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Abstract
Researchers have been particularly interested in how contextual and psychosocial factors
increase unmarried parents’ risk for parenting stress because of its potentially harmful impact on
parental and child outcomes (Belsky, 1984; Crnic & Low, 2002; Peterson, Hennon, & Knox,
2010). In particular, research has shown that economic hardship increases parents’ risk for
parenting stress (Bronte-Tinkew, Horowitz, & Carrano, 2010; DeKylen, Brooks-Gunn,
McLanahan, & Knab, 2006; Teitler, Reichman, & Nepomnyaschy, 2004). The goal of this study
was to test a model that examined: (1) the impact of mothers’ material hardship on both mothers’
and fathers’ parenting stress in unmarried families; and (2) whether instrumental support,
supportive coparenting, fathers’ residential status, and race moderated the impact of material
hardship on parenting stress. This study found that mothers’ material hardship was related to
mothers’ parenting stress, but not fathers’ parenting stress. Instrumental support, supportive
coparenting, fathers’ residential status, and race were not significant moderators. Directions for
future research are discussed.
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Introduction
While becoming a parent is often described as a joyous, fulfilling, and valuable life
experience for adults across societies, raising children is, at times, challenging and stressful,
especially for parents of young children (Deave, Johnson, & Ingram, 2008; Hildingsson &
Thomas, 2014; Peterson, Hennon, & Knox, 2010). Parenting stress generally refers to “a
condition or feeling experienced when a parent perceives that the demands associated with
parenting exceed the personal and social resources available to meet those demands” (Cooper,
McLanahan, Meadows, & Brooks-Gunn, 2009, p.559). Researchers have been particularly
interested in how contextual and psychosocial factors increase unmarried parents’ risk for
parenting stress because of its potentially harmful impact on parental and child outcomes.
Parenting stress has been associated with parental depression and poor parenting practices, as
well as poor social and cognitive skills in children (Belsky, 1984; Crnic & Low, 2002; Peterson
et al., 2010).
In particular, research has shown that economic hardship increases parents’ risk for
parenting stress (Bronte-Tinkew, Horowitz, & Carrano, 2010; DeKylen, Brooks-Gunn,
McLanahan, & Knab, 2006; Teitler, Reichman, & Nepomnyaschy, 2004). Families that are lowincome are at a greater risk of experiencing significant strains on their resources (Nam, Wikoff,
& Sherraden, 2013; Pearlin, 1999; Pearlin, Menaghan, Lieberman, & Mullan, 1981), and as a
result, parents may feel distressed at not being able to meet the demands expected of them as
parents (Abidin, 1992; Deater-Deckard, & Scarr, 1996; Pearlin, 1999). Unmarried parents of
young children are particularly likely to experience economic hardship (Kalil & Ryan, 2010).
Unmarried parents (which include cohabiting couples, single parents, and non-cohabiting
couples) are more likely to have lower earning capacity, greater material hardships, and lower
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assets than married couples (Bronte-Tinkew et al., 2010; DeKylen et al., 2006; Kalil & Ryan,
2010; Teitler et al., 2004).
In addition to examining factors such as economic hardship that increase parenting stress,
researchers have also sought a clearer understanding of the psychosocial resources that parents of
young children utilize to cope with and manage parenting stress. In particular, social support and
supportive coparenting have been found to be important resources for unmarried parents who are
more likely than married parents to have less consistent support (DeKlyen et al., 2006; Kalil &
Ryan, 2010; Lee, Anderson, Horowitz, & August, 2009; McLanahan, Garfinkel, Mincy, &
Donahue, 2010; Melson, Windecker-Nelson, & Schwarz, 1998). Given the important
implications that parenting stress has for parents, the goal of this project is to examine the
relationships between economic hardship and parenting stress as moderated by two psychosocial
resources: supportive coparenting and instrumental support in unmarried parents raising young
children. Furthermore, the relationship between economic hardship and parenting stress will also
be examined for differences across fathers’ residential status and race.
Significance of Research
Findings from this study can shed new light on how sources of support buffer the effects
of economic hardship on parenting stress among unmarried parents. Previous research has
shown that unmarried parents are more likely to experience economic hardship (Kalil & Ryan,
2010). Research also indicates that low-income parents and their children benefit from the
availability of private sources of support (Kalil & Ryan, 2010; McLanahan et al., 2010; Ryan,
Kalil, & Leininger, 2009). While it has been established in the research literature that resources
may help alleviate the effects of stress on parenting, the research is less clear regarding if

EXAMINING HARDSHIP AND RESOURCES IN PARENTING STRESS

3

particular forms of social support such as instrumental support and supportive coparenting
function to buffer the effects of economic hardship on parenting stress.
Some research has demonstrated that Black and Hispanic mothers experiences more
parenting stress compared to White mothers (Nomaguchi & House, 2013). At this point, it is
unclear if the relationship between economic hardship and parenting stress differs by race
especially in unmarried couples with children. It is also unclear if there are differences between
resident fathers (fathers that live in the same household as their children) and nonresident fathers
on the effects of economic hardship on parenting stress. Further, most of the research examining
the association between economic hardship and parenting stress has focused on married couples
and low-income mothers. Less research has focused on the effects of stress on parenting among
unmarried couples and low-income fathers (Chang & Fine, 2007; Lavee, Sharlin, & Katz, 1996;
Mulsow, Caldera, Pursley, Reifman, & Huston, 2002). Overall, understanding how instrumental
support, supportive coparenting, fathers’ residential status, and race function in the lives of
unmarried, low-income parents can help inform and guide the work of researchers, practitioners,
and policymakers working to promote the health and well-being of families and individuals at
most risk.

EXAMINING HARDSHIP AND RESOURCES IN PARENTING STRESS

Chapter One: A Review of Literature on the Economic and Psychosocial Factors Related to
Parenting Stress
The review of literature will examine the theoretical frameworks for understanding
parenting stress and review the literature on the effect of economic hardship on parenting stress,
and how social support, supportive coparenting, fathers’ residential status, and race may impact
the association between economic hardship and parenting stress.
Theoretical Frameworks
Over the past 30 years, theoretical models of parenting stress (Abidin, 1992; Belsky,
1984; Conger & Elder, 1994) have considered the important role that contextual factors such as
social support and economic resources play in determining parenting stress across families.
Abidin’s (1992) model of parenting stress has noted that, in addition to parent and child
characteristics, contextual factors influence parenting stress. A lack of social support, for
example, can lead to emotional distress in the parenting role for parents struggling to make ends
meet (Raphael, Zhang, Liu, & Giardino, 2009). Belsky’s (1984) determinants of parenting
conceptualization and Conger and colleagues’ family stress model (Conger, Conger, Elder,
Lorenz, Simons, & Whitbeck, 1992; Conger & Elder, 1994) provide useful concepts and ideas
for understanding parenting stress. In particular, these guiding frameworks explain how strains
and resources operate directly and indirectly within the lives of parents and children. Informed
by ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 1986), both Belsky’s (1984) framework for
understanding the determinants of parenting, and Conger and colleagues (1992; 1994) family
stress model suggest that stressors and resources operate together to impact parenting. Both of
these models emphasize the important role that psychosocial resources play in the lives of
families, especially in determining child outcomes and parent behaviors. In particular, Belsky

4
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(1984) points out that parenting is bolstered by social support and coordination between parents.
In particular, a “well buffered system” involving positive support and coordination between
parents can help parents adjust to changes in the family, especially with regard to rearing
children (Belsky, 1984). Additionally, the family stress model posits that economic factors such
as poverty, and family processes such as positive partner support contributes to parents’
experiences of parenting stress and parenting practices (Conger et al., 1992; 1994). Overall, a
common thread running through models of parenting stress is the important role that contextual
factors such as economic hardship, social support, and coparenting play in how parents
experience and manage stress (Abidin, 1992; Belsky, 1984; Conger et al., 1992).
Economic Hardship and Parenting Stress
A well-established literature has found associations between economic factors and
parenting. A major finding within this literature is that parents experiencing economic hardship
are more likely to experience parenting stress (Belsky, 1984; Crnic & Low, 2002; Cutrona, 1984;
Peterson et al., 2010; Raphael et al., 2009). Studies, which have measured economic hardship in
a variety of ways, have found income (Mulsow et al., 2002), income-to-needs ratio (Nomaguchi
& House, 2013; Raikes & Thompson, 2005), perception of economic status (Lavee et al., 1996)
and unemployment (Nomaguchi & Johnson, 2014) to be associated with parenting stress.
Mulsow et al. (2002), for example, found that higher income was associated with less maternal
parenting stress during a child’s second year. In addition to examining economic predictors of
parenting stress, research has found that parenting stress plays a key mediating role between
economic hardship and poor parenting outcomes as well as child behavioral problems (Conger et
al., 1992; Lavee et al., 1996; McLoyd, 1990). Lavee et al. (1996) found that economic distress
was an important predictor of marital quality indirectly through parenting stress in both mothers
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and fathers. In another recent study, McConnell, Breitkreuz and Savage (2010) found that
parenting stress and financial hardship (difficulty making ends meet) mediated the relationship
between socioeconomic status (income and education) and child difficulties in a sample of 923
parents (mostly mothers) in Canada.
It is important to note that while the above mentioned literature has established that
economic factors predict and influence parenting stress, most of the research examining the
association between economic hardship and parenting stress has focused on married couples and
low-income single mothers (Lavee et al., 1996; Mulsow et al., 2002). Further, some studies have
found little or no such direct associations (Anderson et al., 2008; Deater-Deckard & Scarr, 1996).
Deater-Deckard and colleagues (1996) found that more parenting stress was associated with
lower family income in their sample of middle and upper income married couples but
acknowledged that the effects were small. Deater-Deckard and Scarr (1996) have acknowledged
that their sample of middle and upper middle income married couples may have had greater
access to outside resources and support than low-income couples, which may account for why
income was not related to parenting stress in this particular sample. At this point, we know less
about the factors that buffer the relationship between economic hardship and parenting stress
among fathers and never married parents. Overall, understanding parenting stress and the factors
that protect families against parenting stress is essential given that unmarried parents are at
greater risk for experiencing economic hardship (Kalil & Ryan, 2010; Teitler et al., 2004).
In addition to limitations on the types of families studied in the literature, some
researchers have also acknowledged the need for greater conceptual clarity regarding the
measure of economic hardship (Gershoff, Aber, Raver, & Lennon, 2007; Kalil & Ryan, 2010).
A U.S. Department of Health and Human Services research report which summarized and
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critiqued the literature on measures of hardship (Ouellette, Burstein, Long, & Beecroft, 2004)
suggests that measures of material hardship may capture the depth of financial difficulties more
accurately than measures of income or the poverty thresholds. Material hardship assesses the
extent to which an individual or family is able to meet their basic needs, in terms of shelter, food,
and medical care (Mayer & Jencks, 1989; Ouellette et al., 2004). For example, Mayer and
Jencks’ (1989) self reported measure of material hardship asks respondents to answer questions
such as: how much money they spend per week on groceries; if they were unable to afford rent in
the past two years; or if they had their gas/electricity turned off. Researchers have aptly noted
that income alone may not capture the ability to make ends meet as some families with lower
incomes are able to make ends meet, while some families with incomes above the poverty
thresholds may experience hardship (Gershoff et al., 2007; Heflin, 2014; Mayer & Jencks, 1989;
Ouellette et al., 2004). Recent research by Gershoff et al. (2007) supports the important role that
material hardship has in accurately capturing the depth of financial difficulties in families.
Gershoff and colleagues found in a series of mediational and multi-group analyses that “it was
almost entirely by reducing material hardship that income reduced parenting stress…Parenting
stress, in turn, was found to affect parent investment and positive parenting behavior, each of
which significantly predicts increases in cognitive skills and social emotional competence,
respectively” (p.89). Recently, more research has begun examining material hardship as an
alternative measure or complement to measures of income and poverty especially when studying
the impact of social welfare programs and policies in the US (Lee, Slack, & Lewis, 2004;
Sullivan, Turner, & Danziger, 2008). In addition, studies examining models of family stress and
parenting behaviors have also used measures of material hardship and found it to be linked to
parenting stress, parent behaviors, and school readiness across a range of family incomes, race,
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and in two-parent, and single-mother families (Gershoff et al., 2007; Raver, Gershoff, & Aber,
2007).
Despite the limitations of the current research on economic hardship and parenting stress,
recently, more studies have begun focusing their attention on the experiences of unmarried
parents. One of the most comprehensive data collection efforts to date on unmarried parents is
the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS), a longitudinal study examining a
birth cohort of approximately 5,000 children. The study oversampled children born to unmarried
parents (approximately 3,600). Descriptive analyses of the FFCWS have found that unmarried
parents were more likely to experience significantly higher rates of poverty and material
hardship compared to parents that were married (Kalil & Ryan, 2010; Teitler et al., 2004). More
research, however, is needed regarding the specific ways that economic hardship contributes to
parenting stress among unmarried families. Such studies are necessary for understanding how
this particular group experiences the stress of raising young children compared to more well
studied groups (e.g., married couples with children).
In addition to examining the association between economic hardship and parenting stress,
studies have also investigated factors that may potentially buffer the impact of hardship on
parenting stress. Access to resources such as social support (Belsky, 1984; Cohen & Wills,
1985; Mulsow et al., 2002) and supportive coparenting (Castillo & Sarver, 2012; McConnell et
al., 2010) has been found to buffer the impact of stressful experiences on parenting.
Additionally, factors such as fathers’ residential status and race (Nomaguchi & House, 2013;
Raver et al., 2007) may also play a role. In the sections that follow, studies examining the
buffering roles of social support, supportive coparenting, fathers’ residential status, and race will
be reviewed.
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The Moderating Roles of Social Support and Supportive Coparenting
Seminal research examining models of parenting stress and parenting behavior have
found that psychosocial resources can help families deal with the stressors associated with
parenting (Abidin, 1992; Belsky, 1984; Simons, Lorenz, Conger & Wu, 1992). Two resources
that individuals and families draw upon to manage stressful situations are social support (Belsky,
1984; McLoyd, 1990; Mulsow et al., 2002; Raphael et al., 2009) and supportive coparenting
(Castillo & Sarver, 2012; Choi & Pyun, 2014; McConnell et al., 2010). Research has found that
parents with more access to resources such as social support from family and friends, as well as
parents that experience positive coparenting with their child’s other parent reported less
parenting stress (Cardoso, Padilla, & Sampson, 2010; Chang & Fine, 2007; Mulsow et al., 2002).
In the sections that follow, literature that discusses social support and supportive coparenting as
protective factors will be presented first, followed by research that has examined the relationship
between race and parenting stress and residential status and parenting stress.
Social support. Within the social sciences, social support generally refers to the type of
assistance people receive from extended family, friends, and others in their social networks
including emotional and instrumental forms of support (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Henly, Danziger,
& Offer, 2005; Lakey & Cohen, 2000; McLanahan, 2009; Pearlin, Menaghan, Lieberman, &
Mullan, 1981; Seeman, 2008). Emotional support refers to support that makes a person feel
loved, cared for, and esteemed (e.g., talking to a person; providing positive feedback).
Instrumental support refers to concrete and in-kind assistance (e.g., money, child care, and
transportation) (Peterson, Hennon, & Knox, 2009; Seeman, 2008). Research has shown that
these types of resources from friends and extended family can help parents across socioeconomic
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classes cope with the daily stressors associated with parenting (Belsky, 1984; Cohen & Wills,
1985; Henly et al., 2005; McLanahan, 2009; McLoyd, 1990; Mulsow et al., 2002; Pearlin, 1999).
Studies examining the impact of social support on parenting outcomes have included a
variety of measures that assess the structure of the support system (e.g. size of social network),
the function of social support (e.g. instrumental), or a combination of structural and functional
indicators of support (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Gottlieb & Bergen, 2010). Cohen and Wills’ (1985)
seminal review article on social support found that measures examining functional aspects of
social support were more likely to function as a buffer (moderator effects model) against
stressors, whereas measures examining the structural components of social support were more
likely to be directly related to well-being (main effects model). This review will focus primarily
on the buffering effect of social support, and as a result, most of the studies reviewed have used
measures that assess the functionality of social support.
Perceived social support, in particular, has been found to be an important buffer against
stress (Barrera, 1986; Cohen & Wills, 1985; Gottlieb & Bergen, 2010). Perceived social support
is “essentially the belief or faith that support is available from network members, whereas actual
support is its mobilization and expression” (Gottlieb & Bergen, 2010, p.512). Studies have
shown that parents who feel they have access to social support tend to experience less stress even
if those resources are not actually provided or available (Barrera, 1986; Cohen & Wills, 1985;
Gottlieb & Bergen, 2010). In particular, the buffering hypothesis has shown that perceived
social support, in particular, can reduce the effects of economic hardship, and in turn, protect
parents from engaging in poor parenting practices (Lee et al., 2009; McConnell et al., 2010), and
parenting stress (Crnic & Low, 2002; Lee et al., 2009; McConnell et al., 2010, Mulsow et al.,
2002; Peterson et al., 2010). With regard to parenting stress, McConnell and colleagues (2010)
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found that higher levels of social support moderated the effect of parenting stress in a study
examining the family stress model and child difficulties. In another study, Lee and colleagues
(2009) found that social support buffered the effect of low-income on rural families’ parenting
practices (communication, involvement, parenting confidence and relational frustration). In
summary, research has found social support to be an important buffer between the effects of
economic hardship on parenting stress (Crnic & Low, 2002; Lee et al., 2009; McConnell et al.,
2010; Mulsow et al., 2002).
Although the current literature has contributed much to our understanding of how social
support operates to buffer stress in families, the literature is limited in several ways. First, much
of the existing research literature has focused primarily on the experiences of mothers (DeaterDeckard et al., 1996; Lee, et al., 2009; McConnell et al., 2010; Mulsow et al., 2002; Ostberg &
Hagekull, 2000). Research has shown that the buffering effect of social support may not provide
the same benefits to mothers and fathers (Harknett & Knab, 2007; Robertson, Elder, Skinner, &
Conger, 1991) and therefore, it is important that more research examine fathers’ experiences of
parenting stress and coping. Secondly, while it has been established that social support from a
spouse is an important resource for parents more so than social support from friends and other
family members (Conger et al., 1992; Crnic & Low, 2002; Peterson et al, 2010; Melson et al.,
1998), it is less clear if couples that are not married have similar experiences. Some research, for
example, has shown that social support provided by extended family and friends help lowincome and unmarried parents meet their day to day needs (Cardoso et al., 2010; Kalil & Ryan,
2010; McConnell et al., 2010; McLoyd, 1990; Ontai, Sano, Hatton, & Conger, 2008), but these
studies tend to focus on the experiences of mothers. Overall, more research on fathers and
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unmarried families would fill a much needed gap in our understanding of how social support
operates in the lives of low-income families.
While many studies include measures that tap multiple dimensions of social support such
as emotional support, instrumental support, and informational support, it is less clear if specific
dimensions of social support buffer the effect of economic hardship on parenting stress in
unmarried parents more so than other dimensions. Researchers have found that buffering effects
are more likely to occur when the most relevant form of social support is paired with a stressor
(Cohen & Wills, 1985). As Cohen and Wills (1985) have aptly pointed out, “there must be a
reasonable match between the coping requirement and available support in order for the
buffering to occur”(p. 314). Thus, for families experiencing economic hardship, support in the
form of monetary or in-kind assistance may be more likely to alleviate some of their financial
challenges more than emotional support.
One important dimension of social support that may be particularly salient in the lives of
low-income, unmarried parents is instrumental support. Unfortunately, many studies have not
specifically examined instrumental support as a buffer against economic hardship in studies of
parenting stress and instead have utilized measures of emotional support (McConnell et al.,
2010; Mulsow et al., 2002) or have combined scales or specific items into a global functional
measure of social support (Lee et al., 2009). Lee and colleagues (2009), for example, used the
Interpersonal Support Evaluation List (ISEL) which is a 40 item measure that assessed the
availability of different types of social support (e.g. esteem, belonging, and tangible). Lee and
colleagues (2009) combined the responses from each of these scales and used the total score
making it challenging to distinguish which type of social support is most relevant for buffering
the effect of economic hardship. Several studies, however, have found instrumental support to
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be an important resource for families living in poverty and experiencing economic hardship
(McLanahan, 2009; McLoyd, 1990; Pearlin et al., 1981). Additional research specifically
examining the moderating role of instrumental support would add more clarity regarding how the
effect of economic hardship on parenting stress functions in unmarried mothers and fathers in
fragile families.
Finally, it is important to note that while some studies have identified that social support
moderates the impact of stress on parental outcomes, some research has not found this to be the
case (Crnic & Low, 2002; Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000). For example, while Ostberg and
Hagekull (2000) found that social support was directly related to parenting stress, it did not find
that social support moderated the effect between economic hardship and parenting stress. It is
important to note, however, that this study used a global measure of social support that tapped
the quantity of social support networks and not social support function. As research has shown,
structural measures of social support are less likely to operate as buffers against stressors and
more likely to produce main effects (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Crnic & Low, 2002). Furthermore,
this study only focused on mothers from Sweden. Mothers in Sweden may have different
experiences of parenting stress compared to mothers in the US. Overall, given that our
understanding of social support is limited by restrictions on samples and issues related to
measurement, more research is needed in order to gain a clearer understanding of how perceived
social support operates to buffer the effects of economic hardship on parenting stress in
unmarried parents. In addition to social support, supportive coparenting has been found to be an
important protective factor for parents raising young children (Belsky, Putnam, & Crnic, 1996;
Carlson & Hognas, 2011; Minuchin, 1974). Supportive coparenting will be discussed in the
following section.
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Supportive coparenting. Coparenting, which refers to the ways that parents work
together to raise their child(ren) (Carlson & Hognas, 2011; Feinberg, 2002; McHale & Lindahl,
2011), has become an increasingly important area of family research since the mid-1990s
(Mangelsdorf, Laxman, & Jessee, 2011). Underlying the research on coparenting is the
assumption that it is beneficial for children if their parents share a cooperative and supportive
relationship with regards to child rearing (Minuchin, 1974). Positive and supportive coparenting
relationships are characterized by “mutual understanding, communication, and coordination
between the coparenting adults about the child; trust, backing and support for one another’s
efforts; and the capacity to successfully resolve the inevitable dissonance that will arise as
decisions must be made about the child’s best interests” (McHale & Irace, 2007, p.16). Effective
and supportive coparenting relationships between caregivers, and in particular, between mothers
and fathers were associated positively with child outcomes, including social and emotional
development, (Belsky, Putnam, & Crnic, 1996), school readiness (Cabrera, Fagan, StewardStreng, & Chien, 2012), and negatively associated with internalizing and externalizing behaviors
in preschoolers (Schoppe, Mangelsdorf, & Frosch, 2001). Coparenting is a unique construct that
explains variability in outcomes not accounted for by other parenting and marital indicators
(McConnell, Vo, & McHale, 2003; McHale & Rasmussen, 1998). Early research on coparenting
focused on married couples with children; however, over the past decade researchers have begun
examining coparenting among never married parents (Carlson, McLanahan, & Brooks-Gunn,
2008; Dush, Kotila, & Schoppe-Sullivan, 2011; Isacco, Garfield, & Rogers, 2010; McLanahan &
Beck, 2010; Sobolewski & King, 2005). While the research on coparenting has outlined the
indirect benefits that supportive coparenting may have on child outcomes in both married and
unmarried families via parenting behaviors such as father engagement (Bronte-Tinkew et al.,
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2010; Fagan & Lee, 2011; Fagan & Palkovitz, 2011) and father involvement (Carlson et al.,
2008), it is less clear if supportive coparenting relationships can ameliorate parenting stress.
Research does suggest, however, that supportive behaviors and perceived support from one’s
coparent may influence parenting quality. Castillo and Sarver (2012) found that nonresident
fathers’ relationship with their child’s mother was positively related to father involvement.
Research among married couples have also pointed out that spousal support buffered the impact
of economic strain on positive parenting behaviors for mothers (Simons et al., 1992). Thus,
while we know less about the role that supportive coparenting plays in parenting stress, the
current literature suggests that supportive interactions between parents may alleviate the burden
that economic stressors place on parenting.
While theoretical and empirical research on coparenting has highlighted the important
role it has in influencing parental behaviors, most research studies, to date, have failed to account
for the interpersonal nature of the construct. As Kenny, Kashy, and Cook (2006) aptly point out,
social interaction by definition implies interdependence, but traditional methods of data analysis
such as multiple regression and ANOVA assume that data are independent. Unfortunately, most
of the studies examining coparenting in this review have focused on analyzing data from just one
member of a dyad or group (Bronte-Tinkew et al., 2010; Carlson et al., 2008; Dush et al., 2011;
Fagan & Palkovitz, 2011; Isaaco et al., 2010), or have analyzed the data from mothers and
fathers in separate models (Simons et al., 1992). As Kenny (2011) points out, this method of
collecting data on just one member of a dyad or using separate models to analyze data from each
member of a dyad may address the issue of nonindependence, but it does not take into account
the “psychological process of interdependence” among interpersonal constructs such as
coparenting (Kenny, 2011; Kenny & Kashy, 2014). A more suitable method for handling dyadic

EXAMINING HARDSHIP AND RESOURCES IN PARENTING STRESS

16

data would be to utilize techniques that account for data that are interdependent (Kenny, 2011;
Kenny & Kashy, 2014; Kenny, Kashy & Cook, 2006; Gonzalez & Griffin, 2012).
The Moderating Roles of Fathers’ Residential Status and Race
As research from the FFCWS has shown, unmarried parents are a heterogeneous group,
(Hummer & Hamilton; 2010; Kalil & Ryan, 2010; Lerman, 2010; McLanahan & Beck, 2010)
and as a result may experiences parenting stress differently. Two important factors that operate
in the lives of unmarried parents are fathers’ residential status and race. Less is known about
whether differences in fathers’ residential status and race influence the relationship between
economic hardship and parenting stress in unmarried parents. The following sections will review
the role of fathers’ residential status and race in parenting stress.
Fathers’ residential status. At this point, research has not examined if economic
hardship predicts parenting stress differently depending on fathers’ residential status. However,
as previous research has shown, unmarried mothers raising their children, often experience
greater hardships than mothers that are married and often rely on a combination of informal and
formal supports to make ends meet (Carlson & Hognas, 2011; Kalil & Ryan, 2010). Further,
some research suggests that family transitions such as union dissolution can lead to loss of
economic resources which, in turn, may contribute to parenting stress. Based on these findings,
it is possible that fathers’ resident status may have an influence on how material hardship
impacts parenting stress in unmarried families. For example, a resident father may buffer the
effect of mothers’ material hardship on mothers’ parenting stress because he may contribute
financially to the household through formal employment or through informal ways – in kind
assistance and cash (Lerman, 2010; Kalil & Ryan, 2010). However, since most of the literature
on material hardship is measured at the household level, it is less clear if mothers’ material
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hardship is related to fathers’ parenting stress, especially if the father is nonresident.
Alternatively, resident fathers may feel more pressure to contribute to the household and may, in
turn, experience more parenting stress especially if they do not have the resources available to
take on more of the financial responsibilities (Cooper et al 2009; Roy, 2005).
Race. To date, few studies have examined racial differences in parenting stress
(Cardoso, Padilla, & Sampson, 2010; Nam, Wikoff, & Sherraden, 2013; Nomaguchi & House,
2013; Raver, Gershoff, & Aber, 2007). Nam and colleagues (2013) found in a study of 2,626
mothers in Oklahoma that Black and Hispanic mothers experienced more parenting stress than
White mothers. Nomaguchi and House (2013) also found that Black, Hispanic, and Asian
mothers reported higher levels of parenting stress than White mothers, but noted that there were
also differences within ethnic groups. Black mothers born in the U.S, for example, experienced
greater parenting stress when their children were in kindergarten, while foreign born mothers
experienced greater parenting stress when their children were in third grade (Nomaguchi &
House, 2013).
Studies have also found that factors aimed to ameliorate parenting stress functioned
differently for parents across racial and ethnic groups. In particular, studies have found that
parenting stress and its association to factors such as social support and economic resources
differed by race (Cardoso et al., 2010; Raver, Gershoff, & Aber, 2007). In one study, Raver and
colleagues (2007) found that material hardship was more strongly associated with parenting
stress in Black families compared with Hispanic families and White families in models assessing
material hardship, family process, and children’s school readiness. In another study, Cardoso et
al. (2010) found that while partner support was an important buffer against parenting stress for
Black and White mothers, this was not an important factor for Mexican mothers. Social support,
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on the other hand, was found to be a protective factor across race (Cardoso et al., 2010). These
studies have found that parenting stress is experienced differently across race for mothers, but it
is less clear if this is the case for fathers.
Given the variability that exists within unmarried parents especially with regards to
residential status and race, it is important that research continues to explore possible differences
in how unmarried parents experience the effect of economic hardship on parenting stress.
Findings from such studies can help clarify with greater nuance how parenting stress is
experienced in unmarried parents with young children. Examining these differences has
implications for targeting specific initiatives aimed at providing support to low-income
unmarried parents experiencing parenting stress.
Summary of Current Literature
Overall the literature highlights the important role that contextual factors and resources
such as social support and supportive coparenting play in the lives of parents. While each of
these factors has been shown to impact parenting stress, less is known regarding how these
factors operate together in unmarried parents with young children. First, most studies on
parenting stress focus on mothers (Mulsow et al., 2002; Crnic & Low, Chang & Fine, 2007;
McLoyd, 1990; Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000) and less research has examined the way that
parenting stress operates in the lives of men living in fragile families and the types of resources
they draw upon to manage the effect of economic hardship (Deater-Deckard & Scarr, 1996;
Fagan, Bernd, & Whiteman, 2007; Fagan & Lee, 2011; Lee et al., 2009). Some research
suggests that mothers and fathers may experience parenting stress differently, possibly due to the
different ways men and women perceive strains related to their parenting and worker roles
(Pittman, Wright, & Lloyd, 1989; Robertson et al., 1991; Simons et al., 1992). Secondly, the
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current literature is limited by a lack of conceptual clarity regarding how economic hardship and
social support have been measured. For example, findings examining whether the effect of
economic hardship on parenting stress depend on levels of social support have been mixed; some
studies have found no significant buffering effect of social support (Anderson et al., 2008;
Raikes & Thompson, 2005). While the current literature has shown that material hardship and
instrumental support are important to fragile families, few studies have examined the way these
particular constructs relate to parenting stress among unmarried families. Thirdly, I did not find
any study that specifically examined supportive coparenting as a potential buffer of parenting
stress in fragile families. Given that supportive coparenting has been described as a unique and
important family process and relationship, understanding its role as a potential psychosocial
resource may provide a greater understanding of the resources parents draw upon during periods
of stress.
Current Study
Building on previous research, the purpose of this project is to test a model that examines
the relationship between material hardship and parenting stress in unmarried parent families as
moderated by two psychosocial factors: supportive coparenting and perceived instrumental
support, and two demographic characteristics: fathers’ residential status and race. Given the
above mentioned critiques related to measurement and the need for conceptual clarity regarding
research constructs, one specific aspect of social support – instrumental support will be
examined. Additionally, material hardship, which uses direct measures of economic hardship
(e.g., not having enough food to eat, not being able to pay rent/mortgage), will be used instead of
income to capture the depth of hardship (Ouellette et al., 2004). In summary, the goal of this
study will be to test a model that: (1) examines the impact of mothers’ material hardship on both

EXAMINING HARDSHIP AND RESOURCES IN PARENTING STRESS

20

mothers’ and fathers’ parenting stress in unmarried families; and (2) examines whether levels of
instrumental support and supportive coparenting, fathers’ residential status, and race buffer the
impact of material hardship on parenting stress. Specifically, higher levels of instrumental
support and supportive coparenting are expected to buffer the negative effects of material
hardship on parenting stress in both mothers and fathers. Resident fathers are expected to buffer
the effect of material hardship on mothers’ parenting stress more so than nonresident fathers.
And the relationship between material hardship and parenting stress are expected to differ across
races, with Black families experiencing a stronger link between material hardship and parenting
stress compared to White families, and a similar link compared to Hispanic mothers.
I will use structural equation modeling (SEM) to examine the hypothesized main effects
model (See Figure 1). In the main effects model, mothers’ material hardship is directly
associated with mothers’ parenting stress and fathers’ parenting stress. In this study, the
majority of couples reside (most of the time or some of the time) in the same household, but
some fathers are nonresident. It is assumed that because mothers and fathers are in romantic
relationships and share a child (or children) together, their behaviors and beliefs are
nonindependent, and they will influence each other whether or not they reside in the same
household (Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006).
As the research literature has outlined, the relationship between material hardship and
parenting stress may vary depending on the presence and availability of psychosocial resources.
For example, instrumental support and supportive coparenting processes may protect parents
from the negative consequences of material hardship (Belsky, 1984). These types of effects are
called moderator effects. Here, perceiving that one has access to instrumental support can
potentially alleviate concerns regarding material hardships and, in turn, ameliorate the influence
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that material hardship has on parenting stress. Further, mothers and fathers who feel supported
in their parenting roles by their coparent may be protected against some of the stress associated
with material hardship which, in turn, may impact parenting stress. Therefore, as this study will
examine, material hardship may have less of an impact on parenting stress if a parent perceives
adequate social resources. Given that coparents bring a shared experience to their parenting
relationship, it is expected that instrumental support and supportive coparenting from mothers as
well as from fathers will decrease the relationship between mothers’ material hardship on
mothers’ parenting stress and father’ parenting stress. Resident fathers are expected to buffer the
relationship between material hardship and parenting stress more so than nonresident fathers
since they may be more likely to contribute to the household compared to nonresident fathers.
The relationship between material hardship and parenting stress is expected to be stronger for
Black families compared to White families and similar for Black and Hispanic families (See
Figure 2).
Research Hypotheses
Main Effects


H1: Mothers’ material hardship is directly related to an increase in mothers’ parenting
stress.



H2: Mothers’ material hardship is directly related to an increase in fathers’ parenting
stress.

Moderator Effects


H3: The link between mothers’ material hardship and increased parenting stress will be
weaker under conditions of high instrumental support for mothers and fathers than under
conditions of low instrumental support.
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H4: The link between mothers’ material hardship and increased parenting stress will be
weaker under conditions of high supportive coparenting for mothers and fathers than
under conditions of low supportive coparenting.



H5: The link between mothers’ material hardship and increased parenting stress will be
weaker in households with resident fathers than in households with nonresident fathers.



H6: There will be a stronger link between material hardship and increased parenting
stress for Black families compared to White families. There will be a similar link
between material hardship and increased parenting stress for Black and Hispanic families.
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Chapter Two: Research Method
Cross-sectional data (n = 1,130) from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study
(FFCWS) one-year follow up interview with mother-father dyads were used in this study.
FFCWS is the first U.S. national study of unmarried parents. It is a longitudinal study that
followed a birth cohort of approximately 5,000 children born between 1998 and 2000 and their
parents in 20 cities with populations over 200,000. Of the 5,000 births, 3,712 births were to
unmarried parents and 1,186 were to married parents (Reichman, Teitler, Garfinkel, &
McLanahan, 2001). Mothers were recruited from hospitals that were selected for the study.
Interviewers were provided with a list of eligible mothers and a list of numbered maternity
rooms by hospital staff. Interviewers provided eligible mothers with a brochure of the study and
asked if they wanted to participate. If the mother agreed to participate, she was given a
screening instrument by a field interviewer to determine her eligibility for the study. Eligibility
requirements for mothers were based on the study’s goals including that the child would be
living with at least one of the parents for the next five years and that both mother and father be
available to be interviewed over the next five years. Fathers’ eligibility was based on mothers’
responses to the screening instrument. Baseline data for this study were collected from in-person
interviews with mothers at the hospital within the first 48 hours of the child’s birth (fathers were
interviewed at the hospital or in another place soon after the birth) (Fragile Families Research
Brief No.1, 2000). Data were then collected from mothers and fathers when the child was one
year old, three years old, five years old, and nine years old. The most recent follow up
interviews began in February 2014 and will continue through spring 2017 as focal children turn
15 years old. Additional details on the sample and design of the study have been outlined in
detail by Reichman and colleagues (2001).
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Participants
The goal of this study was to understand parenting stress during the first year after a
child’s birth and therefore, cross-sectional data (n = 1,130) from the one-year follow up
interviews with mothers and fathers were used in this study. The first year of life is considered
to be a crucial period in a child’s development (Belsky, 1984; Cowan & Cowan, 1985; McLoyd,
1990; Rossi, 1968; Thoits, 1995). Further, the transition to a new baby is also an emotionally
and financially challenging time for many parents (Crnic & Low, 2002; Rossi, 1968; Ryan,
Tolani, & Brook-Gunn, 2009; Tamis-LeMonda & Kahana-Kalman, 2009; Thoits, 1995). Given
the important tasks and changes parents are faced with when a new baby enters the family,
understanding parenting stress during this stage is essential to researchers and practitioners
developing programs and policies aimed at supporting parents' development and child rearing
skills.
The FFCWS included a total sample of 4,898 families. The current sample consists of
n = 1,130 mother-father dyads from the one-year follow up interviews of the FFCWS. This
sample is restricted to unmarried mother-father dyads that were in romantic relationships at the
one-year follow up interviews. Mothers and fathers that did not answer survey items related to
the constructs being studied (e.g. were not asked the question, were skipped from specific survey
items, or had missing data on all of the main variables of interest) were not included in this
study. The mean age of mothers in this study was 25.00 years (SD = 5.53) and 27.57 years (SD
= 6.68) for fathers. Teen mothers (age 18 and under) accounted for 2.6% of the sample. Teen
fathers (age 18 and under) accounted for 1.1% of the sample. Most mothers (72.2%) and fathers
(77.8%) had a high school diploma or less. A little more than half of mothers and fathers were
Black (51.7% and 53.7%, respectively). More than half of mothers (67.7%) and fathers (58.1%)
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were low-income (< 199% of the federal poverty thresholds). Most mothers reported living
together all or some of the time with the child’s father (87.3%). Please see Table 1 for a
summary of the descriptive statistics.
Measures
Material hardship. A series of 12 questions were used to measure whether or not
mothers were ever unable to meet their basic needs in the past year. The items were taken from
the 1996 Panel of the Survey on Income and Program and Participation (SIPP), the 1997 and
1999 New York City Social Indicators. The items are also similar to questions used by Mayer
and Jencks (1989) to study poverty and hardship in Chicago. Mothers were asked whether or not
they had experienced various hardships in the previous 12 months. Sample hardships include:
not paying the full amount of rent/mortgage; children going hungry; not paying the full
gas/oil/electric bill, and having telephone service get disconnected for nonpayment. Fathers that
were married or living with the child’s mother were not asked questions regarding material
hardship and thus only mothers’ responses were used. The original response options were 1 =
yes and 2 = no. The items were recoded to 0 = no and 1 = yes. The FFCWS Scales
Documentation (2005) states that the items used to measure hardship are not a scale and that
“there is no established consensus on the validity of the constructed measure”(p. 21). In this
study, the items were summed. Higher scores indicate higher levels of material hardship. The
alpha reported for mothers in this sample is .684. Prior studies summed the items together and
have reported alphas on this measure ranging from .65 (Osbourne, Berger, & Magnuson, 2012)
and .66 (Choi & Pyun 2014). The low alpha in this study was expected since some of the items
in this measure covered different aspects of material hardship and may not be similar to other
items in the measure. See Table 2 for the mean and standard deviation.
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Instrumental support. The items used to measure instrumental support were developed
by the FFCWS investigators. Instrumental support included six items that tapped perceived
instrumental support: (1) Could you count on someone to loan $200 in the next year? (2) Could
you count on someone to loan $1000 in the next year? (3) Could you count on someone to
provide a place to live in the next year? (4) Could you count on someone to help with emergency
child care? (5) Could you count on someone to co-sign for a loan for $1000? (6) Could you count
on someone to co-sign for a loan for $5000? The original response options were 1 = yes and 2 =
no. These were recoded to 0 = no and 1 = yes. There was a skip pattern for this set of questions.
Originally, if respondents answered no to item 1 or item 5, they were not asked item 2 or item 6.
In this study, respondents were automatically coded as 0 for the items that they were skipped
from. In this study, the items were summed. A higher score indicates more instrumental
support. Studies examining FFCWS data have used these items to measure instrumental support
and have reported alphas ranging from .69 (Choi et al., 2014), .81 (Ryan et al., 2009), and .81
(Turney & Harknett, 2010). The alpha for mothers in this sample is .807 and .818 for fathers.
See Table 2 for the mean and standard deviation.
Supportive coparenting. The supportive coparenting measure is composed of five items
in the FFCWS which asked parents how they perceived working together to raise their child as
reported by mothers and fathers. This measure was developed by the FFCWS research team
since an adequate measure was unavailable at the time (as noted in Isaaco et al., 2010). The
items are: (1) When father/mother is with (child), he/she acts like the father/mother you want for
your child; (2) You can trust father/mother to take good care of (child); (3) He/She respects the
schedules and rules you make for (child); (4) He/She supports you in the way you want to raise
(child); (5) You and father/mother talk about problems that come up with raising (child). The
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original responses were on a four point scale (1= always true; 2 = sometimes true; 3 = rarely
true; 4 = N/A). The items were recoded with responses ranging from 1 = rarely true to 3 =
always true, with higher scores indicating higher levels of supportive coparenting. Following the
work of Bronte-Tinkew et al. (2010) the items were averaged. Researchers using this measure
have reported Cronbach alphas ranging from .76 to .88 in samples of mothers and fathers across
relationship statuses (Carlson et al., 2008; Dush et al., 2011; Isacco et al., 2010; Bronte-Tinkew
et al., 2010). The alphas reported in this study are .654 for mothers and .587 for fathers. The
low alphas on this measure were not expected given the higher alphas reported in other studies.
When item 5 is dropped, the alpha improved to .689 for mothers and.636 for fathers. The first
four items were used in this study to measure supportive coparenting. See Table 2 for the mean
and standard deviation.
Fathers’ residential status. Fathers’ residential status was a constructed FFCWS question
assessing mothers’ relationship status with the child’s father at the one-year follow up interview.
The response categories include: 1 = married; 2 = romantic and cohabiting; 3 = romantic and
some visiting; 4 = romantic non-visiting; 5 = separated/divorced/widowed; 6 = friends; 7 = not in
relationship; 8= father unknown. Mothers that reported being in romantic relationships and
cohabiting with the child’s father during the one-year follow up interview were coded as
“resident”. Mothers that reported being in romantic relationships with some visiting or in
romantic relationships with no visiting with the child’s father were coded as “nonresident”.
Race. In the FFCWS, mothers’ race was measured at baseline and is based on mothers’ own
report. Fathers’ race is based on fathers’ own reports across all waves combined. The original
race categories include 1 = White, Non-Hispanic; 2 = Black, Non-Hispanic; 3 = Hispanic; and 4
= Other.
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Parenting stress. The items used to assess aggravation in parenting were from two main
sources: the JOBS (Job Opportunities and Basic Skills Training Program) Child Outcomes
Study, and the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (Child Development Supplement). The scale
was used to measure “the amount of parenting stress brought on by changes in employment,
income, or other factors in the parent’s life” (FFCWS Scales Documentation, 2005, p.18).
Several items were from the Parent Stress Inventory (Abidin, 1995). The FFCWS uses four of
the nine questions that were used in the JOBS Child Outcomes Study and PSID -1997. The four
items used to measure parenting stress at the one-year follow up interview are: How much do
you agree/disagree: (1) being a parent is harder than I thought; (2) feel trapped by parental
responsibilities; (3) taking care of children more work than pleasure; (4) often feel tired and
worn out from raising family. Originally, the response categories were 1= strongly agree; 2 =
agree; 3 = disagree; and 4 = strongly disagree. The response categories were recoded to
strongly 1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = agree; 4 = strongly agree so that a higher
number would indicate more parenting stress. The FFCWS Scales Documentation (2005) states,
“Given that the Fragile Families did not implement the full scale, we suggest summing the items
and dividing by the total number of items” (p. 19). Studies using this measure have reported
alphas of .61 (Cooper et al., 2009) and .77 (Bronte-Tinkew et al., 2010). The alphas reported in
this study are .585 for mothers and .579 for fathers. Dropping an item from the measure did not
improve the alpha scores. These low alphas were expected given that this measure is a short
form of the original measure and is tapping different aspects of parenting stress and do not
contain similar items. See Table 2 for a summary of the key variables.
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Educational attainment. Mothers’ educational attainment was measured at baseline and
included as a covariate in this study. The categories included: 1= less than high school; 2 = high
school or equivalent; 3 = some college, technical; and 4 = college or graduate school.
Measurement Models
Before testing the hypothesized SEM model, the measurement models for mothers’
material hardship and mothers’ and fathers’ parenting stress were evaluated and established.
Material hardship. The original 12 items used to measure material hardship was not
found to be a good fitting model (χ2 = 348.946 (54), p < .000; RMSEA = .07, and TLI =.698). A
good fitting model was found with six of the twelve items (χ2 = 14.762 (9), p =.098; RMSEA =
.024; TLI = .978). The six indicators used to measure the latent variable for material hardship
were: “In the past 12 months (1) did you go hungry; (2) did you not pay full amount of
rent/mortgage; (3) did you not pay full gas/oil/electric bill; (4) did your gas/electric oil get shutoff or withheld; (5) did your telephone service get disconnected for nonpayment; (6) did you
borrow money form family/friends to pay bills?”. The estimates ranged from .31 to .58 and all
were significant at p < .001 (See Figure 3). Table 5 provides a summary of the unstandardized
and standardized estimates, standard errors, and significance level for the final measurement
model for material hardship.
Parenting stress. The measurement model for parenting stress included two latent
variables: mothers’ parenting stress and fathers’ parenting stress, each with four indicator
variables (Figure 4). The model demonstrated adequate fit (χ2 = 24.016 (15), p = .065; RMSEA
= .023; TLI = .971). The standardized estimates ranged from .46 to .58. All the estimates were
significant at p < .001. The covariance between mothers’ parenting stress and fathers’ parenting
stress, errors e7 and e11, and errors e10 and e14 were not significant (p > .05). Table 6 provides

EXAMINING HARDSHIP AND RESOURCES IN PARENTING STRESS

30

a summary of the unstandardized estimates, standard errors, and standardized estimates for the
final measurement model for mothers’ and fathers’ parenting stress.
Data Analysis Procedures
Quantitative methods permit the use of appropriate modeling techniques and were used to
test the hypothesized model. Specifically, I used structural equation modeling (SEM) in the
statistical program Analysis of Moment Structures (AMOS 18) with full information maximum
likelihood estimation (FIML) of missing data to evaluate the fit of the proposed model and to
examine if the relationship between material hardship and parenting stress was moderated by
instrumental support, supportive coparenting, fathers’ residential status, and race. The SEM
analysis took place in three steps. First, as noted above, two measurement models were
evaluated: mothers’ material hardship and parenting stress for both mothers and fathers. Second,
I evaluated the fit of the hypothesized model. And third, multi-group analyses were used to
examine moderation effects (Byrne, 2010). The moderating variables instrumental support and
supportive coparenting were categorized into high and low groups (e.g., mothers in high
instrumental support group versus mothers in the low instrumental support group) in SPSS.
High and low groups were determined by the median scores within mothers/fathers separately.
For fathers’ residential status, the categories were: resident father and nonresident father. For
race, the categories were: Black, White, and Hispanic.
In order to determine how well the data fit the model, the following fit indices were
tested: Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) and the Tucker Lewis Index (TLI)
Kline, 2005). The RMSEA assesses the absolute fit of a model and approximates a noncentral
chi-square distribution and is not affected by sample size (Kline, 2005). A value equal or < .05
is considered a good fit; .05 to .08 is considered a reasonable fit; and >.10 is considered an
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unacceptable fit for the RMSEA (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2005). The TLI assesses the
relative fit of a model (Hu & Bentler, 1999). A model with a TLI of over .95 is considered to
have good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Since I will be testing a hypothesized model and not testing
exploratory relationships, SEM is an appropriate statistical technique for this project. While an
alternative way to test my model could be through multiple regression, SEM permits the
modeling of measurement error and derives unbiased estimates for relationships between latent
constructs. Because data were collected at the family level (mother-father dyads), the data are
not independent. In order to address the issue of nonindependence, I utilized dyadic data
analytical techniques such as correlating error terms on the dependent variables. Secondary data
available for public use were used for this study. I did not collect any additional data from
participants in this study. I did not have access to the personal information of any participant
that participated in this study, and I did not gather personal information of any participant that
participated in this study.
Missing data ranged from 0.53% to16.99% on key variables. Most of the missing data
were from the mothers’ instrumental support (16.99%) and fathers’ instrumental support
(15.66%) variables, followed by fathers’ supportive coparenting (9.03%), and fathers’ parenting
stress (4.25%). Missing data on all other key variables for mothers were under 1%. Missing
data will be estimated using FIML (full information maximum likelihood) in the program AMOS
(Analysis of Moment Structures).
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Chapter Three: Results
In this section, descriptive statistics are presented, followed by preliminary bivariate
analyses and the results of the SEM analyses.
Descriptive Statistics
Table 2 provides a descriptive summary of the key variables. In this sample (n = 1,130),
mothers reported an average material hardshipa score of .848 (SD = 1.19), an average
instrumental support score of 4.06 (SD = 1.82), an average supportive coparenting score of 3.81
(SD = .309), and an average parenting stress of 2.10 (SD = .649). Fathers reported an average
instrumental support score of 4.30 (SD = 1.83); average supportive coparenting score of 3.83
(SD = .286); and an average parenting stress of 2.05 (SD =.687). Overall, mothers reported low
levels of material hardship, and both mothers and fathers reported moderate levels of parenting
stress, above average levels of instrumental support, and above average levels of supportive
coparenting.
Preliminary Analyses
Group differences tests. In this section, group differences tests were conducted to
determine whether there were any significant group differences in parenting stress. Gender,
fathers’ residential status, and race were assessed. A paired samples t-test assessed differences
between mothers’ and fathers’ parenting stress. Mothers reported more parenting stress (M =
2.10; SD = .649) than fathers (M = 2.06, SD = .688). The difference was significant, t(1075) =
2.025, p < .05. Two independent-samples t-tests assessed whether there were differences
between resident fathers and nonresident fathers on mothers’ parenting stress and fathers’
parenting stress. The results found no differences between resident fathers and nonresident

a

Mothers’ material hardship reported in text refers to the 6 item measure used in this study.
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fathers on mothers’ parenting stress, t(1122) = -1.008, p > .05 or fathers’ parenting stress t(1080)
= -.390, p >.05. Additionally, analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests revealed that there were no
differences in mothers’ parenting stress by race F(1097) = 1.185, p > .05 or fathers’ parenting
stress by race F(1054) = .496, p >.05 Please see Table 3 for a summary of the results of the
group differences tests.
Correlations. In this study, Pearson r correlations were used to determine the
relationships between the key variables of interest (See Table 4). There were significant but
weak correlations between mothers’ parenting stress and mothers’ material hardship, mothers’
instrumental support, mothers’ supportive coparenting, and fathers’ parenting stress. Mothers’
material hardship was positively related to mothers’ parenting stress (r = .115; p ≤ .01),
indicating that mothers with more material hardship also experienced greater parenting stress.
Mothers’ instrumental support was negatively related to mothers’ parenting stress (r = -.149; p
≤.01), indicating that mothers with more instrumental support reported less parenting stress.
Mothers’ supportive coparenting was also negatively related to mothers’ parenting stress
(r = -.181; p ≤ .01), indicating that mothers’ with more supportive coparenting reported less
parenting stress. Finally, mothers’ parenting stress was positively related to fathers’ parenting
stress (r = .072; p ≤ .05), indicating that as mothers’ parenting stress increased, fathers parenting
stress increased as well.
Fathers’ parenting stress was significantly, but weakly, correlated with mothers’
instrumental support, fathers’ instrumental support, mothers’ supportive coparenting, and
fathers’ supportive coparenting. Mothers’ instrumental support was negatively related to fathers’
parenting stress (r = -.081; p ≤ .05), indicating that more instrumental support in mothers was
associated with less parenting stress in fathers. Fathers’ instrumental support was also negatively
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related to fathers’ parenting stress (r = -.126; p ≤ .01), indicating that more instrumental support
in fathers was associated with less parenting stress in fathers. Both mothers’ and fathers’
supportive coparenting were negatively related to fathers’ parenting stress (r = -.094; p ≤ .01; r =
-.170; p ≤ .01, respectively), indicating that more supportive coparenting in mothers and fathers
was associated with less parenting stress in fathers.
There were no significant correlations between mothers’ material hardship and fathers’
parenting stress (r = -.014; p = .658), mothers’ parenting stress and fathers’ instrumental support
(r = -.037; p = .258), mothers’ parenting stress and fathers’ supportive coparenting (r = -.056; p =
.071), fathers’ supportive coparenting and mothers’ instrumental support (r = .014; p = .683), and
lastly, fathers’ supportive coparenting and mothers’ material hardship (r = -.039; p = .215).
Structural Equation Model (SEM)
The structural equation model included three latent variables: (a) mothers’ material
hardship (exogenous variable) with six indicators; (b) mothers’ parenting stress (endogenous
variable) with four indicators and (c) fathers’ parenting stress (endogenous variable) with four
indicators (See Figure 5). Mothers’ education was included as a covariate with paths to both
mothers’ parenting stress and fathers’ parenting stress. The error terms between mothers’ and
fathers’ parenting stress were correlated because of the dyadic nature of the data. All of the
correlated error terms for mothers’ and fathers’ parenting stress were significant except for errors
e7 and e11. The error term associated with education was correlated with mothers’ material
hardship because those two variables are highly correlated in the research literature (Gershoff et
al., 2007; McConnell et al., 2010). The covariance between education and mothers’ material
hardship was significant (p < .001). Model fit indices for the structural equation model
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demonstrated good fit: χ2 = 130.966 (82), p =.000, TLI = .950, RMSEA = .023 (Hu & Bentler,
1999). Please see Table 7 for a summary.
Main effects model. The first hypothesis was supported. Mothers’ material hardship
predicted mothers’ parenting stress significantly. A significant path coefficient was observed
between mothers’ material hardship and mothers’ parenting stress (β = .201, p <.001), indicating
that mothers’ material hardship is directly related to an increase in mothers’ parenting stress.
Specifically, a one unit increase in mothers’ material hardship predicted a .201 increase in
mothers’ parenting stress. The second hypothesis was not supported. Mothers’ material
hardship was not directly related to an increase in fathers’ parenting stress (β = -.024, p = .629).
See Table 7 below for a summary of the standardized and unstandardized parameter estimates,
standard errors, and significance level.
Moderator analyses. Multi-group analyses were conducted to examine if differences in
mothers’ material hardship predicted parenting stress across several moderators: supportive
coparenting, instrumental support, residential status and race. The results of the chi-square
difference tests showed that none of the moderators were significant. See Table 8 for a
summary.
Hypothesis three was not supported. There were no differences between mothers’ high
supportive coparenting and mothers’ low supportive coparenting on the effect of material
hardship on mothers parenting stress and fathers’ parenting stress (χ 2 (2) = 3.487, p > .05), nor
were there differences between fathers’ high supportive coparenting and fathers’ low supportive
coparenting (χ 2 (2) = .824, p > .05). Hypothesis four was not supported. There were no
differences between mothers’ high instrumental support and mothers’ low instrumental support
(χ 2 (2) = 3.623, p > .05), nor were there differences between fathers’ high instrumental support
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and fathers’ low instrumental support (χ 2 (2) = .258, p > .05). Hypothesis five was not
supported. There were no differences between resident fathers and nonresident fathers (χ 2 (2) =
2.702, p > .05). Hypothesis six was not supported. There were no differences between Black
families as compared to White families, or to Hispanic families (χ 2 (2) = .600, p > .05).
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Chapter Four: Discussion
The parenting experiences of unmarried parents of young children have been
understudied compared to research on married parents. However, over the past fifteen years,
researchers have begun extensively researching the capabilities and challenges of fragile families
(Carlson & Hognas, 2011; Kalil & Ryan, 2010; Lerman, 2010). While this research has added
much clarity to how parenting stress and economic well-being impacts child development and
parenting behaviors, much less research has focused on the types of stressors and resources that
impact parenting stress. Therefore, in an effort to understand more clearly how unmarried
parents with young children experience parenting stress, the goal of this study was to examine
the association between mothers’ material hardship and parenting stress among unmarried
mothers and fathers raising young children, and whether factors such as supportive coparenting,
instrumental support, fathers’ residential status, and race buffered the effect of mothers’ material
hardship on parenting stress for mothers and fathers. Findings from this study revealed that
mothers’ material hardship predicted greater parenting stress for mothers, but not for fathers.
These analyses also revealed that the association between mothers’ material hardship on
parenting stress was not moderated by supportive coparenting, instrumental support, fathers’
residential status or race. Below is a discussion of the findings, followed by a discussion of the
limitations, directions for future research, implications of this study, and a final conclusion.
Bivariate Analyses
This study found significant associations among key variables. Specifically, mothers’
and fathers’ parenting stress were related, as well as mothers’ material hardship and mothers’
parenting stress. It was unexpected that mothers’ material hardship was not found to be
associated to fathers’ parenting stress. Unmarried fathers’ experiences of parenting stress has not

EXAMINING HARDSHIP AND RESOURCES IN PARENTING STRESS

38

been prioritized in the research literature, but the finding that fathers’ parenting stress increased
alongside mothers’ parenting stress provides additional evidence that unmarried fathers do
experience parenting stress. Further, bivariate analyses also revealed gender differences between
mothers’ and fathers’ parenting stress, with mothers experiencing more parenting stress than
fathers. Thus, although mothers’ material hardship was not related to parenting stress in fathers,
this finding calls attention to the importance of assessing different types of hardship which may
impact parenting stress differently for mothers and fathers. Interestingly, instrumental support
and supportive coparenting from mothers, but not from fathers were significantly associated with
mothers’ material hardship. Overall, the significant associations found in this study are in line
with theoretical and empirical evidence that point to the important role that both stressors and
resources have on parenting stress (Belsky, 1984; Mulsow et al., 2002).
Main Effects
The first hypothesis was supported; as mothers’ material hardship increased, mothers’
parenting stress also increased. Thus, even though low levels of material hardship (mean = .848
out of 6) were reported in this study, mothers that had at least some difficulty making ends meet
were more likely to feel that parenting was a stressful experience. This finding is similar to other
studies that investigated the relationship between economic factors and parenting stress
(McConnell et al., 2010; Mulsow et al., 2002; Nomaguchi & House, 2013), but unlike other
studies, this study focused on the role of material hardship, which has not been as well studied
compared to other economic factors such as income or employment (Gershoff et al., 2007;
Ouellette et al., 2004). These results highlight the importance of examining a range of economic
factors, because income alone may not capture the depth of hardship that low-income families
may be experiencing in their daily lives (Gershoff et al., 2007; Ouellette et al., 2004). As this
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study has shown, not being able to pay mortgage on time, or not having access to basic services
such as electricity can impact mothers’ parenting stress levels. As research has shown, parenting
stress has important consequences for the emotional health and well-being of parents, parenting
behaviors, and children’s educational and behavioral outcomes (Belsky, 1984; Crnic & Low,
2002; Peterson et al., 2010). Given that the first year of life is a critical period for child
development (Belsky, 1984; Cowan & Cowan, 1985), alleviating parenting stress among parents
of young children has important consequences for their social, emotional, and physical health.
For the second hypothesis, it was expected that mothers’ material hardship would predict
fathers’ parenting stress. Drawing from a conceptual model of dyadic relationships (Cook &
Kashy, 2005), it was expected that mothers’ reports of material hardship would exert influence
over fathers’ perceptions of parenting stress especially because they were all in romantic
relationships. Further, as a large majority of mothers and fathers were living together (77.7%), it
was expected that mothers’ material hardship would also be a proxy for fathers’ material
hardship as both parents could be expected to contribute to the same household. This hypothesis,
however, was not supported, and mothers’ material hardship did not predict fathers’ parenting
stress. One possible explanation could be that fathers’ perception of whether parenting was
stressful may not depend on mothers’ perceptions of material hardship, in the same way that their
own sense of material hardship would predict their own parenting stress. However, since
fathers’ material hardship was not measured for parents living in the same household, it is
unclear if fathers’ material hardship would have predicted their own parenting stress. Another
possible explanation for why mothers’ material hardship did not predict fathers’ parenting stress
could be related to the relatively low amounts of material hardship experienced in this sample.
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Perhaps if mothers were experiencing more hardship, fathers would have experienced increases
in parenting stress.
Finally, as this study suggests, mothers and fathers may differ on the types of economic
factors that predict their parenting stress. Thus, while the experience of material hardship was
important to mothers in this study, factors related to fathers’ employment status have been found
to be important to fathers’ experience of stress (Nomaguchi & Johnson, 2014). For example,
Nomaguchi and Johnson (2014) found that unemployment and job inflexibility was linked to
fathers’ parenting stress to a greater extent than for mothers. Furthermore, previous empirical
and theoretical research has also shown that providing financially for the family to be an
important component of fathers’ parental role (Christiansen & Palkovitz, 2001; Roy, 2005).
Additional research focused on identifying how different economic factors such as material
hardship, employment, and income affects mothers and fathers parenting stress would help
clarify whether differences exists within unmarried parents.
Moderator Effects
The discussion of multi-group analyses will focus on the path between mothers’ material
hardship and mothers’ parenting stress. While important theoretical and empirical studies
(Belsky, 1984; Crnic & Low, 2002; Jackson, 1998; McLoyd, 1990) have shown the important
role that instrumental support plays in the lives of low-income families, and was found to be
significantly associated to mothers’ material hardship and parenting stress in both mothers and
fathers in this study, it did not serve as a buffer in this study. Specifically, there were no
differences between high and low instrumental support on the effect of material hardship on
parenting stress for both mothers and fathers (hypothesis 3). Although it was expected that
support would be an important buffer especially during the first year of a child’s life (McLoyd
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1990; Mulsow et al., 2002) this was not the case for unmarried parents in this study. One
explanation for this may be due to the low levels of material hardship experienced by mothers
and the high levels of instrumental support reported by parents in this study. Research has also
shown that instrumental support and emotional support are especially useful to families that are
low-income and living in poverty (Kalil & Ryan, 2010; for review see McLoyd, 1990).
However, as Deater-Deckard and Scarr (1996) noted in their study examining parenting stress
among middle class married parents, “one potential shortcoming of our study is that restricted
range in parenting stress may be responsible for attenuated correlations with these family
characteristics” (p.55). In a similar way, it may be that if the mothers in our sample reported
higher levels of material hardship and a greater range of instrumental support, moderator effects
would have been found.
The finding that instrumental support was not a buffer in this study may also point to the
idea that unmarried couples may rely more on support from each other especially during the first
year after their child is born (Conger et al., 1992; Crnic & Low, 2002; Melson et al., 1998).
While much research has found instrumental support to play a protective role against stressors in
the lives of single mothers who rely on friends and extended family members to alleviate
parenting stress, perhaps instrumental support plays less of a role for unmarried parents in
romantic relationships (Choi & Pyun, 2014; McLoyd, 1990; Jackson, 1998). For example, Crnic
and Greenberg (1990) found that support from intimate relationships moderated the effect of life
stress on maternal behaviors (e.g., affective tone, responsiveness), and Mulsow et al. (2002)
found that greater intimacy between parents when their child was 1 month old, 6 months old, and
36 months old led to less parenting stress in a sample of White, middle class mothers.
Furthermore, research has shown that social support from friends and family is often unreliable
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and may not be able to buffer the effects of chronic poverty (Kalil & Ryan, 2010; Meadows,
2009). As noted the majority of respondents in this sample were low-income or living in
poverty.
With regards to hypothesis four, there were no differences between high and low
supportive coparenting on the effect of material hardship on mothers’ parenting stress. It was
expected that supportive coparenting would provide buffering effects because the literature has
pointed out that during major life transitions (e.g. birth of a new baby) or stressful times (loss of
income), partner support can be an important protective factor in the lives of low-income
families (Simons et al,. 1992). It is important to note, however, that in this particular sample
supportive coparenting was, on average, high for both mothers and fathers (3.81 and 3.83,
respectively). Therefore, even though there were no differences between high and low support,
it may be possible that having at least some supportive coparenting may be beneficial for
unmarried mothers experiencing hunger and having difficulty paying their bills.
Overall, the findings from multi-group analyses showed no group differences between
high and low levels of instrumental support and supportive coparenting across mothers and
fathers on the effect of mothers’ material hardship on mothers’ parenting stress. Unlike other
studies that have shown low-income families to have less access to social supportive resources
(Kalil & Ryan, 2010; McLanahan, 2009), that was not the case in this study. It may be possible
that having at least some support (regardless of level), may provide benefits to mothers
experiencing material hardship. Similar to Deater-Deckard and Scarr (1996), a greater range of
material hardship might have possibly revealed a buffering effect. Given that sparse research has
focused on supportive coparenting as a buffer, future investigations should include a broader
range of material hardship which might further clarify whether supportive coparenting and
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instrumental support function differently across high and low levels, and if that has an impact on
parenting stress.
Hypothesis five tested whether fathers’ residential status moderated the path between
mothers’ material hardship and mothers’ parenting stress. Specifically, it was expected that the
presence of fathers living with mothers would buffer the effect of material hardship for mothers’
feeling that parenting is stressful more so than in households without fathers. This hypothesis
was not supported, however. Most of the fathers in this study were low-income, and therefore, it
is possible that they played less of a role in alleviating mothers’ experiencing material hardship.
For example, studies show that low-income fathers are at greater risk of experiencing job and
income instability (Nomaguchi & Johnson, 2014; Roy, 2005). Therefore, it is possible that even
resident fathers, who are more likely to contribute financial support, may find it challenging to
meet the needs of the household (Kalil & Ryan, 2010; Lerman, 2010; Nepomnyaschy &
Garfinkel, 2010; Roy, 2005). Alternatively, it could be that because these mothers were
experiencing low material hardship, there were no differences in households with or without
fathers.
Hypothesis six tested whether the path between mothers’ material hardship and mothers’
parenting stress would differ across race. The findings showed that race was not a significant
moderating factor, and there were no differences between Black and White mothers, or Black
and Hispanic mothers on the effect of material hardship on mothers’ parenting stress. While
research have found that Black, Hispanic, and Asian mothers reported more stress than White
mothers (Cardoso et al., 2010; Nomaguchi & House, 2013; Raver et al., 2007), this study did not
find any race differences. One explanation for this could be that in this particular sample, most
mothers were equally at risk for parenting stress because of their low-income status. Further,
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material hardship was, on average, low in this study. Perhaps greater variability in material
hardship would have revealed race differences.
Overall, this study showed that mothers experiencing at least some difficulty making
ends meet were more likely to experience parenting stress. Although this study showed that the
effect of material hardship on parenting stress did not depend on supportive resources, fathers’
residential status or race, bivariate analyses revealed that sources of support and stress are
associated with parenting stress in both mothers and fathers.
Limitations
While this research study has contributed to the literature on parenting stress among
unmarried parents, there are several limitations. The focus of this cross-sectional study was to
examine the first year of a child’s life, and causality cannot be inferred. Additionally, this study
consisted of a sample residing in large urban U.S. cities and may not be generalizable to
residents of rural areas. It is important to acknowledge that a limitation of the FFCWS dataset is
that fathers had a lower response rate compared to mothers. Research has shown that nonrespondents may be different than those that respond to the surveys (Teitler, Reichman, &
Sprachman, 2003). Teitler, Reichman and Sprachman (2003) found that nonrespondent fathers
were less likely to be involved with their children and their children’s mothers, and were also
more likely to misuse alcohol and drugs compared with fathers that responded in the FFCWS.
In this study, using secondary data presented a challenge related to measurement. The
current study only considers one type of perceived social support – instrumental support. Other
types of social support may have an impact on parenting stress. Further, only one dimension of
economic hardship – material hardship was considered in this study. An additional limitation
related to secondary analyses is that resident fathers were not asked about material hardship, thus
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there was no measure of fathers’ material hardship used in this study. As a result, I was not able
to examine if fathers’ material hardship was related to mothers’ material hardship, or if fathers’
material hardship predicted fathers’ parenting stress and/or mothers’ parenting stress.
The measured variables- mothers’ material hardship (6 items), mothers’ parenting stress,
and fathers’ parenting stress had low reliabilities (.619, .585, and .579 respectively). It is
important to note that the original 12 item material hardship measure had an alpha reliability of
.684, and when six items were removed, the alpha was reduced to .619. Although the
correlations among key variables were weaker with the six item measure, all were still
significant at the 0.05 level or less except for fathers’ instrumental support which was significant
at the 0.10 level. Additionally, the measurement models for mothers’ material hardship,
mothers’ parenting stress, and fathers’ parenting stress demonstrated adequate fit and were used
to estimate the structural model tested in this study. Previous studies examining FFCWS data
have also successfully used these variables in their studies (Bronte-Tinkew et al., 2010; Choi &
Pyun, 2014; Cooper et al., 2009; Osbourne et al., 2012).
Directions for Future Research
Despite the limitations outline above, the current study showed that for unmarried
mothers in this study, experiencing at least some kind of material hardship over the year may
contribute to parenting stress. Additional research is needed to further clarify the relationship
between material hardship and parenting stress in unmarried parents in romantic relationships, as
well as the factors that may buffer the effect of material hardship on parenting stress. Such
research would help inform researchers, practitioners, and policy makers working on creating
effective and targeted interventions and policies. Outlined below are some directions for future
research.
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Future studies should consider using longitudinal designs. Replicating this study with
longitudinal data would provide insight into whether parents’ material hardship shifts over time,
and what effect, if any, that may have on parenting stress over time. Future research should also
consider drawing upon diverse samples of unmarried parents. This sample is limited to parents
from large urban cities, additional research that includes representative samples from rural areas
and suburban areas in the U.S would provide greater details regarding how parenting stress is
experienced in these areas.
Future research should also focus on the development and measurement of material
hardship. The 12 items used to measure material hardship in the FFCWS had low reliability. In
this study, a latent construct was developed based on the original 12 items used in the FFCWS.
Six items fit more closely together during measurement model testing, and so the final latent
construct for material hardship had six indicators, while the other six items were dropped.
Interestingly, the items that were dropped from the final latent construct seemed, conceptually, to
be tapping a form of material hardship that was indicative of chronic hardship (e.g., did your
children go hungry; did you get evicted; did you stay at a place not meant for regular housing).
Additional research examining measurement models of material hardship would help identify if
the items used to measure of material hardship in the FFCWS are, in fact, measuring two
different constructs. On a broader level, adequately validated measures of material hardship are
lacking in the current literature (Gershoff et al., 2007; Ouellette et al., 2004). Testing and
validating a measure of material hardship that can be used across research projects, especially
among large datasets, would ensure comparability across studies.
Given that this study has shown that mothers’ material hardship was important for
mothers’ parenting stress, but not for fathers’ parenting stress, it may be important to further
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explore the role that different economic factors play in parenting stress since this can ultimately
inform specific gender based parenting stress interventions. For example, future research should
investigate the role that income and employment plays in parenting stress, to determine if these
factors would have differential impacts on parenting stress for unmarried mothers and fathers.
Additionally, future investigations should include samples that represent a broader range of
material hardship which might further clarify whether supportive coparenting and instrumental
support function differently across high and low levels, and if that has an impact on parenting
stress.
Greater efforts should also be made to collect data on fathers. While research has
considered the role that fathers’ employment, income, informal cash support, and ability to
provide child support has played in the lives of mothers’ parenting stress (Kalil & Ryan, 2010;
Lerman, 2010), less is known about how fathers’ experiences of material hardship impact their
own parenting stress as well as mothers’ parenting stress. For example, Gershoff and colleagues
(2007) showed material hardship to be an important predictor of parenting stress in addition to
income (Gershoff et al., 2007), but most of the reports were from mothers (95%). It is unclear if
material hardship would account for much of the effect of income if the study focused on lowincome fathers. Although the current study did not find that mothers’ material hardship was
associated with fathers’ parenting stress, perhaps other studies that include a measure of fathers’
material hardship would help clarify if such a relationship exists. Furthermore, working to
ensure that datasets include information from both mothers and fathers would help researchers
determine how both parents experience parenting stress and utilize resources such as
instrumental support and supportive coparenting in their daily lives.
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Finally, qualitative research would be an important and useful method for exploring
fathers’ and mothers’ experiences of parenting stress and could provide an in-depth portrait of
how low-income parents: negotiate their parental roles while experiencing material hardship;
manage parenting stress during the first year after a child is born; and describe the types of
resources they draw upon to protect against parenting stress especially within the context of lowwage work.
Implications
This study which has begun exploring in greater detail the relationships among material
hardship, resources, and parenting stress in unmarried parents has found that mothers
experiencing at least some difficulty making ends meet also experienced greater parenting stress.
While more research is needed, this study provides additional evidence to existing studies that
low-income unmarried mothers need support in order to manage their parenting stress. Studies
have shown that a strong safety net is an effective way of promoting the health and well-being of
low-income mothers and fathers (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Gershoff et al., 2007; Helfin,
London, & Scott, 2001; Kalil & Ryan, 2010). Federal programs such as the Earned Income Tax
Credit (EITC), and early education programs such as Early Head Start have been shown to
bolster the immediate and long term economic, academic, and health outcomes of low-income
parents and children which may, in turn, protect mothers and fathers from experiencing parenting
stress (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Kalil & Ryan, 2010; Sherman, Trisi, & Parrott, 2013;
Vallotton et al., 2012). At a local level, Kalil and Ryan (2010) suggests that increasing in-kind
benefits and strengthening community-based programs can provide parents with access to
resources when they need it, especially unmarried parents who are more likely to work in low
wage jobs, and who are at greater risk for material hardship compared to parents that are married
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(Belsky, 1984; Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Heflin, 2014; Kalil & Ryan, 2010; McLoyd,
1990; Vallotton et al, 2012). Furthermore, in this study, bivariate analyses revealed that
supportive coparenting was associated with less parenting stress in both mothers and fathers.
Overall, creating targeted parenting programs that support unmarried parents’ ability to coparent
may be another important way to protect parents against parenting stress especially during the
transition to parenthood (Feinberg & Sakuma, 2011). As Feinberg and Sakuma (2011) aptly note
in their review of coparenting interventions, “the coparenting relationship may be more
malleable than the overall couple relationship, and a focus on coparenting may be more
appealing to new parents than a focus on their own couple relationship” (p.185). While effective
coparenting interventions targeting unmarried parents are in early development (for review see
Adler-Baeder & Shirer, 2011), programs that are focused on promoting self-efficacy and agency
in the parenting role through discussion, as well as helping parents develop positive coparenting
skills (e.g., practicing effective communication with coparent) continue to be important
components of effective programming.
Conclusion
In our society, parents are expected to hold primary responsibility for raising healthy
children. However, as many studies have shown, including this one, it is challenging to do that
while living on a low-income (Gershoff et al., 2007; McConnell et al. 2010; McLoyd, 1990;
Mulsow et al, 2010; Nomaguchi & Johnson, 2014). While policies have traditionally favored
supporting initiatives that emphasize marriage (Feinberg & Sakuma, 2011), and the strict
enforcement of child support, it is important to recognize that exploring multiple solutions is
necessary given that parents from diverse backgrounds and various family structures may not
respond to the most popular ‘one size fit all’ approaches, especially in light of structural and
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cultural shifts with regards to family structure (Carlson & Hognas, 2011; Deater-Deckard, 2004;
Kalil & Ryan, 2010). This study has shown that unmarried parents raising children facing
material hardship are more likely to experience parenting stress. And as research has outlined,
parents experiencing stress cannot parent well, which, in turn, has detrimental impacts on
children’s social, emotional, and cognitive development (Belsky, 1984; Cabrera & Mitchell,
2009; Schoppe-Sullivan, Weldon, Cook, Davis, & Buckley, 2009). Given that an increasing
number of U.S families include unmarried parents with children, it is imperative that researchers
and policy makers create inclusive family policies that serve and provide opportunities for all
parents, and also develop effective programming to support the specific needs of unmarried
parents with young children. Ultimately, ensuring the health and well-being of unmarried
parents would also ensure that children have the opportunity to grow and develop into healthy
and productive citizens.
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Table 1.
Descriptive Statistics on Sample (n = 1,130)
Mean/ %

SD

Mothers’ Age
Fathers’ Age

25.00
27.57

5.53
6.68

Mothers’ Relationship Status
Romantic (cohabiting)
Romantic (some visit)
Romantic (no visit)

77.7%
9.6%
12.7%

Mothers’ Income Status
300% above poverty line
200-299% above poverty line
100-199% above poverty line
50-99% below poverty line
0-49% below poverty line

16.2%
16.1%
28.8%
19.2%
19.6%

Fathers’ Income Status
300% or above poverty line
200-299% of poverty line
100-199% of poverty line
50-99% below poverty line
0-49% below poverty line

21.8%
17.1%
25.3%
14.2%
14.3%

Mothers’ Education
Less than HS
HS or equivalent
Some college/Tech
College/Graduate school
Fathers’ Education
Less than HS
HS or equivalent
Some college/Tech
College/Graduate school
Mothers’ Race
Black
White
Hispanic
Other
Fathers’ Race
Black
White
Hispanic
Other

36.8%
35.8%
24.4%
2.8%
36.2%
40.9%
19.0%
3.0%

51.7%
17.7%
28.1%
2.4%
53.7%
13.5%
29.7%
3.0%

Range
15-45
17-55
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Table 2.
Descriptive Statistics for Key Study Variables (n = 1,130)

Mean

SD

Alpha

Range

Mothers’ Material Hardship
(original 12 items)

1.13

1.60

.684

0-11

Mothers’ Material Hardship
(6 items)

.848

1.19

.619

0-6

Mothers’ Instrumental
Support
Fathers’ Instrumental
Support

4.06

1.82

.807

0-6

4.30

1.83

.818

Mothers’ Supportive
Coparenting
Fathers’ Supportive
Coparenting

3.81

.309

.689

1.75 - 4

3.83

.286

.636

2.25 - 4

Mothers’ Parenting Stress
Fathers’ Parenting Stress

2.10
2.05

.649
.687

.585
.579

1-4
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Table 3.
Group Differences for Parenting Stress
Parenting Stress Variable

Parenting Stress (n = 1,076)
Mothers’ Parenting Stress
Fathers’ Parenting Stress
Mothers’ Parenting Stress
Fathers’ Parenting Stress
*p <.05

Group 1
Mean (SD)
Mothers
2.10 ( .649)
Resident Fathers
(n = 874)
2.09 (.651)
Resident Fathers
(n = 850)
2.04 (.695)
Black
(n = 582)
2.13 (.649)
Black
(n = 552)
2.06 (.699)

Group 2
Group3
Mean (SD)
Mean (SD)
Fathers
----2.05 (.688)
Nonresident Fathers
(n = 250)
----2.14 (.639)
Nonresident Fathers
(n = 232)
----2.06 (.659)
White
Hispanic
(n = 200)
(n = 316)
2.05 (.572)
2.09 (.647)
White
Hispanic
(n = 197)
(n = 306)
2.05 (.588)
2.01 (.707)

Statistic
t statistic
2.025*
t statistic
-1.008
t statistic
-.390
F statistic
1.185
F statistic
.496

EXAMINING HARDSHIP AND RESOURCES IN PARENTING STRESS

66

Table 4.
Correlations among Key Study Variables
1

1. Mothers’ Parenting
Stress
2. Fathers’ Parenting
Stress
3. Mothers’ Instrumental
Support
4. Fathers’ Instrumental
Support
5. Mothers’ Material
Hardship (12-item)
6. Mothers’ Material
Hardship (6-item)
7. Mothers’ Supportive
Coparenting
8. Fathers’ Supportive
Coparenting
9. Mothers’ Age
10. Mothers’ Education

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

1
.072*

1

-.149**

-.081*

1

-.037

-.126**

.234**

1

.119**

-.020

-.210**

-.085**

1

.115**

-.014

-.192**

-.060(*)

.932**

1

-.181**

-.094**

.115**

.088**

-.162**

-.149**

1

-.056

-.170**

.014

.074*

-.025

-.039

-.145**

1

-.058

-.034

-.088**

.070*

.030

.042

.026

.057

1

-.116**

-.094**

.213**

.139**

-.005

.025

-.022

.042

.229**

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
(*)Correlation is significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed).

1

EXAMINING HARDSHIP AND RESOURCES IN PARENTING STRESS

Table 5.
Estimates for Material Hardship Measurement Model
Parameter Estimate
Mothers'_Material Hardship  MatHar1
Mothers'_Material Hardship  MatHar2
Mothers'_Material Hardship  MatHar3
Mothers'_Material Hardship  MatHar4
Mothers’_Material Hardship  MatHar5
Mothers'_Material Hardship  MatHar6

Unstandardized
estimate (SE)
1.000
2.914 (.400)
4.303 (.567)
1.978 (.271)
3.182 (.430)
3.467 (.489)

Standardized estimate
.306
.490***
.585***
.491***
.515***
.445***

*** p value < .001
Note. Model fit indicies: χ2 = 14.762 (9), p =.098; RMSEA = .024; TLI = .978
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Table 6.
Estimates for Parenting Stress Measurement Model
Parameter Estimate
Mothers’ Parenting Stress  MPS1
Mothers’ Parenting Stress  MPS2
Mothers’ Parenting Stress  MPS3
Mothers’ Parenting Stress  MPS4
Fathers’ Parenting Stress  FPS1
Fathers’ Parenting Stress  FPS2
Fathers’ Parenting Stress  FPS3
Fathers’ Parenting Stress  FPS4

Unstandardized
estimate (SE)
1.000
.924 (.097)
.954 (.103)
.959 (.106)
1.000
.846 (.098)
1.049 (.122)
1.183 (.134)

Standardized estimate
.512
.572***
.497***
.481***
.461
.496***
.495***
.584***

**** p value < .001
Note. Model fit indicies: χ2 = 24.016 (15), p = .065; RMSEA = .023; TLI = .971
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Table 7.
Structural Equation Model for the Effect of Material Hardship on Parenting Stress in Mothers
and Fathers
Parameter Estimate

Unstandardized
estimate (SE)

Standardized
estimate

p
value

1.000
2.900 (.395)
4.305 (.562)
1.965 (.267)
3.166 (.425)
3.426 (.481)
1.000
.897 (.092)
.931 (.099)
.956 (.103)
1.000
.873 (.101)
1.083 (.126)
1.169 (.133)

.308
.490
.588
.490
.515
.442
.519
.563
.493
.485
.455
.506
.503
.570

--< .001
< .001
< .001
< .001
< .001
--< .001
< .001
< .001
--< .001
< .001
< .001

1.856 (.500)

.201

< .001

-.210 (.435)

-.024

.692

-.098 (.024)
-.159
-.069 (.024)
-.116
.002 (.002)
.032
.052 (.030)
.061
.049 (.019)
.094
.082 (.029)
.100
.057 (.028)
.074
2
Note. Model fit indicies: χ = 130.966 (82), p =.000, TLI = .950, RMSEA = .023

< .001
.004
.390
.081
.010
.004
.042

Measurement Model Estimates
Mothers'_Material Hardship  MatHar1
Mothers'_Material Hardship  MatHar2
Mothers'_Material Hardship  MatHar3
Mothers'_Material Hardship  MatHar4
Mothers’_Material Hardship  MatHar5
Mothers'_Material Hardship  MatHar6
Mothers’ Parenting Stress  MPS1
Mothers’ Parenting Stress  MPS2
Mothers’ Parenting Stress  MPS3
Mothers’ Parenting Stress  MPS4
Fathers’ Parenting Stress  FPS1
Fathers’ Parenting Stress  FPS2
Fathers’ Parenting Stress  FPS3
Fathers’ Parenting Stress  FPS4
Structural Model Estimates
Mothers’_Material Hardship  Mothers’ Parenting
Stress
Mothers’_Material Hardship  Fathers’ Parenting
Stress
Mothers’ Education Mothers’ Parenting Stress
Mothers’ Education  Fathers’ Parenting Stress
Covariance e17 and Mothers’ Material Hardship
Covariance e7 and e11
Covariance e8 and e12
Covariance e9 and e13
Covariance e10 and e14
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Table 8.
Chi Square Difference Test for Multi-Group Models Predicting Parenting Stress among Mothers
and Fathers
Moderator

Constrained model χ 2 (df)

Mothers’ Instrumental Support
(High vs. Low)
Fathers’ Instrumental Support
(High vs. Low)
Mothers’ Supportive
Coparenting
(High vs. Low)
Fathers’ Supportive Coparenting
(High vs. Low)
Residential Status
(Resident father vs. Nonresident
father)
Race
(Blck vs. Whte; Blck vs. Hisp.)

χ 2 Difference Test

269.295 (184)

Unconstrained Model
χ 2 (df)
265.672 (182)

χ 2 (2) = 3.623 (n.s)

220.193 (184)

219.935 (182)

χ 2 (2) = .258 (n.s)

230.406 (184)

226.919 (182)

χ 2 (2) = 3.487 (n.s)

229.449 (184)

228.625 (182)

χ 2 (2) = .824 (n.s)

229.512 (184)

226.810 (182)

χ 2 (2) = 2.702 (n.s)

439.158 (286)

438.558 (282)

χ 2 (2) = .600 (n.s)
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Table 9
Path Estimates for Multi-Group Models Predicting Parenting Stress
Paths Estimate

Mathardship Mother
ParStress
Mathardship Father
ParStress

Constrained Model

Unconstrained Model
(Group 1)

Unconstrained Model
(Group 2)

Unconstrained Model
(Group 3)

Constrained Model

Mothers’ High Supportive
Coparenting (n = 697)
.412 (.290)
.088

Mothers’ Low Supportive
Coparenting (n = 421)
1.23 (.370)***
.277

----------------

.750 (.233)*

.159

-.205 (.224)

-.044

Constrained Model
Mathardship Mother
ParStress
Mathardship Father
ParStress

1.024 (.280)***
-.220 (.250)

.217
-.049

Constrained Model
Mathardship Mother
ParStress
Mathardship Father
ParStress

.868 (.287)*

.149

.181 (.258)

.032

Constrained model
Mathardship Mother
ParStress
Mathardship Father
ParStress

.824 (.263)

.178

-.250 (.254)

-.058

Constrained model
Mathardship Mother
ParStress
Mathardship Father
ParStress

.986 (.245)

.199

-.101 (.223)

-.022

.293 (.292)

-.063

Fathers’ High Supportive
Coparenting (n = 652)
1.220 (.370)*** .220
-.281 (.328)

-.056

Mothers’ High Instrumental
Support (n = 595)
1.241 (.423)* .213
-.227 (.391)

-.041

Fathers’ High Instrumental
Support (n = 370)
.697 (.381)
.151
-.314 (.370)

-.073

Nonresidential Fathers
(n = 252)
1.117 (.278)*** .227
.045 (.253)

.

010

-.079 (.348)

-.018

Fathers’ Low Supportive
Coparenting (n = 369)
.770 (.401)
.165
-.131 (.380)

-.029

Mothers’ Low Instrumental
Support (n = 343)
.540 (.368)
.126
.427 (.336)

----------------

---------------------------

--------------

.124

--------------

Fathers’ Low Instrumental
Support (n = 583)
.927 (.346)*
.186

-------------

-.190 (.347

-.038

-------------

Residential Fathers
(n = 878)
.462 (.492)
.102

--------------

-.597 (.473)

--------------

-.140

Note. None of the moderators were significant. These estimates were not interpreted.

(continued)
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Table 9
Path Estimates for Multi-Group Models Predicting Parenting Stress
Constrained Model

Unconstrained Model
(Group 1)

Unconstrained Model
(Group 2)

Unconstrained Model
(Group 3)

Paths Estimate
Mathardship Mother
ParStress
Mathardship Father
ParStress

1.166 (.270)*

.214

Black (n = 584)
1.199 (.406)
.219

White (n = 200)
1.084 (.411)
.310

Hispanic (n = 318)
1.236 (.515)
.204

-.039 (.238)

-.007

-.221 (.398)

-.047 (.380)

.239 (.480)

-.040

Note. None of the moderators were significant. These estimates were not interpreted.

-.015

.042
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D
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Figure 1
Conceptual SEM for the Effect of Material Hardship on Parenting Stress in Mothers and Fathers.
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D

Fathers’
Parenting
Stress

D

Moderation Effects
Mothers’ High Supportive Coparenting vs. Mothers’ Low Supportive Coparenting
Fathers’ High Supportive Coparenting vs. Fathers’ Low Supportive Coparenting
Mothers’ High Instrumental Support vs. Mothers’ Low Instrumental Support
Fathers’ High Instrumental Support vs. Fathers’ Low Instrumental Support
Resident Father vs. Non-resident Father
Race (Black vs. White; Black vs. Hispanic)

Figure 2
Conceptual SEM for the Effect of Material Hardship on Mothers’ and Fathers’ Parenting Stress
and Moderation Effects
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Figure 3.
Measurement Model for Material Hardship
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.496
.495
.584

Figure 4.
Measurement Model for Mothers’ and Fathers’ Parenting Stress
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Figure 5
Hypothesized Structural Equation Model
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