest. Through this approach, maternal age, paternal age, and the number of partners
mothers had biological children with were identified as being significantly correlated with both
the endogenous and exogenous variables. Thus, all models were run including these covariates.
Covariates were specified to correlate with exogenous variables (i.e., adjustment, conflict) and
univariate paths were drawn from each covariate to each endogenous variable (i.e., coparenting).
These models were compared to models with no covariates. Because the inclusion of covariates
did not change the significant paths of the model or significantly improve the fit of the model,
covariates were omitted from the models presented below. However, INR was included as a
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covariate in all models due to its association with missing data.
Analytic Approach to Aims 1 and 2
Aims 1 and 2 were addressed using the actor-partner interdependence model (APIM;
Kenny, 1996; Kenny & Cook, 1999). A series of models was fit to systematically test for the
presence of actor and partner effects. Actor effects refer to the path between one’s own
exogenous and endogenous variable, while partner effects are labeled to indicate the dyad
member whose endogenous variable is being explained (e.g., mothers’ partner effects refer to the
path between fathers’ exogenous variable and mothers’ endogenous variable). The saturated
model involves correlated exogenous variables (i.e., adjustment or conflict), correlated error
terms, and paths from fathers’ and mothers’ exogenous variables to their own and their partner’s
endogenous variables. Subsequent models were run with equality constraints for actor and
partner paths and the sampling-error adjusted Bayesian information criterion (SABIC), in which
smaller values indicate better fit, was used to choose the best-fitting model. If the absolute value
of standardized actor effects were .1 or greater, phantom models were used to test for patterns as
described by Kenny and Ledermann (2010). This approach was used to estimate k, a parameter
that estimates the ratio of the partner effect to the actor effect. In addition, 95% confidence
intervals with bootstrapping were computed; if -1 was included in the confidence interval, there
was evidence of a contrast pattern, if 0 was included in the confidence interval there was
evidence of an actor-only pattern, and if 1 was include in the confidence interval, there was
evidence of the couple pattern. `
Aim 1: Marital Adjustment and Coparenting
The final model included equality constraints for fathers’ and mothers’ partner effects,
demonstrated good fit (χ2(1) = 2.53, p =0.11, RMSEA = 0.07, CFI = 0.99, SRMR = 0.02), and
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accounted for 20.3% and 33.6% of the total variance in fathers’ and mothers’ coparenting,
respectively. Estimates for the final model can be found in Table 2. Actor effects were
significantly different from zero for fathers and mothers. Fathers’ k = 0.104 (95% Confidence
Interval: -0.29, 0.10) and mothers’ k = 0.20 (95% Confidence Interval: -0.05, 0.54). Both
confidence intervals only included zero, providing evidence for an actor-only pattern for both
fathers and mothers in which parents’ own marital adjustment is positively associated with their
coparenting quality.
Aim 2: Marital Conflict and Coparenting
The final model included equality constraints for fathers’ and mothers’ actor effects,
demonstrated good fit (χ2(1) = 0.89, p =.35, RMSEA = 0.00, CFI = 1.00, SRMR = 0.01), and
accounted for 5.8% and 12.8% of the total variance in fathers’ and mothers’ coparenting,
respectively. Estimates for the final model can be found in Table 2. Both mother and father
partner effects were significantly different from zero, providing evidence for a model in which
parents’ perpetration of minor aggressive behaviors towards their spouse is negatively associated
with their partners’ coparenting quality.
Analytic Approach to Aims 3 and 4
Aims 3 and 4 were addressed using the actor-partner interdependence moderation model
(APIMoM; Garcia, Kenny, & Ledermann, 2015). First, a series of models were fit to test the
direct effects of economic strain by including fathers’ and mothers’ perceived economic strain as
additional exogenous variables that were correlated with all other variables in the models. Actor
and partner effects were systematically constrained to be equal for mothers and fathers and the
best-fitting model was chosen using the same criteria as Aims 1 and 2. A second series of models
were fit to test parents’ perceived economic strain as a moderator of the relations between
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marital quality and coparenting by adding two actor interaction terms (i.e., one between mothers’
marital quality and mothers’ perceived economic strain, one between fathers’ marital quality and
fathers’ perceived economic strain) as exogenous variables. Interaction terms were again allowed
to correlate with all variables in the models, and actor and partner effects were systematically
constrained. The best-fitting interaction model was then compared to an unrestricted model and
one that assumed no moderation and the model with the smallest SABIC value was chosen as the
final model.
Aim 3: Perceived Economic Strain, Marital Adjustment, and Coparenting
Table 3 contains fit statistics and parameter estimates for model comparisons. Compared
to a moderation model and an unrestricted model, the best-fitting model of adjustment, economic
strain, and coparenting was one in which estimates of interaction terms between adjustment and
perceived economic strain were fixed to zero (i.e., “direct-effects” model). Thus, the interaction
terms were dropped from the final model, which included equality constraints for fathers’ and
mothers’ partner effects, demonstrated good fit (χ2(1) = 2.12, p =0.15, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI =
1.00, SRMR = 0.01), and accounted for 20.5% and 33.9% of the total variance in fathers’ and
mothers’ coparenting, respectively. Estimates for the final model can be found in Table 4. Actor
effects were significantly different from zero for fathers and mothers. After controlling for INR,
economic strain was negatively associated with marital adjustment but not coparenting.
Moreover, fathers’ economic strain was linked to both fathers’ and mothers’ marital adjustment,
while mothers’ economic strain was linked only to mothers’ marital adjustment.
Aim 4: Perceived Economic Strain, Marital Conflict, and Coparenting
Table 3 contains fit statistics and parameter estimates for model comparisons. Compared
to a moderation model and an unrestricted model, the best-fitting model of conflict, economic
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strain, and coparenting was one in which estimates of interaction terms between conflict and
perceived economic strain were fixed to zero (i.e., “direct effects” model). Thus, the interaction
terms were dropped from the final model, which included equality constraints for fathers’ and
mothers’ actor effects, demonstrated good fit (χ2(1) = 0.59, p =0.44, RMSEA = 0.00, CFI = 1.00,
SRMR = 0.01), and accounted for 6.9% and 14.8% of the total variance in fathers’ and mothers’
coparenting, respectively. Estimates for the final model can be found in Table 4. Partner effects
were significantly different from zero for the path from fathers’ conflict to mothers’ coparenting
(i.e., mother partner effect). After controlling for INR, economic strain was only significantly
associated with decreased levels of coparenting quality for mothers, and was marginally linked to
greater levels of fathers’ and mothers’ conflict.
Analytic Approach to Aim 5
To assess whether marital quality, coparenting, and economic strain were similarly
associated for families of different racial and ethnic backgrounds, all models were rerun in three
subgroups of families, including families with two African American parents (n = 62 couples),
two Caucasian parents (n = 79 couples), and parents of different racial or ethnic backgrounds
(henceforth referred to as Interethnic, n = 160 couples). Model fitting followed the approach
described above.
Aim 5: Racial or Ethnic Background
African American couples. For African American couples, the best fitting model of
adjustment and coparenting (Aim 1) included equality constraints for fathers’ and mothers’ actor
and partner effects, demonstrated good fit (χ2(2) = 1.00, p = 0.61, RMSEA = 0.00, CFI = 1.00,
SRMR = 0.02), and accounted for 20.6% and 32.4% of the total variance in fathers’ and mothers’
coparenting, respectively. Estimates for the final model can be found in Table 5. Actor effects
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were significantly different from zero for fathers and mothers. Parents’ k = -0.11 (95%
Confidence Interval: -0.45, 0.20), providing evidence for an actor-only pattern in which the
strength of associations between adjustment and coparenting are equal for fathers and mothers.
The best fitting model of conflict and coparenting (Aim 2) included equality constraints
for fathers’ and mothers’ partner effects, demonstrated good fit (χ2(1) = 0.01, p = 0.91, RMSEA
= 0.00, CFI = 1.00, SRMR = 0.01), and accounted for 1.8% and 16.2% of the total variance in
fathers’ and mothers’ coparenting, respectively. Estimates for the final model can be found in
Table 6. In this model, conflict and coparenting were not significantly associated.
The best fitting model of adjustment, coparenting, and economic strain (Aim 3) for
African American couples was a moderation model in which actor and partner effects were
constrained to be equal for both parents. Table 7 contains estimates and fit statistics for model
comparisons. The final model demonstrated good fit (χ2(2) = 0.15, p = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.00, CFI
= 1.00, SRMR = 0.01), and accounted for 25.9% and 44.8% of the total variance in fathers’ and
mothers’ coparenting, respectively. Actor effects were significantly different from zero for
fathers and mothers. Fathers’ perceived economic strain was significantly negatively associated
with fathers’ adjustment. The interaction between fathers’ economic strain and marital
adjustment was marginally significant for fathers’ and mothers’ coparenting. Figure 2 shows that
for increasing levels of fathers’ economic strain, the relationship between fathers’ marital
adjustment and coparenting becomes more positive. Figure 3 shows that at high levels of fathers’
economic strain, the relation between fathers’ marital adjustment and mothers’ coparenting is
negative, whereas at low levels of fathers’ economic strain, the relation between fathers’ marital
adjustment and mothers’ coparenting is positive.
The best fitting model of conflict, coparenting, and economic strain (Aim 4) was a direct-
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effects model that included equality constraints for partner effects. Table 9 contains estimates
and fit statistics for model comparisons. The final model demonstrated good fit (χ2(1) = 0.05, p =
0.82, RMSEA = 0.00, CFI = 1.00, SRMR = 0.01), and accounted for 5.1% and 18.2% of the total
variance in fathers’ and mothers’ coparenting, respectively. Estimates for the final model can be
found in Table 10. Conflict and coparenting were not significantly associated in this model.
Caucasian couples. For Caucasian couples, the best fitting model of adjustment and
coparenting (Aim 1) was consistent with the model for the full sample. The final model included
equality constraints for fathers’ and mothers’ partner effects, demonstrated good fit (χ2(1) = 0.19,
p = 0.67., RMSEA = 0.00, CFI =1.00, SRMR = 0.01 ), and accounted for 23.6% and 49.6% of
the total variance in fathers’ and mothers’ coparenting, respectively. Estimates for the final
model can be found in Table 5. Actor effects were significantly different from zero for fathers
and mothers. Fathers’ k = .06 (95% Confidence Interval: -.35, .65) and mothers’ k = .15 (95%
Confidence Interval: -.25, .66). Both confidence intervals only included zero, providing evidence
for an actor-only pattern for both fathers and mothers.
The best fitting model of conflict and coparenting (Aim 2) included equality constraints
for fathers’ and mothers’ actor effects, demonstrated good fit (χ2(1) = 0.19, p = 0.67, RMSEA =
0.00, CFI = 1.00, SRMR = 0.01), and accounted for 23.6% and 49.6% of the total variance in
fathers’ and mothers’ coparenting, respectively. Estimates for the final model can be found in
Table 6. Parents’ actor effects and mothers’ partner effects were significantly different from
zero.
The best fitting model of adjustment, coparenting, and economic strain (Aim 3) was a
moderation model. Table 7 contains estimates and fit statistics for model comparisons. The final
model included equality constraints for fathers’ and mothers’ actor effects, demonstrated good fit
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(χ2(1) = 0.01, p = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.00, CFI = 1.00, SRMR = 0.00), and accounted for 36.6%
and 52.7% of the total variance in fathers’ and mothers’ coparenting, respectively. Estimates for
the final model can be found in Table 8. Actor effects were significantly different from zero for
fathers and mothers. There was a significant actor interaction between fathers’ economic strain
and adjustment on fathers’ coparenting (see Figure 4), such that at increasing levels of fathers’
economic strain, the relationship between fathers’ marital adjustment and coparenting becomes
more positive. In addition, there was a significant partner interaction between mothers’ economic
strain and adjustment on fathers’ coparenting (see Figure 5), such that at increasing levels of
mothers’ economic strain, mothers’ marital adjustment and coparenting are positively related,
while at low levels of economic strain, mothers’ marital adjustment and fathers’ coparenting are
negatively related. Finally, there was and a marginal actor interaction between mothers’
economic strain and adjustment on mothers’ coparenting (see Figure 6). At increasing levels of
mothers’ economic strain, mothers’ adjustment and coparenting are more positively related.
The best fitting model of conflict, coparenting, and economic strain (Aim 4) was a direct
effects model. Table 9 contains estimates and fit statistics for model comparisons. The final
model included equality constraints for fathers’ and mothers’ actor effects, demonstrated good fit
(χ2(1) = 0.57, p = 0.45, RMSEA = 0.00, CFI = 1.00, SRMR = 0.01 ), and accounted for 11.3%
and 21.6% of the total variance in fathers’ and mothers’ coparenting, respectively. Estimates for
the final model can be found in Table 10. Parents’ actor effects were significantly different from
zero, and fathers’ economic strain was significantly related to both fathers’ and mothers’
conflict.
Interethnic couples. For couples of differing race or ethnicity, models of adjustment and
coparenting (Aim 1) in which equality constraints were imposed on parents’ actor or partner
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effects demonstrated poor fit. Thus, in contrast to the full sample, the final model was a saturated
model that accounted for 21.4% and 31.9% of the total variance in fathers’ and mothers’
coparenting, respectively. Estimates for the final model can be found in Table 5. Parents’ actor
effects and fathers’ partner effects were significantly different from zero. Fathers’ k = -0.22
(95% Confidence Interval: -0.45, 0.01 ) only included zero, suggesting an actor-only pattern,
while mothers’ k = 0.58 (95% Confidence Interval: 0.15, 1.42) only included 1, providing
evidence for a couple pattern for mothers only, which supports the choice of the final model with
no equality constraints. Thus, mothers’ marital adjustment is significantly positively associated
with both their own and their partners’ coparenting quality, but fathers’ marital adjustment is
only associated with their own coparenting quality.
The best fitting model of conflict and coparenting contained equality constraints for actor
effects. The final model demonstrated good fit (χ2(1) = 2.24, p = 0.13, RMSEA = 0.09, CFI =
0.98, SRMR = 0.01), and accounted for 8.8% and 11.3% of the total variance in fathers’ and
mothers’ coparenting, respectively. Estimates for the final model can be found in Table 6.
Partner effects were significantly different from zero and mothers’ economic strain was
significantly associated with mothers’ coparenting.
Models of adjustment, coparenting, and economic strain in which equality constraints
were imposed on parents’ actor or partner effects demonstrated poor fit. Thus, in contrast to the
full sample, the final model was a saturated, direct-effects model that accounted for 21.7% and
32.9% of the total variance in fathers’ and mothers’ coparenting, respectively. Table 7 contains
estimates and fit statistics for model comparisons. Estimates for the final model can be found in
Table 8. Actor effects and fathers’ partner effects were significantly different from zero. Fathers’
and mothers’ perceived economic strain were significantly negatively associated with mothers’
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marital adjustment.
The best fitting model of conflict, coparenting, and economic strain was a direct-effects
model that included equality constraints for parents’ actor and partner effects. Table 9 contains
estimates and fit statistics for model comparisons. The final model demonstrated good fit (χ2(2) =
3.29, p = 0.19, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.98, SRMR = 0.02), and accounted for 10.7% and 11.7%
of the total variance in fathers’ and mothers’ coparenting, respectively. Estimates for the final
model can be found in Table 10. Partner effects were significantly different from zero and
mothers’ perceived economic strain was significantly negatively associated with mothers’
coparenting.
Discussion
The coparenting relationship has been conceptualized as a mechanism by which the
marital relationship confers beneficial and deleterious effects on child socioemotional
functioning (Feinberg, 2003; Margolin et al., 2001), but how specific aspects of the marital
relationship are associated with coparenting has not been fully explored. Family systems theory
posits that subsystems within the family should be interrelated (Minuchin, 1985), and the present
study uses an APIM approach to identify mothers’ and fathers’ unique contributions to marital
quality and coparenting while understanding the role of individual differences of economic strain
and racial or ethnic background in a sample of low-income parents. We found evidence that
marital adjustment is more strongly linked to coparenting than is conflict, patterns differ for
adjustment and conflict models, and the strength of associations differ by parent gender.
Moreover, in the full sample, economic strain does not moderate links between marital quality
and coparenting, but instead is directly associated only with marital adjustment. Finally, these
patterns differ for subgroups of parents based on the couples’ racial or ethnic composition.
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In general, parents’ satisfaction in their marital relationship, over and above their
partners' satisfaction, is linked with feeling more supported by and supportive of one’s partner,
which is consistent with our hypothesis. On the other hand, parents’ engagement in minor
aggressive conflict tactics is associated with their partners’ feeling less positive about the
parenting relationship, but not with their own feelings about coparenting, which is contrary to
what was predicted. While no prior studies have examined marital quality and coparenting within
an APIM framework, there are conceptual and theoretical reasons why marital adjustment and
conflict are differentially associated with coparenting. First, marital adjustment refers to a more
diffuse, positive sense of the relationship, while marital conflict refers to specific behaviors in
which individuals engage. Given the overlap in valence between marital adjustment and
coparenting (i.e., both measure positive feelings of support), it makes sense that we found actor
effects such that one parents’ positive feelings about the marital relationship are linked to their
own positive feelings about the coparenting relationship. Conversely, because conflict refers to
negative behaviors that one individual engages in against their partner, it is logical that these
behaviors are associated with their partner feeling less supported in the coparenting relationship.
The present study attempts to address some inconsistencies in the existing literature by
testing whether marital quality and coparenting operate similarly for mothers and fathers within
the same family. Contrary to work that does not account for unmeasured effects that make
parents within families more similar (e.g., Morrill et al., 2010), we found that in general, marital
quality explains relatively more of the variance in mothers’ coparenting than in fathers’
coparenting. Further, paths from marital quality to coparenting tend to be stronger for mothers’
coparenting, compared to fathers’ coparenting; actor effects are stronger for mothers’ adjustment
than fathers’, and partner effects are stronger for fathers’ conflict to mothers’ coparenting than
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were mothers’ conflict to fathers’ coparenting. In comparison, a study that accounted for the
correlation between mothers’ and fathers’ marital quality, but not coparenting, found that
mothers’ marital quality was a stronger predictor of both parents’ coparenting quality (Hughes et
al., 2004). By accounting for the correlation between mothers’ and fathers’ coparenting, we
found that a substantial portion of the variance in mothers’ coparenting quality is explained by
marital quality.
Economic Strain
Consistent with the Family Stress Model (Conger et al., 2000; Conger & Elder, 1994;
Conger et al., 1999), there are direct effects between economic strain and marital adjustment.
Specifically, fathers’ economic strain is linked to lower marital adjustment for both mothers and
fathers, while mothers’ economic strain is only related to decreased marital adjustment for
mothers. The term crossover broadly refers to inter-individual processes in which an individual’s
experiences in one domain transfers to another individual and has been used in the context of
work-home research (i.e., when one partner’s experience at work transfers to the other partner’s
experience at home; Larson & Almeida, 1999). In the work-home crossover literature, there is no
clear consensus regarding whether crossover operates differently for men and women, and while
several studies have shown no differences, a few have shown that husbands’ stress crosses over
to impact wives’ satisfaction (Demerouti, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2005; Hammer, Allen, &
Grigsby, 1997), which is consistent with our finding that fathers’ economic strain is associated
with mothers’ marital adjustment, but not vice versa.
Somewhat surprisingly, economic strain – fathers’, but not mothers’- is only marginally
related to marital conflict. It may be that economic strain does not explain additional variance in
conflict once income is accounted for. In these models, mothers’ economic strain was directly
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related to decreased levels of mothers’ coparenting. Given that this link is only present for
conflict, but not adjustment, it may be that for mothers, economic strain is associated with
coparenting through effects on marital adjustment. Finally, in the full sample, economic strain
does not moderate any links between either aspect of marital quality and coparenting. Instead,
direct-effects models consistently demonstrate better fit.
Racial or Ethnic Background
To understand how racial or ethnic composition is related to marital quality and
coparenting, we will discuss the findings of the subgroup analyses in terms of differences from
the full models. First, within African American couples, parents do not differ in the strength of
their actor effects between marital adjustment and coparenting, suggesting that for these couples,
parent gender is not a moderator of this association. On the other hand, for interethnic couples,
fathers exhibit an actor-only pattern, while mothers exhibit a couple-pattern, which their marital
adjustment is related to both their own and their partners’ coparenting. It may be that for these
couples, the ability to feel supportive and supported in the coparenting relationship depends on
their partners’ satisfaction within the marital relationship. Although interethnic couples have
been largely omitted from coparenting research, there is debate about whether interethnic
couples have lower relationship satisfaction than intraethnic couples (Shibazaki & Brennan,
1998), and some evidence that interethnic couples have higher marital satisfaction than
intraethnic couples (Troy, Lewis-Smith, & Laurenceau, 2006). Some work has also suggested
that marginalized couples (i.e., not limited to interethnic couples) tend to compensate for lower
levels of investment with higher levels of commitment, when compared to nonmarginalized
couples (Lehmiller & Agnew, 2006). Taken together, couples in interethnic partnerships may
face unique stressors (e.g., family disapproval) and engage in processes to buffer their

31

relationship quality, which may explain why mothers’ marital adjustment is linked to both
parents’ coparenting quality.
For African American couples in this sample, conflict and coparenting are not related and
only a fraction of the variance in fathers’ coparenting is explained by marital conflict. Although
most coparenting research that includes African American couples has not focused on twoparent, intact families, there is no theoretical or empirical support for this finding. Given the
small sample size, we are hesitant to over interpret this result, but it may be indicative of the
presence of untested moderators. Contrary to the full sample, Caucasian parents demonstrate
significant actor effects between conflict and coparenting, while only mothers’ partner effects are
significant. In these families, one’s minor aggressive behaviors are linked to one’s own
decreased coparenting quality and fathers’ minor aggressive behaviors are further linked to
mothers’ decreased coparenting quality.
While economic strain does not moderate the relation between adjustment and
coparenting in the full sample, it is a moderator for two of the subgroups. For fathers in African
American and Caucasian couples, at lower levels of economic strain, marital adjustment is more
positively related to coparenting. This is consistent with our hypothesis that in the context of
high economic strain, positive links would be reduced. Mothers in Caucasian couples also
demonstrate a marginal actor moderator effect, but in the opposite direction; at high levels of
economic strain, mothers’ adjustment and coparenting are more positively related. Additionally,
there are partner moderator effects for the two groups, but in the opposite direction. For African
American couples, in the context of fathers’ greater economic strain, fathers’ marital adjustment
is negatively associated with mothers’ coparenting, but the two are positively associated in the
context of less economic strain. Again, this is in line with theoretical work that suggests that
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economic strain exacerbates negative processes. Conversely, for Caucasian couples, in the
context of high maternal economic strain, mothers’ marital adjustment and fathers’ coparenting
were more positively related, whereas in the context of low maternal economic strain, the two
were negatively related. Again, it is unclear whether these analyses are underpowered or
produced spurious associations, and particularly because some links are not supported by
theoretical work, they should be interpreted with caution.
Overall, our findings highlight that for coparenting couples, the marital and coparenting
relationships are linked, but there are individual differences in how strong and the ways in which
they are linked. This study extends existing coparenting research to include an understudied
population of racially and ethnically diverse, economically strained parents. Coparenting is of
interest to researchers as a mechanism by which qualities of the marital relationship are
transmitted to parenting or the parent-child relationship, and the present study adds to our
understanding of a piece of that equation by demonstrating that, in this population, aspects of the
marital relationship are differentially associated with partners’ coparenting. This is particularly
important in that, to obtain a clear picture of how coparenting functions as a mechanism between
family subsystems, researchers need to account for the experience of both coparents and for
contextual characteristics.
Limitations
This study has several limitations. For one, the cross-sectional nature of the data
precludes the ability to test directionality and causality. Although the marital relationship
typically exists prior to the coparenting relationship (Feinberg, 2003), and marital quality has
been experimentally manipulated to affect coparenting quality (Kitzmann, 2000), it is likely that
there are bidirectional effects between marital quality and coparenting. Moreover, only self-
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report data was included in the present study, which may provide different information from
observational measures of the marital and coparenting relationship (Gottman & Notarius, 2000).
In addition, given that the sample includes parents who were cohabiting and were willing to
participate in a larger longitudinal study in which they may have received a marital intervention,
results may not be generalizable to other family structures or to parents who are not as motivated
to participate in such research. Finally, because the sample consisted of families who are
heterogeneous in terms of racial and ethnic composition, models that included only a subset of
families based on racial or ethnic composition should be interpreted with caution; the present
study may lack sufficient power to examine racial composition as a moderator of marital quality
and coparenting.
Implications and Future Directions
The current study is an important step towards clarifying how some individual
differences are linked to interparental relationships and highlights the need for future research –
particularly longitudinal studies – to establish evidence of directionality between marital quality
and coparenting. We considered marital adjustment and conflict separately to first establish
whether there are unique patterns of relations for each with coparenting. However, adjustment
and conflict were moderately correlated, and future work should understand to what degree the
two measures overlap in the amount of variance in coparenting they explain. It is plausible, for
instance, that an individual could report low levels of adjustment in the absence of conflict, so
considering conflict as a moderator of the relation between adjustment and coparenting may
provide more specific information. Moreover, while the best-fitting models explained almost half
of the variance in coparenting, more work is needed to understand what other factors of the
interparental relationship (e.g., day-to-day division of labor, parental psychopathology) and
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aspects related to the child or children (e.g., parent-child relationship quality) may also explain
variance in coparenting quality. In addition, marital conflict only explained a small amount of
variance in coparenting. This relation needs further exploration because it has potentially
important implications and perhaps points to the coparenting relationship as a protective factor in
families that experience higher levels of conflict.
Perhaps most importantly, models of marital quality and coparenting were not identical
among subgroups of parents based on their race and ethnicity. This highlights the need for future
studies with large samples of diverse parents to establish whether this is due to a lack of power,
to include more refined measures of culture rather than artificially grouping parents together
based on heritage, and to understand factors that may be relevant to within culture variation in
interparental relationships.
The present findings suggest that interventions aimed at improving coparenting may be
more impactful if they target marital adjustment, rather than conflict. Further, findings that
mothers’, rather than fathers’, marital adjustment is more strongly linked to mothers’
coparenting, whereas fathers’, rather than mothers’, conflict is more strongly linked to mothers’
coparenting suggest that interventions aimed at improving maternal perceptions of coparenting
should have different focuses depending on which parent is participating.
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Appendix
Figure 1
Proposed model for Aims 1 through 4.
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Figure 2
Fathers’ marital adjustment, economic strain, and coparenting in African American couples.
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Figure 3
Fathers’ marital adjustment, economic strain, and mothers’ coparenting in African American
couples.
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Figure 4
Fathers’ marital adjustment, economic strain, and coparenting in Caucasian couples.
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Figure 5
Mothers’ marital adjustment, economic strain, and fathers’ coparenting in Caucasian couples.
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Figure 6
Mothers’ marital adjustment, economic strain, and coparenting in Caucasian couples.
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Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Bivariate Correlations of Study Variables

1. Marital
Adjustment (Father)

M (SD)

1.

28.43
(6.82)

--

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

2. Marital
Adjustment
(Mother)
3. Marital Conflict
(Father)

29.31
(5.75)

0.40***

--

38.76
(28.91)

-0.39***

-0.25***

--

4. Marital Conflict
(Mother)

40.47
(31.51)

-0.38***

-0.27***

0.82***

--

5. Coparenting
(Father)

83.55
(13.25)

0.26***

0.42***

-0.22***

-0.21***

--

6. Coparenting
(Mother)

78.29
(15.94)

0.59***

0.19**

-0.35***

-0.28***

0.47***

--

7. INR

1.05 (0.72)

-0.06

-0.08

-0.01

0.02

-0.09

-0.12*

--

8. Economic Strain
(Father)

0.00 (1.00)

-0.13*

-0.17**

0.11

0.12*

-0.12*

-0.09

-0.17**

--

9. Economic Strain
(Mother)

0.00 (1.00)

-0.23***

-0.29

0.11

0.04

-0.07

-0.18**

0.05

0.33***

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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Table 2
Estimates and Standard Error of Aim 1 and 2 Final Models

Adjustment

Conflict

b

SE

p-value

b

SE

p-value

INR (Father)

-0.96

0.95

0.31

-1.61

1.00

0.11

INR (Mother)

-1.92

1.14

0.09

-2.69

1.23

0.03

Actor Effect
(Father)

1.00

0.12

<.000

-0.47

0.34

0.17

Mother Actor
Effect (Mother)

1.31

0.10

<.000

-0.47

0.34

0.17

Partner Effect
(Father)

0.05

0.09

0.60

-0.75

0.37

0.04

Partner Effect
(Mother)

0.05

0.09

0.60

-1.73

0.38

<0.000

Covariates

Main Effects
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Table 3
Unstandardized Estimates and Model Fit Statistics for Aim 3 and 4
Effect

Fit Statistics

Actor
(Father)

Actor
(Mother)

Partner
(Father)

Partner
(Mother)

Actor
by ES
(Father)

Actor by
ES
(Mother)

Partner
by ES
(Father)

Partner
by ES
(Mother)

χ2

df

pvalue

SABIC

Unrestricted 0.89**
model
*

1.37**
*

0.14

-0.13

-0.09

0.23

0.14

0.01

--

--

--

14355.23

Interaction 0.98**
effects zero
*

1.29**
*

0.04

0.04

0

0

0

0

7.30

5

0.20

14349.85

Direct
0.98**
effects
*
model

1.29**
*

0.04

0.04

--

--

--

--

2.12

1

0.15

10618.88

Submodel
Adjustment

Conflict
Unrestricted
model

-0.88

-0.11

-0.32

-1.94***

-0.21

-0.60

-0.07

0.09

--

--

--

12154.19

Interaction
effects zero

-0.51

-0.51

-0.65

-1.60***

0

0

0

0

3.93

5

0.56

12145.43

--

--

0.59

1

0.44

9473.45

Direct
effects -0.51
-0.51
-0.64 -1.60***
--model
Note. ES = Economic Strain. Bold text denotes final model. ***p<.001
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Table 4
Unstandardized Estimates and Standard Error for Aim 3 and 4 Final Models
Adjustment

Conflict

b

SE

p-value

b

SE

p-value

INR (Father)

-1.06

0.98

0.28

-1.88

1.04

0.07

INR (Mother)

-1.90

1.13

0.09

-2.54

1.22

<0.000

Actor Effect
(Father)

0.98

0.13

<0.000

-0.51

0.34

0.13

Actor Effect
(Mother)

1.29

0.10

<0.000

-0.51

0.34

0.13

Partner Effect
(Father)

0.04

0.09

0.66

-0.64

0.37

0.09

Partner Effect
(Mother)

0.04

0.09

0.66

-1.60

0.38

<0.000

ES Actor Effect
(Father)

-0.56

0.82

0.49

-1.40

0.90

0.12

ES Actor Effect
(Mother)

-0.70

0.88

0.42

-2.17

0.97

0.03

ES Partner
Effect (Father)

-0.43

0.79

0.58

-0.11

0.81

0.90

ES Partner
Effect (Mother)

-0.10

0.84

0.90

-0.29

0.95

0.76

FMQ with FES

-0.93

0.34

0.01

0.29

0.25

0.05

MMQ with MES

-1.54

0.40

<0.000

0.28

0.15

0.05

FMQ with MES

-0.10

0.36

0.78

0.26

0.15

0.07

MMQ with FES

-0.92

0.41

0.02

0.10

0.14

0.50

Covariates

Main
Effects

Covariances

Note. ES = Economic Strain. FMQ = Fathers’ Marital Quality, MMQ = Mothers’ Marital Quality, FES
= Fathers’ Economic Strain, MES = Mothers’ Economic Strain.
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Table 5
Estimates and Standard Error for Adjustment and Coparenting Final Models

African American

Caucasian

Interethnic

b

SE

p-value

b

SE

p-value

INR (Father)

0.31

2.64

0.91

1.95

1.42

0.17

INR (Mother)

-2.75

3.01

0.36

0.39

2.62

0.81

Actor Effect
(Father)

1.12

0.21

<0.000

1.12

0.24

Actor Effect
(Mother)

1.12

0.21

<0.000

1.66

Partner Effect
(Father)

-0.14

0.18

0.44

Partner Effect
(Mother)

-0.14

0.18

0.44

b

SE

p-value

1.36

0.08

-3.06

1.64

0.06

<0.000

0.71

0.18

<0.000

0.16

<0.000

1.47

0.18

<0.000

0.14

0.20

0.50

0.41

0.15

0.01

0.14

0.20

0.50

-0.33

0.17

0.06

Covariates

Main effects

-2.39
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Table 6
Estimates and Standard Errors for Conflict and Coparenting Final Models

African American

Caucasian

Interracial

b

SE

p-value

b

SE

p-value

INR (Father)

-4.46

3.48

0.20

0.90

1.79

0.62

INR (Mother)

-0.77

2.64

0.77

-0.85

2.19

0.70

Actor Effect
(Father)

0.63

0.90

0.48

-1.34

0.59

Actor Effect
(Mother)

-1.54

1.09

0.16

-1.34

Partner Effect
(Father)

-1.00

0.70

0.16

Partner Effect
(Mother)

-1.00

0.70

0.16

b

SE

p-value

1.51

0.09

-3.13

1.74

0.07

0.02

-0.24

0.51

0.64

0.59

0.02

-0.24

0.51

0.64

-0.13

0.61

0.83

-1.11

0.53

0.09

-1.44

0.64

0.02

-1.72

0.61

0.01

Covariates

Main effects

-2.58
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Table 7
Estimates and Model Fit Statistics for Adjustment and Economic Strain Interaction Models
Effect

Actor
(Father)

Actor
(Mother)

Partner
(Father)

Partner
(Mother)

Actor by
ES
(Father)

Actor by
ES
(Mother)

Partner
by ES
(Father)

Partner
by ES
(Mother)

χ2

df

pvalue

SABIC

Unrestricted
model

1.24***

1.22***

-0.27

-0.14

-0.88

0.34

0.18

-0.81

--

--

--

2874.89

Interaction
effects zero

1.21***

1.21***

-0.27

-0.27

0

0

0

0

7.30

6

0.29

2876.30

Final
interaction
model

1.24***

1.24***

-0.24

-0.24

-0.88

0.32

0.18

-0.78

0.15

2

0.93

2873.08

Unrestricted

1.46***

1.50***

-0.06

0.34

-0.58*

0.44

0.43*

-0.14

--

--

--

3670.85

Interaction
effects zero

1.16***

1.65***

0.11

0.21

0

0

0

0

10.91

4

0.03

3676.89

Final
interaction
model

1.48***

1.48***

-0.07

0.36

-0.59***

0.44

0.44*

-0.14

0.01

1

0.91

3669.65

Unrestricted

0.70***

1.40***

0.41**

-0.32

0.14

0.27

0.08

0.17

--

--

--

7674.24

Interaction
effects zero

0.72***

1.43***

0.42**

-0.28

0

0

0

0

3.77

4

0.44

7670.39

Direct
effects
model

0.72***

1.43***

0.42**

-0.27

--

--

--

--

--

--

--

5684.21

Submodel
AA

Fit Statistics

C

IE

Note. ES = Economic Strain. Bold text denotes final model. *p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001
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Table 8
Unstandardized Estimates and Standard Errors for Final Adjustment and Economic Strain
Models
African American
pb
SE
value
Covariates

Main
effects

Interaction
terms

Caucasian

Interethnic

b

SE

pvalue

b

SE

pvalue

INR
(Father)

0.80

2.57

0.76

2.05

1.44

0.15

-2.26

1.46

0.12

INR
(Mother)

-3.89

2.91

0.18

0.80

1.69

0.64

-2.64

1.66

0.11

1.24

0.21

<0.000

1.48

0.16 <0.000

0.72

0.18 <0.000

1.24

0.21

<0.000

1.48

0.16 <0.000

1.43

0.17 <0.000

-0.24

0.20

0.23

-0.07

0.24

0.77

-0.24

0.20

0.23

0.36

0.29

0.22

1.10

2.16

0.61

-2.84

1.61

2.64

1.99

0.19

0.68

-1.54

1.64

0.35

-1.96

2.06

-0.88

Actor
Effect
(Father)
Actor
Effect
(Mother)
Partner
Effect
(Father)
Partner
Effect
(Mother)
ES Actor
Effect
(Father)
ES Actor
Effect
(Mother)
ES
Partner
Effect
(Father)
ES
Partner
Effect
(Mother)
Actor x
ES
(Father)
Actor x
ES
(Mother)
Partner x
ES
(Father)
Partner x
ES
(Mother)

0.42
0.15

0.01

-0.27

0.18

0.12

0.08

0.44

1.09

0.69

1.79

0.70

-1.51

1.23

0.22

1.25

1.52

0.41

-0.09

1.07

0.93

0.34

-1.08

1.51

0.47

1.26

1.20

0.29

0.45

0.05

-0.59

0.22

0.01

--

--

--

0.32

0.26

0.21

0.44

0.24

0.06

--

--

--

0.18

0.25

0.47

0.44

0.21

0.03

--

--

--

-0.78

0.44

0.07

-0.14

0.31

0.65

--

--

--
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Covarianc
es

FAdj
with FES
MAdj
with
MES
FAdj
with
MES
MAdj
with FES

-0.83

0.51

0.10

0.68 <0.000

-1.47

0.51

0.01

-1.06

0.52

0.04

-0.11

0.52

0.84

-1.10

0.67

0.10

-1.07

0.54

0.05

-1.36

0.60

0.02

-0.65

0.56

-0.68

1.05

0.52

-2.43

-1.37

0.82

0.09

-0.47

1.04

0.65

0.25

Note. ES = Economic Strain, FAdj = Fathers’ Adjustment, MAdj = Mothers’ Adjustment, FES = Fathers’
Economic Strain, MES = Mothers’ Economic Strain.
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Table 9
Estimates and Model Fit Statistics for Conflict and Economic Strain Interaction Models
Effect
Actor
(Father)

Actor
(Mother)

Partner
(Father)

Partner
(Mother)

Actor by
ES
(Father)

Actor by
ES
(Mother)

Partner
by ES
(Father)

Partner
by ES
(Mother)

χ2

df

p-value

SABIC

Unrestricted
model

0.59

-1.73

-1.32

-0.75

-0.92

0.87

0.80

0.02

--

--

--

2453.79

Interaction
effects zero

-0.11

-0.11

-1.05

-1.05

0

0

0

0

9.46

6

0.15

2457.37

Direct
effects
model

0.70

-1.46

-0.97

-0.97

--

--

--

--

0.05

1

0.82

1904.82

Unrestricted
model

-2.15

-0.11

0.93

-2.53

-0.17

-1.25

-0.31

-0.51

--

--

--

3137.31

Interaction
effects zero

-2.00*

-0.62

0.81

-1.93

0

0

0

0

5.88

4

0.21

3138.34

Direct
effects
model

-1.38*

-1.38

0.21

-1.24

--

--

--

--

0.57

1

0.45

2463.81

Unrestricted
model

-1.05

0.53

-0.36

-2.36*

0.30

-0.87

-0.48

0.47

--

--

--

6493.73

Interaction
effects zero

-1.19

0.75

-0.24

-2.61

0

0

0

0

3.03

4

0.55

6489.15

Direct
effects
model

-0.31

-0.31

-1.22*

-1.22*

--

--

--

--

3.29

2

0.19

5061.94

Submodel
AA

C

IE

Fit Statistics

Note. ES = Economic Strain, AA = African American, C = Caucasian, IE = Interethnic. Bold text denotes final model. *p<.05
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Table 10
Unstandardized Estimates and Standard Errors for Conflict and Economic Strain Final Models
African American
pb
SE
value
Covariates

Main effects

Covariances

Caucasian

Interethnic

b

SE

pvalue

b

SE

pvalue

INR
(Father)

-0.98

2.63

0.71

0.38

1.75

0.83

-2.66

1.65

0.11

INR
(Mother)

-4.76

3.39

0.16

-0.89

2.12

0.68

-2.94

1.77

0.10

0.70

0.91

0.44

-1.38

0.66

0.04

-0.31

0.50

0.54

-1.46

1.16

0.21

-1.38

0.66

0.04

-0.31

0.50

0.54

-0.97

0.74

0.19

0.21

0.75

0.78

-1.22

0.51

0.02

-0.97

0.74

0.19

-1.24

0.65

0.06

-1.22

0.51

0.02

-2.35

1.84

0.20

-2.62

2.13

0.22

-0.46

1.28

0.72

0.29

2.12

0.89

-3.35

1.82

0.07

-2.93

1.31

0.03

0.05

1.81

0.98

0.59

1.77

0.74

-0.25

1.01

0.82

-2.27

1.94

0.24

0.33

1.76

0.85

0.43

1.38

0.76

FCon with
FES

0.39

0.37

0.29

0.69

0.26

0.01

0.06

0.20

0.76

MCon with
MES

-0.14

0.31

0.66

0.18

0.25

0.47

0.13

0.20

0.52

FCon with
MES

0.19

0.34

0.58

0.38

0.29

0.19

0.24

0.20

0.22

MCon with
FES

0.26

0.33

0.43

0.62

0.26

0.02

0.11

0.20

0.58

Actor
Effect
(Father)
Actor
Effect
(Mother)
Partner
Effect
(Father)
Partner
Effect
(Mother)
ES Actor
Effect
(Father)
ES Actor
Effect
(Mother)
ES Partner
Effect
(Father)
ES Partner
Effect
(Mother)

Note. ES = Economic Strain, FCon = Fathers’ Conflict, MCon = Mothers’ Conflict, FES = Fathers’
Economic Strain, MES = Mothers’ Economic Strain.

