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Abstract

This study examined the nature of pathways between marital hostility and withdrawal, parental
disagreements about child rearing issues, and subsequent changes in parental emotional
unavailability and inconsistent discipline in a sample of 225 mothers, fathers, and 6-year-old
children. Results of autoregressive, structural equation models indicated that marital withdrawal
and hostility were associated with increases in parental emotional unavailability over the one-year
period, whereas marital hostility and withdrawal did not predict changes in parental inconsistency
in discipline. Additional findings supported the role of child rearing disagreements as an
intervening or mediating mechanism in links between specific types of marital conflict and
parenting practices. Implications for clinicians and therapists working with maritally distressed
parents and families are discussed.
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The marital relationship is conceptualized as the cornerstone of the family unit in family
systems theory (Owen & Cox, 1997). Thus, a derivative assumption is that difficulties in the
marriage will proliferate to disrupt parenting practices. Consistent with these predictions,
marital conflict has been associated with perturbations in parenting such as emotional
unavailability (Fauber, Forehand, Thomas, & Wierson, 1990; Harold & Conger, 1997) and
difficulties controlling or managing children (Stoneman, Brody, & Burke, 1989). However,
inconsistencies in results also underscore the considerable heterogeneity in the magnitude of
relationships between marital and parent- child dyads (Erel & Burman, 1995; Grych, 2002).
To account for this variability, family process conceptualizations have suggested that
pathways between marital conflict and perturbations in family subsystems may vary
depending on the specific ways that marital conflict is expressed in the home. For example,
different conflict expressions have been shown to have distinct implications for the stability
and health of the family system (Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Gottman & Levenson, 1992).
Despite the potential value of dissecting forms of marital conflict, research on the pathways
between marital conflict and parenting has continued to tacitly operationalize marital discord
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as unidimensional in nature. Thus, a principal goal of this study was to examine the nature
of the interplay between marital hostility and withdrawal in predicting change in two
primary classes of parenting: emotional unavailability and inconsistent discipline. Testifying
to the clinical relevance of this aim, understanding the relative impact of different types of
marital conflict on parenting behaviors may assist in the formulation of specific treatment
targets and tools in family treatment programs (Emery, 2001).

Prevailing family conceptualizations underscore the potential value of distinguishing
between hostility and withdrawal in the marriage. Whereas marital hostility is commonly
defined by displays of anger and hostility, marital withdrawal is typically characterized by
expressions of detachment and avoidance during marital discussions. Despite differences in
the substantive properties of these two conflict dimensions, disagreement exists about the
nature of differences between marital hostility and withdrawal in predicting family
disturbances. Some models have proposed that marital hostility and withdrawal may have
unique, deleterious consequences for the family system (Katz & Gottman, 1996).
Interpersonal antagonism underlying hostile marital interactions may disrupt parental
abilities to serve as socialization agents (Easterbrooks & Emde, 1988). Conversely, spousal
withdrawal has been hypothesized to result in greater disengagement from parenting, as
parents rely on similar coping tactics across family subsystems (Crockenberg & Covey,
1991). Supporting this prediction, Katz and Gottman (1996) reported that marital hostility
was associated with negativity and power-assertive parenting by fathers while husband
marital withdrawal predicted maternal rejection.

In contrast, other models suggest that linkages between marital discord and disruptions in
parenting processes may be largely attributable to underlying marital disengagement rather
than marital hostility. Studies on the long-term stability of marriage have suggested that
withdrawal may reflect a more destructive process than anger expression because
withdrawal may prevent the resolution of serious marital problems and reflect psychological
abandonment and detachment of spouses (Christensen & Heavey, 1990). For example,
marital cascade models suggest that mutual spousal hostility may be benign for the family
because it may signify some degree of emotional investment in the marital relationship.
However, turmoil in the family system is theorized to be amplified if the mutual hostility
remains unresolved and evolves into spousal apathy and withdrawal (Gottman, 1993).
Extending this line of inquiry to the family unit, Cox, Paley, Payne, and Burchinal (1999)
found that prenatal marital withdrawal, rather than marital hostility, predicted diminished
parental responsiveness in parent— infant interactions at 3 and 12 months.

In light of evidence indicating that family antecedents of parenting may vary across
parenting dimensions (Pettit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, & Criss, 2001), it is also possible that
marital withdrawal and hostility may operate differently depending on the specific type of
parenting practice examined. Two distinct dimensions of parenting practices have been
consistently identified in the literature: parental emotional availability (e.g., warmth) and
parental behavioral control (e.g., consistent discipline) (Maccoby & Martin, 1983). Previous
studies have indicated that the magnitude of associations between hostile marital conflict
and parenting difficulties may vary across different forms of parenting (Davies, Sturge-
Apple, & Cummings, 2004; Fauber et al., 1990; Gonzalez, Pitts, Hill, & Roosa, 2000). In
expanding on this work, a differential impact hypothesis suggests that marital withdrawal
and hostility may be differentially related to affective parenting practices in comparison to
parental behavioral control. To our knowledge, however, no studies have attempted to
systematically investigate whether specific forms of conflict differentially predict different
dimensions of parenting. To address this gap, the current study examined the relative roles
of marital withdrawal and hostility in the prediction of paternal and maternal emotional
unavailability and discipline inconsistency.
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Delineating pathways between marital conflict and parenting practices requires further
follow up analyses to explicate possible mechanisms underlying interdependencies among
family subsystems. To address the question of why specific marital conflict tactics are
associated with parenting difficulties, this study examined the role of disagreements about
child rearing issues as a possible intermediary mechanism in pathways between marital
conflict and parenting practices. A primary assumption of family systems theory is that
disruptions and discord in marital relations ultimately undermine parenting practices by
disrupting relational processes in other family subsystems (Grych, 2002; McHale, 1995).
Marital problems are specifically hypothesized to engender difficulties in the coparenting
partnership and, in the process, indirectly undermine child rearing practices (Belsky, Crnic,
& Gable, 1995; Margolin, Gordis, & John, 2001; McHale, 1995). However, it is not clear if
coparenting disagreements mediate pathways between marital withdrawal and parenting
practices. Therefore, another primary goal of this study was to test process models in which
child rearing conflict served as an intermediary process in linkages between marital hostility
and withdrawal and maternal and paternal parenting practices.

In summary, our first goal was to address the paucity of research on the specificity of links
between marital conflict and parenting practices by examining whether paths between
marital conflict and subsequent change in parenting varied as a function of the type of
marital conflict and parenting practice. Guided by previous work on associations between
marital discord and parenting difficulties (e.g., Cowan & Cowan, 1992), we specifically
tested the hypothesis that marital hostility and withdrawal would each predict greater
parental emotional unavailability and inconsistent discipline. To advance a process model of
marital discord and parenting practices, a second central goal of this study was to test the
hypothesis that child rearing disagreements served as an intervening mechanism linking
interparental hostility and withdrawal to changes in parenting. The generalizability and
specificity of these process pathways were further examined by testing parent and child
gender as potential moderators. In addressing the practical implications of this study,
elucidating the pathways among forms of marital conflict and parenting practices may help
clinicians develop more focused interventions that target specific marital processes
underlying different types of parenting difficulties. Likewise, examining the role of the
coparenting relationship as an intervening mechanism in associations between marital and
parenting disturbances may provide practitioners with alternative strategies for strengthening
the family system by limiting the impact of protracted marital discord on parenting practices
(e.g., Cowan & Cowan, 2002; McHale et al., 2004).

The data for this study were drawn from an Institutional Review Board-approved project
designed to assess linkages between family relationships and children’s coping and
adjustment (see Davies et al., 2004). The original pool of participants consisted of 235
mothers, fathers, and children. Families were included in the project if they met the
eligibility criteria that the family had a child in kindergarten who had lived with two primary
caregivers for at least 3 years. The retention rate from the first to second measurement
occasion was 95%, resulting in a sample of 227 families (children = 126 girls and 101 boys)
for the prospective analyses in this study. Two families identified as multivariate outliers
across all models specified in this study were excluded from the analyses. Children were, on
average, 6 years old (SD = .48) at the first measurement wave (Wave 1). Families were
demographically representative of the counties from which they were drawn. Median family
income of the participants fell between a range of $40,000 and $54,000, with 13% of the
sample reporting household income below $23,000. A large proportion of the sample was
European American (77.3%), followed by smaller percentages of African American
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(15.9%), Latin American (4.0%), Asian American (1.1%), Native American (0.2%), and
other racial (1.5%) families (see Davies et al., 2004 for more details on demographic
characteristics).

Parents and children completed consent and assent forms that were approved by the
university’s Institutional Review Board. Families visited the laboratories at the research sites
two times at each of two measurement waves spaced one year apart. At each wave, two
visits were conducted within an approximate period of one week. At the beginning of the
first visit of the first wave, mothers and fathers participated in a marital interaction task in
which they attempted to manage and resolve two common, intense marital disagreements
that they viewed as problematic in their relationship. Following similar procedures in
previous research (Du Rocher Schudlich, Papp, & Cummings, 2004), spouses independently
selected topics that they perceived as problematic in their marriage and then conferred to
select one topic from the father’s list and one topic from the mother’s list that they both felt
comfortable discussing. Maternal and paternal parenting measures were obtained from
separate 10-min play and clean up tasks at each wave. The task consists of 5 mins of free
play between the parent and child followed by a 5-min period in which the parent attempts
to have the child clean up the toys. Fathers participated in the task during the first visit;
mothers participated in the task during the second visit. Videotaped records of the marital
and parent- child interactions were obtained for coding marital and parenting difficulties.

Marital conflict—Marital interaction behaviors of mothers and fathers during the marital
discussion tasks during the Wave 1 visit were evaluated using subscales from Malik and
Lindahl’s (2004) System for Coding Interactions in Dyads (SCID). The SCID yielded molar
ratings of affective and communicative behaviors of husbands and wives for each of the two
marital interactions on 5-point continuous scales ranging from 1 (very low) to 5 (high). The
rating scale has been widely used across different populations and has demonstrated validity
in its relation to similar measures of marital interaction and reliability across studies (Malik
& Lindahl, 2004).

Maternal and paternal hostility during each of the marital interactions was assessed using the
following SCID scales: (a) verbal aggression, which is defined as the level of hostile and
aggressive behaviors and verbalizations each partner expresses toward the other; (b)
negativity and conflict, which reflects spousal displays of anger, frustration and tension; and
(c) support, which, at low levels, reflects overt disregard for the needs and well-being of the
partner. Intraclass correlation coefficients, which indexed the reliability of two independent
coders for 25% of the interactions, ranged from .85 to .98 for mothers and fathers across
each of the interactions. Given the moderate-to-high correlations between the three scales
for mothers (/s between .43 and .80) and fathers (s between .40 and .78), the three indices
of hostility were aggregated to yield more parsimonious composites of maternal and paternal
hostility. Coders also rated each couple as a whole using the negative escalation code from
the SCID, which assesses tendencies of the partners to reciprocate and escalate displays of
negative affect and hostility. The intraclass correlation coefficients, which reflect the
interrater reliability of two independent coders for 25% of the interactions, were .96 and .97
across the two interactions. Given the high correlation between negative escalation ratings
across the two tasks (r=.66), ratings were summed to form a single measure of couple
negative escalation. The resulting measures of maternal hostility, paternal hostility, and
couple negative escalation were used as manifest indicators of a latent construct of marital
hostility in the structural equation models.
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Consistent with the marital hostility measurement battery, mother, father, and couple
withdrawal during the marital interactions was assessed using SCID scales (Malik &
Lindahl, 2004). Maternal and paternal withdrawal were specifically assessed through the
SCID withdrawal scale, with higher scores reflecting displays of repeated, prolonged, and
tense forms of detachment and avoidance during the marital interactions. Intraclass
correlation coefficients, which index interrater reliability, ranged from .85 to .96 for mothers
and fathers across each of the two interactions. To obtain a third index of withdrawal, coders
rated the couple as a whole using the pursuit/withdraw scale from the SCID, which assesses
the extent to which one partner attempts to avoid discussion while the other partner attempts
to continue the discussion. The intraclass correlation coefficients for the couple were .90
and .91 across the two interactions. Ratings of withdrawal across the two interactions were
aggregated to form single measures of maternal withdrawal, paternal withdrawal, and
pursuit-withdrawal in light of significant intercorrelations for each code over the two
interactions (r= .49 to .52). Measures of maternal and paternal withdrawal and couple
pursuit-withdrawal were subsequently used as manifest indicators of a latent construct of
marital withdrawal in the structural equation models.

Parenting practices—Parenting behaviors of mothers and fathers during the play and
cleanup tasks at Wave 1 and Wave 2 were evaluated using subscales from the lowa Family
Interaction Rating Scales (IFIRS; Melby & Conger, 2001). The global rating scales of the
IFIRS assess the frequency, quality, and intensity of a parent’s caregiving behaviors on 9-
point scales, ranging from 1 (not at all characteristic) to 9 (mainly characteristic). The
widely used IFIRS has demonstrated validity and reliability across studies (see Melby &
Conger, 2001). Coders, who were blind to ratings of marital interaction, independently rated
mother and father parenting behaviors. To reduce shared informant variance, different
primary coders were used to assess maternal and paternal parenting.

Paternal and maternal emotional unavailability was assessed by the warmth/support and
neglecting/distancing scales of the IFIRS during the parent— child interaction task. The
neglecting/distancing scale measures parental indifference, apathy, and unresponsiveness
during the parent- child interactions, whereas low levels of warmth/support are
characterized by the failure to display affection, support, or praise toward the child. Separate
ratings of the two emotional unavailability codes were obtained during play and compliance
components of the interaction task. Intraclass correlation coefficients, which reflected
interrater reliability among two coders for 21% of the interactions, ranged from .91 and .94
at Wave 1 and .82 to .92 at Wave 2 for ratings of the parenting codes for mothers and
fathers. The four measures were treated as manifest indicators of latent composites of
mother and father emotional unavailability.

To assess maternal and paternal discipline inconsistency, coders rated the cleanup portion of
the interaction task using the inconsistent discipline, consistent discipline, and indulgent/
permissive scales from the IFIRS (Melby & Conger, 2001). The consistent discipline code
assesses the consistency with which parents maintain and enforce rules of conduct for the
child whereas the inconsistent discipline code measures the extent to which parents are
erratic in enforcing rules of conduct for the child. Finally, the indulgent/permissive scale
reflects parental tendencies to be excessively lenient or lax in setting standards of child
behavior. The consistent discipline code was reverse scored prior to analyses. Intraclass
correlation coefficients, which indexed interrater reliability for 21% of the interactions,
ranged from .87 to .95 at Wave 1 and .90 to .98 at Wave 2 across the three codes for mothers
and fathers. Consistent with the measurement of emotional unavailability, the three
discipline codes were used as manifest indicators of a latent compaosite indexing maternal
and paternal inconsistent discipline.
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Child rearing disagreements—Mothers and fathers completed an abbreviated version
of the Child Rearing Disagreements (CRD) scale (Jouriles et al., 1991) during the Wave 1
assessment. The abbreviated CRD scale contains 8 items assessing the frequency of marital
disagreements over child rearing issues (e.g., “being too tough in disciplining our child”).
Items are rated using a scale ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (daily). The original CRD has
adequate internal consistency and the validity of the measure is supported by its associations
with marital discord and child behavior problems. Internal consistency coefficients for the
CRD scale in this sample were satisfactory (a’s = .79 and .75 for mothers and fathers
respectively). Mother and father reports on the CRD were treated as manifest indicators of a
larger latent composite of child rearing disagreements.

Overview of analysis plan—Structural equation modeling (SEM) using maximum
likelihood performed with Amos 4.0 software (Arbuckle & Wothke, 1999) was used to
examine all hypothesized models because of its ability to simultaneously test complex,
multidimensional relationships. Model fit was assessed using (a) the root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA), with values of .08 or less reflecting reasonable fit (Browne &
Cudeck, 1993); (b) the comparative fit index, with values of .90 and higher indicating a
good fit (Bentler, 1990); and (c) the lea’fratio, with values between 1 and 3 indicating
acceptable fit (Arbuckle & Wothke, 1999). Measurement models, which included all
possible correlations among the latent variables, were examined prior to the structural model
analyses. All measurement models fit the data well and the factor loadings for each manifest
indicator of the latent constructs were all positive and significant at p < .001 (standardized
loadings ranged from .48 to .97). For the sake of brevity, measurement model analyses are
not presented but are available from Melissa Sturge-Apple. Residual error variances of
corresponding manifest indicators across the two measurement waves for mothers and
fathers were allowed to correlate for parenting constructs in each model. However, for
clarity of presentation, correlations among residuals are not shown in the figures. Finally,
our analysis of statistical power according to guidelines by MacCallum, Browne, and
Sugawara (1996) indicated that each of the structural models had adequate power to reject
the hypothesis of poor model fit.

To examine direct and mediating effects, we followed procedures outlined by Baron and
Kenny (1986). We first analyzed a model that included only direct, predictive paths between
marital hostility and withdrawal and the two outcome variables, Wave 2 maternal parenting
and Wave 2 paternal parenting. Next, to test whether child rearing disagreements served as a
mediating variable in the relationship between marital constructs and parenting practices, we
examined a model that included the paths from marital hostility and withdrawal to child
rearing disagreements and Wave 2 maternal and paternal parenting practices. We then
examined the effect of regressing Wave 2 parenting practices on child rearing disagreements
on the direct paths between marital conflict variables and Wave 2 parenting practices (i.e.,
testing whether a direct relation between marital constructs and parenting is reduced or
eliminated). To determine the significance of the mediating effect, we utilized procedures
for testing ap as outlined by MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hoffman, West, and Sheets (2002).

Associations among study measures are shown in Table 1. Relationships among study
variables were in the expected direction and correlations between manifest indicators within
a latent construct were generally higher than correlations with manifest indicators across
study constructs. Additionally, mean levels of mother and father reports on the various
conflict indices were comparable to, or higher than, means obtained in other community
samples (e.g., Davies & Windle, 1997). Finally, an analysis of the item frequencies on the
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child rearing disagreements scales indicated that almost 25% of parents reported
experiencing “almost daily” disagreements for at least one of the eight topics on the scale.

Moderating Effect of Child Gender

Given the potential moderating role of child gender in models of family process (Davies &
Lindsay, 2001), we initially examined whether the proposed links between marital discord
and parenting differed as a function of child gender by splitting the data by boys and girls
and estimating models simultaneously using a multiple-group analysis (for details, see
Sturge-Apple, Davies, Boker, & Cummings, 2004). For the emotional unavailability and
inconsistent discipline models, we estimated the multiple-group model with all direct paths
between marital variables and parenting outcomes constrained to equality for boys and girls.
Next, we estimated a model in which these parameters were allowed to vary freely.
Comparisons of the constrained and free-to-vary models revealed no difference in fit, thus
indicating that child gender did not moderate links between marital discord and parenting
practices. Therefore, all subsequent analyses were performed with the full sample.

Marital Withdrawal and Hostility and Parental Emotional Unavailability

We first examined direct associations between dimensions of marital conflict and maternal
and paternal emotional unavailability. The overall fit of the model to the data was
acceptable, y2(184, N= 225) = 402.30, p=.001, RMSEA = .07, CFl = .92, x%/dfratio =
2.19. Examination of the path coefficients, which are denoted in brackets in Figure 1,
revealed that marital hostility was a significant, albeit modest, predictor of greater maternal
emotional unavailability ( = .20, p < .05) but negligibly related to paternal emotional
unavailability (B = .03, p=.57). In contrast, marital withdrawal was a significant predictor
of both maternal and paternal emotional unavailability, = .17 and p = .17, ps< .05,
respectively. Furthermore, the critical ratio for differences statistic was calculated to
determine whether the magnitude of associations between forms of marital conflict and
maternal and paternal parenting were significantly different from each other. The results
indicated that, in comparison with marital hostility, marital withdrawal was more strongly
associated with paternal emotional unavailability, z= 2.25, p < .05. However, for mothers,
these two paths for marital hostility and withdrawal were not statistically different from one
another, z=1.25, p>.05.

Figure 1 also shows the results of the structural equation model after specifying the
intermediary role of parental disagreements about child rearing in paths between marital
conflict and parent emotional unavailability. The structural paths for this model are denoted
by the nonbracketed coefficients in Figure 1. The model provided an acceptable
representation of the data, X2(224, N=225) =478.02, p=.001, RMSEA = .07, CFI = .91,
ledfratio = 2.13. Examination of the path coefficients indicated that both marital hostility
and withdrawal predicted higher levels of child rearing disagreements (B’s = .23 and .23,
respectively, p<.05). In turn, child rearing disagreements predicted greater emotional
unavailability for mothers only (B = .25, p < .05). Further analysis of these indirect pathways
revealed that the direct effect of marital withdrawal on maternal emotional unavailability
was reduced by 24% when the child rearing disagreements were estimated in the model, B
=.17, p<.05to B = .12, ns. Follow-up tests using MacKinnon and colleagues (2002)
procedures indicated that the indirect pathway (ap) was significant in the prediction of
maternal emotional unavailability (2 = 1.71, p < .05). Thus, spousal conflict about child
rearing was a modest mediator in the link between marital withdrawal and mothers’
emotional unavailability. In contrast, the effects of marital hostility on maternal emotional
unavailability were not significantly reduced with the inclusion of child rearing
disagreements, however the indirect pathway was significant (' = 1.72, p< .05), suggesting
that child rearing disagreements were a partial mediator of the effects of marital hostility on
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the emotional unavailability of mothers. For fathers, child rearing disagreements were not
associated with changes in paternal emotional unavailability, therefore no indirect pathways
were identified between the two forms of marital conflict and paternal emotional
unavailability.

Marital Hostility and Withdrawal and Parental Inconsistent Discipline

Following the same format as the models of parent emotional unavailability, we first utilized
SEM to simultaneously examine the roles of marital hostility and withdrawal as predictors
of maternal and paternal inconsistent discipline (see Figure 2). The structural paths in the
model, denoted by the bracketed coefficients, also are shown in Figure 2. The model
provided a good fit to the data, X2(117, N=225) =166.34, p= .01, RMSEA = .04, CFI =.
99, lea’fratio = 1.42. In contrast to the parental emotional availability model, marital
hostility and withdrawal failed to predict changes in maternal and paternal inconsistent
discipline over the one-year time period, with Bs ranging from —.02 to .13, ps > .05.

Although these results rule out the possibility that child rearing disagreements may act as a
mediator, it may still serve as an intervening mechanism that indirectly links forms of
marital conflict with parental inconsistent discipline (e.g., Davies, Harold, Goeke-Morey, &
Cummings, 2002; Grych, Harold, & Miles, 2003). Broadly defined, intervening variables
provide a link between independent and outcome variables such that a predictor is related to
an outcome variable through their relationship with an intervening variable (e.g., X > 1> Y;
MacKinnon et al., 2002). Therefore, an intervening variable does not necessarily require a
significant direct path between a predictor and outcome. Rather, intervening variables may
provide the link between a predictor and outcome. Examining indirect pathways are valuable
in elucidating important processes that are set in motion by the occurrence of distal, but
etiologically central, factors in family process models (Grych et al., 2003).

To test intervening processes for inconsistent discipline, we examined a model that included
child rearing disagreements in the relationship between marital hostility and withdrawal and
parental inconsistency in discipline. The nonbracketed coefficients in Figure 2 denote the
structural paths calculated for this model. To determine the significance of the intervening
effect of child rearing disagreements, we utilized procedures outlined by MacKinnon and
colleagues (2002). The overall model, which is depicted in Figure 2, evidenced an
acceptable fit to the data, X2(148, N=225)=196.38, p=.001, RMSEA = .04, CFI = .99, XZ/
dfratio = 1.33. Examination of the paths revealed two indirect pathways between forms of
marital conflict and inconsistent discipline. Marital withdrawal was specifically associated
with greater child rearing disagreements, which in turn was related to high levels of paternal
inconsistent discipline. Follow-up tests examining the statistical significance of the indirect
path between marital withdrawal and child rearing disagreements (a = .22, p<.05) and the
path between child rearing disagreements and paternal inconsistency in discipline (f = .29, p
< .05) indicated that the indirect pathway (af) was significant (Z’ = 1.68, p<.05).

Likewise, the indirect effect between the effects of marital hostility on elevated spousal
disagreements about child rearing disagreements (a = .22, p< .05) and paternal inconsistent
discipline (B = .29, p < .05) was significant (Z' = 1.76, p< .05). In contrast to the prediction
of paternal inconsistent discipline, no indirect pathways were found for maternal
inconsistency in discipline.

Discussion

The primary objective of this study was to elucidate the nature of pathways between forms
of marital conflict and specific types of maternal and paternal parenting practices. Questions
in the literature remain about the nature of the interplay between specific forms of conflict in
predicting parenting practices. Previous studies have tended to focus on a single dimension
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of conflict (e.g., Fauber et al., 1990) or have examined multiple dimensions of conflict in
isolation (e.g., Katz & Gottman, 1996). To overcome this limitation, the first aim of this
study was to simultaneously delineate associations between marital hostility and withdrawal
during conflict and subsequent changes in maternal and paternal caregiving practices over a
one-year period. The findings presented here have important implications both for future
empirical work and for practitioners working with maritally distressed parents.
Understanding the harmful effect of different types of marital conflict on family
relationships may help guide clinicians in their work to educate couples on the importance
and implications of eliminating detrimental marital interaction patterns for the health and
stability of the family system.

In models predicting parental emotional unavailability, our findings suggest that different
pathways may be operating in the prediction of maternal and paternal parenting. Our results
demonstrated that marital withdrawal was a significantly stronger predictor of paternal
emotional unavailability than the negligible paths between marital hostility and paternal
unavailability. Interpreted within a cascade model, these results suggest that the harmful
effects of marital withdrawal may proliferate beyond the marital subsystem by engendering
broader patterns of paternal disengagement that are reflected in diminished emotional
availability in father— child interactions. In contrast, our results for mothers’ displays of
emotional unavailability supported the differential impact hypothesis. More specifically,
marital withdrawal and hostility were statistically comparable predictors of maternal
emotional unavailability, and our findings raise the possibility that marital hostility and
withdrawal set in motion relatively distinct processes in mothers that each uniquely impact
maternal support and availability.

Guided by the affective organization model of parenting (Dix, 1991), it is possible that
cumulative experiences with anger arousal in hostile marriages may undermine maternal
availability in the caregiver role by priming negative appraisals and attributions of child
behavior or disrupting their ability to identify the needs of their children. Although a
thorough analysis of why different processes may be operating in the prediction of maternal
and paternal parenting will require replication of our findings, one plausible explanation is
that mothers may be vulnerable to a broader array of destructive marital conflict tactics than
fathers by virtue of their greater sensitivity to interpersonal problems in the marital
relationship (Cummings & Davies, 1994). Our findings here call particular attention to the
value of alerting parents to the possibility that spousal detachment as well as overt hostility
may affect their roles as responsive parents in therapeutic agenda. Incorporating the findings
from the present study into practice, practitioners may help parents to understand that
engagement in marital problem-solving, rather than avoidance of anger and hostility, may
play a key role in enhancing parenting practices.

In contrast to models of parental emotional unavailability, there were no direct links
between the forms of marital conflict and parental inconsistent discipline. Empirical
inconsistencies in the small corpus of studies addressing associations between specific
marital conflict dimensions and parents’ inconsistent discipline strategies obscure any
authoritative analysis of our results. Nevertheless, inconsistencies may reflect differences in
methodological rigor across studies. For example, studies utilizing questionnaire data from
single informants have reported direct linkages between marital discord and inconsistent
discipline exist (Gonzales, Pitts, Hill, & Roosa, 2000; Stoneman et al., 1989), whereas other
studies utilizing multiple methods or informants have failed to find associations between
marital conflict and discipline strategies (e.g., Davies et al., 2004; Fauber et al., 1990).
Although drawing definitive conclusions about the nature and magnitude of paths between
marital conflict and parental inconsistent discipline will require further research, differences
in the consistency of direct associations between marital conflict and the two types of

J Fam Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 December 23.



1X31-)lew1a1ems 1X31-){Jewiaremsg

1Xa1-)lewarems

Sturge-Apple et al.

Page 10

parenting practices are in accordance with some family process models. For example, some
conceptualizations have postulated that preoccupation and distress arising from spousal
conflict is particularly likely to disrupt parenting practices that require emotional and
psychological sensitivity and responsiveness (e.g., Grych, 2002). Accordingly, it is possible
that the effects of marital hostility and withdrawal on consistency in discipline practices may
result from indirect processes through different family process variables.

The second goal of this study was to identify processes that underlie links between forms of
marital conflict and specific parenting practices. Drawing from family systems theory, we
tested the hypothesis that marital strife may ultimately undermine parenting practices by
impairing the ability of parents to support each other in child rearing responsibilities (e.g.,
Minuchin, 1974). To delineate the proliferation of marital problems across family
subsystems, we specifically examined whether disruptions in one aspect of the coparenting
partnership, as reflected in spousal disagreements about children, is an intervening
mechanism in links between forms of marital conflict and parenting practices. In partial
support of our hypothesis, spousal disagreements about child rearing issues served as a
mediating or intervening mechanism in four of the eight indirect pathways between forms of
marital conflict and maternal and paternal parenting practices. In particular, the role of child
rearing disagreements as an intervening mechanism of marital hostility and withdrawal was
particularly robust in the prediction of subsequent maternal emotional unavailability and
paternal discipline consistency. The findings here highlight an important avenue for clinical
intervention with maritally distressed parents, in that interventions aimed at strengthening
relationships between parents may hinge upon incorporating parental agreements about child
rearing into therapeutic sessions.

These possible parent gender differences in the indirect pathways between marital conflict
and parenting perturbations merit discussion. On the one hand, associations between marital
conflict, child rearing disagreements, and parental emotional unavailability were specifically
more consistent for mothers than fathers. In accordance with research indicating that women
still assume considerably greater child rearing responsibilities than men (e.g., Thompson &
Walker, 1989), it may be that marital difficulties and coparenting disturbances are especially
likely to deplete the large psychological resources that mothers require to fulfill their
considerable parenting responsibilities. On the other hand, our findings suggest that marital
conflict variables may be indirectly linked to greater difficulties in paternal consistency in
discipline. Given that fathers’ roles may be less socially scripted than mothers’ (Belsky,
Youngblade, Rovine, & Volling, 1991), perhaps the effects of marital conflict on greater
child rearing disagreements make it more difficult for fathers to utilize and solicit mothers’
input on discipline practices and result in greater use of inconsistent discipline techniques by
fathers experiencing marital distress. Given the role of parent gender in the differential
impact of types of marital conflict on coparenting and parenting for mothers and fathers,
different therapeutic approaches aimed at strengthening parenting practices may be
necessary for men and women in discordant marriages. However, although the differential
role of child rearing disagreements for mothers and fathers is intriguing, replication of these
exploratory findings will be required before definitive conclusions regarding the nature of
these pathways can be made.

Several limitations should be taken into consideration in interpreting our results. First, care
should be taken in generalizing the findings from our community sample to other samples.
Second, although our study is among the first utilizing prospective assessments of
associations between types of marital conflict and parenting practices, our data, which only
assessed marital conflict at Wave 1, precluded a full examination of bidirectionality in paths
between marital and parent— child subsystems (Cox & Paley, 1997). Third, although our
multimethod design is a methodological improvement over the majority of previous studies,
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observational assessments used to measure both marital and parenting variables and findings
may have capitalized on shared method variance. Fourth, contemporaneous assessments of
marital and child rearing disagreement constructs precludes definitive ascertainment of the
nature of directionality among these variables. Finally, pathways among study constructs
tended to be modest in magnitude. Nevertheless, in the context of our conservative
autoregressive models, even modest associations among family processes are regarded as
substantively powerful and meaningful.

In summary, the current study extends prior research on marital conflict and parenting by
demonstrating that relations between these constructs may vary by the type of conflict under
study, the specific parenting dimension examined, and the gender of the parent involved in
parenting. To our knowledge, this was the first study to simultaneously delineate
longitudinal associations between marital hostility and withdrawal and the two distinct
parenting dimensions of emotional unavailability and inconsistency in discipline.
Differences in the impact of marital hostility and withdrawal on maternal and paternal
parenting constructs as well as on the intermediary role of coparenting disagreements
highlight the importance of distinguishing between specific types of marital conflict in
examining differences in family pathways. In this regard, assessments and interventions with
distressed families may benefit from expanding the focus on the marriage during therapeutic
intervention to include other family process variables, such as coparenting and parenting
practices. For example, increasing positivity, engagement, and agreeableness between
parents and strengthening the coparenting partnership may advance both the positivity of the
marital relationship and the quality of parenting in families. Finally, the results of this study
indicate that current heterogeneity in the deleterious effects of marital conflict on parenting
and coparenting constructs may be attributable, in part, to the narrow conceptualizations of
marital conflict utilized in previous studies, and that advancement in understanding how
marital conflict influences family processes depends upon increasing specificity in
operationalizations of marital discord in future studies.
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Figure 1.

Model of marital hostility and withdrawal predicting change in maternal and paternal
emotional unavailability with child rearing disagreements as a potential mediator. For ease
of presentation, correlations among cross-lag residuals for similar manifest indicators and
among exogenous latent variables are not shown in the figure. Numbers in brackets [ ]
represent estimates from model analysis when the mediator is absent. Large dashed paths
(— — —) signify nonsignificant paths; small dashed paths (- - -) signify a direct path
mediated by child rearing disagreements. M = mother, F = father, C = couple, HOS = hostile
conflict, WITH = withdrawal, CRD = child rearing disagreements, PWS = play warmth/
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support, PND = play neglecting/distancing, CWS = compliance warmth/support, CND =
compliance neglecting/distancing, W1 = Wave 1, W2 = Wave 2. * p<.05.
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shown in the figure. Numbers in brackets [ ] represent estimates from model analysis when
the mediator is absent. Dashed paths (- - -) signify nonsignificant paths. M = mother, F =
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