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ABSTRACT 

 

PRESCHOOL BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS: ANTECEDENT FACTORS OF FAMILY 

STRUCTURE, FAMILY CHANGE, AND PARENTING BEHAVIORS 

 

Research indicates that there are meaningful relationships between family-based 

variables, parent-based variables, and child behavioral problems, specifically externalizing and 

internalizing patterns. This research indicates that family structure, family change, and certain 

parenting practices are all important in relation to child behavior problems. This study aims to 

help clarify how these various environmental constituents may contribute to child behavior 

problems by studying the role that family structure, family change, and maladaptive parenting 

have with one another. Participants in this study include 100 families in the local community 

with children ages 3 to 4 years old, and data were collected at two time points. Using 2x2 

ANOVAs and bivariate correlations, there are significant main and interaction effects in child 

externalizing and internalizing behavior problems by family type, and a negative correlation 

between mother laxness and partner laxness with child behavior problems. Linear regressions 

with bootstrapping show that traditional families with both high and low change and lax maternal 

parenting are predictive of child behavior problems. A discussion regarding the role of internal 

and external factors such as, community, timing, sample-related issues, and differences in 

behavioral and parenting raters is included, along with limitations of the current study and future 

directions.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 A large body of research has focused on the specific role that family may have on 

children’s behavior problems. More specifically, research has emphasized how certain variables 

including the family environment and parent-child relationships are important factors to consider 

when studying child behavioral problems (Bayer et al., 2012; Wen, 2008). Importantly, studies 

have explored the relationship that exists between each of these variables, both individually and 

various combinations of each, and how they are related to child behavior. However, to date, there 

has been no research that has looked into how family structure, family change, and maladaptive 

parenting together play a role in child behavioral development. Although a significant amount of 

research has examined how each of these variables individually relate to child behavior, and 

some research has even looked at how a few of these variable relate together to child behavior, it 

is important to continue looking at interrelationships between factors that are related to child 

behavior. Exploring the relationship among these variables is important due to continuing 

changes in family demographic norms, and thus having research that supports these changed 

norms (Bumpass & Kelly Raley, 1995; Farrell, VandeVusse, & Ocobock, 2012; Graefe & 

Lichter, 1999). This research can clarify the complexity of various environmental constituents on 

child behavior problems, which may, with future research, affect how we intervene and prevent 

these problems for children and families. 

Theoretical Conceptualization and Justification of the Proposed Study 

 Life-course theory. Several theoretical models have supported the notion that family-

based factors, such as structure and change, could have significant implications for individual 

and family well-being. One of these theories is known as the life-course theory for families 

(Bengtson & Allen, 1993). Life-course theory emphasizes the history of the family or individual 



   
 

2 

 

and examines how previous events can lead individuals or families to certain outcomes (White & 

Klein, 2008). This theory was originally applied to the development of individuals (Hogan, 

1978), but was later adapted to also include a family version of the theory (Bengtson & Allen, 

1993). Both versions of the theory are important to the study because it emphasizes and validates 

the importance of the particular variables of interest in the proposed study.  

This particular perspective emerged from an emphasis on understanding the role of how 

life events relate to the individual over time (White & Klein, 2008). If applied directly to this 

study, children’s behavioral well-being would be the measure of an individual’s development 

while events such as specific family structure, family change, and maladaptive parenting are the 

experienced events of the child. Hogan (1978) emphasized that there is a normative sequence of 

events that is reinforced socially and becomes an underlying social norm for individuals to 

follow. Although the sequence can certainly change across time, the author concluded that any 

interruption of this socially reinforced sequence can lead to further disruption throughout that 

individual’s life (Hogan, 1978). An adaptation to theory work is necessary given that children, 

especially younger children, do not have as much self-agency in their development and are 

mostly dependent on their families to follow the normative life-course.  

 Bengtson and Allen (1993) demonstrated through the synthesis of various empirical 

family studies that the life-course theory can be applied to families as a whole and its individual 

members. Specifically, the life-course theory provides explanations for changes at both the 

individual and family level by emphasizing “contextual, processual, and dynamic” factors of 

both the family and society across time (Bengtson & Allen, 1993, p. 469). In this particular 

study, I am interested in applying this theory to justify how certain preceding circumstances and 

events like original family structure and family change can set a normative or nonnormative 
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“course” to certain developmental outcomes at the familial level, through maladaptive parenting 

practice, and at the individual level, in the development of internalizing and externalizing 

problems in children.  

 The transactional model. One common, and continually growing, area of the human 

development and family studies field is the idea of development occurring in a systemic manner. 

Although other theories may imply a linear progression in human development, such as the life-

course theory (Hogan, 1978), family systems frameworks emphasize interactional and 

developmental patterns in a system that are not determined solely by an individual or single 

outside event. One theory following this systemic perspective is the transactional model 

(Sameroff, 2009). In this theoretical model, it is believed that any individual development is the 

result of dynamic interactions between a person and the environment, specifically the 

continuous, bidirectional, and interdependent effects of both entities (Sameroff, 2009).  

One particular area of emphasis for Sameroff’s transactional model is in the application 

to the parent-child dyad. Children and parents bring their own characteristics and behaviors to 

their relationship, but as each entity interacts with one another across time, each of these entities 

undergoes change (Sameroff, 2009). Although the parent-child dyad has its own distinctive 

transactional model, it is believed that parenting itself is a part of many transactional 

relationships (Sameroff, 2009). Regarding the present study, the transactional model makes it 

clear that family factors such as change are likely to interrelate with parenting practices (e.g., 

Martinez & Forgatch, 2002). Moving across time, both of these variables, parenting and family 

demographics, are likely to transact with one another, causing significant development. In 

following the theory, it is important to consider both family structure and family change together 

in the conceptual model, rather than separately, because both variables together illustrate how the 
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role of family is dynamic rather than static across time. In understanding the developmental 

transactions at any level (i.e., family, parenting, and children), it is important to look at multiple 

entities in multiple contexts and how these relate with one another in a transactional manner 

(Sameroff, 2009).  

Family-Based Factors and Child Behavior Problems 

Family structure and child behavioral problems.  The increase in the prevalence of 

children being raised in a “nontraditional” family (Carlson & Corcoran, 2001) has led to more 

research exploring this relationship between family structure and child development (Wen, 

2008). Some researchers have defined family structure as a degree of cohesion between family 

members (e.g., Kerig, 1995), and others have framed family structure by the composition of the 

family such as two-parent or single-parent families (e.g., Hilton & Devall, 1998). For the 

purposes of the proposed study, family structure will be defined as the physical composition and 

social definition of the family, including married, single-parent, and stepfamilies, among others.  

Some research has found an association between behavioral well-being and certain 

family types.  For example, one study found that continuous two-parent families (i.e., families 

with parents who stay together throughout the child’s upbringing) have children who score the 

lowest in behavioral problems (Carlson & Corcoran, 2001).  Other two-parent households, such 

as stepparents, had lower behavioral problems with their children than single-parent families, and 

homosexual parents have no impact on behavioral problems (Averett, Nalavany, & Ryan, 2009; 

Wen, 2008).  Single-parent families are more likely to have a child with high externalizing 

behavior issues when compared to married families (Hilton & Devall, 1998).  On the other hand, 

studies have also shown that family structure is not the cause of all child development problems 

(Cherlin, 1999), thus suggesting that other factors need to be examined. Some of these other 
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variables to consider may include parent-child conflict, siblings, parent education, mental health 

of caregivers, and income level (Carlson & Corcoran, 2001; Wen, 2008). Thus, by considering 

different variables in the relationship between structure and child outcomes, the relationship 

between the two becomes more complex, which highlights the need to gain further understanding 

of how family structure and child outcomes are related and that these two variables should not be 

studied in isolation.  

Family change and child behavioral problems. Research indicates that families that are 

more distressed and face more adversity are more likely to have children with more behavior 

problems (Campbell, 1995). The term “family change” includes a wide variety of events that can 

occur within and/or outside the family, as well as the number, frequency, severity, and time span 

of these events. Although family structure is important, some researchers have even suggested 

that the family’s stability may be more important than its structure or status (Najman et al., 

1997).  

Of all the topics regarding family change as related to child behavior, marital stability 

and divorce are some of the more common topics to be researched in the field. Recent studies 

indicate that couple separation, or divorce, has a significant relationship with behavioral and 

conduct problems in youth (Allison & Furstenberg, 1989; Harland, Reijneveld, Brugman, 

Verloove-Vanhorick, & Verhulst, 2002; Lansford et al., 2006; Wu, Hou, & Schimmele, 2008). 

Overall, these studies have found that youth who experience a divorce or separation of their 

parents are more likely to struggle with behavior problems, but are unclear that this increase in 

behavior problems is from the process of the couple separation or from the change in family 

structure.  
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Other family change topics include new marital partners or the creation of stepfamilies, 

job loss, and significant losses/death in the family (Harland et al., 2002; Najman et al., 1997; 

Thompson et al., 1998). These studies have found that such family changes tend to be related to 

significant changes in child well-being. One major limitation with most of this research is that 

many of these studies only examined how one specific event may relate to child behavior 

problems, yet many families do not just face one change. Although some research has examined 

multiple family change factors (e.g., Harland et al., 2002), further research is needed to 

understand the cumulative role of family change in relation to child behavior problems. In 

following Sameroff’s (2009) transactional model, studying the cumulative role of family change 

is more important than just one major family change because with each new family change more 

is added to the continuous dyadic interaction between child behavior and family environment. 

In addition to the wide variety of types of family change, there are also different ways 

that researchers quantify family changes. Different studies have objectively measured family 

changes in different ways. For example, some studies will ask questions about family change 

though a self-made questionnaire on general family demographics with simple yes/no responses 

by the participant (e.g., Sourander, 2001) and others will measure family change with a 

structured, and possibly research-based, questionnaire on family changes (e.g., Teja, 1995). So in 

addition to there being multiple types of family change to explore, future research also needs to 

be aware of the different ways family change can be studied or measured.  

Taken together, it may seem that this reviewed research suggests that family change is 

more important than family structure. However, when comparing child behaviors from the 

separation of married couples to child behaviors from the separation of cohabitating couples, 

children of divorced married couples were more likely to develop behavioral problems than the 
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children of separated cohabitating couples (Wu et al., 2008). This finding makes a case for future 

research to explore the relationship between family structure and change, and how this 

relationship is linked with child behavioral problems given the difference between certain family 

structures and a particular family change in the previously cited study.  

After an extensive review of the literature, there does not seem to be much work that 

specifically attempts to measure the additive relationship of family structure and family change 

in relation to child behavioral problems. One of the reasons for this may involve the lack of 

differentiation between the definitions of family structure and family change. Although some 

time has been spent time reviewing, clarifying, and separating these two theoretical constructs, 

some researchers (e.g., Heifetz, Connolly, Pepler, & Craig, 2010) still confabulate terminology 

for family change variables, like divorce, with terminology used for family structure variables 

thus combining two constructs that should be differentiated. Married-parent family structures, 

without accounting for family change, offers children certain advantages over children in 

cohabitating family structures (Wen, 2008). This suggests that when family changes or stressors 

occur in childhood, like divorce or unemployment, have both shown to have a relationship with 

child behavior problems (Harland et al., 2002; Lansford et al., 2006; Sourander, 2001), children 

from certain family structures may handle the event or change better than other children. 

 Following this line of logic, it makes sense to wonder if certain family structures are 

related to better child outcomes, including behavioral ones, in the context of less family change. 

Wu et al., (2008) mentioned that prechange family structure is an important factor to explore 

when measuring child outcomes after a change in the family. In addition, a more recent study 

found that family changes in structure predicted more child behavior problems in married  
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families compared to unmarried ones, and any family changes in structure in early childhood are 

more predictive of behavior problems than such changes that occur during later childhood (Ryan 

& Claessens, 2012).  

Family Structure and Family Change with Parenting Practices 

When looking specifically into the role of family structure and its relationship to 

parenting practices, researchers find that two-parent families are more likely to demonstrate 

effective parenting, compared to other family structures, with effective parenting being defined 

in terms of higher levels of parental monitoring and better relationship quality with youth 

(Amato, 2005; Mays, 2012). Besides comparing rearing practices between single- and two-parent 

families, comparisons between married and unmarried parents showed no difference when 

measuring both positive engagement and aggressive behavior toward children (Gibson-Davis, 

2008). When looking at the importance of family structure in relationship to parenting toward 

children, the composition of the family is more important in parenting behavior than socially 

defined structure.  

Couple instability and family changes, both type and quantity of changes, are related to 

parenting quality, including lower degrees of closeness with children, harsh parenting, and 

higher parenting stress (Beck, Cooper, McLanahan, & Brooks-Gunn, 2010; Cooper, McLanahan, 

Meadows, & Brooks-Gunn, 2009; Martinez & Forgatch, 2002). However, a more recent and 

more detailed exploration of this relationship found that family changes account for minimal 

variance in parent monitoring and relationship quality with youth (Mays, 2012). Knowing that 

family structure, family change, and parenting variables have the potential to be related to one 

another is important to keep in mind as researchers explore child behavioral development 

because these variables are often included in child developmental research.   
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Maladaptive Parenting Practices and Child Behavior Problems  

Lax parenting is the degree to which parents do not follow through with family rules or 

expectations of their children or do not provide consequences for disobedience or misbehavior 

(Arnold, O'Leary, Wolff, & Acker, 1993). When looking specifically at the behaviors of 

children, research has indicated that there is not only a positive relationship between behavioral 

problems and permissive/lax parenting, but permissive parenting predicts later child behavior 

problems (Evans, Shipton, & Keenan, 2006; Querido, Warner, & Eyberg, 2002). For example, 

one recent study found that preschool-age children showed more internalizing behavior problems 

with parents who were considered more permissive (Williams et al., 2009). Furthermore, other 

research has found lax parenting styles to be linked with higher levels of externalizing problems 

in boys and internalizing behavior in girls (Kim, Arnold, Fisher, & Zeljo, 2005). However, other 

researchers have come to the conclusion in their work that the actual permissiveness of parents is 

not related to any child behavior problems (Rinaldi & Howe, 2011). Given the contrasting results 

of recent research, it seems necessary to further examine parental laxness and permissiveness as 

related to child behavioral outcomes.   

Other parenting factors are also important to examine in relation to child behavior 

problems. Parental overreactivity has been best defined as “responding in an emotionally 

overcharged, harsh manner” (Freeman & DeCourcey, 2007; p.170). Overreactivity by parents 

has been linked to higher levels of externalizing behavioral problems in young children (Miller-

Lewis et al., 2006). Authoritarian parenting could be seen as a form of overreactive parenting 

due its high levels of demandingness and control with low levels of responsiveness to the child 

(Baumrind, 1971). This authoritarian parenting style by fathers has been associated with more 

externalizing and internalizing behavioral issues in children (Rinaldi & Howe, 2011). In other 
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studies, overreactivity and harsh parental discipline has been linked to child adjustment 

problems, which included overreactivity predicting child internalizing and externalizing 

behavioral problems (Bayer et al., 2012; Evans et al., 2006; Kim et al., 2005). However, this 

overreactivity was also shown to be a mediating variable for mothers with physical health 

problems, suggesting that overeactivity may be related to the formation of child behavioral 

problems (Evans et al., 2006). More speciffically, this study does offer empirical evidence that 

parenting practice has a relationship with maladaptive behavioral development only with other 

variables taken into consideration and not in isolation.  

Family structure, maladaptive parenting practice, and child behavior problems. 

When looking at these variables of interest together, some research has found that more 

problematic behaviors in children are present in family structures other than the two-parent 

structure, with factors such as parental support and control being important to consider in this 

relationship (Thomson, Hanson, & McLanahan, 1994). However, another study with African-

American families revealed that the quality of parenting towards children did not change by 

family structure (Simons, Chen, Simons, Brody, & Cutrona, 2006). This same research did 

discuss how family structure may play some specific role regarding youth outcomes given that 

children in single-parent households did show higher levels of conduct problems. Although the 

research in this topic is somewhat mixed, these studies have begun to explore how family 

structure, parenting, and child behavior problems all relate to each other.   

Family change, maladaptive parenting, and child behavior problems. A review of the 

literature by Campbell (1995) found that both maladaptive parenting and family adversity are 

predictive of behavior problems in children. Furthermore, Campbell (1995) noted that parental 

support of children may be an important moderating variable to consider between family changes 
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and child behavior problems. A more recent review of the literature (Lansford, 2009) concluded 

that parenting is instead an important mediator in the linkage between family changes (i.e., 

divorce) and overall child adjustment problems. Furthermore, another recent study examined the 

relationships between family change, parenting practices, and child outcomes (Martinez & 

Forgatch, 2002) and found that more family transitions were related to less effective parenting, 

which in turn was associated with more child externalizing problems. From their results, the 

authors supported the idea that parenting practices may mediate relationships between family 

change and externalizing behavior problems in children (Martinez & Forgatch, 2002).        

The Current Study 

 The reviewed research indicates that certain family variables of particular importance to 

child behavior problems are family structure, family change, and maladaptive parenting 

practices. Despite the observed connection between each of these independent variables with 

child behavioral problems, there has not been any research that has explored how these specific 

variables all relate to one another to contribute to child externalizing and internalizing behavioral 

problems. However, because these variables all occur within the context of the family, to study 

them in isolation seems insufficient in trying to further understanding the role that family can 

have in supporting children’s healthy development. This necessitates the exploration of child 

behavioral development through a multivariable research design (Schoppe et al., 2001). 

Although Schoppe et al. (2001) did not use as comprehensive family variables as are proposed in 

the current study, the researchers did find that the degree of externalizing behavioral problems 

differed when examining their variables of interest together, rather than separately.  

 Although empirical research has not yet explored the exact relationship between family 

structure, family change, and maladaptive parenting and how it relates to child behavioral 
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problems, it does not mean that researchers have not asked this question. In fact, a prominent 

figure in this field, Paul Amato, posited that stable, two-parent marriages are the least likely to 

have children with social and emotional struggles (Amato, 2005). This article also identified 

effective parenting as one of the “observed differences” in these two-parent, stable families 

(Amato, 2005). This suggests that mediational relationships may account for the relationships 

between family structure, family change, parenting, and child behavior problems. Thus, the 

proposed study aims to further increase the understanding of these key relationships by building 

on already established research between these variables by testing a more comprehensive 

mediational model of the variables.  

Based upon this review of the literature, the proposed study will attempt to answer the 

following question: “Does both family structure and significant family change have a 

relationship with child internalizing and externalizing behavior problems, with maladaptive 

parenting acting as a mediating variable between these variables?” This gap in the literature is 

important to address because it will continue to clarify for researchers the complexity of various 

environmental constituents on the development child behavior problems, which may, with future 

research, affect how we intervene and prevent these debilitating issues for children. To answer 

this research question, a short-term longitudinal design is used, which is needed to begin making 

inferences for prediction and begin exploring mediational chains between variables of interest. In 

addition, scores from multiple reporters of both parenting and child behavior problems are used 

to ensure reliable inferences in answering the research question. Finally, due to sample-related  

difficulties, family structure and change were combined to make four comparison groups to 

adequately study the research question (see plan of analysis section). Based on the research 

question and previous studies, the following hypotheses are tested:  
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1) Both variables of interest, family type (combination of family structure and change) and 

maladaptive parenting practices (laxness and overreactivity), have a relationship with 

child behavioral problems and each other. More specifically, families with traditional 

structures and low levels of change have less internalizing and externalizing behavioral 

problems compared to families with high levels of change and nontraditional family 

structures (see Figure 1).  

2) There are differences between family type in both parenting laxness and overreactivity. 

Particularly, nontraditional family structures and families with high change have higher 

levels of laxness and overreactivity compared to families with traditional structures and 

low change (see Figure 1).  

3) Both parenting laxness and overreactivity are positively correlated with internalizing and 

externalizing child behavior problems (see Figure 1).  

4) Finally, both parenting laxness and overreactivity partially mediate, individually, the 

relationship between child internalizing and externalizing behavior problems with all 

combinations of family structure and change (see Figure 1).   
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*All pathways in the model are hypothesized to be statistically significant 

 

Figure 1 - Proposed Model 
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Chapter 2: Method 

Participants 

Participants were 100 families who were part of a longitudinal pilot study exploring 

parent-child interaction patterns. The children in the sample were 54% female, with the vast 

majority of these families being nonHispanic White. Other ethnicities represented in the sample 

were 10% Hispanic or Latino, 8% biracial, 3% Asian, and 3% other. At Time 1, the average age 

of the children being studied was 41 months old (SD = 3 months), and at Time 2 that average 

increased to 45 months (SD = 3 months). The average family income was around $65,000 and 

the majority of the sample was considered well-educated (college graduate). Related to family 

structure, 79% of the sample was married, 7% were cohabiting, 7% were single, 5% were 

separated or divorced, and 1% in a stepfamily. Methods of recruitment for this study involved 

posting flyers in local daycares, preschools, and businesses, as well as email listserves and 

newsletter publications. All agencies and businesses gave written permission to the research 

team before any form of advertisement was conducted. Exclusion criteria for the sample included 

any child that had a developmental disorder or if either the parents or the children had a heart 

condition. These criteria were put in place because of the possibility of interference with accurate 

physiological data. This sample is considered to be representative of the particular Western 

college town in which the study was conducted. 

Measures 

 Family structure. Determining the family structure variable involves differentiating 

between certain family structures at Time 1. Family structure is operationalized from the self-

reporting of three demographic characteristics asked about the family at intake. These three 

questions related to the current marital status of the parent, if the parent in the intake is 



   
 

16 

 

biologically related to the child, and if the parent in the intake is married to the other biological 

parent of the child. In this study, nuclear or “traditional” families, in which the biological parents 

of the children are married to each other, is compared to “nontraditional” family structures that 

includes single parents, cohabitating parents, separated parents, adopting parents, guardians, 

divorced parents, and remarried/stepfamilies. This specific analysis of the family structure 

variable is validated because the sample population represents how a number of children still 

grow up in nuclear or “traditional” families (Wu et al., 2008), but that there are also a growing 

number of children being raised in nonnuclear family settings (Graefe & Lichter, 1999).  

 Family change. Family changes were measured with the Life Events Survey, an 

adaptation of the Life Experiences Survey (Sarason, Johnson, & Siegel, 1978). This self-report 

measure included 27 questions that asked parents if a certain event occurred in the past two years 

within their family, to which the caregivers replied with a “yes” or “no” response; the final score 

is a summation of the number of “yes” responses. Although some of these questions do ask about 

marital status changes of the caregivers, which is a common area of study in family change, this 

questionnaire also asks about other significant family changes. For example, some questions ask 

about long-term medical problems, changes of who is living in the home, and loss of 

job/unemployment. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this test is α = .69, suggesting that this 

measure has marginal reliability. 

 Maladaptive parenting practice. To measure parenting practices, this study used the 

Parenting Scale (Arnold et al., 1993). This self-report questionnaire asks parents 30 questions 

regarding their typical disciplinary strategies toward their children’s misbehavior. Parents are 

asked to rate the frequency of occurrence of each of these parenting strategies on a seven-point 

Likert scale. The Parenting Scale includes three subscales: hostility, overreactivity, and laxness. 



   
 

17 

 

An example of a hostility question is, When my child misbehaves … I raise my voice or yell (1) 

OR I speak to my child calmly (7). An example of a laxness question is, When I want my child to 

stop doing something… I firmly tell my child to stop (1) OR I coax or beg my child to stop (7). 

An example of an overreactivity question includes, When my child does something I do not 

like…I do something about it every time it happens (1) OR I often let it go (7). Cronbach’s alpha 

for each scale of interest included: α = .75 for laxness and α = .72 for overreactivity, suggesting 

moderate test reliability. The hostility subscale was not used in this study. Scores for both the 

laxness and overreactivity subscales are derived from taking the average of every item in each 

subscale. Multiple studies have confirmed the Parenting Scale’s ability to accurately assess 

parenting practices and characteristics, and is an informative tool to operationally define 

parenting (Arnold et al., 1993; Freeman & DeCourcey, 2007; Rhoades & O’Leary, 2007).  

 Internalizing and externalizing child behaviors. Both internalizing and externalizing 

behavioral problems in children were separately assessed. Both internalizing and externalizing 

behavioral problems are evaluated using the mother’s report on the Child Behavior Checklist 

(CBCL/1.5-5; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000). This measure separates internalizing and 

externalizing into broadband scales. The CBCL consists of 99 items; each question is rated on a 

three point scale from 2 (very true or often true of the child) to 0 (not true of the child). When 

scoring the CBCL, for both internalizing and externalizing broadband scales, raw scores were 

derived from the summation of each subscale score within each broadband scale (four subscales 

for internalizing and two for externalizing). Thus, for internalizing the range of possible scores is 

0 to 72, and for externalizing the range of possible scores is 0 to 48.  Externalizing behavior 

problems are best conceptualized as “acting-out” behaviors such as physically aggressive 

behavior, whereas internalizing behaviors related to internal struggles such as anxiety and 
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depression (Barnett, Miller-Perrin, & Perrin, 2005). In measuring reliability for the CBCL, 

Cronbach’s alpha values were used for both broadband scales. For the externalizing scale, α = 

.93, and for the internalizing scale, α = .77, thus demonstrating moderate to high reliability for 

both broadband scales. Separate studies have continued to demonstrate how the CBCL is one of 

the more valid, and among one of the most widely used, measures for studying child behavioral 

patterns (Doll, Furlong, & Wood, 1998; Rescorla, 2005).            

Procedures        

In the study, caregivers came into the laboratory at Time 1 for a two-hour laboratory 

visit. In this session, caregivers filled out a variety of questionnaires, which included assessing 

the child’s behavioral adjustment, measuring the amount of life events the family has 

encountered in the past two years, reporting their specific parenting practices, and determining 

the demographic classification of the family. While the caregiver was completing these 

questionnaires in the corner of the room, the child was completing behavioral tasks with the 

experimenter. Once parents finished the questionnaires, mothers and children completed four 

dyadic behavior tasks. Each of these took around 6 minutes to complete. Families in this first 

session were paid $50 for coming to the laboratory session and completing the questionnaires. 

During the second session, caregivers completed an additional questionnaire on the child’s 

behavioral adjustment. As compensation for these questionnaires at Time 2, anyone who 

completed the questionnaires received a $20 gift card to local stores. For the purposes of this 

study, analyses were based on the following questionnaires: the demographic questionnaire, 

Life-Events Survey, and Parenting Survey at Time 1 and CBCL/CTRF ratings from Mom, 

Partner, and Teacher. 
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Plan of Analysis  

To better answer the research question and test the hypotheses, the family structure and 

change variables must be combined and categorized into groups to be compared against one 

another. Therefore, family structure and change are organized into four comparison groups called 

family type: Traditional families with low levels of change, Traditional families with high levels 

of change, Nontraditional families with low levels of change, and Nontraditional families with 

high levels of change. The distribution of the family change variable is somewhat skewed and 

the family structure variable is unevenly divided between traditional and nontraditional 

households, so creating these categorical groups addresses this methodological problem by 

improving this uneven distribution between groups. Given that family change is a continuous 

variable, placing families in either a low change or high change group involved using a median 

split for the Life-Events Survey. Families were considered to have low change if they had four or 

fewer changes in the past two years. Families with high change had five or more changes in the 

past two years, based on the median split. 

It is also important to mention that longitudinal data were used. Specifically, the 

independent variables and mediating variables were measured at Time 1 and the dependent 

variables were measured at Time 2. Finally, for the parenting and child behavior variables, there 

are data available from multiple reporters. Examining these relationships from multiple reporters 

is important in order to make reliable inferences about the hypothesized results. For the parenting 

laxness and overeactivity variables, there are data from both the mother and the mother’s partner. 

For internalizing and externalizing behavior problems, there are scores available from the 

mother, partner, and teacher. For this study, all raters’ scores for both parenting and child 

behavior will be examined.    
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For the first, second, and third hypotheses, there are two different analytical methods that 

need to be employed. In examining the relationship between family type with both internalizing 

and externalizing behaviors as well as parent’s overreactivity and laxness, a series of 2x2 

ANOVAs, with appropriate post hoc tests if necessary, is needed in order to test mean 

differences between the four family types in parenting laxness and overreactivity as well as 

internalizing and externalizing behavior problems. Next, a Pearson bivariate correlation will be 

used to test the association between parenting laxness and overreactivity with internalizing and 

externalizing behaviors.  

A series of linear regressions are used to test the fourth hypothesis, specifically by testing 

mediation and prediction. Since the family type variable is a categorical variable, this variable is 

dummy coded, and each dummy coded variable is simultaneously included in each model to 

compare mediation and predictive effects between the different family groups. Dummy coding 

this variable involves taking each family type group and assigning each family a “0” or “1.” 

Each family is assigned a “1” in only one of these family type groups and the rest “0” to signify 

which family type that family belongs to. In these dummy coded regressions, traditional families 

with low change is the established reference group. Dummy coding creates a link between 

regression and ANOVA statistical analysis because the regression is able to predict the group 

means from each individually dummy coded group (Kinnear & Gray, 2008). To ensure a 

stronger mediational analysis, each mediating variable will be assessed individually. Dummy 

coding the family categorical variable allows for the mediation hypothesis to be adequately 

tested with a linear regression. 

Given the fact that some study’s variables a have smaller amount of available scores and 

are skewed in their distributions or cell sizes, bootstrapping is used for each regression analysis 
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to properly test the fourth hypothesis. This is a nonparametric approach that can test relationships 

between variables in a variety of ways, including mediational models, without assuming normal 

distributions within the sample. Bootstrapping can help make a sample more representative of 

the population through resampling methods (Chernick, 2008; Hayes, 2009; MacKinnon, 

Lockwood, & Williams, 2004; Preacher & Hayes, 2008). In addition, this type of procedure can 

be used to adequately test for mediation, or indirect effects, with smaller sample sizes (Preacher 

& Hayes, 2004). Given the descriptive nature of this sample for the study, traditional mediational 

analysis and criteria (Baron & Kenny, 1986) are not appropriate to use to test the hypothesis. By 

applying bootstrapping in the linear regressions, hypotheses four can be tested more accurately 

despite having a smaller sample and nonnormally distributed variables of interest. 
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Chapter 3: Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

A complete description of the sample for the study is listed in Table 1 which includes 

each variable’s mean, standard deviation, number of participants, the standard error of the mean, 

skewness, and kurtosis. For the family structure variable, frequencies for both the overall sample 

size and sample size by each group are the only numbers provided given that this variable is a 

categorical variable. Frequencies for these new family type groups are also included in Table 1.  

For the parenting variables, both laxness and overeactivity for the partner has 14 

participant scores missing from the 100-family sample because these were likely single-parent 

families. For the child behavior problems variables, each variable has some participant scores 

missing because of not having a partner or teacher available during this data collection period. At 

Time 2, nine families were lost to attrition. There were not any significant differences for these 

nine families on number of family changes, ethnicity, race, caregiver depressive symptoms, 

caregiver financial stress, child age, gross annual household income, and caregiver occupation. 

However, significant mean differences were found for these nine families on socio-economic 

status (SES), t(98) = -2.65, p < .01. Overall, this means that these nine missing families had a 

lower SES compared to families that remained in the study, but no differences on any other 

variables of interest. At Time 2, 25 partner ratings and 24 teacher ratings of child behavior 

problems were also missing in addition to the nine families that were lost to general attrition.    
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Table 1 - Descriptive Statistics for Sample by Variables of Interest 

 

Variable     N  M (SD)  SE  Skew/Kurtosis 

 

Family Structure (Time 1)   100  --  -- -- 

 Traditional Family   78  --  -- -- 

 Nontraditional Family   22  --  -- -- 

 

Family Change (Time 1)   100  4.98 (3.09) .309 .98/2.21 

 

Family Type(Change and Structure)  100  --  -- --               

 Trad. Family w/ Low Change  40  --  -- -- 

 Nontrad. Family w/ Low Change 6  --  -- -- 

 Trad. Family w/ High Change 38  --  -- -- 

 Nontrad. Family w/ High Change 16  --  -- -- 

 

Parenting (Time 1) 

 Laxness (Mother)   100  2.38 (.87) .087 .73/1.05 

 Laxness (Partner)   86  2.42 (.85) .092 .54/.33 

 Overeactivity (Mother)  100  2.69 (.90) .090 .63/.24 

 Overreactivity (Partner)  86  2.77 (.87) .094 .31/.09 

 

Child Behavior Problems (Time 2) 

 Internalizing (Mother-Report) 91  5.07 (4.21) .441 .88/.63 

 Externalizing (Mother-Report) 91  7.91 (7.34) .770 1.23/1.21 

 Internalizing (Partner-Report)  66  6.56 (4.55) .560 .89/.15 

 Externalizing (Partner-Report) 66  10.94 (6.85) .844 .40/-.37 

 Internalizing (Teacher-Report) 67  6.91 (7.28) .890 1.58/2.31 

 Externalizing (Teacher-Report) 67  8.01 (8.97) 1.10 1.50/2.17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

24 

 

Family Type and Child Behavior Problems  

 A series of 2x2 ANOVAs were conducted to test the first hypothesis for this study that 

traditional family structures and families with low levels of change have fewer internalizing and 

externalizing behavioral problems compared to nontraditional family structure and high change 

configurations. In this ANOVA, the independent variable was family type and the dependent 

variables included all of the child behavior problems variables. The ANOVAs revealed 

significant main effects of family change for partner-reported externalizing behavior problems, 

F(1,62) = 5.65, p = .02, partial η² squared = .08 (see Figure 2). In addition, there is a significant 

interaction effect between family structure and family change for partner-reported externalizing 

behavior problems, F(1,62) = 4.61, p = .04, partial η² = .07 (see Figure 2). Results also showed a 

significant interaction effect for teacher-reported internalizing child behavior problems, F(1,63) 

= 4.88, p = .03, partial η² = .07 (see Figure 3).  
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Figure 2 - Differences between Family Types on Partner-Report Child Externalizing Problems 
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Figure 3 - Differences between Family Types on Teacher-Report Child Internalizing Problems 

 

Results partially supported the first hypothesis that children from traditional families or families 

with low change have lower levels of internalizing and externalizing behavior problems 

compared to nontraditional families and high-change families. Results partially support the 

hypothesis given that there is some observations for lower behavior problems with lower levels 

of change in families and some interactive effects between family structure and change. 
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Family Type and Parenting Practices.  

 A series of 2x2 ANOVAs were conducted in order to test the second hypothesis that there 

are mean differences between family types with both parenting laxness and overreactivity. For 

this ANOVA, the independent variable was family type and the dependent variables include each 

of the parenting variables of interest. The ANOVAs indicate that there were not any significant 

main or interaction effects in parenting laxness or overreactivity by family type for either 

mother’s or partner’s ratings of parenting. Thus, the second hypothesis that there are mean 

differences in parenting laxness and overreactivity by family type is not supported.  

Parenting and Child Behavior Problems.  

 A Pearson bivariate correlation was used to explore the third hypothesis that higher levels 

of parenting laxness and overreactivity are associated with higher internalizing and externalizing 

child behavior problems. For these Pearson correlations, the predictor variables include each of 

the four parenting variables and the dependent variables are each of the child behavior problems 

scores as reported by both caregivers and teachers. Table 2 shows these correlations between the 

variables of interest. In particular, there is a significant negative correlation between mother’s lax 

parenting and teacher-reported internalizing child behavior problems. Furthermore, there is a 

negative association between partner’s lax parenting and teacher-reported externalizing behavior 

problems. The hypothesis that both parenting laxness and overeactivity have a positive 

correlation with child internalizing and externalizing behavior problems is not supported given 

there are only two significant correlations between parenting practices and child behavior 

problems, and both are negative associations between the variables. 
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Table 2 - Bivariate Correlations (r) between Parenting and Child Behavior Variables 

 

Variable  1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 

 

1. Laxness - Mom --  

 

2. Overeact. - Mom .39** --  

 

3. Laxness – Part.  .31** .22* --  

 

4. Overreact. – Part. .20 .18 .42** --  

 

5. Intern. – Mother  -.05 .05 .10 -.03 --  

 

6. Extern. – Mother  .08 .10 .08 .02 .65** --  

 

7. Intern. – Partner  .01 .07 .19 .06 .46** .11 --  

 

8. Extern. – Partner  .06 .05 .02 .08 .43** .52** .65** --  

 

9. Intern. – Teach. -.29* -.16 -.12 .16 .14 .05 .27 .24 --  

 

10. Extern. – Teach. -.06 -.08 -.28* .08 -.004 .21 .15 .29 .56** -- 

 

*p < .05 ** p < .01  

      

Family Type, Parenting, and Child Behavior Problems.  

 A linear regression in combination with bootstrapping was used in order to examine the 

fourth hypothesis that both parenting laxness and overreactivity mediate the relation between 

both child internalizing and externalizing with each type of family structure and change 

combination. However, because there was no significant relationship between the independent 

variables and mediating variables, testing for mediation is not plausible. This eliminates the 

possibility to examine the fourth hypothesis. Therefore, only post hoc analyses were conducted 

based on the previous results. In these post hoc tests, predictive relationships are explored for the 

following relationships: family type with teacher-reported internalizing behavior problems and 

mother lax parenting with teacher-reported internalizing behavior problems. These particular 
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relationships are being explored given the significant findings from each these variables in the 

previous inferential analyses. Each of these regressions are one-step linear regressions that 

include the dummy coded family type variable and the parenting variable as predictors, and the 

child behavior scores as the criterion variable (see Figure 4). For the bootstrapping part of the 

analyses, the number of resamplings used was 5000 through a simple resampling procedure; a 

95% confidence interval was used. For this analysis, nontraditional families with low change and 

nontraditional families with high change were merged into a nontraditional family type (see 

Figures 4). This was done because of the sample size for these two groups which could influence 

the power of the analyses, and it is justified given the lack of significant mean difference 

between these two groups in both parenting and child behavior problems. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 - Revised Model for Linear Regression 
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 In the regression analysis (see Figure 4), results revealed that traditional families with 

low change predicted teacher-reported child internalizing problems, B = 10.32, p < .001, SE = 

2.42, when accounting for other family types. Furthermore, traditional families with high change 

also predicted teacher-reported internalizing problems, β = .372, p < .01, when accounting for 

other family types. Next, mother’s lax parenting significantly predicted teacher-reported 

internalizing problems, β = -.303, p = .01. The amount of variance accounted for by this set of 

variables is 17% (Adjusted R² = .17). Each of these findings demonstrated significance both with 

and without bootstrapping applied to the regression. All other relationships examined in the 

regressions were nonsignificant and remained nonsignificant after bootstrapping was applied. 
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Chapter 4: Discussion 

 

 The current study was created to examine the potential interrelationships between 

specific family factors, such as family structure and number of changes in the family with 

parenting, and how these potential relationships relate to the development of child behavior 

problems. In addition, this study also examined whether certain parenting variables mediate a 

relationship between these family factors and child behavior problems. Based on theoretical 

mechanisms and previous research, it was expected that overreactive and lax parenting would be 

related to more child internalizing and externalizing problems, and families with higher change 

and nontraditional structures would also have children with higher internalizing and 

externalizing behavior. Finally, it was predicted that both overreactive and lax parenting would 

mediate the relationship between family and children’s behavior for any family structure or 

change combination. 

  Consistent with previous research, the results indicated that certain family types have 

children with significantly higher child internalizing and externalizing behavior problems. In 

particular, there was some evidence of significant interaction effects of both family change and 

family structure in relation to the development of child internalizing and externalizing behavior 

problems. There also appeared to be some evidence for the independent role that family change 

has with the development of child behavior problems. This finding is consistent with a variety 

previous articles published on the topic in which family structure and family change are 

important to consider conjointly, rather than separate, when establishing the family’s relationship 

with child behavioral problems (Ryan & Claessens, 2012; Wu et al., 2008).  Finally, when  
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accounting for other family types, both traditional families with high change and traditional 

families with low change are significant predictors of teacher-reported child internalizing 

problems.  

 These specific results showed a lack of consistency between each rater of behavior 

problems. This could be explained for a couple reasons. First, smaller sample sizes, particularly 

from the non-traditional family groups, may explain the lack of consistent results across raters. A 

larger, more diverse, sample size for these groups could lead to more consistent results across 

raters of child behavior problems. Next, family SES or family income could also explain the lack 

of consistent differences in behavior ratings by different family types. Some research has 

recognized the importance of family SES or income when establishing a relationship between 

family type and child well-being (Carlson & Corcoran, 2001; Wen, 2008). Recent studies show that 

two-parent families have higher levels of family income and education compared to other family 

structures (Wen, 2008). Some of this research has even found that when family income is controlled for 

family structure became a weak and nonsignificant predictor of behavior problems (Carlson & Corcoran, 

2001). In this study’s sample, most of the families had a caregiver with at least a college education and 

higher levels of income. Therefore, our sample characteristics, particularly higher family income and 

SES, could influence the consistent prevelance of family type differences in child behavior problems. 

Finally, the differences in significance between raters could be reflective of a teacher’s ability to 

be more perceptive of internalizing problems compared to potentially untrained/unaware 

caregivers of underlying psychopathology. This may also lead to caregivers being more 

perceptive of externalizing problems over internalizing ones.    

 The specific direction of differences in child behavior problems by family type also 

varied by both the specific rater of child behavior problems and the specific type of behavior 

being examined. For the significant findings regarding externalizing problems as rated by partner 
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(see Figure 2), the results showed that both traditional and non-traditional families have increases 

in externalizing problems as they encounter more change. However, nontraditional families had 

lower externalizing problems than traditional families in the context of lower change, but had 

higher externalizing problems than traditional families in the context of higher change. When 

looking at internalizing problems as rated by the teacher (see Figure 3), the results showed that 

traditional families have lower child internalizing problems with low amounts of change and 

higher internalizing problems with more change. Whereas, nontraditional families had higher 

internalizing problems with lower amounts of change, and lower amounts of internalizing 

problems with high change. Furthermore, with low change, nontraditional families had higher 

internalizing problems than traditional families and vice-versa in the context of high change.  

 The directionality of family type differences in child behavior problems are not entirely 

consistent with previous literature on this topic, and these differences in direction could be 

explained in a variety of ways. For the findings shown in Figure 2 , these findings may reflect 

that children from more traditional families are more resilient than non-traditional families to 

changes in the family due to more available resources internal to the family, like social capital 

and SES (Wen, 2008). For the finding reflected in Figure 3, this particular finding may be best 

explained by the life course theory for individuals and families (Bengtson & Allen, 1993). In 

other words, children from non-traditional families may expect, or perceive it as normative, to 

face more adversity/stressors. So when this internal normative understanding is disturbed, the 

child may demonstrate more internalized behavior problems as a response to this internal 

disturbance and vice-versa for children from traditional families.  Overall, these findings only  



   
 

34 

 

partially support the study’s first hypothesis due to the discrepancy of results between raters of 

child behavior problems and the specific directionality of these findings between different 

behavior types and raters. 

 Next, the results indicated that there were no main or interactive effects in parenting 

quality by family type. This finding suggests that regardless of family composition or adversity 

faced by the family, parenting quality does not differ. This finding is contrary to previous studies 

and reviews on this topic (Beck, Cooper, McLanahan, & Brooks-Gunn, 2010; Cooper, 

McLanahan, Meadows, & Brooks-Gunn, 2009; Martinez & Forgatch, 2002; Mays, 2012). 

However, none of these research studies specifically used the Parenting Survey as a way to 

assess parenting quality. This may mean that the relationship between family type and parenting 

quality may vary greatly by how parenting quality is measured and what exact parenting 

constructs are being examined. In addition, there is some other research that has shown that 

parental quality does not differ between those families who have faced a divorce and those 

families that have remained married (Strohschein, 2007) which may begin to allude to parenting 

not having a relationship with family types. Given that there were no significant observed 

differences in parenting laxness or overreactivity by family type, the second hypothesis of this 

study is not supported.  

 This particular finding also eliminated the possibility of parenting to serve as a mediator 

between family type and child behavior problems. Given that there is not established link 

between the proposed independent variable (family type) and the proposed mediator variable 

(parenting laxness/overreactivity) the fourth hypothesis of this study is not supported.  One 

review article concluded that “the ways parents support young children as they cope with 

difficult developmental transitions…may facilitate adaptive coping with adversity or exacerbate 
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symptomatic behavior” (Campbell, 1995, p. 142). Campbell included family-related changes in 

the category of difficult developmental transitions, suggesting that parenting may moderate 

adverse family circumstance’s relationship with child behavior problems. Therefore, it may be 

that parenting laxness and overreactivity moderate, rather than mediate, the relationship between 

family type with child internalizing and externalizing behavior problems. The transactional 

model (Sameroff, 2009) may also support this speculation given the emphasis it places on 

parenting being a part of several transactional systems beyond just the parent-child dyad. 

Transactional exchanges between the parent with both family factors and child development may 

result in parenting altering the nature of the relationship between family type and child behavior 

problems.   

 Furthermore, in examining the relationships between both parenting laxness and 

overreactivity with child internalizing and externalizing problems, mother’s lax parenting was 

related and predictive of child internalizing problems, and partner’s lax parenting was related to 

child externalizing behavior problems. These effects were only observed when the teacher 

reported the child’s behavior problems, and the direction of these effects was negative. More 

specifically, there is an inverse relationship of mother’s lax parenting with internalizing behavior 

problems and partner’s lax parenting with externalizing behavior problems. These findings are 

contrary to what was expected based on previous research and reviews. This may be best 

explained by the sample being more of a normative, or even advantaged, sample. In this sample, 

the mean score for mother’s lax parenting is 2.38 and partner lax parenting is 2.42. In a recent 

study (Freeman & DeCourcey, 2007), the mean of the Parenting Survey (Laxness) in a 

community-based sample was 2.61 and in a clinically referred sample was 3.06.  These two 

mean scores in the Freeman & DeCourcey, 2007 article were significantly different from one 
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another, and the means in this study’s sample are lower than both the community and clinically 

referred norms in Freeman & DeCourcey, 2007 study. In other words, laxness may be better 

represented as nonanxious or relaxed parenting in this sample rather than inattentive or even 

disengaged parenting. Parents perceiving lax parenting as the former and not the latter could 

likely change the nature or the direction of this associational relationship between lax parenting 

and child behavioral problems. Overall, these particular results do not support the study’s third 

hypothesis given that lax parenting has an inverse relationship with child behavior problems and 

overreactivity having no relationship to child behavior problems.     

 Beyond internal factors of the study itself that could explain the mostly null findings, 

there are also a couple external reasons that could explain these null results. First, based off 

Sameroff’s transactional model (Sameroff, 2009), the local community or neighborhood that the 

sample exists within could have an important relationship with child behavior problems, 

parenting, or family. One study stated that researchers need to look beyond the individual and 

family when studying child behavior problems and include other aspects like the community or 

neighborhood in which the child lives (Caughy, Nettles, & O’Campo, 2008). It could be that 

community, or neighborhood, factors serve as a buffer between various family, parenting, and 

child behavior relationships. Recent research has demonstrated that neighborhood and 

community qualities including socio-economic status, public services, safety, social support, and 

cohesion have a relationship with either parenting quality or youth behavior problems (e.g., 

Byrnes & Miller, 2012; Caughy et al., 2008; Mrug & Windle, 2009; Pinderhughes & Hurley, 

2008; Pinderhughes, Nix, Foster, & Jones, 2001; Winslow & Shaw, 2007).  All these studies 

convey a conclusion that emphasizes consideration of the context outside the immediate family 

when studying behavior problems. Given the fact that the sample is mostly derived from the 
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same community, it seems reasonable to suspect that lack of support for the hypotheses involves 

an additional role that the community or neighborhood could have with family, parenting, and 

child behavior that was unable to be accounted for in the current study. 

 Another explanation for the weaker support of the hypotheses, particularly how family 

and parenting separately relate to child behavior, could be related to the period between the two 

time points in the study and child age during stressors or changes. For example, one research 

article claimed that the development of behavioral problems was more likely to emerge when 

divorce or parent employment issues occurred more recently rather than more distant in the past 

(Harland et al., 2002). In addition, others have found the age of the child during a stressor or 

change is also important in the development of behavior problems (Lansford et al., 2006). The 

Life Events Survey used in the current study only asks parents to denote events that have 

happened in the last two years; thus, it provides no information about the exact timing of the 

event. Therefore, there is no way to control for time as related to family change and behavior 

problems in this study. This could likely influence the ratings of child behavior problems in the 

sample.     

Limitations 

 There are several limitations that must be acknowledged by the reader. First, as 

mentioned previously, the sample for this research design was rather limited mainly in 

distribution (i.e., skewness and restricted range). Furthermore, the number of participants in each 

family group of interest was uneven and some of these groups were too small to include in some 

of the analyses. Although the child behavior scores are representative of a normative sample, the 

distribution of scores for both the parenting variables and child behavior problems was not 

entirely representative of a normally distributed variable. These can lead to problems in overall 
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power of the study. Even after adjustments were made to address some of these concerns, by 

bootstrapping the data, there were still some problems present in the statistical analyses. For 

instance, some sample sizes for the various 2x2 ANOVAs were quite small preventing proper 

post hoc tests to be completed for some analyses.  In addition, bootstrapping some of these 

smaller sample sizes made it difficult to complete 5000 resamplings of the data.  That being said, 

certain aspects of the results should be interpreted with caution. Having larger cell/sample sizes 

and more normally distributed variables would also allow the study to use stronger and more 

parametric statistical analysis by not using dummy coding for the family type variable or 

bootstrapping the data.  

 In again referencing Table 1, there is a small amount of attrition over the two time points, 

and the number of available scores for both the parenting and child behavior scores varies by the 

rater. When examining attrition bias with these families, the families who dropped out had lower 

levels of SES. This dropout can lead to issues with both the ability to make the strongest 

inferences from the data, mainly because of power, and having an accurate representation of 

family behavior. 

 For the parenting variables, data were only presented on parenting laxness and 

overreactivity that was reported by the parents themselves. These data were collected through the 

use of self-report surveys. However, this form of data collection can be problematic because of a 

potential for a self-serving bias in the caregivers’ reports.  

 Many of the analyses for the hypotheses of the study involve looking at multiple scores 

from the same raters over time, in particular mother and partner ratings. Although this did not 

lead to many significant findings, these particular findings could also reflect problems with 

shared method variance. Shared method variance refers to variance in the data because of 
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problematic measurement methods, such as having the same rater for both predictor and criterion 

variables (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Shared method variance can affect 

the validity of the results (Podsakoff et al., 2003).  

 Finally, mediation was to be tested at two points, in which the independent variable and 

mediating variables were measured at Time 1 and the dependent variable was measured at Time 

2. In order to make the strongest predictions and conclusions surrounding mediation models and 

the fourth hypothesis, there should be three time points minimum where the independent variable 

is at the earliest time point, the mediating variable coming next, and the dependent variable being 

at the final time point (Cole & Maxwell, 2003). Having three time points, at a minimum, is 

important when testing mediation models since the goal is to examine indirect causal pathways 

in comparison direct causal pathways which would require at least three time points to do so.   

Future Directions 

 This study did provide additional knowledge in understanding the role of various 

antecedents for child behavior problems. However, future research is necessary in order to 

further map the complex etiology of these behaviors. Primarily, future research should replicate 

this study, but do so with a larger and more diverse sample. This research attempted to establish 

mediational pathways between well-known variables within the family that have been linked to 

child behavioral problems in previous research. A larger, more diverse sample replicating this 

research will allow us to make stronger interpretations about the data, and thus stronger 

conclusions for a variety of reasons. For example, an improved sample would mean that more 

common mediational tests (Baron & Kenny, 1986) could be applied to the data, and each  
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variable of interest could remain continuous or categorical rather than dummy coded and 

compared to each other. An improved sample would be more representative of the general 

population. 

 Next, future research should explore if the hypothesized mediating variable is instead a 

moderating variable between family factors and child behavioral problems. All families are 

likely face some form of change or have a “nonfavorable” family structure that could likely 

predict some behavior problems, but may not develop those problems based off the way parents 

respond to changes or their specific family structure.  Third, for this research, only two parenting 

constructs were examined in relation to family factors and child behavior problems and were 

self-reported. Parenting laxness and overreactivity do not entirely represent overall parenting 

quality. Further research should explore how other parenting behaviors potentially relate, even 

mediate or moderate, any relationship between family factors and child behavior problems. 

Parenting quality should also be measured observationally in addition to self-reported for future 

research. Fourth, this research should be redone with a longer period between time points and/or 

multiple time points. Having this improvement could allow us to pinpoint and better define a 

pathway for the development of child behavior problems in relation to both parenting and family 

factors. Finally, future research on this topic should find a way to incorporate the role that 

community or neighborhood factors relate to family factors, parenting variables, and child 

behavior problems. 

Conclusions 

 This study took an in-depth examination at certain variables of interest that have 

previously been shown to have a strong relationship with child behavioral problems and tried to 

create a model to better understand the relationships between these variables. Although this study 
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had a combination of results that both confirmed and contrasted what was hypothesized, it does 

not necessarily negate the importance and influence these family and parenting variables may 

have on child behavior problems. These results may demonstrate a change in how families and 

parenting have related to child behavior problems in the past. It also could emphasize how child 

behavior problems and antecedents of these problems all exist within a complex system that goes 

beyond just the immediate family itself. In order to further answer this study’s research 

questions, future research must include a stronger sample to replicate this study, and inclusion of 

additional aspects of this complex system regarding the development of child behavioral 

problems. 
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