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Abstract
This study examines interparental conflict and associations with child
behavior problems among a large, diverse sample of families with low income
(N = 2,691) using path model analyses of mothers’ and fathers’ reports of
constructive interparental conflict, destructive interparental conflict, and
intimate partner violence (IPV) victimization at 15 months and child emotional
insecurity and child behavior problems at 36 months. Multigroup models
examined whether parental relationship status (i.e., married, cohabiting, and
churning) moderated these associations. Fathers’ perceptions of interparental
conflict behaviors showed few direct associations with child outcomes,
whereas mothers’ perceptions of interparental conflict showed more robust
associations with child outcomes. Specifically, mother-reported destructive
conflict was associated with higher levels of child emotional insecurity and
child behavior problems across parental relationship status subgroups.
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Mother-reported constructive conflict had a small negative association with
child behavior problems in cohabiting families. Child emotional insecurity
mediated the association of maternal destructive conflict on child behavior
problems. Although churning families experienced higher levels of moderate
and severe interparental conflict, associations linking destructive conflict
to child behavior problems were consistent across parental relationship
subgroups. There were few direct effects of father-reported constructive
and destructive conflict on child well-being. However, the results supported
the notion that fathers play an influential role in the family system via
maternal reports of IPV victimization. Results of this study suggest that the
mechanisms underlying emotional security theory, in which child emotional
insecurity mediates the associations between maternal destructive conflict
and child behavior problems, apply to a large and racially diverse sample of
socioeconomically disadvantaged children.
Keywords
domestic violence, interparental conflict, Emotional Security Theory,
interpersonal violence, Building Strong Families
In 2017, 41% of all births in the United States were to unmarried women
(Martin et al., 2018). Although most unmarried couples are cohabiting or in a
relationship at the time of their child’s birth, relatively few go on to marry
(Carlson et al., 2008). One of the key insights gained from the Fragile Families
and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS) is that there is a high degree of relationship instability among parents with low income who are unmarried at the time
of their child’s birth. The term churning refers to relationships in which individuals are in an on-again and off-again relationship with the same partner
(Turney & Halpern-Meekin, 2017). In the FFCWS, in the first 5 years of their
child’s life, about 42% of unmarried parents were consistently together, 16%
reported relationship churning, 14% were stably broken up, and 27% had repartnered (Turney & Halpern-Meekin, 2017). The dynamics of relationship
churning are unique in comparison to being in a stable partnership (e.g., married or cohabiting for multiple waves of data collection) or being stably broken up. When compared with parents who were stably married or cohabiting,
relationship churning was associated with higher levels of parenting stress
(Halpern-Meekin & Turney, 2016) and higher rates of maternal-reported intimate partner violence (IPV) (Halpern-Meekin & Turney, 2021).
This study examines mothers’ and fathers’ reports of constructive conflict,
destructive conflict, and IPV as predictors of child emotional insecurity and
child behavior problems. The primary research question is whether mothers’
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and fathers’ reports of interparental conflict differ in their associations with
child outcomes. Building from Emotional Security Theory (EST; Davies &
Martin, 2013; Davies & Sturge-Apple, 2007), we examine whether child
emotional insecurity mediated associations between interparental conflict
and child behavior problems. The study focuses on socioeconomically disadvantaged families which tend to experience higher rates of interparental conflict and IPV (Masho et al., 2019; Stith et al., 2004). We also examine the
associations of interparental conflict to child behavior problems in married,
cohabiting, and churning family configurations.

EST
Exposure to interparental relationship conflict, including destructive conflict
(e.g., nonverbal anger, withdrawal behaviors; Cummings et al., 2003) and
IPV (e.g., hitting, slapping; Straus et al., 1996), is associated with children’s
poorer socioemotional development and behavior problems (Cummings &
Davies, 2010; Evans et al., 2008; Harding et al., 2013). EST (Davies &
Martin, 2013; Davies & Sturge-Apple, 2007) provides one framework for
understanding how interparental conflict contributes to negative outcomes
for children. EST proposes that child emotional insecurity is a key mediator
of the linkages between interparental conflict and child behavioral outcomes
(Cummings & Davies, 2010; Davies et al., 2012; El-Sheikh et al., 2008).
Specifically, exposure to destructive interparental conflict is hypothesized to
lead to higher levels of child emotional insecurity, which contributes to the
development of child externalizing behavior problems. There are three underlying components of children’s emotional security: emotional reactions,
behavioral dysregulation, and internal representations (Davies & Martin,
2013). The emotional insecurity measure used for this study focuses on two
of these factors: emotional reactions and behavioral dysregulation.
One aspect of EST is that it considers the role of both destructive and
constructive interparental conflict strategies, and thus provides a more complete picture of parents’ conflict strategies. Constructive conflict is manifested in behaviors, such as providing support and respect to one’s partner
during a disagreement, respecting the partner’s position, problem solving,
and maintaining humor or affection during disagreements. Children who are
exposed to constructive conflict may have a less negative emotional response
to parental conflict (Brock & Kochanska, 2016; Cheung et al., 2016;
Cummings et al., 2003; Lee et al., 2021). Some research suggests constructive conflict has benefits for children (Cummings et al., 2003; McCoy et al.,
2009). For example, when children are exposed to constructive conflict they
are less likely to intervene in parental problems (Cummings & Davies, 1996).
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Much of the research examining EST and related mechanisms has focused
on middle-income, mostly White, families (Cummings & Davies, 2010;
Cummings et al., 2003; DuRocher Schudlich et al., 2019; McCoy et al.,
2009, 2013; Warmuth et al., 2020). One study examining low-income families in the Building Strong Families (BSF) study found that most couples
engaged in some form of constructive conflict (Kopystynska et al., 2017).
Another BSF study found that married, cohabiting, and non-cohabiting
mothers and fathers used different levels of constructive and destructive
conflict (Kopystynska et al., 2020). Married mothers showed the highest
levels of constructive conflict and the lowest levels of destructive conflict.
The highest levels of destructive conflict were seen among non-cohabiting
parents. A similar pattern was seen for fathers, with married and cohabiting
fathers showing the highest levels of constructive conflict and the lowest
levels of destructive conflict compared with those in non-cohabiting unions
(Kopystynska et al., 2020).
However, prior studies (Kopystynska et al., 2017, 2020) did not examine
churning families nor did they examine child outcomes in relation to mothers’
and fathers’ reports of interparental conflict. Furthermore, some prior studies
have combined moderate destructive conflict (e.g., name calling, withdrawal)
and severe conflict behaviors, such as IPV (e.g., hitting, slapping) into one
construct (Davies et al., 2012; El-Sheikh et al., 2008; Warmuth et al., 2020),
even though the two constructs measure conflict of differing levels of severity
(Kopystynska & Beck, 2018). In this study, we disaggregate mothers’ and
fathers’ reports of destructive conflict and IPV to examine how those behaviors may differ in their associations with child behavioral problems.

Father Involvement and Interparental Conflict
Theoretical conceptualizations of father involvement underscore the importance of fathers’ roles in families and highlight multiple domains in which
fathers influence child well-being (Lamb et al., 1985; Pleck, 2010). Fathers’
involvement in direct caregiving and nurturing behaviors can have a positive
influence on child well-being (Pleck, 2010). However, not all forms of father
involvement are beneficial. In one nationally representative study, 33% of
mothers and 40% of fathers reported some form of IPV, including physical
violence and emotional abuse, during or after pregnancy (Charles & Perreira,
2007). Ample research shows that interparental conflict and IPV are common
among parents with young children, and harmful to child well-being
(Cummings & Davies, 2010; Evans et al., 2008). Fathers’ conflict behaviors
are also associated with child behavior problems (Cummings et al., 2004;
El-Sheikh et al., 2008; Katz & Gottman, 1993).
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The Current Study
This study examined the associations between interparental conflict and child
behavior problems using data from a racially and ethnically diverse sample of
socioeconomically disadvantaged families with young children. BSF
included over 5,000 low-income, mostly unmarried parents of young children (Wood et al., 2010). The first research question was to examine mothers’
and fathers’ reports of conflict and associations with child emotional insecurity and child behavior problems and whether these processes differ for mothers and fathers. We assessed IPV victimization, destructive conflict, and
constructive conflict as separate constructs based on theory and research
showing that these elements of interparental conflict measure different constructs and relate to child well-being differentially (Cummings & Davies,
2010; Kopystynska & Beck, 2018). Based on EST, the second research question was to examine whether child emotional insecurity mediates the effects
of interparental conflict behaviors on child behavior problems. We further
examined whether these processes differ for mothers and fathers. The third
research question was to examine whether parental relationship status (i.e.,
married, cohabiting, and churning) moderated these associations based on
prior research showing differing levels of IPV among these family configurations (Halpern-Meekin et al., 2013; Halpern-Meekin & Turney, 2021). We
controlled for a comprehensive set of factors that are linked to interparental
conflict and child behavior problems, such as parental depression.

Method
Participants
Respondents were participants in the BSF study, a randomized controlled
trial of a healthy marriage and relationship-strengthening intervention for
low-income couples conducted between 2005 and 2011 across eight sites in
the United States (Wood et al., 2010). Heterosexual couples were eligible to
enroll if (a) both the mother and father agreed to participate in the program,
(b) the couple was romantically involved, (c) the couple was either expecting
a baby together or had a baby that was younger than 3 months old, (d) the
couple was unmarried at the time their baby was conceived, and (e) both
members of the couple were 18 years or older (Wood et al., 2012). Couples
(N = 5,102) were recruited from hospitals, maternity wards, prenatal clinics,
health clinics, and Special Nutritional Programs for Women, Infants, and
Children (WIC) clinics. Data were collected at three time points. First, both
parents completed a brief eligibility survey at baseline, around the time families enrolled in the BSF study. Then, two extensive telephone follow-up
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surveys were conducted 15 and 36 months after baseline. The average age of
children at the 36 month telephone interview was 37 months. Among eligible
families, the BSF response rate at 36 months was 80% for mothers and 69%
for fathers. Comprehensive reports of study procedures and the sample are
available elsewhere (Moore et al., 2012; Wood et al., 2012). The University
of Michigan institutional review board considered this study of de-identified
secondary data analysis as exempt from oversight.
In this study, we used a subsample of BSF families. To complete the child
emotional insecurity measure, the parents had to either (a) be married,
romantically involved, or in an on-again and off-again relationship, (b) live
together all or most of the time, or (c) see each other at least a few times a
month. We dropped families in which neither parent completed the emotional insecurity measure at 36 months (n = 1,942). This reduced the sample
to 3,160 families. We also dropped families in which the mother reported at
both baseline and 15 months that she and the father did not reside together
all or most of the time (n = 394), which reduced our subsample to 2,766.
Finally, we dropped 75 families in which either parent reported that the
father had not seen their child in the past month at 36 months. Thus, our
subsample can be described as families who lived together all or most of the
time at either baseline or 15 months, and the father has seen the child in the
past month at 36 months (N = 2,691).

Evaluation of the BSF Intervention
Mathematica Policy Research conducted a rigorous evaluation of the BSF
relationship-strengthening intervention and found no effects on key outcomes, such as couples’ relationship quality, coparenting relationship quality,
likelihood of marriage, and father involvement (Wood et al., 2012). One
exception was a small positive effect of the intervention on child outcomes,
with children of parents in the intervention group showing fewer behavior
problems compared with children of parents in the control group. Thus, we
controlled for the BSF intervention in the analysis by including a covariate
for whether the family was in the treatment or control group.

Measures
Parental relationship status. For the parental relationship status variable, we
used mothers’ reports of the parents’ relationship and residential status at
baseline and 15 months. At both waves, mothers indicated whether they are
currently married to the father and whether they currently live together in the
same household (all, most, some, or none of the time). We constructed a
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measure indicating whether parents were (a) married at 15 months, (b)
cohabiting (i.e., residential) all or most of the time at both time points, and (c)
churning between living together all/most of the time at baseline and some/
none of the time at 15 months or living together some/none of the time at
baseline and all/most of the time at 15 months. In our analyses, we tested for
moderation across the married, cohabiting, and churning categories.
Destructive interparental conflict. Destructive interparental conflict (Wood
et al., 2010) was assessed at 15 months with nine items that measured mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of the level of contempt or criticism they display
to each other (e.g., “Little arguments turn into ugly fights with accusations,
criticisms, name calling, or bringing up past hurts”), tendency to escalate
arguments or withdraw (e.g., “When we argue, one of us withdraws and
refuses to talk about it any more”), and other harmful conflict management
behaviors (e.g., “When we argue, one of us is going to say something we will
regret”). Respondents rated these items on a 4-point scale from 1 = often to
4 = never. Items were reverse-coded so that higher scores reflect more frequent use of destructive conflict. We created a composite scale by averaging
the nine items (mothers α = .87; fathers α = .87).
Constructive interparental conflict. Constructive interparental conflict (Wood
et al., 2010) was assessed at 15 months with five items that measured mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of positive relations and cooperation in their
relationship. Some items were in reference to a specific person in the relationship (i.e., “[Partner] is good at calming me when I get upset,” “I feel
respected even when we disagree”) while other items were more general to
the relationship (i.e., “Even when arguing we can keep a sense of humor,”
“We are good at solving our differences,” “We are pretty good listeners, even
when we have different positions on things”). Respondents rated these items
on a 4-point scale from 1 = often to 4 = never. Items were reverse-coded so
that higher scores reflect more frequent use of constructive conflict. We created a composite scale by averaging the five items (mothers α = .83; fathers
α = .80).
IPV victimization. IPV victimization was measured at 15 months with 12
items from the physical assault subscale (e.g., hitting, slapping, and kicking) and a single item from the sexual coercion subscale (i.e., partner used
force or threats to make you have sex or do sexual things you did not want
to do) of the revised Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS2; Straus et al., 1996).
Respondents indicated whether the act was committed against them in the
past year by anyone, including the other parent (or their current partner, if
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applicable) or another partner they were involved with in the past year
(0 = no, 1= yes). In each site except Atlanta, follow-up questions asked
who committed the violence (i.e., the other parent, a current partner, and/
or another partner). The institutional review board in Atlanta would not
allow questions identifying the perpetrator of the violence. To retain the
421 Atlanta couples in our analytic sample, we used the general report of
IPV included in all cities. In the other seven sites, 91.2% of mothers who
reported violence from any partner also reported violence from the BSF
father. Similarly, 89.8% of fathers who reported violence from any partner
also reported violence from the BSF mother. Thus, most general reports of
violence include perpetration by the other parent. Although a limitation of
this study is that some of the reports of IPV are in reference to a partner
who is not the original BSF parent, the large majority of cases are in reference to the other parent. We created two dichotomous variables: one for
“father IPV victimization” to indicate whether any of these acts had been
committed against the father by the mother or another partner and another
for “mother IPV victimization” to indicate whether any of these acts
have been committed against the mother by the father or another partner
(0 = no IPV, 1 = any IPV). This procedure is consistent with the scoring
method recommended by Straus and commonly used with the CTS2 physical assault and sexual coercion subscales (Straus, 2004).
Child behavior problems. Our dependent variable was child behavior problems assessed at 36 months with 26 items from the Behavior Problems
Index (BPI; Peterson & Zill, 1986). These items include child internalizing
(e.g., “Cries too much,” “Worries too much”) and externalizing (e.g., “Has
a very strong temper and loses it easily,” “Cheats or tells lies”) behavior
problems. Mothers’ and fathers’ eligibility to answer questions related to
child outcomes was determined by how much of the time they each lived
with the child or saw the child. Mothers responded to the BPI in 99% of
cases in married and cohabiting families and 98% of the time in churning
families. The father contributed to 6% of cases in married families, 8% of
cases in cohabiting families, and 15% of cases in churning families. We
used all BPI data available from both parents. Only the mother answered
these questions in 90.38% of cases. In 8.4% of cases, both parents
answered, and responses were averaged. In 1.23% of cases, only the father
answered the BPI. The parent(s) rated these items on a 3-point scale from
1 = often true to 3 = never true. Items were reverse-coded so that higher
scores reflect higher levels of child behavior problems. Following the procedure from Davies et al. (2012), we created a composite scale by averaging the 26 items (α = .87).
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Child emotional insecurity amid parental conflict. Child emotional insecurity
was assessed at 36 months with 10 items drawn from the Security in the
Marital Subsystem-Parent Report Inventory (SIMS-PR; Davies et al., 2002).
These items include child’s reactions to seeing interparental arguments and
disagreements during the past month (e.g., “[Child] couldn’t seem to calm
down after you argued,” “[Child] started hitting, kicking, slapping, or throwing things at family members”). Similar to the child behavior problem measure, we used data from each parent eligible to complete these items. In most
cases (91.3%), only the mother had completed the items, followed by both
parents (6.43%), and father only (2.27%). Parents rated these items on a
4-point scale from 1 = often to 4 = never. Items were reverse-coded so that
higher scores reflect higher levels of child emotional insecurity in the presence of interparental conflict. We created a composite scale by averaging the
10 items (α = .85).
Control variables. Socioeconomic and demographic characteristics were
assessed at baseline including mother’s age; father’s age; whether both parents reported being Hispanic, White, Black, or another race/ethnicity; whether
the parents both had less than a high school education, one of them had a high
school diploma, or both had a high school diploma; number of children the
mother had with the BSF father prior to the focal child’s birth (capped at
five); random assignment to the BSF intervention group; and the child’s sex.
Depressive symptoms were measured at 15 months with the 12-item version
of the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff,
1977). Items assess how respondents felt or behaved in the past week (e.g., “I
felt depressed,” “I felt sad,” “I was bothered by things that usually don’t
bother me”), rated on a 4-point scale from 1 = rarely or none of the time (i.e.,
less than 1 day in the past week) to 4 = most or all of the time (i.e., 5–7 days
in the past week) (mothers α = .86; fathers α = .82).

Analytic Strategy
In relation to the first research question, we conducted path model analysis in
Stata 15.0 of the full sample to examine mothers’ and fathers’ reports of conflict and associations with child emotional insecurity and behavior problems.
Interparental conflict behaviors predicted child behavior problems at 36
months, with child emotional insecurity at 36 months as a mediator. The
mediation analysis included an assessment of both direct and indirect effects
of the independent variables (i.e., mothers’ and fathers’ self-reports of IPV
victimization by their partner and either constructive conflict or destructive
conflict) on the dependent variables of child emotional insecurity and child
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behavior problems. Constructive and destructive conflict behaviors were in
separate models because they had a moderate inverse correlation, resulting in
model instability when including both variables in the same analyses. We
used bootstrapping with 500 replications to increase the robustness of the
standard errors of the indirect effects. To answer the second research question, we conducted multigroup path model analyses, with three groups: married (n = 600), cohabiting (n = 1,373), and churning families (n = 718). We
used unstandardized betas to allow for direct comparison of coefficients
between groups. We compared model fit across groups using a chi-square
difference test, also known as a likelihood ratio test. The comparative fit
index (CFI) and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) were
used to evaluate the fit between the model and the data, with values of .95 for
CFI and .06 for RMSEA suggesting good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The highest variance inflation factor (VIF) was 1.93 suggesting no multicollinearity.
The descriptive analysis conducted in this study (reported below, and seen
in Table 1) showed that parents in married, cohabiting, and churning families
differed significantly in levels of depressive symptoms, constructive conflict,
destructive conflict, and IPV victimization, thus providing an empirical justification for examining differences in mechanisms by parental relationship
status subgroups. Furthermore, as reported in a previous study (Lee et al.,
2021), a confirmatory factor analysis of the interparental conflict items
showed that the constructive conflict and destructive conflict items represented distinct but correlated constructs. This supports the inverse correaltion
we found between the two constructs in our analyses. This evidence provided
justification for modeling constructive and destructive interparental conflict
and IPV victimization as separate constructs for each parent, an approach
also consistent with prior research (Lee et al., 2021; Warmuth et al., 2020).
We used full information maximum likelihood (FIML or MLMV in Stata)
estimation to account for missing data. Seventy eight percent of the sample
had complete data on the dependent and predictor variables. The variables
with the most missing data were fathers’ reports of constructive and destructive conflict (18%), followed by IPV victimization and depressive symptoms
(17%). Among mothers, constructive and destructive conflict had the most
missing data (11%), followed by depressive symptoms and IPV victimization
(9%). Child sex was missing in 6% of cases and parents’ race and education
were missing in 1% of cases. The grouping variable (i.e., parental relationship status) was missing in 10% of cases. A limitation of FIML in multigroup
analysis is that FIML is not permitted on the grouping variable. That is, any
missing data due to the parental relationship status variable would be automatically dropped. To account for missing data on our grouping variable, we
used multiple imputation with chained equations prior to running the path

60 (10.00%)
195 (32.50%)
345 (57.50%)
297 (49.25%)
289 (51.33%)
0.38 (0.50)
0.28 (0.39)

467 (17.46%)
918 (34.33%)
1,289 (48.20%)
1,364 (50.73%)
1,223 (49.24%)
0.41 (0.51)
0.33 (0.43)

23.59 (4.70)
26.19 (6.60)
1.39 (0.78)

159 (26.50%)
223 (37.17%)
61 (10.17%)
157 (26.17%)

23.25 (4.77)
25.58 (6.16)
1.39 (0.75)

Mother age in years (18–43)
Father age in years (18–67)
Number of biological children with
BSF father (1–5)
Race and ethnicity
Non-Hispanic White
Non-Hispanic Black
Non-Hispanic Other
Hispanic
Education level
Neither parent has high school
degree
One parent has high school
degree
Both parents have high school
degree
BSF treatment status (intervention)
Child sex (boy)
Mother’s depressive symptoms at
15 months (0–3)
Father’s depressive symptoms at
15 months (0–3)

M (SD) or n (%)

Married (n = 600)

426 (15.98%)
1,355 (50.84%)
270 (10.13%)
614 (23.04%)

M (SD) or n (%)

Variable Name (Range, If Relevant)

Full Sample (N = 2,691)

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Full Sample by Parental Relationship Status.

0.31 (0.41)

713 (51.59%)
612 (48.15%)
0.38 (0.49)

610 (44.43%)

483 (35.18%)

280 (20.39%)

201 (14.76%)
633 (46.48%)
149 (10.94%)
379 (27.83%)

23.42 (4.85)
25.79 (6.14)
1.44 (0.79)

M (SD) or n (%)

Cohabiting (n = 1,373)

0.42 (0.50)

354 (50.28%)
322 (49.54%)
0.50 (0.56)

334 (47.65%)

240 (34.24%)

127 (18.12%)

66 (9.39%)
499 (70.98%)
60 (8.53%)
78 (11.10%)

22.64 (4.63)
24.63 (5.68)
1.30 (0.63)

M (SD) or n (%)

Churning (n = 718)

(continued)

<.001

NS
NS
<.001

<.001

<.001

<.001
<.001
<.001

p-valuea
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1.38 (0.48)
0.37 (0.24)

1.40 (0.49)
0.38 (0.26)

0.38 (0.26)

1.40 (0.51)

184 (33.89%)b

170 (26.86%)b

2.39 (0.77)c

2.40 (0.76)b

3.16 (0.76)c

3.08 (0.78)b

M (SD) or n (%)

Churning (n = 718)

NS

NS

<.001

<.001

<.001

<.001

<.001

<.001

p-valuea

Note. IPV = intimate partner violence; NS = nonsignificant; BSF = Building Strong Families; SD = standard deviation.
a
Omnibus significance tests are between married, cohabiting, and churning groups. Pearson’s chi-square tests are used for categorical variables and ANOVAs are used
for continuous variables. bBonferroni post hoc tests and Pearson’s chi-square post hoc tests comparing parental relationship status subgroups: Same letter superscripts
(i.e., a–a pairing) indicate no significant differences between subgroups; different letter superscripts (i.e., a–b and a–c) indicate a significant difference between the two
subgroups.

0.38 (0.26)

1.40 (0.49)

275 (23.77%)a

116 (22.10%)a

2.18 (0.72)b

2.09 (0.68)a

2.21 (0.73)

575 (25.84%)

2.14 (0.68)a

2.09 (0.69)a

2.20 (0.71)

192 (15.34%)a

3.41 (0.61)b

3.48 (0.56)a

3.37 (0.65)

80 (14.47%)a

3.39 (0.61)a

3.46 (0.60)a

3.33 (0.67)

Mother’s report of constructive
conflict at 15 months (1–4)b
Father’s report of constructive
conflict at 15 months (1–4)b
Mother’s report of destructive
conflict at 15 months (1–4)b
Father’s report of destructive
conflict at 15 months (1–4)b
Mother’s report of IPV
victimization at 15 monthsb
Father’s report of IPV victimization
at 15 monthsb
Child emotional insecurity at 36
months (1–3.80)
Child behavior problems at 36
months (0–1.62)
442 (18.13%)

M (SD) or n (%)

Cohabiting (n = 1,373)

M (SD) or n (%)

Married (n = 600)

M (SD) or n (%)

Full Sample (N = 2,691)

Variable Name (Range, If Relevant)

Table 1. (continued)
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models. The imputation equation included the following variables: whether
the parents were married at baseline and, if not, the mothers’ reports of the
likelihood that they would get married; mother’s age; father’s age; whether
the father was employed at baseline; and parents’ race/ethnicity. We generated five imputed data sets and used the imputed data on parental relationship
status from the first data set for our analysis. Results were similar across the
five data sets. Although there are limitations to this approach, namely that we
are unable to account for uncertainty regarding parental relationship status
across imputed data sets, this maximizes our sample size and has been used
previously in parenting research (e.g., Turney, 2014).

Results
Descriptive statistics for the full sample and by parental relationship status
are shown in Table 1. In general, mothers and fathers reported similar levels
of destructive conflict and constructive conflict. IPV victimization in the past
year was reported by 18.13% of mothers and 25.84% of fathers. A significant
Pearson’s chi-square test suggested IPV victimization differed across groups.
There were statistically significant differences across parental relationship
status in variable means except for child behavior problems, child emotional
insecurity, child sex, and whether the family was part of the BSF treatment or
the control group.
Because the descriptive omnibus tests analyses above do not determine
which groups differed from each other, we conducted Bonferroni post hoc
tests and Pearson’s post hoc tests comparing parental relationship status
subgroups to examine which subsets experienced differing levels of
conflict. In Table 1, mothers in churning families reported significantly
less constructive conflict and significantly more destructive conflict than
mothers in married and cohabiting families. Mothers in married and
cohabiting families did not differ significantly in their reports of constructive conflict and destructive conflict. Fathers’ reports of constructive
conflict and destructive conflict differed significantly between subgroup
of parental relationship status. Married fathers reported the highest levels
of constructive conflict and the lowest levels of destructive conflict, followed by cohabiting fathers. Churning fathers reported the lowest levels
of constructive conflict and the highest levels of destructive conflict.
Regarding IPV victimization, mothers and fathers in churning families
reported significantly higher levels of IPV victimization than mothers and
fathers in married and cohabiting families. Mothers and fathers in married
and cohabiting families did not differ significantly in their reported IPV
victimization.
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Full Path Model Results
Before testing for moderation by parental relationship status, we present the
results for the full sample first. Table 2 shows results for the models including
constructive conflict, χ2(10) = 44.98, p < .001, RMSEA = .04, 90%
CI = [.03, .05], CFI = .99, and destructive conflict, χ2(10) = 45.37,
p < .001, RMSEA = .04, 90% CI = [.03, .05], CFI = .99. Path coefficients for
the full sample are in Figures 1 and 2. The full sample results are the first set of
coefficients in each of the figures. In Figure 1, for the full sample, motherreported constructive conflict did not have a significant association with child
emotional insecurity but had a small negative association with child behavior
problems. In Figure 2, for the full sample, mother-reported destructive conflict
was a significant predictor of both child emotional insecurity and child behavior problems. Child emotional insecurity mediated the relationship between
mother-reported destructive conflict and child behavior problems.

Structural Invariance Tests
Multigroup models allowed us to test whether there were statistically significant differences in model fit between constrained and unconstrained
models. We limited these comparisons to two groups at a time (i.e., married and cohabiting, married and churning, and cohabiting and churning).
We ran the model with structural paths constrained to be equal between
groups and then ran the model with structural paths unconstrained (i.e.,
allowed to differ) between groups. In each comparison, the chi-square
difference test indicated the constrained model had significantly worse
model fit, so we present two unconstrained models (one including constructive conflict and another including destructive conflict) with three
groups in each model.

Multigroup Path Model Results
Figure 1 and Table 3 shows the model including mother- and father-reported
constructive conflict and IPV victimization, χ2(30) = 60.81, p = .001,
RMSEA = .03, 90% CI = [.02, .05], CFI = .99. Figure 2 and Table 4 shows
the model including destructive conflict and IPV, χ2(30) = 60.48, p = .001,
RMSEA = .03, 90% CI = [.02, .05], CFI = .99. Paths were estimated
between (a) mother- and father-reported constructive and destructive conflict and child behavior problems, (b) mother- and father-reported constructive and destructive conflict and child emotional insecurity, and (c) child
emotional insecurity and child behavior problems. In the figures, paths in
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Table 2. Full Group Path Model Results for Interparental Constructive Conflict,
Destructive Conflict, and IPV.
Constructive
Conflict and IPV
Regression Paths
Child behavior problems
Child emotional insecurity
Mother’s report of interparental
conflict
Mother’s report of IPV
victimization (Yes)
Father’s report of interparental
conflict
Father’s report of IPV
victimization (Yes)
Race and ethnicity (reference: Black)
White
Hispanic
Other
Education level
Number of biological children
with BSF father
Mother’s depressive symptoms
Father’s depressive symptoms
Mother age in years
Father age in years
Child sex (boy)
BSF treatment status
(intervention)
Child emotional insecurity
Mother’s report of interparental
conflict
Mother’s report of IPV
victimization (Yes)
Father’s report of interparental
conflict
Father’s report of IPV
victimization (Yes)
Race and ethnicity (reference: Black)
White
Hispanic
Other

b

Destructive
Conflict and IPV

SE

b

SE

.20
−.03

.01***
.01**

.20
.05

.01***
.01***

−.01

.01

−.02

.02†

−.01

.01

.00

.01

.00

.01

.00

.01

.01
.05
−.01
−.02
.00

.01
.01***
.01
.01**
.01

.01
.05
−.01
−.02
.00

.01
.01***
.01
.01**
.01

.05
.00
.00
.00
.02
−.01

.01***
.01
.00
.00
.01*
.01

.04
.00
.00
.00
.02
−.01

.01***
.01
.00
.00
.01*
.01

.00

.02

.12

.02***

.16

.03***

.08

.03*

.00

.02

.01

.02

.02

.03

.00

.03

.09
.03
.04

.03**
.02
.03

.09
.03
.03

.03**
.02
.03
(continued)
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Table 2. (continued)
Constructive
Conflict and IPV
Regression Paths
Education level
Number of biological children
with BSF father
Mother’s depressive symptoms
Father’s depressive symptoms
Mother age in years
Father age in years
Child sex (boy)
BSF treatment status
(intervention)
R2

Destructive
Conflict and IPV

b

SE

b

SE

.00
−.03

.01
.01*

−.01
−.03

.01
.01*

.15
.04
.00
.00
−.01
−.04

.02***
.03
.00
.00*
.02
.02*

.10
.02
.00
.00
.00
−.04

.02***
.03
.00
.00*
.02
.02*

.22

.22

Note. N = 2,691. b is unstandardized coefficients. SE is bootstrapped standard errors. IPV =
intimate partner violence.
†
p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

which any of the three groups had a significant coefficient are shown in
bolded lines, and paths that were nonsignificant for all groups are shown in
dashed lines.
Constructive conflict, IPV, and child outcomes. Path model results examining the
associations between constructive conflict, IPV, child emotional insecurity and
child behavior problems showed that mother-reported constructive conflict was
not directly associated with child emotional insecurity. However, in married
families, father-reported constructive conflict was associated with lowered levels of child emotional insecurity, b = −.09, p = .035, 95% CI = [−.18, −.01].
Mother-reported constructive conflict was directly associated with a lower level
of child behavior problems among cohabiting families only, b = −.04, p = .002,
95% CI = [−.07, −.02]. Mother-reported IPV victimization was associated with
higher child emotional insecurity among each family configuration: married,
b = .23, p = .003, 95% CI = [.08, .37]; cohabiting, b = .19, p < .001, 95%
CI = [.10, .29]; and churning: b = .10, p = .046, 95% CI = [.002, .20]. Maternal IPV victimization, paternal IPV victimization, and father-reported constructive conflict were not directly associated with child behavior problems.
For all three parental relationship subgroups, child emotional insecurity was
a significant predictor of child behavior problems: married b = .19, p < .001,
95% CI = [.14, .23]; cohabiting, b = .21, p < .001, 95% CI = [.19, .24]; and
churning, b = .22, p < .001, 95% CI = [.18, .26]. In addition to these direct
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Figure 1. Path model examining mothers’ and fathers’ reports of constructive
conflict and intimate partner violence (IPV) victimization from their partner at 15
months as predictors of child emotional insecurity and child behavior problems at
36 months.

Note. The first coefficient is for the full sample (married, cohabiting, and churning couples
combined), the second coefficient is for married couples only, the third coefficient is for
cohabiting couples only, and the last coefficient is for churning couples only. Parameter
estimates are unstandardized path coefficients. Study variables were regressed on a full
set of control variables, including mother’s age, father’s age, number of biological children,
couple’s ethnicity and race, couple’s education level, BSF treatment status, child sex, mothers’
depressive symptoms, and fathers’ depressive symptoms. Model fit for the multigroup model
for married, cohabiting, and churning couples: χ2(30) = 60.81, p = .001, RMSEA = .03, CFI =
.99. BSF = Building Strong Families.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

effects, we tested whether there were indirect effects of conflict on child behavior problems through emotional insecurity. To do so, we produced bootstrapped
standard errors of the indirect effects using 500 replications. Among mothers,
there were no significant indirect effects of interparental constructive conflict.
Regarding maternal IPV victimization, there were significant positive indirect
effects among married, b = .04, p = .003, 95% CI = [.01, .07]; and cohabiting
families, b = .04, p < .001, 95% CI = [.02, .06]. The estimate of the indirect
effect for churning families had more uncertainty, b = .02, p = .051, 95%
CI = [–.0001, .05]. For fathers, the only significant indirect effect was among
married fathers, in which father-reported constructive conflict had a small
negative indirect effect on behavior problems, b = −.02, p = .044, 95%
CI = [−.04, −.0005].
Destructive conflict, IPV, and child outcomes. Of note in this model, there
were no direct or indirect effects of father-reported destructive conflict or
IPV victimization on either child emotional insecurity or child behavior
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Figure 2. Path model examining mothers’ and fathers’ reports of destructive
conflict and intimate partner violence (IPV) victimization from their partner at 15
months as predictors of child emotional insecurity and child behavior problems at
36 months.

Note. The first coefficient is for the full sample (married, cohabiting and churning couples
combined), the second coefficient is for married couples only, the third coefficient is for
cohabiting couples only, and the last coefficient is for churning couples only. Parameter
estimates are unstandardized path coefficients. Study variables were regressed on a full
set of control variables, including mother’s age, father’s age, number of biological children,
couple’s ethnicity and race, couple’s education level, BSF treatment status, child sex, mother’s
depressive symptoms, and fathers’ depressive symptoms. Model fit for the multigroup model
for married, cohabiting, and churning couples: χ2(30) = 60.48, p = .001, RMSEA = .03, CFI =
.99. BSF = Building Strong Families.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

problems. Mother-reported destructive conflict was significantly associated
with higher levels of child emotional insecurity for each parental relationship status subgroup: married, b = .16, p < .001, 95% CI = [.08, .23];
cohabiting, b = .12, p < .001, 95% CI = [.07, .17]; and churning, b = .10,
p = .007, 95% CI = [.03, .17]. Maternal destructive conflict also had small
direct effects on child behavior problems for each parental relationship status subgroup: married, b = .04, p = .021, 95% CI = [.01, .07]; cohabiting,
b = .05, p < .001, 95% CI = [.03, .08]; and churning, b = .05, p = .008,
95% CI = [.01, .08]. Maternal IPV victimization was associated with higher
child emotional insecurity among cohabiting families, b = .12, p = .017,
95% CI = [.02, .21]. There was more uncertainty around the association for
married families, b = .14, p = .052, 95% CI = [−.001, .28]. Maternal IPV
victimization was not directly associated with child behavior problems.
Similar to the constructive conflict model, we examined whether
destructive conflict behaviors had any indirect effects on child behavior
problems via child emotional insecurity. Mother-reported destructive
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Table 3. Multigroup Path Model Results for Constructive Interparental Conflict
and IPV.
Married
Regression Paths
Child behavior problems
Child emotional insecurity
Mother’s report of constructive conflict
Mother’s report of IPV victimization (Yes)
Father’s report of constructive conflict
Father’s report of IPV victimization (Yes)
Race and ethnicity (reference: Black)
White
Hispanic
Other
Education level
Number of biological children with BSF father
Mother’s depressive symptoms
Father’s depressive symptoms
Mother age in years
Father age in years
Child sex (boy)
BSF treatment status (intervention)
Child emotional insecurity
Mother’s report of constructive conflict
Mother’s report of IPV victimization (Yes)
Father’s report of constructive conflict
Father’s report of IPV victimization (Yes)
Race and ethnicity (reference: Black)
White
Hispanic
Other
Education level
Number of biological children with BSF father
Mother’s depressive symptoms
Father’s depressive symptoms
Mother age in years
Father age in years
Child sex (boy)
BSF treatment status (intervention)
N
R2

b

SE

Cohabiting

Churning

b

b

SE

SE

.19
−.02
−.02
−.04
−.02

.02***
.02
.03
.02†
.03

.21
−.04
−.02
−.01
.00

.01***
.01**
.02
.01
.02

.22
−.01
.01
.02
.01

.02***
.01
.02
.02
.02

.02
.06
.00
−.02
−.01
.03
−.01
.00
.00
.05
.00

.02
.03*
.03
.01
.01
.02
.03
.00
.00
.02*
.02

.02
.07
.03
−.02
−.01
.06
.01
.00
.00
.02
−.01

.02
.02***
.02
.01**
.01
.02***
.02
.00
.00
.01
.01

.00
−.02
−.07
−.01
.04
.05
.00
.00
.00
.01
−.01

.03
.03
.03*
.01
.02*
.02*
.02
.00†
.00
.02
.02

−.03
.23
−.09
.03

.05
.08**
.04*
.06

.00
.19
.03
.06

.02
.05***
.02
.04

.03
.10
.00
−.05

.03
.05*
.03
.05

.18
.09
.08
.00
−.03
.14
.05
.00
.00
.03
−.05
600
.20

.05***
.05†
.07
.03
.03
.05**
.06
.00
.00
.04
.04

.06
−.01
.03
−.03
−.01
.18
.02
.01
.00
−.04
−.05
1,373
.20

.04
.03
.04
.02†
.02
.03***
.04
.00
.00†
.03
.03†

.02
.08
.02
.06
−.07
.13
.06
.00
.00
.00
−.01
718
.14

.07
.06
.07
.03*
.03*
.04**
.05
.01
.00
.04
.04

Note. b is unstandardized coefficients. SE is bootstrapped standard errors. IPV = intimate partner violence.
†
p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

conflict had a significant indirect effect among each family configuration:
married, b = .03, p < .001, 95% CI = [.01, .04; cohabiting, b = .02,
p < .001, 95% CI = [.01, .03]; and churning, b = .02, p = .009, 95%
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Table 4. Multigroup Path Model Results for Destructive Interparental Conflict
and IPV.
Married
Regression Paths
Child behavior problems
Child emotional insecurity
Mother’s report of destructive conflict
Mother’s report of IPV victimization (Yes)
Father’s report of destructive conflict
Father’s report of IPV (Yes)
Race and ethnicity (reference: Black)
White
Hispanic
Other
Education level
Number of biological children with BSF father
Mother’s depressive symptoms
Father’s depressive symptoms
Mother’s age
Father’s age
Child sex (boy)
BSF treatment status (intervention)
Child emotional insecurity
Mother’s report of destructive conflict
Mother’s report of IPV victimization (Yes)
Father’s report of destructive conflict
Father’s report of IPV (Yes)
Race and ethnicity (reference: Black)
White
Hispanic
Other
Education level
Number of biological children with BSF father
Mother’s depressive symptoms
Father’s depressive symptoms
Mother age in years
Father age in years
Child sex (boy)
BSF treatment status (intervention)
N
R2

b

SE

Cohabiting

Churning

b

b

SE

SE

.18
.04
−.04
.01
−.02

.02***
.02*
.03
.02
.03

.20
.05
−.02
−.01
.01

.01***
.01***
.02
.01
.02

.21
.05
−.01
.00
−.01

.02***
.02**
.03
.02
.03

.02
.06
.00
−.02
−.01
.02
−.01
.00
.00
.05
.00

.02
.02*
.03
.01
.01
.02
.03
.00
.00
.02**
.02

.02
.07
.03
−.03
−.01
.06
.02
.00
.00
.02
−.01

.02
.02***
.02
.01**
.01
.02
.02
.00
.00
.01
.01

−.01
−.02
−.07
−.01
.04
.03
−.01
.00
.00
.01
−.01

.03
.03
.03*
.01
.02
.02
.02
.00†
.00
.02
.02

.16
.14
.03
.03

.04***
.07†
.04
.06

.12
.12
−.02
.05

.03***
.05*
.02
.04

.10
.02
.06
−.10

.04**
.06
.04
.05†

.04†
.03
.04
.02†
.02
.03
.04
.00
.00*
.03
.03†

−.02
.05
−.01
.05
−.07
.07
.01
.00
−.01
.01
−.01
718
.14

.07
.05
.07
.03†
.03*
.04
.05
.01
.00
.04
.04

.17
.08
.08
−.01
−.03
.06
.06
.00
.00
.03
−.05
600
.20

.05
.04
.07
.03
.02
.05
.07
.00
.00
.04
.04

.07
−.01
.03
−.03
−.01
.14
.02
.00
−.01
−.04
−.05
1,373
.20

Note. b is unstandardized coefficients. SE is bootstrapped standard errors. IPV = intimate partner violence.
†
p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

CI = [.01, .04]. Regarding maternal IPV victimization, only cohabiting
families had a significant positive indirect effect, b = .02, p = .017, 95%
CI = [.004, .04], while there was more uncertainty for indirect effects in
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married families, b = .03, p = .059, 95% CI = [−.001, .05]. For fathers,
there were no significant indirect effects of their perceptions of interparental conflict or their reports of IPV victimization on child outcomes.

Discussion
There are several key findings from this study. First, overall, mothers’ perceptions of destructive and constructive conflict demonstrated a more robust
association with child’s emotional insecurity and behavior problems compared with fathers’ perceptions of destructive and constructive conflict. Only
married fathers’ perceptions of constructive conflict behaviors showed a
direct negative association with child emotional insecurity, as well as a indirect negative association with child behavior problems via emotional insecurity, albeit the indirect effect was small. Fathers’ influence was most clearly
evident through mothers’ reports of IPV victimization, which was associated
with child behavior problems across parental relationship status subgroups.
Fathers’ influence was also evident (but less clearly) in how their behaviors
were captured in mothers’ reports of destructive conflict, which was associated with child emotional insecurity and child behavior problems.
Second, the outcomes of mother-reported interparental conflict were
most pronounced when looking at destructive conflict. That is, across the
full sample and all of the parental relationship status groups, mothers’
reports of destructive conflict behaviors were associated with higher levels
of child emotional insecurity and child behavior problems. For constructive
conflict, the results were mixed for married and cohabiting families, with
no effects of either mother- or father-reported constructive conflict seen
among churning families.
Third, the results of this study supported the tenets of EST. In this large
sample of socioeconomically disadvantaged families with young children,
child emotional insecurity mediated the association of maternal destructive
conflict to child behavior problems.

Constructive and Destructive Conflict Approaches
The levels of constructive conflict found in this study were high, consistent
with other studies of BSF families (Kopystynska et al., 2017, 2020). Yet, in
the path models, there were few effects of constructive conflict on child
outcomes, with father-reported constructive conflict being the only significant association with child emotional insecurity for married families and
mother-reported constructive conflict being associated with child behavior
problems in the full sample and among cohabiting families only. Instead,
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destructive conflict had the most robust and consistent associations with
child emotional insecurity and child behavior problems across the different
family configurations.
These findings can be interpreted within the EST framework. For example, Davies and colleagues (2012) suggested that child emotional insecurity
was a central explanatory mechanism for understanding how destructive conflict, but not constructive conflict, is associated with child behavior problems. The authors suggested that “destructive conflict cumulatively
supersedes the impact of constructive conflict on children’s security processes” (Davies et al., 2012, p. 952). Our results provide additional empirical
evidence to support this argument and suggest that constructive conflict is
unlikely to counteract or mitigate the effects of destructive conflict or IPV.

Differing Influence of Mothers and Fathers
Furthermore, these patterns of associations were mainly evident for mothers’
reports of destructive conflict. In fact, there were no significant direct or indirect associations of father-reported destructive conflict behaviors with child
emotional insecurity or child behavior problems. Fathers’ influence was most
directly seen through mothers’ reports of IPV victimization (discussed further
below). The research on fathers’ interparental conflict behaviors and child
outcomes is mixed. Prior studies have examined the effects of interparental
conflict in samples of older children, for example, showing that fathers’ marital conflict predicted conduct problems among 4- to 7-year-old children
(Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 1999). Fathers’ relationship conflict behaviors predicted internalizing behavior problems among 5- to 8-year-old children (Katz & Gottman, 1993), and fathers’ reports of destructive conflict
behaviors were linked with increased aggression among 8- to 16-year-old
children (Cummings et al., 2004). El-Sheikh and colleagues (2008) found
similar patterns of mothers’ and fathers’ conflict behaviors on child emotional insecurity and child behavior problems of second and third grade children. However, consistent with the results of the current study, research has
found that fathers’ positive parenting, negative parenting, and inconsistent
parenting were not directly linked to children’s emotional insecurity (called
“fear of love withdrawal” in that study) (Lux & Walper, 2019). The authors
of this study attributed these results to the “stronger association between parenting and children’s emotional insecurity in the mother-child dyad compared to the father-child dyad” (Lux & Walper, 2019, p. 12).
In addition, some prior studies consisted of participants who were less
racially and socioeconomically diverse, with more stable parental relationships. The age of children in most of these earlier studies were older. BSF is
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a large, racially and geographically diverse sample of couples with young
children. Thus, differing sociodemographic factors, differing measures of
interparental conflict, as well as the age of the children may explain why our
results diverged from some prior studies.
Furthermore, our study simultaneously accounted for maternal and paternal perceptions of conflict, whereas other studies have often examined fathers
and mothers in separate models. Although the research base is still limited,
particularly for studies that examine mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behaviors
simultaneously or dyadically, studies that use diverse samples such as BSF or
FFCWS have shown that fathers’ parenting behaviors or mental health problems did not have robust associations with the outcome of child behavior
problems (e.g., Lee et al., 2015, 2018; Meadows et al., 2007; Ward & Lee,
2020). The varied results across studies suggest that there is still much need to
better understand the influence of fathers’ constructive and destructive conflict and parenting behaviors, particularly among socioeconomically disadvantaged families. It is also important to examine a wider range of behaviors
toward children, such as harsh punishment (Kim et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2011),
and how those behaviors may relate to child emotional insecurity.
It is also possible that fathers’ influences in the family system may be
weaker after accounting for maternal influences. Findings regarding the relative influence of mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of interparental conflict
behaviors may be explained in part by the larger role that mothers play in
caring for young children. While our sample consisted of father-involved
families, in that fathers were married, cohabiting, or in on-again and offagain relationships with the child’s mother, it may be that because mothers
spend more time with young children compared to fathers (Jones & Mosher,
2013), mothers’ perceptions of interparental conflict and experiences of IPV
victimization play a more salient role predicting child behavior problems
(Ward & Lee, 2020). Another possible explanation may be related to evidence showing that physical injuries resulting from IPV tend to be more
severe for women than men (Archer, 2000), perhaps in part because men use
more severe forms of IPV (e.g., beat, choke, strangle) compared with women
(Archer, 2002). It may be that mothers’ victimization by their BSF male partners was a consistent predictor of the child outcomes of this study due to the
severity of the IPV these mothers endured.

Interparental Conflict Behaviors and Parental Relationship Status
Broadly consistent with the research of Halpern-Meekin and colleagues,
churning mothers and fathers in this study were more depressed and
had higher levels of IPV than did married and cohabiting families
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(Halpern-Meekin et al., 2013; Halpern-Meekin & Turney, 2021). We find
that compared with married and cohabiting parents, churning couples
reported significantly higher levels of more moderate forms of destructive
conflict and significantly lower levels of constructive conflict behaviors,
which include behaviors such as listening and maintaining humor during
disagreements. This study provides a nuanced picture of interparental conflict among churning couples, who seem to have higher levels of severe and
moderate conflict, as well as fewer constructive conflict behaviors that may
help to buffer the detrimental consequences of interparental conflict (Davies
et al., 2012).
However, even though churning families had higher mean levels of conflict, the path model results did not demonstrate dramatic differences in how
interparental conflict related to child behavior problems. Again consistent
with EST, the processes by which destructive conflict behaviors influence
child emotional insecurity and child behavior problems were similar across
parental relationship subgroups, with mother-reported destructive conflict
linked to higher levels of child emotional insecurity and child behavior problems, and child emotional insecurity mediating the effects of mother-reported
destructive conflict on child behavior problems.
On the whole, constructive conflict behaviors had small and varied effects
on child behavior problems, and only among married and cohabiting parents.
It is possible that the more conflictual nature of the parental relationship for
churning families (Halpern-Meekin et al., 2013; Halpern-Meekin & Turney,
2016) means these behaviors are not impactful overall on child behavior
problems. Put another way, married and cohabiting parents may have a more
positive relationship overall, leaving more room to use constructive conflict
strategies to solve problems.

IPV in the Context of Constructive and Destructive Interparental
Conflict
IPV was common, with 18% of mothers and 25% of fathers reporting at least
one form of physical assault or sexual coercion in the past year. Our study did
not include psychological or emotional abuse, in which case these numbers
likely would have been higher. Even so, the study results were consistent
with dozens of prior studies showing that mothers’ reports of IPV victimization were significantly associated with poorer child well-being (Cummings &
Davies, 2010; Evans et al., 2008). Relatively few studies have examined both
mothers’ and fathers’ IPV victimization. In this study, fathers reported more
IPV victimization than did mothers. However, only mothers’ IPV victimization was associated with child outcomes.
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Study Limitations
We relied on parents’ reports of interparental conflict and child outcomes.
Thus, self-report biases may influence the study results. The wording of the
interparental conflict questions make it difficult to disentangle individual conflict management behaviors. Thus, these measures are primarily indicative of
each parents’ perception of the level of conflict in their relationship. Most
child behavior items were based on mothers’ reports. Therefore, fathers’ perceptions of child behavior problems are not well represented in this study. The
items in this study do not capture all aspects of child emotional insecurity. The
items in these analyses do not capture the child’s internal representations,
which is another element of child emotional insecurity as noted in EST (Davies
& Martin, 2013). The IPV victimization variable was a measure of victimization from any partner. Thus, it may not always be in reference to the other
parent. Furthermore, it excludes psychological and emotional abuse, which
are well established components of IPV. As such, the estimates of the rates of
IPV in the BSF sample may be lower than would be the case if items assessing
emotional and psychological IPV had been included in the study. That said, an
important strength is having both mothers’ and fathers’ reports of conflict.
The components of the model examining mediation are cross-sectional
because child emotional insecurity and child behavior problems were measured only once at the 36-month follow-up. Mediation analysis can yield
biased results when using cross-sectional data (Maxwell & Cole, 2007).
BSF consisted of socioeconomically disadvantaged parents, most of
whom were not married at the time of their child’s birth. All BSF couples
were initially willing to participate in a relationship skills intervention program. Thus, the results are not generalizable to all parents with a young child.
This limitation is also a strength in some respects. BSF is a racially and ethnically diverse sample of parents who experienced socioeconomic disadvantage and relationship instability. Thus, this study contributes important
knowledge to understanding family dynamics among of subgroup of families
that is highly relevant to healthy marriage and family relationship scholars.

Conclusion and Implications
This study contributes to knowledge regarding complex family dynamics
related to how children may be influenced by interparental conflict in the
context of high levels of socioeconomic adversity and as a function of
parental relationship status. Although this study found few direct effects of
fathers’ perceived interparental conflict behaviors on child behavior problems, the results supported the notion that fathers play an influential role

26
NP3826

Journalof ofInterpersonal
InterpersonalViolence
Violence37(7-8)
00(0)
Journal

in the family system via maternal reports of IPV victimization. The study
results suggest two primary targets for intervention. First, consistent with
decades of family violence research, it is necessary to reduce maternal IPV
victimization, which showed negative associations with child behavior
problems across family configurations. Second, it is important to reduce
destructive conflict behaviors. Mothers’ perceptions of these conflict
behaviors may be especially salient for child behavior problems. Increasing
constructive conflict behaviors may be beneficial, but targeting these
behaviors without reducing destructive conflict and IPV does not seem
likely to mitigate the effects of interparental conflict on child behavior
problems.
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