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Abstract
Despite the rapidly growing Mexican American population, no studies to date have attempted to
explain the underlying relations between family instability and Mexican American children's
development. Using a diverse sample of 740 Mexican American adolescents (49% female; 5th

grade M age = 10.4; 7th grade M age = 12.8) and their mothers, we prospectively examined the
relations between family instability and adolescent academic outcomes and mental health in the
7th grade. The model fit the data well and results indicated that family instability between 5th and
7th grade was related to increased 7th grade mother-adolescent conflict and in turn, mother-
adolescent conflict was related to decreased school attachment and to increased externalizing and
internalizing symptoms in the 7th grade. Results also indicated that 7th grade mother-adolescent
conflict mediated the relations between family instability and 7th grade academic outcomes and
mental health. Further, we explored adolescent familism values as a moderator and found that
adolescent familism values served as a protective factor in the relation between mother-adolescent
conflict and grades. Implications for future research and intervention strategies are discussed.
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Family instability is a risk factor that has been found to threaten child development (e.g.,
Donahue et al., 2010) and 37% of children in the United States (U.S.) have experienced
family instability by the age of 14 (Cavanaugh, 2008). Adolescents simultaneously undergo
biological, educational, and social transitions that are often linked to negative consequences
(Simmons, Burgeson, Carlton-Ford, & Blyth, 1987). Notably, the transition from elementary
to junior high school can be particularly stressful for adolescents (Seidman, Lambert, Allen,
& Aber, 2003) and is associated with a decline in academic success (Eccles & Roeser,
2009). Experiencing family instability during this transition adds stress to an already
stressful period, with the likelihood of exacerbating risk for negative development. The
primary goal of this study was to examine the relations between family instability, during
the transition from elementary to junior high school, and Mexican American adolescent
development with a focus on examining underlying processes that may help explain these
relations. Although family instability typically has been defined by family structure changes
(e.g., Cavanaugh, 2008) and parental divorce/separations (e.g., Donahue et al., 2010), some
authors (e.g., Forman & Davies, 2003; Marcnyszyn, Evans, & Eckenrode, 2008) have
considered residence changes, job losses, and adolescent school changes as indicators of
family instability. In order to better inform intervention efforts, researchers must learn how
specific indicators of family instability influence child development; combining several
indicators of family instability to yield a cumulative count makes this difficult. Thus, the
current study defined family instability by a sole indicator, maternal relationship transitions
(separation/divorce, death of a partner, and/or new partner).
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Incorporating Mexican Americans into Family Instability Research
Family instability research with Mexican Americans is needed for several reasons. First,
Latinos are the largest, and one of the fastest growing, ethnic minority groups in the U.S
(Motel & Patten, 2012). Second, Mexican Americans account for nearly 65% of Latinos.
Third, research has commonly found family instability to be related to adolescent negative
academic outcomes and poor mental health (e.g., Cavanaugh & Fomby, 2012). In
comparison to their peers, Mexican American adolescents are at high risk for school dropout
(Pew Hispanic Center, 2004) and poor mental health (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, 2001). Thus, Mexican American adolescents who experience family
instability may be at even greater risk for negative academic outcomes and poor mental
health than their Mexican American peers without this experience. Fourth, studies have
yielded inconsistent results in regards to whether Mexican American cultural values are
adaptive for development following a risk situation (e.g., Germán, Gonzales, & Dumka,
2009; Hernández, Ramírez García, & Flynn, 2010); understanding how culture is related to
adolescent adaptation subsequent to family instability is important because this information
may provide guidance for the development of culturally appropriate intervention programs
for this population (Dumka, Lopez, & Carter, 2002).

García Coll and colleagues' (1996) integrative model has encouraged researchers to utilize a
culturally sensitive approach by examining normative development over time while
examining underlying mechanisms and within group variation (e.g., differences among
Mexican Americans) instead of between group variation (e.g., differences between Mexican
Americans and European Americans). Traditionally, researchers have studied ethnic
minority children through a culturally deficient framework, in which minority children were
assumed to lack the benefits and advantages of middle-class European Americans resulting
in developmental deficiencies. Moreover, studies of Mexican Americans have typically
relied on convenience samples that were exclusively low-income, English speaking barrio
residents, which did not represent the population well and tended to exaggerate risk levels
(Cauce, Coronado, & Watson, 1998; Knight, Roosa, & Umaña-Taylor, 2009).

Consistent with the integrative model, this study prospectively examined underlying
processes (mediation and moderation) that may link family instability to Mexican American
adolescent development. We examined both family (mother-adolescent conflict) and cultural
(adolescent familism values) variables to better understand within group differences in
Mexican American adolescent adaptation following family instability. Our sample was
diverse in terms of social class, immigration status, cultural beliefs, and type of residential
neighborhood, a sample that was very similar to the Census' characterizations of this
population (Roosa et al., 2008). Together, this made it more likely that the results would be
generalizable to the larger Mexican American population and, therefore, provided a more
normative perspective than prior studies.

Family Instability and Adolescent Development
Most research on family instability has examined European American adolescents. For
example, Forman and Davies (2003) found that cumulative family instability positively
predicted adolescent (M age = 13) externalizing and internalizing symptoms mediated by
adolescent appraisals of family insecurity. Similarly, Donahue and colleagues (2010) found
that parental divorce/separations that occurred before the age of five increased the odds for
the occurrence of a major depression episode between the ages of 13 and 18. They
hypothesized this relationship to be mediated by parenting behaviors and subsequent family
transitions, but they did not find support for these hypotheses. Using two samples of
European American (M age = 15.2) and African American (M age = 13.4) adolescents,
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Marcnyszyn et al. (2008) learned that cumulative family instability predicted greater
internalizing and externalizing problems, fewer positive classroom behaviors, and lower
grades in English, math, and science.

More recently, family instability researchers have begun to incorporate samples that better
represent the diverse composition of the U.S., often by using the Add Health (1994) data.
For example, Brown (2006) found that a transition from a single-mother family or a
cohabiting family to a cohabiting stepfamily or married stepfamily (respectively), negatively
predicted adolescent school engagement (M age = 15). Cavanaugh, Schiller, and Riegle-
Crumb (2006) found that youth (M age = 14) who experienced a greater number of family
structure changes were less likely to complete Algebra I in the 9th grade and to graduate
from high school and more likely to have depression symptoms. They also examined
whether parenting behaviors and adolescent educational aspirations mediated these
relationships, but they found no support for this hypothesis (Cavanaugh et al., 2006).
Cavanaugh (2008) also learned that a greater number of family structure changes was
positively related to adolescent (M age = 15) emotional distress. Lastly, Cavanaugh and
Fomby (2012) found that a greater number of family structure changes was negatively
related to adolescent (M age = 16.3) completion of high school algebra classes moderated by
school academic pressure.

Despite the fact that researchers have operationalized instability differently, these studies
have provided empirical evidence that family instability threatens adolescent development.
However, only four of these studies included Latinos (i.e., Brown, 2006; Cavanaugh et al.,
2006; Cavanaugh, 2008; Cavanaugh & Fomby, 2012) and none examined the impact of
instability on Mexican Americans specifically. Also, these four samples were
unrepresentative of the larger Latino population because these studies used a data set that
oversampled low-income and English speaking Latinos; adolescents who did not speak
English (i.e., relatively recent immigrants) were not sampled. Moreover, most of these
studies were cross-sectional and only four examined processes that explained the relations
between family instability and adolescent development (i.e., Cavanaugh et al., 2006;
Cavanaugh & Fomby, 2012; Donahue et al., 2010; Forman & Davies, 2003). Using a diverse
sample of Mexican American families, this study prospectively examined the influence of
family instability on adolescent academic outcomes and mental health, while examining
potential processes that may help explain these relations.

Parent-adolescent Conflict as a Potential Mediator
Research has found that family instability has been associated with decreases in the quality
of the parent-adolescent relationship (Ruschena, Prior, Sanson, & Smart, 2005). Although it
is normative for adolescents to become more independent, parents remain a significant
source of support (McElhaney, Allen, Stephenson, & Hare, 2009) and a decrease in the
quality of this relationship may threaten adolescent optimal development. One salient
component of this relationship is conflict and research has suggested that increased levels of
parent-adolescent conflict occur subsequent to family instability (Ruschena et al., 2005).
Because parent-adolescent conflict in a Mexican American family would violate the cultural
norm of showing respect to parents (and other adults; Marín & Marín, 1991), conflict could
be particularly salient in this population. Although parent-adolescent conflict within Latino
families has been reported to be low (Wagner et al., 2010), increased levels have been found
to be related to Latino adolescent negative academic outcomes and poor mental health (e.g.,
Chung, Flook, & Fuligni, 2009; Crean, 2008). Therefore, we hypothesized that mother-
adolescent conflict would mediate the relations between family instability and adolescent
academic outcomes and mental health.
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Exploring Familism as a Moderator
Culture refers to a specific population's beliefs, practices, and traditions (Le et al., 2008;
Rogoff, 2003) and it is essential to understand how culture may be related to adolescent
adaptation subsequent to family instability. Familism is a value that reflects the importance
of family and is commonly characterized by feelings of support and obligation (Sabogal,
Marín, Otero-Sabogal, Marín, & Perez-Stable, 1987). In comparison to their European
American peers, research has found that Mexican American adolescents on average reported
higher levels of familism values, which were positively linked to their educational
aspirations and expectations (Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 1999), as well as their emotional well-
being (Fuligni & Pederson, 2002). Although some studies have found that adolescent
familism values reduced the strength of the relations between risk factors (deviant peer
associations and less time spent with parents) and outcomes (deviant peer associations,
externalizing problems, and sexual initiation; e.g., Germán et al., 2009; Killoren, Updegraff,
& Christopher, 2011; Roosa et al., 2011), a study by Hernández and colleagues (2010) found
that adolescent familism values enhanced the strength of the relation between a risk factor
(parent-adolescent conflict) and an outcome (threat appraisals). Given this inconsistency,
researchers need to disentangle the circumstances in which Mexican American adolescent
familism values add protection versus vulnerability following a risk situation. Thus, we
explored adolescent familism values as a moderator on the relations between mother-
adolescent conflict and adolescent academic outcomes and mental health.

The Current Study
This study addressed several limitations in family instability research by: 1) studying a
diverse sample of Mexican Americans to examine within group differences instead of
between group differences; 2) prospectively examining families across the transition to
junior high; and 3) examining underlying processes that may help explain the relations
between family instability and adolescent development. Because research has shown that
gender and nativity (U.S. versus Mexico born) may influence adolescent adjustment
subsequent to a risk situation (e.g., Killoren, Updegraff, Christopher, & Umaña-Taylor,
2011), we tested the prospective mediational model (Figure 1) for gender and nativity
differences. Moreover, because socioeconomic status has been found to be related to
academic outcomes and mental health (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002), we included an indicator
of socioeconomic status in the model as a control variable. Finally, because not all measures
used in this study had been tested for cross language equivalence previously, we tested the
full model for differences by language, essentially providing a test for equivalence within
the study (Knight et al., 2009).

Hypotheses
We hypothesized that family instability, during the transition from elementary to junior high
school, would positively predict 7th grade mother-adolescent conflict (while controlling for
5th grade conflict). Next, we hypothesized that mother-adolescent conflict would negatively
predict 7th grade academic outcomes (i.e., academic self-efficacy, school attachment, and
grades) and positively predict 7th grade externalizing and internalizing symptoms (while
controlling for 5th grade outcomes). Next, we hypothesized that mother-adolescent conflict
would mediate the relations between family instability and adolescent academic outcomes
and mental health. Finally, we explored whether 7th grade adolescent familism values
moderated the relations between mother-adolescent conflict and academic outcomes and
mental health and whether this moderator buffered or exacerbated the effects of the stressor.
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Method
Participants

Data for this study came from a longitudinal study that investigated the impact of culture
and context on the adaptation of 749 Mexican American families who resided in a
Southwestern metropolitan area (Roosa et al, 2008). Data collection first occurred when
adolescents were in the 5th grade (Time 1 [T1]) and again when they were in the 7th grade
(Time 2 [T2]). At T2, 710 families were interviewed; 16 refused and 23 could not be
located. Attrition analyses indicated no differences on child or mother demographic
characteristics (i.e., gender, generational status, and interview language, marital status, age,
and education) between families who did (n = 710) and did not participate (n = 39). Only
one significant difference emerged; adolescents who did not participate at T2 reported fewer
externalizing symptoms at T1 [t (747) = 2.75, p = .01]. The current study focused on 740
adolescents and their mothers; nine families were removed due to foster home placement at
T2. Forty-nine percent of adolescents (M age T1= 10.4, SD = .55; M age T2 = 12.8, SD = .
45) were female, 83% were interviewed in English, and 70% were born in the U.S. On
average, mothers (M age T1 = 35.9, SD = 5.81) had 10.4 years of education, 30% completed
interviews in English, and 75% were born in Mexico. At T1, families' median annual
household income was between $25,001 and $30,000; the median household income for the
state at this time was $50,958 and for Latinos was $39, 976 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008)

Procedure
A complete description of this study's procedures are described elsewhere (Roosa et al.,
2008); here we highlighted key components. Purposive and random sampling techniques
were used to identify 47 different schools (i.e., public, charter, & religious) representing the
diverse neighborhoods in which Mexican American families resided. English and Spanish
recruitment packets were sent home with every 5th grade child in all 47 schools. On average,
families returned 86% of the forms. Interested families with a Latino surname were
contacted for eligibility screening. Eligibility requirements included: child was currently
attending school; at least the mother and child agreed to participate; participating mothers
and fathers were the child's biological parents; for two-parent families, mother, father, and
child were residing in the same household; the mother, father, and child were of Mexican
descent; the child was not severely learning disabled; and the child was not participating in a
similar study.

Of the 1,025 families that were recruited and eligible for participation, 73% participated (N
= 749). Interviewers completed 40 hours of training, were bicultural, and most were
bilingual. Computer assisted personal interviews took place at families' homes. Interviewers
read and explained the consent and assent forms prior to the interview; they also answered
participants' questions in compliance with the University's Institutional Review Board.
Family members were interviewed separately in their preferred language (English or
Spanish) and on average interviews lasted two and a half hours. Immediately after signing
the consent and assent forms, each participating family member was given a cash incentive
(T1 = $45; T2 = $50).

Measures
Family background information—Mothers provided information on their marital
status, level of education, and family annual household income. Both mothers and
adolescents reported on their age, language preference, and nativity.

Family instability—The number of maternal relationship transitions that families
experienced from T1 to T2 was assessed with three different pieces of information. First,
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mothers responded yes or no to the question, “In the past year, have you experienced a
divorce or separation?” When they answered yes, they received a family instability score of
one. Second, mothers responded yes or no to the question, “Have your living arrangements
changed since the last time we interviewed you?” If they answered yes, they indicated how
(e.g., divorced at T1 to married at T2). When they answered yes that there was a change in
their living arrangements at T2 and the change indicated that the mother either gained or lost
a partner (e.g., divorced at T1 to living with a partner but not legally married at T2) they
received a score of one. In order to prevent counting the same maternal transition twice,
when mothers responded yes that they experienced a divorce or separation and the change in
their living arrangements reflected this separation or divorce (e.g., married and living
together at T1 to married and not living together at T2), they only received a score of one.
When mothers reported that they both gained and lost a partner they received a score of two.
Finally, mothers who answered no to both questions received a score of zero. From T1 to T2
nearly 15% of families experienced family instability. That is, 9% (60) of mothers
experienced a separation or divorce, 4% (28) a new partner, < 1% (4) became widowed, and
2% (11) experienced both a separation or divorce and a new partner.

Economic hardship—Economic hardship at T2 was used as an indicator of
socioeconomic status because a large portion of the mothers in this sample were immigrants
and assessments of income are unlikely to be accurate for many immigrants due to irregular
work, payments in cash, and no records of income (Roosa, Deng, Nair, & Burrell, 2005).
Similarly, the value of a specific level of education to one's economic well-being is different
if the education is completed in the U.S. versus Mexico. Mothers rated their levels of
economic hardship using 20 items from Conger and Elder's (1994) economic hardship
measure. Inability to make ends meet was measured with two items (r = .55; “Think back
over the past 3 months and tell us how much difficulty you had with paying your bills”
[responses ranged from 1 = a great deal of difficulty to 5 = no difficulty at all, with
responses reverse coded]). Having enough money for necessities was measured with seven
items (α = .93; “Your family had enough money to afford the kind of home you needed”
[responses ranged from 1= not at all true to 5 = very true, with responses reverse coded]).
Financial strain was measured with two items (r = .71; “In the next three months, how often
do you expect that you and your family will experience bad times such as poor housing or
not having enough food?” [responses ranged from 1 = almost never or never to 5 = almost
always or always]). Economic cutbacks was measured by nine event count items (“In the
last 3 months, has your family changed food shopping or eating habits a lot to save money?”
[responses were 1 = yes and 2 = no; 2s were recoded into zeros and 1s were summed to
create a count of cutbacks]). Note that Cronbach's alpha is not appropriate for event count
scales. A total T2 economic hardship score was computed by standardizing and then
summing the scores for each of these measures (α = .81). This scale has been found to be
reliable and valid for Mexican American families (e.g., Parke et al., 2004).

Mexican American cultural values—Adolescents rated their familism values with 16
items (T2 α = .85) from the Mexican American Cultural Values Scale (MACVS; Knight et
al., 2010). The current study used the familism values subscales (support and emotional
closeness [6 items; “It is important for family members to show their love and affection to
one another”], family obligations [5 items; “Children should be taught that it is their duty to
care for their parents when their parents get old”], and family as referent [5 items; “Children
should always be taught to be good because they represent the family”]) to compute a total
adolescent familism values score; responses ranged from 1 = not at all to 5 = completely.
The authors of this scale have found it to be reliable and valid for Mexican American
adolescents.
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Mother-adolescent conflict—Adolescents rated conflict with their mothers using the ten
item (T1 α = .72; T2 α = .82) Parent Adolescent Conflict Scale (PACS; Ruiz & Gonzales,
1998). The PACS measured minor and serious disagreements (e.g., “How often did you and
your mother disagree with each other?”) with responses from 1 = almost never to never to 5
= almost always or always. This scale has been found to be reliable and valid for Mexican
American adolescents (e.g., Corona et al., 2012).

Academic self-efficacy—Adolescents rated their academic self-efficacy using an eight
item scale (T1 α = .77 [English speakers], .83 [Spanish speakers]; T2 α = .85 [English
speakers], .85 [Spanish speakers]) by Arunkumar, Midgley, and Urdan (1999). This scale
measured adolescent schoolwork mastery beliefs (e.g., “You can do even the hardest
schoolwork if you try”) with responses from 1 = not at all true to 5 = very true.

School attachment—Adolescents rated their school attachment with nine items (T1 α = .
64 [English speakers], .63 [Spanish speakers]; T2 α = .77 [English speakers], .70 [Spanish
speakers]) derived from three conceptually overlapping measures (Lord, Eccles, &
McCarthy, 1994; Smith et al., 1997). This scale measured school attachment (e.g., “You like
to do well in school”) with responses from 1 = not at all true to 5 = very true.

Grades—At T1, teachers ranked adolescent academic performance relative to their peers
because elementary schools in the study did not have compatible grading methods;
responses ranged from 1 = far below average/at the bottom 1/5 of the class to 5 = excellent/
the top 1/5 of the class. At T2, both English and math teachers reported on grades (e.g., “If
you were giving final grades today, what grade would you give this student for your
course?”). Responses ranged from 1 = A to 5 = E/F (reverse scored) and were averaged to
compute one grade.

Externalizing and internalizing symptoms—At T1 and T2, mothers and adolescents
independently reported on adolescent mental health from the computerized version of the
Diagnostic Interview Schedule for Children (DISC-IV; Shaffer, Fisher, Lucas, Dulcan, &
Schwab-Stone, 2000). Externalizing symptoms were computed by summing the conduct,
attention deficit/hyperactivity, and oppositional defiant disorders symptom counts.
Internalizing symptoms were computed by summing the anxiety and mood disorders
symptom counts. A combined mother and adolescent DISC scoring algorithm was used to
obtain symptom counts with previous work suggesting that that the combined algorithm is a
better choice than any single-informant DISC algorithm (Shaffer et al., 2000). This measure
has been found to be reliable and valid for Spanish speaking populations (Bravo, Woodbury-
Fariña, Canino, & Rubio-Stipec, 1993).

Analytic Plan
Analyses were conducted in Mplus 6.1 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2011). Structural equation
modeling (SEM) was used to test the prospective mediational model (Figure 1). An
advantage of SEM is that it simultaneously estimates all paths in a theoretical model while
controlling for the influence of all other model variables. We tested for mediation using the
percentile bootstrap method and concluded mediational paths to be significant when the
95% confidence limits of the specific indirect effects did not include zero (MacKinnon,
Lockwood, & Williams, 2004). To handle missing data, parameters were estimated using
full-information maximum-likelihood (FIML; Enders, 2010). Several fit indices were
examined (comparative fit index [CFI], root-mean-square-error of approximation [RMSEA],
and standardized root-mean-square residual [SRMR]) to evaluate the model. Good
(acceptable) model fit is reflected by a CFI >.95 (.90), RMSEA < .05 (.08), and SRMR < .05
(.08; Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2005). Due to sampling procedures, adolescents were
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clustered within schools and ignoring clustering can lead to biased estimates (Enders &
Tofighi, 2007). To account for both nonnormailty of data and clustering effects, the analysis
command COMPLEX with the maximum likelihood restriction estimator (MLR) was used.
This analysis is robust against nonnormality and non-independence of observations (Muthén
& Muthén, 2010).

Results
Preliminary Analyses

Correlations, means, and standard deviations are presented in Table 1. All correlations were
in the expected directions; family instability was positively related to T2 mother-adolescent
conflict; T2 mother-adolescent conflict was negatively related to academic self-efficacy,
school attachment, and grades; T2 mother-adolescent conflict was positively related to T2
externalizing and internalizing symptoms. Kurtosis and skewness values for all study
variables were examined and only two variables were out of the recommended range (i.e.,
family instability and T2 internalizing symptoms).

To test this study's hypotheses, we first tested the basic prospective mediational model
(bolded paths in Figure 1). Next, we tested the basic prospective mediational model plus the
moderating role of adolescent familism values (bolded and dashed paths in Figure 1). Lastly,
we tested this full model to examine whether paths differed by adolescent gender or nativity
(all paths in Figure 1).

Prospective Family Instability Mediational Model
The basic model fit well, χ2 (5, N = 740) = 12.98, p = .02; CFI = .99; RMSEA = .05; SRMR
= .01 (Figure 2). As predicted, several indirect relations between family instability and
adolescent outcomes emerged; family instability was positively related to T2 mother-
adolescent conflict which in turn, was negatively related to T2 school attachment and
positively related to both T2 externalizing and internalizing symptoms. Percentile
bootstrapping results indicated that T2 mother-adolescent conflict significantly mediated the
relations between family instability and both T2 externalizing (95% CI [.004, .371]) and
internalizing symptoms (95% CI [.007, .595]).

Exploration of Moderation
Next, we explored whether T2 adolescent familism values moderated the relations between
T2 mother-adolescent conflict and T2 adolescent outcomes. The independent variable (T2
mother-adolescent conflict), moderator (T2 adolescent familism values), and T1 control
variables were centered prior to this analysis. The full model fit well, χ2 (5, N = 740) =
12.87, p = .02; CFI = 1.0; RMSEA = .05; SRMR = .01; all paths remained the same as in
Figure 2. First, it is notable that T2 adolescent familism values were positively related to
both T2 academic self-efficacy (β = .33, p < .001) and school attachment (β = .21, p < .001),
and negatively related to T2 externalizing symptoms (β = −.14, p < .001). One significant
interaction emerged; T2 adolescent familism values moderated the relation between T2
mother-adolescent conflict and T2 grades (β = .08, p < .05). Following procedures
recommended by Aiken and West (1991), we probed this interaction by examining simple
regression slopes at two levels of the moderator. Because the mean of adolescent familism
values was quite high (4.44) and the standard deviation (SD) was low (.40), we examined
simple slopes at 1 SD above the mean (high familism) and 2 SDs below the mean (low
familism). At high familism, T2 mother-adolescent conflict was unrelated to T2 grades, β = .
02, p = .69, but at low familism, T2 mother-adolescent conflict was negatively related to T2
grades, β = −.20, p < .01 (Figure 3).
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Because we examined mediation and found a significant interaction by adolescent familism
values, we tested for moderated mediation (see MacKinnon, 2008); that is, whether the
mediated effects between family instability and T2 academic outcomes and mental health
differed at varying levels of adolescent familism values. Consistent with the way we probed
the interaction, we examined mediation at 1 SD above the mean (high familism) and 2 SDs
below the mean (low familism). Percentile bootstrapping results indicated that T2 mother-
adolescent conflict significantly mediated the relations between family instability and both
T2 school attachment and grades at low familism (95% CI [−.070, −.001]), (95% CI [−.105,
−.001]), but not at high familism (95% CI [−.030, .001]), (95% CI [−.020, .035]),
respectively.

Differences by Gender, Nativity, and Language
Lastly, we tested whether the full prospective mediational model differed by adolescent
gender and nativity (U.S. versus Mexico born) by conducting multigroup SEM analyses.
First, we estimated an unconstrained model in which all parameters across groups (i.e.,
gender, nativity, and language) were free. Next, we estimated a constrained model in which
all parameters across groups were equal to one another. Next, we conducted log-likelihood
difference tests to examine whether the unconstrained and constrained models fit the data
differently (when using analysis type command COMPLEX, it is inappropriate to use chi-
square difference tests; Muthén & Muthén, 2005). There were no significant differences by
gender, Δ χ2 (dfΔ52) = 47.65, p = .65, nativity, Δ χ2 (dfΔ52) = 47.82, p = .64, or
language, Δ χ2 (dfΔ52) = 61.21, p = .18. Thus, pathways in our model did not significantly
differ by adolescent gender or nativity and further, provided evidence for cross-language
equivalence of all measures.

Discussion
Using a diverse sample, this study examined the prospective relations between family
instability and Mexican American adolescent development by examining underlying
processes that might explain these relations. This study's results add to the empirical
evidence that family instability is a risk factor that threatens adolescent development and
more specifically, Mexican American adolescents' academic outcomes and mental health.
Aligned with previous research (e.g., Ruschena et al., 2005), this study found that family
instability during the transition from elementary to junior high school predicted increased
mother-adolescent conflict in the 7th grade (T2). Although the standardized regression
coefficient for this relation was small (β = .07), this was considered to be meaningful given
that we controlled for 5th (T1) grade mother-adolescent conflict and 7th grade economic
hardship. Similar to other research (e.g., Chung et al., 2009), this study also found that 7th

grade mother-adolescent conflict was related to a decline in 7th grade school attachment and
to an increase in 7th grade externalizing and internalizing symptoms. New to this study, the
relations between family instability and 5th grade mental health variables were mediated by
mother-adolescent conflict. Standardized regression coefficients indicated small to medium
effects. Given the standardized path coefficients of the a and b paths in our model, these
results suggested that mother-adolescent conflict in the 7th grade explained a small portion
of the underlying relations that linked family instability to changes in Mexican American
adolescents' mental health. Contrary to what we expected, mother-adolescent conflict was
not directly related to academic self-efficacy and grades, although a relationship with grades
did emerge when moderation was examined (more below). The strong relationship between
academic self-efficacy and school attachment (i.e., collinearity) may have prevented us from
obtaining significant relationships from mother-adolescent conflict to both of these
variables.
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Finally, we found that adolescent familism values in the 7th grade moderated the relation
between 7th grade mother-adolescent conflict and grades. Similar to other research findings
(e.g., Killoren et al., 2011; Roosa et al., 2011), but contrary to Hernández and colleagues
(2010), adolescent familism values acted as a protective factor for the stressor of mother-
adolescent conflict. As seen in Figure 3, there was a significant negative relation between
mother-adolescent conflict and grades when adolescents reported low familism values, but
no relation when adolescents reported high familism values. Research has found that
immigrant parents highly value education (Fuligni, 1997) and believe that their children can
be most successful in the U.S. by doing well in school and they attempt to instill these
educational values in their children (Fuligni & Fuligni, 2007). Because the majority of
mothers in this study were born in Mexico, one might speculate that when high levels of
mother-adolescent conflict are present, adolescents' strong sense of familial obligation (e.g.,
attempting to fulfill their mothers' wishes by doing well in school) and family reference
(e.g., not wanting to bring shame to their family by doing poorly in school) protected them
from the negative influence that mother-adolescent conflict would typically have on their
ability to do well in school. Our mediated moderation findings provided some support for
this conjecture; mother-adolescent conflict mediated the relations between family instability
and school attachment and grades only when familism values were low. It is important to
note that adolescent familism values did not moderate the relations between mother-
adolescent conflict and academic self-efficacy, school attachment, and externalizing and
internalizing symptoms. Similar to other research findings (e.g., Roosa et al., 2011),
adolescent familism values were not protective for externalizing symptoms. Interestingly
Germán and colleagues (2009) found that familism values were protective for externalizing
symptoms in the school context (teacher report), but not in the family context (parental
report), which may help explain this pattern in our results. The failure to find significant
moderating effects of familism values on the other outcomes may be due to the overlapping
relationships among the outcomes particularly internalizing and externalizing symptoms (r
= .53). Researchers have only begun to disentangle the complexity of how the Mexican
American culture is related to individuals' adaptation; future researchers must continue to
study cultural influences on a variety of outcomes within multiple contexts.

Implications
Given that Mexican American adolescents are at a greater risk than their peers for high
school dropout (Pew Hispanic Center, 2004) and poor mental health (U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, 2001), it is especially important that researchers learn of
potential modes of intervention in an effort to mitigate and/or prevent the harmful effects
that family instability has on these adolescent's development. Because our study found that
mother-adolescent conflict during the already stressful transition to junior high school
mediated the relations between family instability and negative academic outcomes and poor
mental health, this may be one mode of intervention. Engaging in conflict with a parent is a
violation of Mexican American adolescents' cultural norms (Marín & Marín, 1991), which
may make conflict especially salient in Mexican American families. Our results supported
this; although in our study mother-adolescent conflict occurred at low levels (M = 2.10, SD
= .59), the relationships of conflict to adolescent negative academic outcomes and poor
mental health were significant. Thus, mitigating and/or preventing the negative effects that
conflict has on academic outcomes and mental health may be especially important with
Mexican American adolescents specifically. Additionally, our study found that subsequent
to family instability, high adolescent familism values buffered the negative influence of
mother-adolescent conflict on grades and that adolescent familism values were positively
related to academic outcomes and negatively related to externalizing symptoms. Thus,
encouraging Mexican American families to maintain and/or increase familism values may
be a second mode for intervention. Overall, these findings provide some guidance for
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researchers who are interested in developing culturally appropriate interventions for
Mexican American families.

Strengths and Limitations
Our study had several strengths. First, we defined family instability by a sole indicator,
maternal relationship transitions, which allowed for a clearer interpretation of the results.
Second, in an effort to help explain the relations between family instability and Mexican
American adolescent negative academic outcomes and poor mental health, we focused on
within-group differences and examined both mediation and moderation in an effort to
identify processes that help explain these relationships; our results suggested that mother-
adolescent conflict and adolescent familism values offered two potential targets for
intervention. Third, we used a prospective design and controlled for 5th grade variables,
which suggested that family instability was related to changes in 7th grade mother-
adolescent conflict and 7th grade adolescent outcomes. Fourth, we focused on a particularly
stressful developmental period, the transition to junior high school, when adolescents may
be more vulnerable to additional stressors and still reasonably accessible for interventions.
Fifth, in comparison to previous studies, our sample of Mexican American families was
diverse, which made it likely that these results may be more generalizable to the larger
Mexican American population.

Despite our study's strengths, it was not without limitations. Although we triangulated
information in order to thoroughly capture family instability during the transition to junior
high school, it is possible that we may have missed some instances. If this were the case, this
would suggest that the relations reported in our results most likely were weaker than they
would be if all maternal relationship transitions had been captured. The reliability coefficient
of the 5th grade school attachment measure was lower than what is generally acceptable (i.e.,
English speakers = .64; Spanish speakers = .63); however, all correlations between this
variable and the other study variables were in the expected directions (Table 1). Lastly,
although there are advantages to testing a prospective mediation model (with two data
points), we cannot conclude that the relations between variables were causal because more
than two data points are needed for that (Cole & Maxwell, 2003).

Future Research and Summary
Future research should study additional variables that may more thoroughly explain the
relations between family instability and Mexican American adolescent development. For
example, variables such as the quality of parenting, the amount of time adolescents and
parents spend together, and/or adolescent cortisol levels may mediate the relations between
family instability and adolescent academic outcomes and mental health. Moreover, the
quality of adolescents' social support system from extended family members, peers, and/or
siblings may moderate the relations between family instability and adolescent academic
outcomes and mental health. The better we understand the processes linking family
instability to adolescent outcomes, the more options we have for interventions.

In conclusion, our results suggested that for Mexican American adolescents (youth who
were already at high risk for negative developmental outcomes) who experienced family
instability during the transition from elementary to junior high school (which is often
stressful on its own) experienced increased negative academic outcomes and poor mental
health in comparison to their Mexican American peers without this experience. Moreover,
mother-adolescent conflict and adolescent familism values helped explain the relations
between family instability and Mexican American adolescent negative academic outcomes
and poor mental health. First, we learned that mother-adolescent conflict mediated the
relations between family instability and school attachment (at low familism levels), grades
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(at low familism levels), externalizing symptoms, and internalizing symptoms. Second, that
adolescent familism values moderated the relations between mother-adolescent conflict and
grades in a protective fashion. These results underscored the importance of researchers
including tests of mediation, moderation, and moderated mediation in their conceptual
models. Lastly, the diversity of our sample provided a more normative prospective of
Mexican American families, thus making it likely that this study's results will be more
generalizable to the larger Mexican American population, as well as more useful in guiding
intervention researchers to develop more culturally appropriate interventions for Mexican
American families.
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Figure 1.
Prospective family instability theoretical model.
T1 = 5th grade and T2 = 7th grade. Control variables are in grey.
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Figure 2.
Prospective family instability mediational model.
T1 = 5th grade and T2 = 7th grade. Standardized path coefficients are presented. All lines
indicate significant paths where * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Grey boxes indicate
control variables. χ2 (5, N = 740) = 12.98, p = .02; CFI = .99; RMSEA = .05; SRMR =.01
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Figure 3.
Interaction of adolescent familism values and mother-adolescent conflict on grades in the 7th

grade. The range for scores on the X-axis is based on centered values.
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