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Abstract

Studies examining economic hardship consistently have linked family economic hardship to
adolescent adjustment via parent and family functioning, but limited attention has been given to
adolescents’ perceptions of these processes. To address this, the authors investigated the
intervening effects of adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship and of parent-adolescent
warmth and conflict on the associations between parental economic hardship and adolescent
adjustment (i.e., depressive symptoms, risky behaviors, and school performance) in a sample of
246 Mexican-origin families. Findings revealed that both mothers” and fathers’ reports of
economic hardship were positively related to adolescents’ reports of economic hardship, which in
turn, were negatively related to parent-adolescent warmth and positively related to parent-
adolescent conflict with both mothers and fathers. Adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship
were indirectly related to a) depressive symptoms through warmth with mothers and conflict with
mothers and fathers, b) involvement in risky behaviors through conflict with mothers and fathers,
and c¢) GPA through conflict with fathers. Our findings highlight the importance of adolescents’
perceptions of family economic hardship and relationships with mothers and fathers in predicting
adolescent adjustment.
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Family economic hardship, or a psychological sense that the family is experiencing
significant financial difficulties that produce distress within the family context (Barrera,
Caples, & Tein, 2001), is associated with a variety of indicators of adolescent adjustment via
proximal family processes (Conger, Conger, & Martin, 2010). According to the family stress
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model, economic hardship predicts individual and relationship instability and, in turn,
adolescent adjustment problems (Conger & Conger, 2002). A basic tenet of the family stress
model is that economic pressures brought on by poor economic conditions (i.e., low income
and job loss) are associated with individual (i.e., parent) adjustment problems and
problematic family relationships (Donnellan, Conger, McAdams, & Neppl, 2009). In turn,
problem relationships spill over to disrupt the social, emotional, cognitive, and physical
development of children (Conger & Conger, 2002). This model of economic hardship’s
impact on family and child functioning was originally tested with European American
families, but has been extended to samples of families from diverse ethnic and racial
backgrounds in the last decade (Conger et al., 2002; Gonzales et al., 2011). Collectively,
these findings suggest that, in a broad range of ethnic and racial contexts, parent functioning
and family relationship processes mediate, or explain the relation of, family economic
hardship-adolescent adjustment linkages.

Advances in social and cognitive development that characterize the period of adolescence
(Keating, 2004; Smetana, 2011) suggest that adolescents may be more aware of their
families’ circumstances than in earlier developmental periods, having implications for the
impact of family hardship on their adjustment. To date, we know little about adolescents’
perceptions of their families’ economic circumstances and the role of these perceptions in
parent-adolescent relationship dynamics and adolescent adjustment (Mistry, Benner, Tan, &
Kim, 2009). A limited number of studies have tested the direct associations of adolescents’
perceptions of family economic hardship in European American (Conger et al., 1999) and
African American families (McLoyd, Jayaratne, Ceballo, & Borquez, 1994). And, to our
knowledge, one study has tested its prospective intervening effects, in a sample of Chinese
families (Mistry et al., 2009), but no studies have examined adolescents’ perceptions of
family economic hardship in a sample of Latino or, more specifically, Mexican-origin
families. Furthermore, this is the first study to examine adolescents’ and both mothers and
fathers’ perceptions of family economic hardship.

The present study drew from a family stress process model (e.g., Conger & Conger, 2002)
and cognitive developmental perspective (e.g., Keating, 2004) to address two goals using a
prospective design: (a) to investigate the intervening role of Mexican-origin adolescents’
perceptions of family economic hardship between parents’ reports of economic hardship and
adolescents’ perceptions of parent-adolescent relationship qualities (i.e., warmth and
conflict); and (b) to examine the intervening effects of parent-adolescent relationship
qualities in the association between adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship and their
adjustment as indexed by depressive symptoms, risky behaviors, and school performance.
Furthermore, because of gendered socialization practices in Latino families (Azmitia &
Brown, 2002), we examined adolescent gender as a moderator of the links between
adolescents’ reports of economic hardship and parent-adolescent relationship qualities and
between parent-adolescent relationship qualities and adolescent adjustment. We focus on
Mexican-origin adolescents, a large and rapidly growing segment of the U.S. population
who are, on average, at increased risk for poverty and economic hardship (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2010a) and poor developmental outcomes (e.g., Wilkinson, Shete, Spitz, & Swann,
2011).
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Economic Hardship, Parent-Adolescent Relationship Quality, and
Adolescent Adjustment

Adolescence is a period characterized by substantial changes in adjustment, including
increases in internalizing symptoms and externalizing behaviors and declines in school
performance (Eccles, Lord, & Roeser, 1996). In the U.S., Mexican-origin adolescents are at
risk for experiencing depressive symptoms (CDC, 2006), engaging in risky behaviors (e.g.,
Wilkinson et al., 2011), and performing poorly in school (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010b).
Examining how economic hardship is linked to these three aspects of adjustment is
important in order to provide insights into the ways economic hardship may be placing
Mexican-origin adolescents at risk for different types of adjustment problems and to offer a
more complete picture of the interrelations among hardship, parental warmth and conflict,
and adjustment.

Scholars argue that to more fully understand the effects of stressful events on children and
adolescents, their awareness or perceived understanding of the stressful events must be
considered (Bloom-Feshbach, Bloom-Feshbach & Heller, 1982; Compas, 1987; Rultter,
1983). Taking into account children’s perceptions or subjective interpretations of family
circumstances may be especially crucial in adolescence when individuals begin to take a
more active role in their development (Scarr & McCartney, 1983) and make gains in
cognitive abilities, such as being able to think in more complex ways and understand
different perspectives (Keating, 2004). Importantly, adolescence also is a time when girls
and boys begin to assess their own economic futures (e.g., making career choices), and thus,
may pay closer attention to their families’ economic circumstances. Together, these
progressions suggest that adolescents’ perceptions of their families’ economic hardship may
be a critical component of processes linking family hardship to adolescent adjustment.
Together, these progressions suggest that adolescents’ perceptions of their families’
economic hardship may be a critical component of processes linking family hardship to
adolescent adjustment.

Research on the implications of marital discord for family dynamics and individual
adjustment provides support for the important role of adolescents’ perceptions of family
stressors (Grych & Fincham, 1990; Harold & Conger, 1997). The work of Harold and
Conger (1997), for example, showed that adolescents’ awareness of marital conflict
explained the relation between parent and observer ratings of marital conflict and adolescent
ratings of parent hostility, and further, that adolescents’ perceptions of parent hostility
explained the relation between awareness of marital conflict and adolescent adjustment.
Turning to research on family economic hardship, there is evidence that adolescents’
perceptions of economic hardship are positively associated with African American mothers’
perceptions of hardship (McLoyd et al., 1994), and with European American and Chinese
American parents’ perceptions (i.e., the summed score of mother and father ratings; Conger
et al., 1999; Mistry et al., 2009). In these same studies, adolescents’ perceptions of economic
strain/hardship were linked to their psychosocial adjustment (e.g. depressive symptoms,
anxiety). In the only study that examined the intervening role of adolescents’ perceptions of
economic hardship, Mistry et al. (2009) found that parent ratings of economic hardship were
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related to adolescents’ depressive symptoms through Chinese adolescents’ perceptions of
economic hardship. Together, these findings demonstrate the significance of adolescents’
perceived understanding of their families’ circumstances.

A central feature of the family stress model is the mediating role of family relationships
(e.g., marital, parent-child) in the impact of stressful family circumstances on adolescent
adjustment (e.g., Conger & Conger, 2002). Indeed, a body of research reveals that stressful
family circumstances are associated with lower levels of parent-adolescent warmth (e.g.,
Schofield et al., 2011), including in Mexican American families (Gonzales et al., 2011).
Further, in a study on stress and coping, higher levels of parent-adolescent conflict were
predicted by adolescents’ perceptions of economic strain (e.g., Wadsworth & Compas,
2002). This work is consistent with models positing that childhood stress leads individuals
to perceive more conflict and less warmth from others (see Miller, Chen, & Parker, 2011).

In families of Mexican-origin, the cultural emphasis on family (Hardway & Fuligni, 2006;
Garcia-Coll & Vazquez Garcia, 1995) also highlights the parent-adolescent relationship as
an important proximal process predicting adjustment in the face of family economic
hardship. Adolescents in families of Mexican descent, for instance, are expected to identify
with a familistic orientation, in which the family is valued as a primary source of support
(Cauce & Domenech-Rodriguez, 2002). Thus, considering how stressors directly relate to
adolescents’ cognitions of their key relationships in this highly cohesive context is an
important next step. Research drawing from a family stress model provides evidence that
parenting behaviors mediate the relation between economic hardship and adolescent
adjustment (e.g., Grant et al., 2003). Synonymously, from the adolescents’ perspective,
adolescents’ views of their relationships with their parents may also explain how family
hardship relates to adjustment.

The Role of Mothers and Fathers in Mexican-origin Families

Demographic trends highlight the presence of both mothers and fathers in Mexican-origin
adolescents’ daily lives in the U.S., as 69% of Mexican-origin households with children
under the age of 18 in the U.S. include two-parent married families (U.S. Census Bureau,
2012). Scholarship on parenting further points to the potentially different roles of mothers
and fathers in family life (Parke & Buriel, 2006). Qualitative research with Mexican
American adolescents, for example, suggests that adolescents described more open
communication with mothers relative to fathers (Crockett, Brown, Russell, & Shen, 2007).
Thus, warmth and acceptance from mothers may be a more salient intervening factor in
economic hardship-adjustment linkages than from fathers. Given research on parent-
adolescent conflict reveals consistent links to adolescent adjustment difficulties in Mexican-
origin and Latino families (e.g., Pasch et al., 2006), perceptions of both mother- and father-
adolescent conflict are likely linked to adolescent adjustment.

Moderating Role of Adolescent Gender

Research suggests girls and boys respond differently to economic stressors (Coltrane et al.,
2008; Elder & Caspi, 1998; McLoyd, 1989), and in particular, that boys respond more
negatively to stressors than girls (e.g., Coltrane et al., 2008). In Mexican-origin families, an
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emphasis on traditional caretaking roles for girls and freedom and autonomy outside the
home for boys, may mean that boys are expected to contribute to the family’s financial well-
being through outside employment, and thus, boys may be more cognizant of family
financial stressors than girls. In addition, a gender intensification perspective (e.g., Hill &
Lynch, 1983) emphasizes the socialization role of the same-sex parent in early to middle
adolescence. Thus, it is possible that mother-adolescent relationship qualities will be more
strongly linked to girls’ as compared to boys’ adjustment and father-adolescent relationship
qualities will be more strongly linked to boys’ than to girls’ adjustment.

Present Study

In the present study, we extend previous work in three important ways. First, we move
beyond parents’ perceptions of family hardship to include adolescents’ perceptions of both
their families” economic hardship and parent-adolescent relationship qualities, as important
psychological and intervening factors between parents’ perceptions of economic hardship
and adolescents’ adjustment. Second, we test adolescents’ perceptions of their relationships
with both mothers and fathers, as fathers have been relatively neglected in research on
Latino families (Parke & Buriel, 2006). Third, we examine how parent-adolescent warmth
and conflict are linked to three indicators of adolescent adjustment to provide a more
comprehensive picture of how economic hardship is linked to different dimensions of the
parent-adolescent relationship and, in turn, different aspects of adjustment (i.e., depressive
symptoms, risky behaviors, and performance in school). We argue that the suggested
spillover that occurs from family disruptions to adolescent well-being in the context of
family stress occurs via adolescents’ own conceptualizations of those disruptions.

Guided by a family stress process model and a cognitive developmental perspective, we
hypothesized that family economic hardship, as perceived by mothers and fathers, would be
positively related to adolescents’ perceptions of family hardship; in turn, adolescents’
perceptions of hardship would be associated with lower levels of parental warmth and higher
levels of conflict (e.g., Gonzales et al., 2011). We further expected that warmth would
predict positive outcomes (i.e., fewer depressive symptoms and risky behaviors and higher
grades in school), whereas conflict would predict more adjustment difficulties (i.e., more
depressive symptoms and risky behaviors and lower grades in school). In addition, we
explored adolescent gender as a moderator of the economic hardship-parent-adolescent
relationship quality link and of the parent-adolescent relationship quality-adjustment link.
Given prior evidence of direct linkages between economic hardship and adolescent
adjustment (McLoyd et al., 1994; Mistry et al., 2009) and between parent-adolescent
relationship quality and adolescent adjustment (Lau, et al., 2005; Pasch et al., 2006), these
direct paths were included in our models. Family income was included as a covariate to test
how perceived economic hardship, after taking into account family income level, was
associated with family relationships and adolescent adjustment.
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Method

Participants

The data came from a study of family socialization and adolescent development in Mexican-
origin families (Updegraff, McHale, Whiteman, Thayer, & Delgado, 2005). The 246
participating families were recruited through schools in and around a southwest metropolitan
area. Criteria for participation were as follows: (1) mothers were of Mexican origin; (2) a 71
grader was living in the home and not learning disabled; (3) an older sibling was living in
the home (in all but two cases, the older sibling was the next oldest child in the family); (4)
biological mothers and biological or long-term adoptive fathers (i.e., minimum of 10 years)
lived at home; and (5) fathers worked at least 20 hours/week. Most fathers (i.e., 93%) also
were of Mexican origin.

To recruit families, letters and brochures describing the study (in both English and Spanish)
were sent to families, and follow-up telephone calls were made by bilingual staff to
determine eligibility and interest in participation. Families’ names were obtained from junior
high schools in five school districts and from five parochial schools. Schools were selected
to represent a range of socioeconomic situations, with the proportion of students receiving
free/reduced lunch varying from 8% to 82% across schools. Letters were sent to 1,856
families with a Hispanic 7th grader who was not learning disabled, but contact information
was correct for 1,460 families. Thus, 396 families never received the recruitment letter or a
follow-up phone call. Of the 1,460 families for whom we had correct contact information,
421 families were identified as eligible to participate (32% of the 1,460 families). Of these
421 families, 284 agreed to participate (67% of the 421 families) and 246 completed
interviews (58% of the 421 eligible families). See Updegraff, McHale, & Crouter (2006) for
additional details about the sampling process and sampling representativeness.

Two years after the initial interview, we conducted follow-up interviews with target
adolescents (n = 222 of the original 246 target adolescents; 90%). Twenty-four of the target
adolescents did not participate in the interviews for one of the following reasons: they
refused to participate (n = 9), their parent refused to give them permission to participate (n =
5), or we were unable to locate them (n = 10). The 222 adolescents who completed the
interview at Time 2 did not differ significantly from the original 246 adolescents on family
income, mothers’ education, fathers’ education, or number of children in the home. The
present study uses data from mothers, fathers, and adolescents at Time 1 and from
adolescents at Time 2 (as parent data were not collected at Time 2).

The 246 families represented a range of education and income levels, from poverty to upper
class. At Time 1, the median family income was $40,000 (for two parents and an average of
3.39 children) and ranged from less than $3000 to over $250,000 (SD = $45,382). Mothers
and fathers had completed an average of 10 years of education (Mmothers = 10.43, SD = 3.80
and Mgathers = 9.95, SD = 4.43). Sixty-seven percent of mothers and 68% of fathers
completed the interview in Spanish. Most parents were born outside the U.S. (71% of
mothers and fathers). For parents born in Mexico, mothers and fathers had lived in the U.S.
an average of 12.36 (SD = 8.89) and 14.97 (SD = 8.50) years, respectively. Thirty-nine
percent of target adolescents were born in Mexico and the remainder in the U.S. At Time 1,

J Fam Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 March 23.



1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Delgado et al.

Procedures

Measures

Page 7

target adolescents (52% female) were 12.51 (SD = .58) years of age on average and 83%
were interviewed in English.

At Time 1, data were collected from parents and adolescents during in-home interviews.
After completing informed consent (parents; parents for adolescents) and assent
(adolescents), individual interviews were conducted using laptop computers in each family
member’s preferred language and questions were read aloud by bilingual interviewers. Two
years later (Time 2), adolescents were re-interviewed over the phone using the same
procedures as Time 1. First, consent from parents and assent from adolescents were verbally
recorded and then interviewers read questions to adolescents and entered their responses into
the computer. In the present study, Time 1 measures included parents’ reports of family
income and economic hardship, and adolescents’ reports of adjustment and Time 2 measures
included adolescents’ reports of economic hardship, parent-adolescent relationship qualities,
and adjustment.

All measures were forward- and back-translated for local Mexican dialect according to a
procedure developed by Foster and Martinez (1995).

Family Income (Time 1)—Family income was assessed using parents’ reports of their
annual income. A log transformation was applied to correct for positive skewness.

Parents’ Ratings of Economic Hardship (Time 1)—Mothers” and fathers’ ratings of
economic hardship were assessed using a measure developed by Barrera and colleagues
(2001). This measure includes four subscales: (1) inability to make ends meet (2 items; e.g.,
“Think back over the past 3 months and tell us how much difficulty you had paying your
bills”); (2) not having enough money for necessities (4 items; e.g., “My family had enough
money to afford the kind of clothing we should have™); (3) economic adjustments or
cutbacks (9 items; e.g., “In the last 3 months, has your family asked relatives or friends for
money or food to help you get by because of financial need?”); and (4) financial strain (2
items; e.g., “In the next 3 months, how often do you expect that you will have to do without
the basic things that your family needs?”). The composite score for each parent was created
by taking the z-scores for each of the 4 scale scores, weighting those z-scores with each
scale’s respective gamma weight, and then summing the weighted z-scores. Confirmatory
factor analyses showed that the economic hardship latent factor was a good fit to the data
(Barrera et al., 2001).

Adolescents’ Perceptions of Family Economic hardship (Time 2)—Adolescents
reported on the degree of economic hardship that they perceived their family to experience
during the past 3 months with the 5-item measure developed by Conger and colleagues
(1999) using a 5-point scale (1 = no problem at all to 5 = a very serious problem). An
example item is “How much of a problem does your family have because your parents do
not have enough money to buy things your family needs or wants?” Items were averaged
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and higher scores indicated greater perceptions of economic hardship. Cronbach’s alpha
was .82.

Parent-adolescent warmth (Time 2)—Adolescents rated warmth with their mothers
and fathers during the past year using an 8-item subscale of the Children’s Reports of the
Parent Behavior Inventory measure (Schwarz, Barton-Henry, & Pruzinsky, 1985), which has
been validated in prior work with Mexican Americans (Knight, Virdin, & Roosa, 1994).
Adolescents rated warmth from each parent on a 5-point scale (1 = almost never to 5 =
almost always) at separate points in the interview (e.g., “My mother/father speaks to me in a
warm and friendly voice.”). Items were averaged and higher scores indicated greater
warmth. Cronbach’s alphas were .90 for warmth with mothers and .91 for warmth with
fathers.

Parent-adolescent conflict (Time 2)—Parent-adolescent conflict was assessed using a
12-item measure adapted from Smetana (1988). Adolescents reported on the frequency of
conflict in 12 domains (e.g., chores, homework, bedtime/curfew) during the past year,
separately for mothers and fathers at different points in the interview, using a 6-point scale
(1 =not at all to 6 = several times a day). Items were averaged and higher scores indicated a
greater frequency of conflict. Cronbach’s alphas were .85 and .86 for conflict with mothers
and fathers, respectively.

Adolescent Adjustment (Times 1 and 2)—Adolescents reported on three indices of
adjustment: depressive symptoms, involvement in risky behaviors, and grade point average.
They described their depressive symptoms in the last month with the 20-item Center for
Epidemiological Studies Depression measure (CES-D; Radloff, 1977) using a scale from 1
(rarely or none of the time) to 4 (most of the time). An example item is “During the past
month, | felt that everything | did was an effort.” Item scores were summed and higher
scores indicated greater depressive symptoms. Cronbach’s alphas were .85 and .83 at Times
1 and 2, respectively. Involvement in risky behaviors was measured by the Risky Behavior
Scale (Eccles & Barber, 1990). Adolescents reported on the frequency that they engaged in
23 problem behaviors, such as cheating on school tests and drinking alcohol without
parents’ permission during the past year. Items were rated using a 4-point scale (1 = never to
4 = more than 10 times). Items were averaged and higher scores indicated greater
involvement in risky behaviors. Cronbach’s alphas at Times 1 and 2 were .88 and .89,
respectively. Finally, adolescents reported on their current grades in four core academic
areas (i.e., English, Social Studies, Math, and Science) and their GPAs (i.e., grade point
averages) were computed.

Analytic Plan

Our goals were to examine the indirect effects of a) parents’ reports of economic hardship
and adolescents’ perceptions of parent-adolescent relationship qualities through adolescents’
perceptions of hardship; and b) adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship and
adolescent adjustment through adolescents’ perceptions of parent-adolescent relationship
qualities. Path analysis, a form of structural equation modeling with observed variables
(Kline, 1998), was used to test the associations among parents’ ratings of economic
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hardship, adolescents’ perceptions of family economic hardship, parent-adolescent
relationship qualities, and adolescent adjustment. Specifically, we examined the paths from
parents’ ratings of economic hardship at Time 1 to adolescents’ perceptions of economic
hardship at Time 2 to parent-adolescent relationship quality (i.e., warmth or conflict) at
Time 2 to adolescent adjustment at Time 2 (depressive symptoms, involvement in risky
behaviors, and GPA), controlling for Time 1 adjustment, family income, and gender.
Additionally, direct paths between parents’ reports of economic hardship and adolescent
adjustment and between adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship and adolescent
adjustment were included based on prior work (e.g., McLoyd et al., 1994; Mistry et al.,
2009). Models were conducted separately for adolescents’ relationships with mothers and
fathers. Covariances between (a) warmth and conflict, (b) family income and parents’
reports of economic hardship, (c) family income and Time 1 adjustment indices, (d) parents’
reports of economic hardship and Time 1 adjustment indices, and (e) adolescent adjustment
indices at Time 2 were estimated. Finally, we examined adolescent gender as a moderator of
the link between (a) adolescents’ reports of economic hardship and parent-adolescent
relationship qualities and (b) parent-adolescent relationship qualities and adolescent
adjustment. Exogenous and intervening variables were centered and interaction terms were
created for the models.

Path analyses were conducted in MPlus Version 6 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2010).
Acceptable model fit was determined by a chi-square/degrees of freedom ratio below 3
(Kline, 1998), values above .90 on the Comparative Fit Index (CFl), and values below .08
for the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA; Kline, 1998). Modifications
consistent with theory and empirical research were made (Kline, 1998). To determine the
significance of the indirect effects, we used the bias-corrected bootstrap method
(MacKinnon, 2008), which estimates bias-corrected confidence intervals for the indirect
effects. The indirect effects are significant when the confidence intervals do not contain
zero. Additionally, according to MacKinnon’s (2008) criteria for indirect effects, analyses
were conducted even when the direct path from the independent variable to the outcome
variable was not significant because the two variables may be related indirectly via a third
variable. Descriptive statistics and correlations are presented in Table 1. The means for
parents’ reports of individual items for economic hardship suggest that parents in our sample
described moderate to high levels of economic hardship. On average, adolescents reported
relatively low scores on economic hardship and involvement in risky behaviors, moderate
levels of parent-adolescent conflict, relatively high scores on parental warmth and
depressive symptoms, and GPAs that fell in the B- to C+ range.

Model for Mothers

The model for mothers was an acceptable fit to the data, x2 (21) = 40.32, p < .01, 2/df =
1.92, CFl = .97, RMSEA = .06 (see Table 2; Figure 1). Mothers’ perceptions of economic
hardship at Time 1 were positively associated with adolescents’ perceptions of economic
hardship at Time 2; adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship were negatively related
to warmth and positively related to conflict with mothers at Time 2; warmth with mothers
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negatively predicted depressive symptoms and risky behaviors at Time 2, after controlling
for Time 1, but not GPA,; and conflict with mothers positively predicted adolescents’
depressive symptoms and involvement in risky behaviors (at Time 2, controlling for Time
1), but not GPA. All Time 1 adjustment indices significantly predicted Time 2 adjustment.
The direct paths between mothers’ and adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship and
adjustment were not significant. Finally, girls reported greater depressive symptoms and
boys reported greater involvement in risky behaviors.

Tests of Indirect Effects—For adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship as an
intervening variable, the following paths were tested and were significant: a) mothers’
perceptions of economic hardship to adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship to
warmth with mothers (indirect effect = —.04, 95% CI = -.02, —.01); and b) mothers’
perceptions of economic hardship to adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship to
conflict with mothers (indirect effect = .08, 95% CI = .01, .04).

For maternal warmth and conflict as intervening variables (controlling for Time 1
adjustment), the following paths were significant: a) adolescents’ perceptions of economic
hardship to warmth with mothers to depressive symptoms (indirect effect = .04, 95% CI =,
19, 1.09); b) adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship to conflict with mothers to
depressive symptoms (indirect effect = .07, 95% CI = .41, 1.80); and c) adolescents’
perceptions of economic hardship to conflict with mothers to risky behaviors (indirect effect
=.11, 95% CI = .03, .09). In contrast, the path from adolescents’ perceptions of economic
hardship to warmth with mothers to risky behaviors was not significant.

Adolescent gender as a moderator—To test the moderating role of adolescent gender
between adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship and maternal warmth and conflict,
the model was estimated with these additional interaction terms and was an acceptable fit to
the data (x2 (27) = 51.98, p < .01, #2/df = 1.93, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .07); however, the
interaction terms were not significant. Turning to the model including gender as a moderator
of the paths from maternal warmth and conflict to adolescent adjustment, the model was a
poor fit to the data, 2 (36) = 112.65, p < .01, 42/df = 3.13, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .09, and the
interaction terms were not significant.

Model for Fathers

The model for fathers also was an adequate fit to the data, ¥2 (21) = 37.79, p < .05, #2/df =
1.75, CFl = 97, RMSEA = .06 (see Table 2; Figure 2). Similar to the findings for mothers,
fathers’ perceptions of economic hardship were positively associated with adolescents’
perceptions of economic hardship; adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship were
negatively related to warmth with fathers and positively related to conflict with fathers;
warmth with fathers significantly and negatively predicted depressive symptoms and risky
behaviors, but not GPA; conflict with fathers significantly and positively predicted
adolescents’ depressive symptoms and involvement in risky behaviors. Additionally,
conflict with fathers significantly and negatively predicted GPA. As for the model for
mothers, all Time 1 adjustment indices significantly predicted Time 2 adjustment. The direct
paths between fathers’ perceptions of economic hardship and adolescent adjustment were
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not significant. The direct path from adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship to
depressive symptoms was significant, but the direct paths from adolescents’ perceptions of
hardship to risky behaviors and GPA were not significant. As in the model for mothers, girls
reported greater depressive symptoms and boys reported greater involvement in risky
behaviors.

Tests of Indirect Effects—For adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship as an
intervening variable, the following paths were tested and were significant: a) fathers’
perceptions of economic hardship to adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship to
warmth with fathers (indirect effect = -.06, 95% CI = -.04, -.01); and b) fathers’
perceptions of economic hardship to adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship to
paternal conflict (indirect effect = .08, 95% CI = .01, .04).

For paternal warmth and conflict as intervening variables (controlling for Time 1
adjustment), the following paths were significant: a) adolescents’ perceptions of economic
hardship to conflict with fathers to depressive symptoms (indirect effect = .07, 95% CI =.
52, 1.58); b) adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship to conflict with fathers to risky
behaviors (indirect effect = .05, 95% CI = .01, .05); and c) adolescents’ perceptions of
economic hardship to conflict with fathers to GPA (indirect effect = -.05, 95% Cl = -.13, -
03). Significance of an indirect effect was not found for the path from adolescents’
perceptions of economic hardship to paternal warmth to depressive symptoms or risky
behaviors.

Adolescent gender as a moderator—To test for adolescent gender as a moderator
between adolescents’ reports of economic hardship and father-adolescent relationship
qualities, the model was estimated with these additional interaction terms and was an
acceptable fit to the data, x2 (27) = 46.99, p < .01, 2/df = 1.74, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .06.
The model testing adolescent gender as a moderator of the link between father-adolescent
relationship qualities and adolescent adjustment was also an acceptable fit to the data, 2
(36) = 69.64, p < .01, 2/df = 1.93, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .06. However, the interactions
terms were not significant.

Discussion

The present study extended research on how family economic hardship was linked to
adolescent adjustment in several ways. First, this study demonstrated that adolescents’
perceptions of familial processes (i.e., economic hardship, parent-adolescent relationship
quality) play an important role in the associations from parental economic hardship to
adolescent adjustment. Second, our findings contribute to the understanding of adolescents’
relationships with mothers and fathers in times of economic stress, as fathers have been
neglected relative to mothers in research on ethnic minority families (Parke & Buriel, 2006).
Third, by examining two dimensions of parent-adolescent relationship quality and three
aspects of youth adjustment, we provided insights about the specificity in dimensions of the
parent-adolescent relationship that were associated with different aspects of adjustment
under circumstances of hardship. At the broadest level, our findings suggest that
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adolescents’ cognitions about their families’ economic situations are a potentially important
mechanism by which parent economic hardship is associated with adolescents’ adjustment.

This study provides evidence for the intervening effects of adolescents’ perceptions of
family economic hardship between parent ratings’ of economic hardship and adolescents’
perceptions of warmth and conflict with mothers and fathers. As expected, mothers’ and
fathers’ perceptions of economic hardship were positively related to adolescents’
perceptions of economic hardship, which, in turn, were related to adolescents’ perceptions of
lower levels of warmth and higher levels of conflict with mothers and fathers. These
findings are consistent with work supporting the family stress model in which economic
hardship processes were linked to the nature of the parent-adolescent relationship (although
not as perceived by adolescents; e.g., Benner & Kim, 2010) and previous models suggesting
childhood stress leads to perceptions of lower relationship quality with others (e.g., Miller et
al., 2011), but also with evidence of the important role of adolescents’ awareness of both
stressors and family processes in understanding the linkages to adolescent adjustment
(Harold & Conger, 1997). We echo the call of scholars (Bloom-Feshbach et al.,1982;
Compas, 1987; Rutter, 1983) to consider children and adolescents’ perceived understanding
of stressors to more fully understand how stressors progress in their lives, especially in
adolescence, when the development of cognitive capacities leads to greater perspective-
taking and awareness than in childhood (Keating, 2004).

We also found support for the intervening role of adolescents’ perceptions of parent-
adolescent relationship qualities, a key family stress model component explaining adolescent
adjustment in challenging economic circumstances (Conger et al., 2010). More specifically,
we found adolescents who perceived greater family economic hardship were more likely to
perceive less positive parent-adolescent relationships and, in turn, experience more
symptoms of depression, higher participation in risky behaviors, and lower grades in school.
It is notable that father-adolescent conflict explained the links between adolescent
perceptions of hardship and all three indicators of adolescent adjustment, whereas maternal
conflict explained links to depressive symptoms and risky behaviors, but not school
performance. Our findings suggest that having disagreements or arguing with mothers and
fathers is a salient mechanism of the risk of perceived economic hardship and a potentially
important target of prevention and intervention efforts. Even though we controlled for prior
adjustment, we are cautious in interpreting these findings as we assessed adolescents’
perceptions of economic hardship, parent-adolescent relationship qualities, and youth
adjustment at the same time point and thus, do not provide evidence of causation.
Longitudinal work that includes multiple assessments of these constructs will provide
clearer understanding of the direction of effects.

Prior research documenting differences in mothers’ and fathers’ relationships with their
adolescents in Latino families (Crockett et al., 2007; Parke & Buriel, 2006) led us to
consider mother-adolescent and father-adolescent relationship qualities in separate models.
As described above, slightly different patterns emerged for parent-adolescent conflict;
however, with regard to parent-adolescent warmth, maternal warmth was linked to
depressive symptoms, but not to risky behaviors or school performance, and there were no
intervening effects of paternal warmth on any of the associations to adolescent adjustment.
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Mothers are more likely to be the primary caregiver in Mexican American families and, in
that role, have open communication with their children (Crockett et al., 2007). Thus, close
emotional ties with mothers may play a protective role in adolescents’ depressive symptoms.
In examining the links between family context and adolescent adjustment, an important next
step will be to test the intervening roles of mother-adolescent and father-adolescent
relationship qualities in families with different structures (e.g., father-absent, mother-
absent).

Some prior work suggests that economic hardship may differentially impact girls versus
boys (Elder & Caspi, 1998; McLoyd, 1989). In this sample, however, our findings suggested
that the links between perceived economic hardship and parent-adolescent relationship
qualities were similar for Mexican-origin girls and boys. Given the emphasis on family in
Mexican culture (Hardway & Fuligni, 2006; Garcia-Coll & Vazquez Garcia, 1995), family
hardship may be associated with both girls’ and boys’ family relationships. It is important to
note, however, that our findings are specific to middle adolescence. Had we examined the
moderating role of gender in early adolescence, we may have found more pronounced
differences (Hill & Lynch, 1983). To our knowledge, the current study is the first to
examine Mexican-origin adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship and the associations
to their perceptions of parent-adolescent relationship quality. Future work examining these
associations, particularly at different stages in adolescence, will be important.

Limitations and Future Directions

The findings of this study provide valuable insight for future work aimed at delineating the
mediating processes linking family economic hardship to adolescent adjustment.
Importantly, our study focused on Mexican-origin adolescents, a young, large, and rapidly
growing segment of the U.S. population who are, on average, at increased risk for
experiencing poverty, economic hardship (US Census Bureau, 2010a), and adjustment
difficulties (Wilkinson et al., 2011, U.S. Census Bureau, 2010b). Thus, identifying targets
for prevention with this population has significant public health implications. Our research
has limitations, however, that provide directions for future research.

First, future work needs to examine changes in adolescents’ perceived economic hardship,
parent-adolescent relationship qualities, and adjustment across time to better understand the
directions of effects and the interrelations of these processes over time and across different
developmental periods. Second, our findings take a first step in describing the process of
Mexican American families’ economic hardship from adolescents’ perspectives, but our
sample is composed of two-parent predominantly immigrant families living in the
southwest. Additionally, our response rate was modest, and thus, the replication of these
findings will be important. In addition, it will be important to examine these mechanisms in
samples from different geographic locations and with different immigration histories and
family structures (e.g., single- and step-parent families). Third, a strength of this study is that
we examined economic hardship processes from adolescents’ perspectives using a
prospective design; however, our findings are based primarily on adolescents’ ratings of
Time 2 constructs. Future work should include the perspectives of multiple family members
to better understand how economic hardship has implications for family relationship
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dynamics and individual adjustment. Finally, although examining familism values was
beyond the scope of our study, future research should consider how values play a role in
adolescents’ perceptions of stress given the heightened interdependence in Mexican-origin
families (e.g., Hardway & Fuligni, 2006).

Economic hardship is of concern for families in society today (Cauthen & Fass, 2009).
Poverty, stagnant incomes, and the decline in economic mobility, or the decreasing
likelihood of moving from one income group to the next, are trends that have detrimental
consequences for families and children. These hardships extend to two-parent Latino
families (e.g., more than 50% of Latino adolescents with married parents live in low-income
families). Within our sample, adolescents’ perceptions of economic hardship were fairly
low, yet, meaningful enough to be significantly and strongly associated with qualities of the
parent-adolescent relationship and, in turn, with adolescent adjustment. Given the potential
malleability of the parent-adolescent relationship, it may be important to focus on mother-
and father-adolescent relationship dynamics as a point of intervention in programs designed
to support economically distressed families. Intervention programs designed to strengthen
adolescents’ ties to their parents and lessen the conflict between them also can provide tests
of the theoretical underpinnings of family stress process models, such that via better
relationships with their parents, adolescents’ negative outcomes from their experiences with
family economic stress will be ameliorated.

In designing interventions for Mexican-origin families with adolescents receiving
government financial assistance, future work can consider targeting parent-adolescent
warmth and conflict, as our findings suggest that more warmth and less conflict is associated
with more positive adolescent adjustment across different domains. The evidence from this
study indicates that better mental health, fewer risky behaviors, and better school
performance are within the realm of possible benefits. All in all, culturally sensitive
interventions that address Mexican-origin families’ economic hardship need to consider the
significance of adolescents’ relationships with both their mothers and their fathers in
promoting healthy adjustment among this large and rapidly increasing group of adolescents
in the U.S.
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Figure 1.
Mediation model for mothers. Only significant paths (* p < .05; ** p <.01) are shown.

Bolded lines represent significant mediation paths.
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Table 2
Path Coefficientsfor Final Models

Model for Mothers

Model for Fathers

Parameter Estimates B (SE) B (SE)
Main Effects
PR Economic hardship — AR Economic hardship 2™ .02 24 .02
PR Economic hardship — Depressive symptoms T2 11 27 .08 .26
PR Economic hardship — Risky behaviors T2 .08 .01 .01 .01
PR Economic hardship — GPA T2 -.08 .03 -.03 .03
AR Economic hardship — Warmth —19™* .08 2™ 10
AR Economic hardship — Conflict 36" .09 31" .08
Warmth — Depressive symptoms T2 -19"* .76 -1 57
Warmth — Risky behaviors T2 -13* .03 -12F .03
Warmth — GPA T2 .09 .07 .04 .06
Conflict — Depressive symptoms T2 20 .76 29** .67
Conflict — Risky behaviors T2 30™* .03 a7 .03
Conflict — GPA T2 -.09 .08 g™ 07
Depressive symptoms T1 — Depressive symptoms T2 4™ .07 o4 .07
Risky behaviors T1 — Risky behaviors T2 46" .06 50 .07
GPAT1 — GPA T2 55** .06 53 06
Covariate Estimatesb
Gender — Depressive symptoms T1% -19™ 105 -19"" Lor
Gender — GPA T1 —14" A1 -15* 11
Gender — Depressive symptoms T2 _0o8™* 1.01 —o7 1.02
Gender — Risky behavior T2 10* .04 12" .04
Family Income — Risky Behaviors T2 16F .07 16" .09
Covariance Estimates
PR Economic hardship with Family income —51** .06 - 59 .06
Depressive symptoms T1 with Risky behaviors T22 -14™" 40 -13™ 40
Depressive symptoms T1 with AR Economic hardshipa A1 45 A1 A
Depressive symptoms T1 with PR Economic hardship 26*" 1.61 26™" 1.69
Depressive symptoms T1 with Family income Y e .20 23 19
Depressive symptoms T1 with Conflict® 14" 46 20" 52
Risky behaviors T1 with Conflict® 23" 03 22" 03
Risky behaviors T1 with GPA T1 —34 .03 —34™ .03
Risky behaviors T1 with PR Economic hardship 14 .08 20" .08
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Model for Mothers  Model for Fathers
Parameter Estimates B (SE) B (SE)
Risky behaviors T1 with Family income -12 .01 21 .01
GPA T1 with PR Economic hardship —20™* .15 18 15
GPA T1 with Family income 21 .02 21 .02
GPA T1 with Conflict _o3** .05 _oo** .05
Conflict with Warmth _29™™* .05 -.05 .05
Depressive symptoms T2 with Risky behavior T2 .08 14 15* .16
Depressive symptoms T2 with GPA T2 .03 42 .00 43
Risky behavior T2 with GPA T2 _o7™* .02 —29™* .02

Note. PR = Parent Report; AR = Adolescent report; T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2;

*
p <.05;
**
p<.0l
a .
model modification;

b N . .
only significant covariate estimates are shown.
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