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Abstract
Accumulating evidence suggests that African American men and women experience unique
challenges in developing and maintaining stable, satisfying romantic relationships. Extant studies
have linked relationship quality among African American couples to contemporaneous risk factors
such as economic hardship and racial discrimination. Little research, however, has examined the
contextual and intrapersonal processes in late childhood and adolescence that influence romantic
relationship health among African American adults. We investigated competence-promoting
parenting practices and exposure to community-related stressors in late childhood, and negative
relational schemas in adolescence, as predictors of young adult romantic relationship health.
Participants were 318 African American young adults (59.4% female) who had provided data at
four time points from ages 10–22 years. Structural equation modeling indicated that exposure to
community-related stressors and low levels of competence-promoting parenting contributed to
negative relational schemas, which were proximal predictors of young adult relationship health.
Relational schemas mediated the associations of competence-promoting parenting practices and
exposure to community stressors in late childhood with romantic relationship health during young
adulthood. Results suggest that enhancing caregiving practices, limiting youths’ exposure to
community stressors, and modifying relational schemas are important processes to be targeted for
interventions designed to enhance African American adults’ romantic relationships.
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Introduction
Accumulating evidence indicates that young African American adults experience significant
challenges in developing and maintaining stable, satisfying romantic relationships (Burton &
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Tucker 2009; Dixon 2009; Fields 2004). Studies indicate that, compared with other racial/
ethnic groups, romantic relationships among African Americans in general and young adults
in particular are characterized by considerable conflict, instability, and dissatisfaction
(Anderson, 1999; Kurdek, 2008; Wilson, 2003). Their dramatically declining marriage rates
during the past three decades provide further evidence of the disproportionate relationship
challenges that African Americans experience. In 1986, 56% of African American women
25 to 29 years of age reported having been married in their lifetimes compared with 31% in
2009 (Kreider & Ellis 2011). Many African Americans who do marry experience high
divorce rates (Fields & Casper, 2001; Sweeney & Phillips, 2004) and low marital quality
(Oggins, Veroff, & Leber, 1993), underscoring the importance of research on the factors that
contribute to romantic relationship difficulties among African American couples.

To date, research on the factors associated with African Americans’ romantic relationship
quality has focused primarily on contemporaneous contextual factors that are negatively
associated with relationship health (Chapman, 2007). Indicators of poverty, including
unemployment and perceived financial instability, are associated with the quality and long-
term stability of African American couples’ romantic relationships (Conger et al., 2002;
Cutrona, Russell, Burzette, Wesner, & Bryant, 2011). Cutrona and colleagues (2011)
reported that income level and financial strain predicted relationship quality in a sample of
married and cohabitating African American couples living in nonurban communities.
Although the effect of financial hardship on romantic relationships is similar across racial
and ethnic groups, African Americans are disproportionately affected by financial hardship
(DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Smith, 2009). Economic hardship also covaries extensively with
residence in disadvantaged neighborhoods, which negatively affects relationship satisfaction
and stability (Cutrona et al., 2003). Racial discrimination is a common experience among
African Americans that appears to take a toll on couple’s relationship quality. Studies link
racial discrimination with reduced marital satisfaction and relationship quality (Riina &
McHale, 2010); the combination of racial discrimination and economic distress has been
found to be particularly challenging for African American couples (Lincoln & Chae, 2010).

Although investigations of the influence of contemporaneous contextual factors on African
Americans’ relationship quality have identified important risk factors, this research does not
include consideration of childhood and adolescent experiences that could be pivotal in
determining how individuals will experience later romantic relationships. The majority of
studies on romantic relationships among youth and young adults, in fact, have been
conducted with Caucasian samples; thus, little is known about the possible, prospective
influence of community and family processes on African Americans’ romantic relationships.
Studies with Caucasians suggest that family and community contextual processes
experienced in late childhood and adolescence affect adults’ likelihood of forming
satisfying, committed relationships (Karney, Beckett, Collins, & Shaw, 2007). Significantly,
contextual factors experienced in childhood and adolescence are thought to contribute to
internal working models, or schemas (Simons et al., 2006), of relationships, which may
account for the enduring effects of preadolescent experiences into adulthood. Few studies,
however, have investigated the pathways from contextual influences to relationship schemas
among African Americans; the present study addresses this issue.

Ecological and attachment perspectives on the development of romantic relationship
behavior (Collins, Welsh, & Furman 2009) informed our hypotheses regarding the late
childhood and adolescent factors that influence African Americans’ relationships in young
adulthood. Consistent with an ecological perspective on youth development
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998) and with research on Caucasian samples, we view family
and community environments as interaction contexts that shape not only youths’ immediate
behavior but also their future relationships during later stages of development. Attachment
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theories suggest that experiences in late childhood, particularly with family relationships,
will be internalized as relationship schemas (Dinero, Conger, Shaver, Widaman, & Larsen-
Rife, 2008) that carry forward to influence romantic relationship health in young adulthood
and beyond. Although family environments are thought to be particularly influential,
experiences in community environments, particularly in stressful or disadvantaged contexts,
have been hypothesized to affect relational schemas as well (Simons et al., 2006). In the
following sections, we review evidence for the roles of family and community environments
and relationship schemas as processes that forecast romantic relationship health among
African American young adults.

Preadolescent Family and Community Environments and Romantic Relationships
Studies conducted primarily with Caucasian samples indicate that family factors forecast
youths’ behavior in romantic relationships (Collins et al., 2009). Using a prospective design,
Conger and colleagues (2000) examined the association between family processes in late
childhood and romantic relationship quality in adulthood. Among their sample of families in
Iowa, youth who experienced warm and supportive relationships with their caregivers
during late childhood were more likely to be satisfied with the romantic relationships they
formed in their late twenties. In a study with adolescents, Furman et al. (2002) found that
supportive parent-youth relationships were associated with youth-reported support in
romantic relationships. In other research examining the influences of the family of origin on
romantic relationship dynamics, warmth and sensitivity in family interactions during
adolescence predicted nurturing and supportive interactions with romantic partners during
early adulthood (Dinero et al., 2008). Black and Schutte (2006) found that young adults who
reported warm and loving relationships with their caregivers during late childhood also
reported substantial warmth and cooperative communication with their romantic partners.
Combined, these studies suggest that parenting practices in late childhood may be a potent
factor that shapes young people’s participation in romantic relationships as adults.

To our knowledge, no prospective research has investigated the potential effects of parenting
practices in late childhood on African Americans’ romantic relationships. Brody and
colleagues (Brody, Kim, Murry, & Brown, 2004; Brody, Murry, et al., 2004) have identified
a cluster of parenting practices that enhance African American youths’ development.
African American youth who demonstrate psychosocial competence despite difficult
environments experience diligent monitoring of their behavior as part of close, warm parent-
youth relationships. As youth become adolescents, parents also use inductive rearing
practices, soliciting youths’ opinions about matters that involve the youth rather than
unilaterally imposing rules. Inductive parenting interactions have been linked to protective
sexual behavior in romantic relationships (Kogan et al., 2012; Kogan, Yu, Brody, & Allen,
2012). These competence-promoting parenting practices occur together in the families of
resilient youth. Although competence-promoting parenting practices have not been
investigated as precursors of African Americans’ healthy romantic relationships in young
adulthood, they are linked to African American youths’ development of prosocial behavior,
self-regulatory processes, and conventional norms and attitudes (Brody, Dorsey, Forehand,
& Armistead, 2002; Brody et al., 2001). These factors, in turn, have been linked to romantic
relationship health (Florsheim & Moore, 2008; Ciarocco, Echevarria, & Lewandowski,
2012). We thus extend the present research base by investigating youth-reported parental
monitoring, parent-child warmth, and inductive interactions as precursors to romantic
relationship well-being in young adulthood.

Consistent with an ecological perspective, we expect that exposure to community-related
stressors during late childhood will shape the ways in which African Americans view and
participate in romantic relationships. Studies of African American youth reveal that
exposure to community-related stressors has a profound influence on several developmental
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outcomes, including educational attainment, externalizing problems, and substance use
(Brody et al., 2001; Lee, 2012; McNulty & Bellair, 2003). Of particular significance,
African Americans are more likely than their peers from other racial/ethnic groups to
experience high rates of community-related stressors that can compromise development
(Thomas, Woodburn, Thompson & Leff, 2011). In this research, we focused on three of
these stressors: community crime, personal victimization, and racial discrimination.

Prevalent crime in a community can undermine youths’ prosocial development (Jones, 2007;
McKelvey et al., 2011). Burton and Tucker (2009) suggested that disadvantaged, high-crime
neighborhoods also can restrict involvement in healthy romantic relationships. Such contexts
are hypothesized to foster uncertainty about the future, which can discourage commitment
and foster distrust in close relationships (Anderson, 1999; Burton & Tucker, 2009; Simons,
et al., 2012). The personal experience of victimization has been found to undermine mental
health and relationship functioning (Kelly, Schwartz, Gorman, & Nakamoto, 2008; Scarpa
& Haden, 2006). General community deviance and personal victimization both have been
found to facilitate the development of negative emotions and foster a sense of loss of control
over one’s life (Sieger, Rojas-Vilches, McKinney, & Renk, 2004). This may result in a
heightened level of stress that can influence the behaviors that individuals direct toward their
romantic partners (Beach, Smith, & Fincham 1994; Wickrama, Bryant, & Wickrama 2010).

Racial discrimination is a common stressor for African Americans, one that research
indicates negatively influences adults’ romantic relationships (Bryant et al. 2010).
Discrimination can be overt, such as clearly race-based hostile comments, as well as covert.
Covert discrimination occurs when a person is treated unfairly based on race, but the
situation is ambiguous in terms of the reason for unfair treatment. For example, a minority
individual may be more carefully scrutinized in a store as a potential shoplifter (Deitch et al.,
2003). Studies suggest that both forms of discrimination influence relationships by inducing
negative emotions and fostering a state of vigilance arising from the anticipation of future
unfair treatment (Boyd-Franklin 2003). As a result, individuals may adopt a generally
defensive orientation (Simons et al., 2006) as a means of self-protection and survival.
Experiences with racial discrimination, which become common among African American
youth beginning in late childhood (Brody et al., 2006), have been linked to African
American adolescents’ mental health (Brody, et al 2006; Greene, Way, & Pahl, 2006),
involvement in delinquent and aggressive behaviors (Simons et al. 2006), and involvement
in risk behaviors such as substance use (Brody, Kogan, & Chen, 2012) and risky sex (Kogan
et al., 2010). The extent to which discrimination in late childhood affects African
Americans’ romantic relationship health in adulthood has not been studied. Consistent with
studies indicating that discrimination is associated negatively with relationship health among
African American adults, we expect experiences with discrimination in late childhood to be
associated negatively with relationship health in young adulthood.

In the present study, we examine the accumulation of exposure to community crime,
victimization, and racial discrimination over a 2-year period during late childhood as a
precursor to romantic relationship health. Cumulative models of exposure to stress
emphasize the numbers of risks experienced. Although any particular risk has limited value
in predicting child development, the experience of multiple risks contributes dramatically to
youths’ problem behavior and success in school (Ackerman, Brown, & Izard, 2004; Felix
Ortiz & Newcomb, 1999; Gutman, Sameroff, & Eccles, 2002). We expect that the
accumulation of community stressors in late childhood and early adolescence will shape
young adult behavior in romantic relationships.
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Relational Schemas and African Americans’ Romantic Relationship Health
Relational schemas are cognitive structures that represent patterns of relating within
interpersonal contexts (Baldwin 1992). Developed in response to one’s history of
interpersonal interactions with important others, relational schemas help individuals to
define situations more efficiently by drawing attention to salient cues in the social
environment, goals associated with response options, and consequences associated with
particular responses (Baldwin 1992; Crick & Dodge 1994). Interactions in family
environments are thought to be particularly influential in the development of adults’
processing of information about their current relationships. For example, Homer et al.
(2007) found that negative family experiences in childhood were linked to adults’ mistrust
of their romantic partners’ motives. Simons et al. (2012) found that youth who experienced
harsh parenting during late childhood also reported cynical and hostile views of
relationships in general. These studies suggest potential roles for relationship schemas
characterized by hostile views of relationships and insecure attachment styles in mediating
the effects of family environments on romantic relationship health.

The influence of community-related stressors on relational schemas has been less well
studied. As noted previously, experiences with community-related stressors can induce a
sense of mistrust in close relationships. Researchers have speculated that uncertainty about
the future and the potential for losing a loved one due to chaotic living situations contribute
generally to negative relationship outlooks (Burton & Tucker, 2009). Simons (2012)
reported that experiences with community deviance contributed to hostile and cynical
attitudes toward romantic relationships in adolescence. We thus expect African Americans’
exposure to community-related stressors to forecast relationships schemas characterized by
hostile and cynical views of relationships and avoidant attachments styles.

Gender and Young Adults’ Romantic Relationship Health
Prior research indicates that gender is an important consideration when investigating
contextual and intrapersonal influences on romantic relationships (Miller, Gorman-Smith,
Sullivan, Orpinas, & Simon, 2009). In general, men tend to be more satisfied in romantic
relationships than are women; it is not clear, however, if this is true for African Americans
(Bryant, Taylor, Lincoln, Chatters, & Jackson, 2008). Studies also reveal that male and
female youth differ in the extent to which family relationships and community-related
stressors affect their behavior. For example, among African American adolescents,
discrimination has been found to exert a greater effect on behavior problems among male
youth than female youth (Brody et al. 2006). Conversely, early experiences with protective
family processes have been found to have a stronger impact on academic performance
among female youth than male youth (Kogan et al. 2010). Accordingly, we addressed
gender in two ways in our investigation. First, gender was controlled to test a general model
of relationship health. Second, a series of multigroup analyses was conducted contrasting
models for male and female youth. These analyses allowed us to examine the possibility that
the influence of community and family relationships varied by gender in this African
American sample.

The Present Study
In this study, we investigated the ways in which parent and community processes in late
childhood and negative relational schemas in adolescence affect African Americans’
romantic relationship health during young adulthood. Our hypotheses are summarized in
Figure 1. We expected competence-promoting parenting, as indicated by youths’ report at
ages 10 and 12 of parental monitoring, parental warmth, and parent-youth problem solving
interactions, to predict negatively African American young adults’ negative relational
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schemas. We predicted that exposure during late childhood and early adolescence to
community-related stressors, including community crime and deviance, victimization, and
racial discrimination, would predict independently youths’ reports at age 18 of negative
relational schemas. We expected youths’ reports of negative relational schemas, defined as
hostile or cynical views of relationships and avoidant attachment styles, to predict romantic
relationship health at age 22. We also expected family and community environments at ages
10 and 12 to affect indirectly romantic relationships in young adulthood via their influence
on relational schemas. In our analyses, romantic relationship health was defined as a
composite of young adult-reported satisfaction with the relationship, an absence of hostile
angry conflict, and an absence of physical violence. Hypotheses were tested with a sample
of 318 African American young people participating in a multiwave longitudinal study who
reported having a steady dating partner.

Method
Sample

Hypotheses were tested with data from the Family and Community Health Study (FACHS),
a multisite investigation of neighborhood and family effects on African Americans’ health
and development (Simons, Lin, Gordon, Brody, & Conger, 2002). Census data were used to
identify block group areas in Iowa and Georgia in which the percentages of African
American families were 10% or higher. Families with a child 10 to 12 years of age were
selected randomly from rosters and contacted via postal mail, with a follow-up telephone
call to determine their interest in participating in the project. The response rate for the
contacted families was 72%. Baseline data were collected on 889 families in Georgia (n =
467) and Iowa (n = 422).

Youths’ average age at baseline was 10.4 years (SD = .53); 54% were female. Of the
primary caregivers, 84% were the youths’ biological mothers, 6% were fathers, 6% were
grandmothers, and 4% were others; 92% of all primary caregivers identified themselves as
African American, 6% as Caucasian, and 2% as other. Single-parent-headed households
comprised approximately 52% of the sample. At baseline, primary caregivers’ mean age was
37.1 years (range = 23–80 years). Self-reported education levels and employment status
indicated that 18% of the primary caregivers had less than a 12th grade education, 39% had a
high school diploma or GED, 33% completed some college, 10% had a bachelor’s or
graduate degree, 66% were employed full or part time, 3% were self-employed, 15% were
unemployed, 4% were disabled, 2% were retired, 5% were students, and 5% were full-time
homemakers. Median family income was $26,227, and mean number of children in the
family was 3.42. Baseline data were collected in 1997–1998. Data from the two sites were
merged due to considerable consistency in family demographic characteristics (Murry,
Brown, Brody, Cutrona, & Simons 2001).

Hypotheses were tested with FACHS data from four time points. Target youths’ ages were
10.4 (SD = .53) years at Time 1, 12.2 (SD = .89) at Time 2, 18.2 (SD = .95) at Time 3, and
21.6 (SD = .83) at Time 4. At Time 4, 81% of the initial sample remained in the study.
Demographic variables (e.g., target gender, caregiver education, and family income) did not
differ by attrition status at Time 4. Of the 689 participants in the study at Time 4, 318
(46.2%) reported being in a committed romantic relationship (dating, cohabitating, or
married); 189 of those in a committed relationship (59.4%) were female.

Procedures
To enhance rapport and cultural understanding, African American university students and
community members served as field interviewers to collect data in the families’ homes.
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Project coordinators with a master’s degree in a behavioral science field were responsible
for training and supervising the field interviewers. Project coordinators and investigators
developed a manual and a training program for field interviewers, to ensure consistent and
competent delivery of the measures at home visits. Before collecting data, the interviewers
received approximately 20 hours of training in the administration of self-report instruments.

Primary caregivers consented to their own and their minor youths’ participation, and minor
youth assented to their own participation. Upon reaching 18 years of age, youth consented to
their own participation. At each home visit, interviews with youth and with caregivers were
conducted privately. Person-to-person interviews were conducted at Times 1 through 3; at
Time 4, audio computer-assisted self-interviews were conducted on laptop computers.
Interviews took approximately 2 hours. Youth received $70.00 for their participation at
Times 1 and 2, $100.00 at Time 3, and $140.00 at Time 4. Caregivers received $100.00 for
each completed interview. All protocols were approved by the Institutional Review Boards
of the University of Georgia and Iowa State University.

Measures
Competence-Promoting Parenting—At Times 1 and 2, youth reported parent-youth
relationship warmth, parental monitoring, and inductive parenting. The scales, described
below, were developed for the Iowa Youth and Families Project (IYFP; Conger & Elder
1994); these measures have been shown to be valid and reliable with African American
families, correlating with observer ratings (Simons 1996). In the case of each measure,
associations of Time 1 and Time 2 indicators of parent-youth relationship warmth, parental
monitoring, and inductive parenting covaried (r > .4; p < .001) and were summed across
times for each measure. The composite scores were used as indicators of a latent construct
encompassing competence-promoting parenting behavior that youth experienced from age
10 to 12.

Relationship warmth: Relationship warmth was assessed using nine items on which youth
indicated, on a rating scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always), the extent to which their
caregivers demonstrated sensitive and supportive behaviors during the past 12 months. A
sample item is, “How often did your caregivers act supportive and understanding toward
you?” Cronbach’s alphas were .82 at Time 1 and .88 at Time 2.

Parental monitoring: Parental monitoring practices were assessed using five items; for
example, “During the past 12 months, how often did your caregiver know where you were
and what you were doing?” Youth responded on a scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4
(always). Cronbach’s alphas were .62 at Time 1 and .70 at Time 2.

Inductive reasoning: Caregiver use of inductive reasoning was assessed using five items
concerning explanation of rules and expectations. A sample item is, “When you don’t
understand why your [primary caregiver] makes a rule for you to follow, how often does
your primary caregiver explain the reason?” The response set ranged from 1 (never) to 4
(always). Cronbach’s alphas were .75 at Time 1 and .80 at Time 2.

Cumulative Community Stress—Community stress was measured at Times 1 and 2
using youth reports of overt discrimination, subtle interpersonal racism, community
deviance, and experiences with victimization. Cumulative community stress was calculated
by summing the number of community stress indicators across Times 1 and 2 on which each
youth scored above the median; possible scores ranged from 0 to 8.
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Overt discrimination: Youths’ perceptions of overt discrimination were assessed with four
items from the Schedule of Racist Events (Landrine & Klonoff 1996), using a rating scale
ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (several times). A sample item is, “How often has someone
yelled a racial slur or racial insult at you just because you are African American?”
Cronbach’s alpha was .75.

Subtle, interpersonal discrimination: Subtle interpersonal racism were measured using
five items from the Schedule of Racist Events (Landrine & Klonoff 1996) to assess the
frequency with which youth experienced various interpersonal discriminatory events during
the preceding year. The response set ranged from 1 (never) to 4 (several times). An example
item is, “How often have you encountered whites who didn’t expect you to do well just
because you are African American?” Cronbach’s alpha was .80.

Community crime: Community crime was assessed using a six-item measure (Sampson,
Raudenbush, & Earls 1997) on which youth reported the frequency with which various
criminal acts, such as fighting with weapons, robbery, gang violence, and sexual assault,
occurred in their communities during the previous 6 months. The response scale ranged
from 1 (never) to 4 (several times). A sample item is, “During the past 6 months, how often
was there a robbery or mugging in your neighborhood?” Cronbach’s alpha was .72.

Victimization: Victimization was assessed with a single item: “While you have lived in this
neighborhood, has anyone ever used violence, such as in a mugging, fight, or sexual assault,
against you or any member of your household anywhere in your neighborhood?” Responses
were dichotomous, 1 (yes) or 0 (no).

Negative relational schemas—We developed a latent relational schema construct
indexed by youth reports on three measures at Time 3.

Hostile views of relationships: Hostile views of relationships were measured using a 10-
item scale (Stewart & Simons 2010) based on Anderson’s (1997) theory of neighborhood
street culture’s influences on youths’ delinquent behavior. A sample item is, “People tend to
respect a person who is tough and aggressive.” The response scale ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha was .76.

Cynical views of relationships: Cynical views of relationships were measured using a four-
item scale, developed for FACHS, to assess the degree of suspicion that youth held toward
people and relationships. An example item is, “When people are friendly, they usually want
something from you.” Items were rated dichotomously, 1 (true) and 2 (false). Cronbach’s
alpha was .68.

Avoidant attachment: Avoidant attachment, defined as a dismissing and fearful orientation
toward relationships, was assessed with four items from the Experiences in Close
Relationships-Revised measure (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver 1998; Fraley & Shaver 2000).
Example items include, “I don’t like people getting too close to me” and “I find it difficult to
trust others completely.” Responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
Cronbach’s alpha was .81.

Romantic Relationship Health—A latent relationship health construct was developed
from three indicators.

Relationship satisfaction: Relationship satisfaction was measured with two items from the
Romantic Partner Relationship Satisfaction Scale (Huston, McHale, & Crouter, 1986):
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“How happy are you, all things considered, with your relationship?” with a response set of 1
(extremely unhappy) to 6 (extremely happy); and “How well do you and your romantic
partner get along compared to most couples?” with a response set of 1 (a lot worse) to 5 (a
lot better). These items were significantly correlated (r = .39, p <.001) and subsequently
standardized and summed.

Lack of verbal abuse: Lack of verbal abuse was assessed by a four-item measure of the
respondents’ reports of their verbal abuse (e.g., shout or yell and insult or swear) toward
their partners and their partners’ verbal abuse toward them during the previous month
(Donnellan, Assad, Robins, & Conger, 2007). The response format for these items ranged
from 1 (always) to 4 (never). Cronbach’s alpha was .82. We coded this item dichotomously
such that a “1” indicated lack that participants recorded a “4” (never) for all four items.
Otherwise the score was coded a “0.”

Absence of violence: Absence of violence was measured by respondents’ reports of the
occurrence of physical violence in the past month on items that addressed slapping or
hitting, throwing things, or striking with an object). Three items addressed these behaviors
implemented by the participant and three items addressed these behaviors implemented by
the partner. An example item is “During the past month, how often did your Romantic
Partner slap or hit you with (his/her) hands? Participants responded on a scale ranging from
0 (never) to 3 (always). Absence of violence was coded dichotomously; “1” indicated that
all six items were scored as never; otherwise the variable was coded as “0.”

Plan of Analysis
Preliminary analyses were conducted to determine if the subsample of individuals who
identified themselves as being in a committed relationship differed from those who did not
on key study variables. Study hypotheses were tested with structural equation modeling
using Mplus software (Muthén & Muthén, 2012). Models were tested using full information
maximum likelihood procedures, which test the model against all available data. Thus, data
missing due to attrition do not produce missing cases; the interview protocols rendered
nonresponse to individual items negligible. The measurement model was examined with a
confirmatory factor analysis prior to hypothesis testing. The model presented in Figure 1
was then tested, with gender controlled and the significance of indirect pathways tested with
bootstrapping. We then used multigroup modeling procedures to determine whether gender
moderated the influence of competence-promoting parenting or community-related stressors
on negative relational schemas. Model fit was assessed using chi-square, χ2/df < 2.0,
comparative fit index (CFI), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA).

Results
Preliminary Analyses

We first investigated mean differences between FACHS participants who at Time 4 reported
a committed relationship and those who did not on gender and on indicators of competence-
promoting parenting, exposure to community-related stress, and negative relationship
schemas. No significant differences emerged. We then conducted a confirmatory factor
analysis of the measurement model: χ2 (40) = 88.62, p = .00; χ2/df = 2.22; CFI = .91;
RMSEA = .06 (.04, .08). All factor loadings were significant and in the expected direction,
λ > .4. Associations among study variables, with means and standard deviations, are
presented in Table 1. Indicators and their loadings on their respective constructs are
presented as part of the final model in Figure 2.
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Test of the Conceptual Model
The test of the conceptual model with standardized parameter coefficients is presented in
Figure 2. The model fit the data well: χ2(44) = 101.73, p < .001; x2/df = 2.3; CFI = .94;
RMSEA = .0439 (.027, .067). χ2 = 101.728, df = 44, p = .000. RMSEA = .039 and CFI=.94.
As hypothesized, cumulative community stress and competence-promoting parenting in late
childhood were significant predictors of relational schemas at age 19. In turn, relational
schemas constituted a robust (β = .50) and significant (p < .01) predictor of romantic
relationship health at age 22. Mediational pathways were tested with bootstrapping; the
results of the indirect effect analysis are presented in Table 2. Consistent with our
hypotheses, the exogenous variables (community stress or competence-promoting parenting)
had a significant indirect effect on romantic relationship health via their influence on
negative relational schemas. Participant gender, which was included in the model as a
control variable, was not a significant predictor of either relational schemas or romantic
relationship health.

The role of gender as a moderator of the associations among competence-promoting
parenting, community-related stressors, negative relational schemas, and romantic
relationship health was investigated. We first estimated a multigroup model in which the
parameters for each path were constrained to equality. A second analysis allowed each
parameter to vary by gender. A significant difference in model chi-square suggests
moderation. No significant differences emerged, suggesting that the effects in the model
operated similarly for men and women.

Discussion
Accumulating evidence indicates that young African American adults experience significant
challenges in developing and maintaining stable, satisfying romantic relationships (Burton &
Tucker 2009; Dixon 2009; Fields 2004). To date, research on the factors associated with
African Americans’ romantic relationship quality has focused primarily on
contemporaneous contextual factors that are negatively associated with relationship health
(Chapman, 2007; Conger et al., 2002; Cutrona, Russell, Burzette, Wesner, & Bryant, 2011).
Although important, this research does not include consideration of childhood and
adolescent experiences that could be pivotal in determining how individuals will experience
later romantic relationships. Informed by ecological (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998) and
attachment (Steinberg, Davila, & Fincham 2006) perspectives on the development of
romantic relationship behavior we investigated the pathways from contextual influences in
late childhood and relationship schemas in adolescence on young adult romantic relationship
health among African Americans. We hypothesized that competence-promoting parenting
and community-related stressors at ages 10 and 12 would predict African American youths’
negative relational schemas at age 18. We expected youths’ reports of negative relational
schemas, to predict romantic relationship health at age 22. Hypotheses were tested with a
sample of 318 African American young people participating in a multiwave longitudinal
study who reported having a steady dating partner.

Study results were consistent with our predictions. Competence-promoting parenting and
community stressors in late childhood forecast relational schemas in late adolescence, which
in turn predicted reported relationship health. Indirect effect analyses supported the role of
relational schemas in mediating the influence of parenting and community contextual
processes at an earlier stage of development on subsequent relationship health.

Findings from this study are consistent with attachment perspectives on the development of
adult romantic relationships (Conger et al., 2000). According to these perspectives,
caregiving practices experienced during childhood and adolescence affect relationships in
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adulthood. We hypothesized that warm, regulated caregiver behavior characterized by
nurturing, monitoring, and inductive parenting practices affect youths’ working models of
relationships in general, which shape their interpretations of experiences within adult
romantic relationships (Steinberg, Davila, & Fincham 2006). From an attachment
perspective, this core relationship experience suggests that relationships can be nurturing
and predictable, with the potential for negotiation. Consistent with past research primarily
with Caucasian youth (Conger et al., 2000; Furman & Escudero, 2006), parenting practices
were a robust predictor of relationship schemas. Those youth who experienced competence-
promoting parenting were less likely to report relationship schemas characterized by
hostility, cynicism, and avoidance. Bolstering the proposition that, among African
Americans, parenting influences future romantic relationship health via internalized
schemas, the relational schema construct was a significant mediator of the link between
competence-promoting parenting and young adult relationship health.

Study results indicate that community-based contextual variables also influence relational
schemas. Though families are the most proximal influence on youth development, an
ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998) emphasizes the ways in which
communities affect development. This is particularly true during adolescence, when youth
become more independent and spend more time away from home and from adult
supervision. African American youth are disproportionally exposed to community-related
stressors that have the potential to disrupt healthy development and affect romantic
relationship health (Burton & Tucker 2009). Exposure to deviance in communities and racial
discrimination can lead individuals to expect poor treatment from others in interpersonal
relationships (Guyll, Cutrona, Burzette, & Russell 2010) and contribute to a negative view
of relationships. Such experiences can lead individuals to become defensive, guarded, and
overly focused on self-reliance, rendering formation of healthy relationships with romantic
partners difficult. African Americans’ disproportionate exposure to discrimination,
community poverty, and deviance may form the basis of racial disparities in the
establishment and maintenance of long-term romantic unions (Dixon 2009). Among the
African American young people in the study, exposure to community-related stressors in
late childhood predicted negative relational schemas independently of parenting.

The results of this study have implications for research, practice, and policy. To address
disparities in marital and dating relationship quality, clinicians, interventionists, and policy
makers must consider the characteristics of African Americans’ preadolescent and
adolescent environments that shape relationship behavior. Intervention that takes place while
young people are developing relational schemas may have enduring effects on later
relationship quality or marital quality. Such intervention should target the enhancement of
competence-promoting parenting practices and the reduction of youths’ exposure to
community-related stressors. For example, the Strong African American Families (SAAF)
program is an evidence-based family skills intervention suitable for both single-parent and
two-parent homes. The program targets competence-promoting parenting and is effective in
reducing youth substance use and conduct problems (Brody, Kogan, & Grange, 2012;
Brody, Murry, et al., 2004). Although the intervention did not focus on romantic
relationships, the present findings suggest that the parenting behaviors targeted in SAAF and
similar programs also may influence young people’s involvement in healthy relationships as
young adults. Moreover, the enhancement of practices such as parental monitoring may be
valuable in limiting the influence that community stressors exert on youth development. For
example, Brody and associates (Brody, Chen, et al., 2006) found that competence-promoting
parenting attenuated the influence of racial discrimination on youths’ psychological
adjustment. Individuals’ relationship schemas also may constitute an important mechanism
of change for behavioral interventions. Studies indicate that relational schemas are malleable
and can respond to intervention (Toth, Maughan, Manly, Spagnola, & Cicchetti, 2002).
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Limitations of this study should be noted. The analyses were based on single-informant
reports; thus, they may be subject to method bias. Most of the caregivers in the sample were
mothers. Consequently, we cannot generalize the findings to the role that fathers may have
in the development of relational schemas and relationship health. Future research may
benefit from considering the influences of mothers and fathers separately.

These limitations notwithstanding, the current research adds to the understanding of issues
affecting relationship experiences among African American young adults. Prior research is
limited in its focus on contemporaneous correlates of relationship health and prospective
studies in this area have not focused on African American young people. The present
research identifies key contextual contributors experienced in late childhood that contribute
to relationship health. These contextual factors provide intervention targets for prevention
efforts underscoring the importance of enhancing parenting and reducing youths’ exposure
to community stressors. This study also identified a key cognitive mediator of contextual
effects through which late childhood experiences carry forward to affect later romantic
relationships. Consideration of relationship schemas allows interventionists to identify and
respond to adolescents who may experience relationship problems in the future and offers a
malleable, cognitive process that can be targeted in interventions to improved relationship
health.
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Figure 1.
Study Hypotheses
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Figure 2.
Structural Equation Model of Pathways to African American Young Adults’ Relationship
Health
χ2 = 81.93, df = 38, p = .00. RMSEA = .05 and CFI = .92. **p ≤.01; *p ≤.05, †p < .10 (two-
tailed tests), N = 318.
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Table 2

Indirect Effects

Predictors Mediator Outcome Indirect Effect [95% CI] p value

Community stress
Negative Relational Schemas Relationship Health

−.050 [−.099, −.001] .045

Competence-promoting parenting .125 [.021, .229] .018
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