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Abstract

African American youth, particularly those from single-mother homes, are overrepresented in 

statistics on externalizing problems. The family is a central context in which to understand 

externalizing problems; however, reliance on variable-oriented approaches to the study of 

parenting, which originate from work with intact, middle-income, European American families, 

may obscure important information regarding variability in parenting styles among African 

American single mothers, and in turn, variability in youth outcomes as well. The current study 

demonstrated that within African American single-mother families: (a) a person-, rather than 

variable-, oriented approach to measuring parenting style may further elucidate variability; (b) 

socioeconomic status may provide 1 context within which to understanding variability in parenting 

style; and (c) 1 marker of socioeconomic status, income, and parenting style may each explain 

variability in youth externalizing problems; however, the interaction between income and 

parenting style was not significant. Findings have potential implications for better understanding 

the specific contexts in which externalizing problems may be most likely to occur within this at-

risk and underserved group.
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The majority (67%) of African American youth will reside in a single parent, primarily 

mother-headed, household at some point during development (The Annie E. Casey 

Foundation, 2012; Barrett & Turner, 2005). African American youth from single-mother 

homes are overrepresented in statistics on externalizing problems, relative to European 

American youth and youth from two-parent homes (Barrett & Turner, 2005; Huizinga, 

Thornberry, Knight, & Lovegrove, 2007); yet, the focus on race and single-mother status 

fails to consider parenting variability within African American single-mother homes, the 

context in which such variability occurs, and how variability relates to child outcomes (see 

Jones, Zalot, Chester, Foster, & Sterrett, 2007; Murry, Bynum, Brody, Willert, & Stephens, 

2001, for reviews). To some extent, historical trends in the study and measurement of 
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parenting may account for this gap in our understanding of the contextual variability within 
African American single-mother families.

To put the study of parenting in African American single-mother families into historical 

perspective, it is important to recognize that parenting research originated using a person-

oriented approach in which parents were aggregated into classes (i.e., parenting styles) based 

on similar response patterns to questions about a range of parenting behaviors (see 

McGroder, 2000 for a review). Using this approach, Baumrind’s (1971) seminal work placed 

parents into three parenting styles using response patterns across a series of items which 

broadly assessed two constructs (i.e., demandingness and responsiveness): (a) authoritarian, 
or parents who scored high on demandingness and low on responsiveness; (b) authoritative, 
or parents who scored high on both demandingness and responsiveness; and (c) permissive, 
or parents who scored low on demandingness and high on responsiveness (see Power et al., 

2013; Trifan, Stattin, & Tilton-Weaver, 2014; Valentino, Nuttall, Comas, Borkowski, & 

Akai, 2012, for reviews).

As research on parenting evolved, however, the field moved away from a person-oriented to 

a variable-oriented approach in which caregivers are typically categorized into 

predetermined parenting styles based on responses to parenting measures (see Mc-Groder, 

2000 for a review). Although not inherently problematic, these parenting styles were derived 

primarily using research with middle-income, European American, and intact families 

(García Coll et al., 1996; McLoyd, 1990), yet are commonly used to characterize more 

diverse families, including those who are low-income, African American, and headed by a 

single mother (e.g., Hill, 2006; Kilgore, Snyder, & Lentz, 2000; McLoyd, 1990; McWayne, 

Owsianik, Green, & Fantuzzo, 2008). In turn, such work has led to a literature that focuses 

largely on mean level differences in parenting styles between groups. For example, some 

research suggests that although African American parents may be more authoritarian (also 

referred to as harsh parenting in the literature) in their approach to parenting than European 

American parents (Baumrind, 1972; Baumrind, 1997; Hashima & Amato, 1994; McGroder, 

2000), an authoritarian style may lead to relatively less negative or even more adaptive 

outcomes among African American youth (Baumrind, 1997; Brody & Flor, 1998; Costello, 

Keeler, & Angold, 2001; Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1994; Kilgore et al., 2000; McLoyd, 1990).

One line of thinking behind these findings is that environmental stressors, such as dangerous 

neighborhoods in which African American families more likely reside than their European 

American counterparts (Le et al., 2008), may make parenting practices, such as high levels 

of control, more advantageous within low-income African American samples (Brody & Flor, 

1998; García Coll, Meyer, & Brillon, 1995). Consistent with this point, no-nonsense 

parenting, which was not a parenting style defined in Baumrind’s (1971) seminal work, 

emerged in the literature to reflect a parenting style similar to authoritarian parenting with 

regard to relatively higher levels of control, but characterized by relatively moderate (rather 

than low) levels of warmth. no-nonsense parenting has been associated with more youth 

independence and assertiveness and increased cognitive and social competence (Brody & 

Flor, 1998) in low-income African American youth. What is less understood, however, is the 

extent to which there is variability in parenting styles within African American families and 

the contexts in which such variability in parenting styles may occur. This is particularly 
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relevant given the number of African American youth who will live in a single-mother home 

during the course of development. For example, it is true that African American single-

mother families are more likely to be of a lower socioeconomic status (SES; income and 

education) than the middle-income, European American, intact families who characterize 

the parenting literature (Costello et al., 2001; McLoyd, 1990); however, relatively little 

attention has been devoted to understanding how variability in SES among African 

American single-mother families may shape parenting and, in turn, youth outcomes (Le et 

al., 2008). To this end, many have advocated for a return to a the person-oriented, within-

group approach that provided the early, seminal foundation of the parenting literature to 

more fully understand the sociocultural context in which the development and relative 

impact of parenting styles evolves within diverse groups (García Coll et al., 1996; Le et al., 

2008; McWayne et al., 2008). Consistent with this aim, the current study used a person-

oriented approach to examine parenting styles within African American single-mother 

families, the socioeconomic context in which such variability emerges, and the link between 

SES, parenting styles, and youth outcomes.

In contrast to the extant variable-oriented, between-groups literature, which tends to 

highlight the parenting styles more common among African American families relative to 

European American families (i.e., authoritarian/harsh and No-Nonsense), it is hypothesized 

that African American single mothers will evidence a broad range of parenting styles, 

including authoritarian/harsh, no nonsense, and authoritative (also called Positive parenting 

in the literature; e.g., Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Eisenberg et al., 2005; Smith, Landry, & 

Swank, 2000). In addition, given that prior research tends to confound race, income, and 

family structure, such that the literature is characterized by middle or higher income, 

European American, and intact families compared with lower income, African American, 

and single-mother families, the role of SES was examined within African American single-

mother families (e.g., Hoff, Laursen & Tardif, 2002; McLoyd, 1990; Pinderhughes & Le, 

2008). Specifically, it was predicted that the hypothesized variability in parenting style 

within African American single-mother families would be associated with diversity in 

family SES, defined here as both income and education, such that lower SES families will be 

more likely to fall into authoritarian/harsh or no-nonsense parenting styles and higher SES 

families will be more likely to fall into the authoritative/Positive parenting style. Finally, it 

was expected that SES, specifically income, would moderate the link between parenting 

style and externalizing problems. Research suggests that the relatively higher control 

characteristic of no-nonsense parenting may serve a protective role in more impoverished 

circumstances, particularly in the context of moderate warmth (Brody & Flor, 1998), but 

high control with moderate warmth may be detrimental for higher income children. 

Accordingly, it was expected that the link between no-nonsense parenting and externalizing 

problems would be stronger in higher, rather than lower, income African American single-

mother families.
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Method

Overview

Analyses were conducted using data from the African American Families and Children 

Together (AAFACT) Project, which examined the role of extended family in African 

American single-mother families. African American single mother-headed families with an 

11- to 17-year-old adolescent were recruited from counties across central North Carolina. 

Recruitment was conducted through community agencies (e.g., health departments, 

YMCAs, churches), public events (e.g., health fairs), local advertisements (e.g., university-

wide informational emails, bus displays, brochures), and word of mouth (e.g., participants 

telling other families about the project).

Participants

Participants were 194 African American single mother-youth dyads (see Table 1) who 

participated in AAFACT. On average adolescents were 13 years old (SD = 1.59, range = 11–

17 years), and gender was about evenly split (54.6% boys). Mothers on average were 38 

years old (SD = 6.67, range = 26–64 years). On average, participating mothers reported 

having 2.26 children (SD = 1.28, range = 1–8). When more than one child fell within the 

eligible age range (11–17 years), parents were instructed to include the oldest child in the 

study. Consistent with national trends for African American single-mother families, half the 

mothers reported that they were “never married” (51%) (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 

2012). Half of the mothers completed some college or vocational school (51%), and the 

majority (82%) were employed. With regard to income, one family reported a value for 

annual income (i.e., $120,000) that was greater than two standard deviations above the next 

highest income (i.e., $85,000) for families in the study. In turn, to maintain maximum 

information and income variability, but to reduce the potential impact of this extreme value, 

their income was trimmed from $120,000 to $85,000 (see Kennedy, Lakonishok, & Shaw, 

1992, for precedent).

The resulting adjusted income continued to be relatively diverse (M = $29,549; SD = 

$16,665; range = $0–$85,000) in contrast to many studies of African American families, 

single-mother families in particular, which tend to include very low-income families (e.g., M 
= $12,216; range = $2,532–$62,412; Brody & Flor, 1998; McLoyd, Jayaratne, Ceballo, & 

Borquez, 1994). Specifically, approximately 11% of the sample made less than $10,000 

annually, 35% of the sample made between $10,000–29,999 annually, 45% of the sample 

made between $30,000–49,999, and 9% of the sample made more than $50,000 annually.

Procedure

The Behavioral Institutional Review Board reviewed and approved all procedures. Mothers 

and youth provided consent and assent, respectively. Participants decided whether 

assessments were conducted at community sites or in the home. Interviews were completed 

on laptop computers using Audio Computer-Assisted Self-Interviewing (ACASI) software to 

decrease the potential for biased responses and to maximize confidentiality. Respondents 

listened through earphones to prerecorded questions and recorded their answers via 
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computer mouse and keyboard. Interviews took approximately 60 to 90 minutes to complete. 

Families were compensated $25 for their participation.

Measures

Demographics—Mothers completed information about themselves (e.g., education and 

age), their child (e.g., adolescent’s age), and their family (e.g., household income). Mothers 

reported their household income in the past year before taxes and their amount of completed 

schooling, on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (less than high school) to 7 (graduate, law, or 
medical school degree).

SES—Mothers reported their education level (i.e., less than high school; some high school; 

high school diploma/GED; some college or vocational school; college degree; some 

graduate, law, or medical school; graduate, law, or medical school degree) and household 

income (i.e., annual income, before taxes).

Parenting style—Caregiver-report measures of parenting were selected based on those 

used in prior research with African American and single-mother families with adequate 

reliability and validity and in total include a broad range of items thought to be 

representative of the constructs of warmth/responsiveness and control/demandingness (e.g., 

Bean, Barber, & Crane, 2006; Kincaid, Jones, Sterrett, & McKee, 2012; Kotchick, Dorsey, 

& Heller, 2005):

First, the Interaction Behavior Questionnaire (IBQ; Prinz, Foster, Kent, & O’Leary, 1979) 

includes the 20 items with the highest phi coefficients and the highest item-to-total 

correlations with the 75 items in the long form IBQ. The short form correlates .96 with the 

longer version. Sample items (True or False) include, “For the most part, he or she likes to 

talk to you” and “This child usually listens to what you have to tell him or her.” Scores in 

this study ranged from 0 to 20, with higher scores indicating greater warmth and support. In 

addition, Stattin and Kerr’s (2000) measure includes 9 items on a 5-point scale ranging from 

0 (Not at All) to 4 (Always)]. Items assess how much mothers know about “what this child 

does during his or her free time” and “when this child has an exam or assignment due at 

school.” Higher scores indicate more maternal monitoring. Finally, the Parental Knowledge 

Scale (PKS; Stattin & Kerr, 2000) includes 3 subscales (Child Disclosure, Parental 
Solicitation, Parental Control); however, only the 5 items, on a 5-point scale ranging from 0 

(Not at All) to 4 (Always), from the Parental Solicitation and Parental Control subscales 

were combined to create a measure of knowledge. Sample items from Parental Solicitation 

include, “Do you talk with this child’s friends when they come to your home?” and “In the 

last month, how often have you started a conversation with this child about his or her free 

time?” Items such as, “Does this child need to ask you before he or she can decide with 

friends what to do on a Saturday night?” and “Do you require that this child tell you where 

he or she is at night, whom he or she is with, and what they do together?” measure parental 

control. Each of the scales had adequate psycho-metrics in this sample (IBQ α = .87; 

Parental Monitoring α = .79; PKS α = .74); however, item level scores, rather than scale 

scores, were used in analyses consistent with the person-oriented approach (see Plan of 

Analyses).
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Youth externalizing—The Aggression and Conduct Problems subscales of the Child 

Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach, 1991) assessed externalizing behaviors in the past 6 

months. Mothers completed 32 items, on a 3-point scale ranging from 0 (not true) to 2 (very 
or often true), and the two subscales were combined to create a total score with higher scores 

indicating more aggression and conduct problems (α = .86) (Achenbach, 1991).

Plan of Analyses

Preliminary analyses examined the association between sociodemographic and outcome 

variables. Then, to identify the parenting styles that emerged within African American 

single-mother families, a three-phase process was used.

First, experts in child clinical psychology and/or African American families rated items from 

parenting measures with the aim of limiting the number of items entered into the person-

oriented analyses, to maintain an appropriate participant to variable ratio. The expert panel 

rated items from the three parenting measures, blind to the participants’ responses and the 

measures. The expert ratings guided a theory-driven and culturally relevant identification of 

items. Experts reviewed an overview of the parenting literature, including definitions of 

Baumrind’s (1971) constructs (i.e., responsiveness and demandingness) and warmth and 

control and then decided how well 39 items from these three measures assessed two 

constructs: warmth/responsiveness and control/demandingness. Experts chose from the 

following answer options modeled after the methods in Jensen et al. (2007): 0- Definitely 
not; 1- Probably not; 2- Kind of; more than not; and 3- Excellent match. These options 

excluded a middle category to make items easier to rate and improve rater agreement.

Second, latent class analysis (LCA) implemented by the Latent Gold Program (Vermunt & 

Magidson, 2005) determined which items to retain as indicators for parenting constructs 

based on the expert ratings. Following the framework initially proposed by McCutcheon 

(1987) and employed by Jensen et al. (2007), we fit an a priori two-class model to the expert 

ratings, empirically sorting the items into good indicators of the target construct or not. The 

LCA grouped the items based on expert ratings of “match to construct,” not frequency of 

endorsement or patterns of covariation in the participant family responses.

Third, cluster analysis, using Hair and Black’s (2000) six-stage method, identified 

homogenous subgroups based on standardized variates made from the participant families’ 

responses, with the goal of maximizing Gower’s distance between subgroups and 

minimizing the variance within subgroups (Hair & Black, 2000). Rather than using LCA for 

the third phase, cluster analyses were used to take a more exploratory approach given the 

lack of consensus in the literature and relative dearth of research on African American 

single-mother parenting. In addition, cluster analysis allowed us to examine levels (e.g., 

high/low) and shape (e.g., dispersion) of the parenting dimensions (e.g., warmth and 

control). A combination of hierarchical (i.e., Ward’s method; Ward, 1963) and 

nonhierarchical (i.e., k means) analyses empirically derived the clusters. The centroids 

derived in the hierarchical analysis became seed points in the second (nonhierarchical) 

cluster analysis, as well as the number of clusters derived by investigating cluster trees and 

pseudo-T-squared coefficients. To derive the final cluster solution, a k-means cluster 

analysis with an a priori three-cluster solution was conducted. Cluster means of the two 

Anton et al. Page 6

J Fam Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 June 20.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



constructs (warmth and control) and correspondence with theory guided labeling of the final 

clusters.

Given the multicategory nominal outcome (parenting style clusters generated), a 

multinomial logistic regression model tested the hypothesized link between family SES and 

parenting style. Finally, a multiple regression model tested the moderating effect of SES on 

the relationship between parenting style and externalizing behavior using the parenting 

cluster solutions, which were contrast coded to compare each parenting style with the others. 

Models investigated the overall average associations of parenting style and income on 

externalizing behavior separately, as well as the relationship between parenting style and 

externalizing behavior, holding income constant at the mean.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Tables 1 and 2 present the association between sociodemographic and outcome variables. 

Ninety-two percent of the cases had complete data (i.e., 178 out of 194 cases) on the primary 

constructs. Single imputation was used implementing the expectation-maximization (EM) 

algorithm to estimate missing values, because only a relatively small proportion of data was 

missing (range from 0.01% to 4.00%). Single imputation provides consistent estimates of 

parameter values, but standard errors may be affected because of overestimation of sample 

sizes (Schafer & Graham, 2002). Because cluster analyses do not rely on or use precision 

estimates, the potential standard error biases should not influence results.

Identification of Parenting Style

LCA identified which items the expert ratings showed were clear indicators of the target 

construct. For this purpose, LCA fits a two-class solution (McCutcheon, 1987). Items from 

the IBQ (Prinz et al., 1979), a measure of maternal warmth, and from the PKS (Kerr & 

Stattin, 2000), a measure of maternal knowledge, were identified as part of the maternal 

warmth construct. Items from both the PKS, as well as a measure of maternal monitoring 

(Stattin & Kerr, 2000), represented maternal control.

Seventeen of the 39 items were classified as measuring control. Examples of control variates 

include “You and this child compromise or reach an agreement during arguments” and “This 

child tells you he or she thinks you are unfair.” These variables had at least a 95% 

probability of being assigned to the control latent class. In addition, 13 items were classified 

as measuring warmth, with the probabilities of being assigned to the warmth latent class 

ranging from 77% to 100%. Examples of warmth variates include: “How often do you know 

whom this child has as friends during his or her free time?” and “How often do you know 

what this child spends his or her money on?” One item, “In the last month, how often have 

you started a conversation with this child about his or her free time?” was classified in both 

the warmth and control clusters; we removed it to increase the differentiation between the 

two constructs. Therefore, subsequent analyses retained 12 warmth (α = .61) and 16 control 

items (α = .96).
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Cluster analyses—Ward’s method of agglomeration with Gower’s distance determined 

the number of clusters and cluster seeds for the k-means analysis of participant families’ 

responses. This procedure focused on the 28 items selected in the expert rating LCAs on two 

parenting behaviors (warmth and control). Prior to the analyses, scores on the parenting 

variates were standardized to ensure that classification would not be influenced by 

differences in scale variability. Because a definitive approach to determining the number of 

clusters is not agreed upon (Milligan & Cooper, 1985), we used a number of approaches. 

First, cluster trees and pseudo-T-squared coefficients helped determine an appropriate 

number of clusters. Cluster trees indicated that there were between three and five clusters of 

African American single-mother parenting styles. When examining the pseudo-T-squared 

coefficients, the number of clusters is determined based on the relative stability in change in 

the coefficient from one stage to the next (Hair & Black, 2000). Based on this criterion, the 

three-cluster solution, including the cluster seeds, was carried forward into the 

nonhierarchical or k-means analysis.

Next a k-means cluster analysis with an a priori three-cluster solution used the cluster 

centroids from the Ward’s method analysis as the cluster seeds. To profile the clusters, the 

average of each construct, warmth and control, was found. The three clusters that emerged 

were: 1) Cluster 1, labeled authoritative (n = 71), characterized by the highest scores on the 

warmth (M = 0.78, SD = 0.21) and control (M = 0.68, SD = 0.55) constructs; 2) Cluster 2, 

labeled permissive (n = 72), characterized by moderately above average levels of warmth (M 
= 0.22, SD = 0.38) and moderately low levels of control (M = −0.40, SD = 0.86); 3) Cluster 

3, labeled disengaged, the least prevalent cluster (n = 51), characterized by relatively low 

scores on warmth (M = −1.40, SD = 0.83) and moderately low scores on control (M = −0.38, 

SD = 1.16). Cluster profiles are depicted in Figure 1.

Link Between SES and Parenting Styles

A multinomial logistic regression assessed the relation between maternal education and 

income (SES) and the empirically derived parenting clusters. Results indicated that when 

education and income were entered together in the model, there was not a statistically 

significant relation between these predictors and parenting style, χ2(4) = 8.29, p = .08. In 

addition, neither education, χ2(2) = 5.28, p = .07, nor income, χ2(2) = 1.09, p = .58, were 

significant predictors of parenting style. The overall model and the association between 

education and parenting style, however, approached statistical significance (i.e., p < .10).

To elucidate these marginal patterns, post hoc analyses were conducted to obtain the model-

implied probabilities of being classified in each derived parenting cluster. First, nine 

subpopulations were defined to represent the sample. Values of relatively low, medium, and 

high income ($10,000, $30,000, and $50,000, respectively) and education (high school/

GED, college degree, and more than college degree, respectively) were selected to best 

capture the majority of the sample and variation within the sample. Second, the parameter 

estimates from the multinomial logistic regression model were used to calculate the model-

implied probability of falling into each parenting style at each unique combination of 

education and income. The relationships implied by the multinomial logistic regression 

model parameters suggested that there is a substantial model effect within this sample (see 
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Table 3). That is, given the parameter estimates from the multinomial logistic regression, at 

the highest income ($50,000) and education level (graduate, law, or medical school degree) 

the likelihood of falling in the authoritative parenting cluster was approximately 80%, 

whereas at the lowest income ($10,000) and education level (high school diploma/GED) the 

likelihood of falling in either of the permissive or disengaged was more than 65%.

SES, Parenting Styles, and Externalizing Problems

Finally, a multiple regression model examined the relationship between the empirically 

derived parenting clusters, maternal SES, and externalizing behavior (see Table 4 for 

significance levels and t values). The third hypothesis initially pertained to no-nonsense 

parenting in particular; however, as noted above, this parenting cluster was not obtained. 

Accordingly, a post hoc decision was made to examine the interrelationship between all of 

the empirically derived parenting clusters, SES, and externalizing behavior. In addition, both 

maternal income and education were included in the second analysis to examine the 

interrelationship of each with parenting styles; however, given that income and education 

were correlated (r = .44, p < .001), only income, which prior work suggests may be a more 

powerful indicator of SES than education, was included in this model (Cirino et al., 2002; 

Duncan, Daly, McDonough, & Williams, 2002).1

Overall, parenting style, income, and the interaction between parenting style and income 

accounted for approximately 32% of the variance in externalizing behavior, F(5, 188) = 

17.82, p < .0001. Both parenting style and income were statistically significantly associated 

with externalizing behavior, however, the interaction was not statistically significant. Given 

this pattern of findings, we explored main effects in more detail.

Holding income constant at its mean ($29,549), parenting style was statistically significantly 

associated with externalizing behavior, F(2, 188) = 37.31, p < .0001. For authoritative 

parenting the modeled average externalizing score is 3.38, for permissive parenting the 

modeled average externalizing score is 5.71, and for disengaged parenting the modeled 

average externalizing score is 12.06. The combined effect of parenting style accounted for 

approximately 28% of the variance in externalizing behavior. Across parenting clusters, the 

average association between income and externalizing behavior was −0.79, indicating that a 

$10,000 increase in income is associated with a 0.79 unit decrease in externalizing behavior, 

F(1, 188) = 10.39, p = .002. Maternal income accounted for about 4% of the variance in 

externalizing behavior. Finally, the overall interaction was not significant, F(2, 188) = 0.36, 

p = .70.

Discussion

This study used a person-oriented approach to examine variability in African American 

single-mother parenting style and, in turn, the link between variability in derived parenting 

styles and youth outcomes in the context of SES. Results confirmed the promise of a person-

1A separate analysis was run with education to ensure that similar associations were found for both income and education. The same 
pattern of findings emerged, such that the overall model was significant, F(5, 188) = 16.88, p < .0001 and accounted for 31% of the 
variance in externalizing behavior, parenting style significantly predicted externalizing behavior, F(2, 188) = 32.07, p < .0001, and the 
interaction was not significant, F(2, 188) = 0.35, p = .70.
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oriented approach for potentially capturing richer variability in parenting styles within 
African American single-mother families; however, the empirically derived parenting styles, 

as well as the links between parenting styles, SES, and externalizing problems, differed to 

some extent from what was hypothesized.

With regard to parenting style, the majority of mothers reported engaging in relatively high 

levels of both warmth and control. The finding regarding control is consistent with previous 

work with both African American and single mothers (e.g., Baumrind, 1997; Brody & Flor, 

1998; McLoyd, 1990); however, the relatively high level of warmth reported is inconsistent 

with previous literature on African American single-mother families that has relied on a 

variable, rather than person-oriented, approach (e.g., Baumrind, 1972; Baumrind, 1997; 

Hashima & Amato, 1994). It is important to note that maternal warmth has traditionally 

been associated with a myriad of positive outcomes for youth, such as academic 

achievement, less aggression, and social competence (e.g., Deater-Deckard, Dodge, Bates, & 

Pettit, 1996; Dodge et al., 1994). As such, identifying variability in warmth, as well as that 

most African American single mothers in this sample engaged in relatively high, rather than 

low, levels of warmth, may suggest the need to recalibrate the conceptualization of parenting 

within African American single-mother families (Hill, 2006).

Despite the overall high levels of mother reported warmth and control, cluster analyses 

highlighted variability in the relative levels of these two domains between families in the 

sample, resulting in derived categories or styles we labeled: authoritative; permissive; and 

disengaged. In fact, more than a third of the sample engaged in an authoritative parenting 

style, which has long been considered optimal for youth outcomes, regardless of socio-

contextual variables (e.g., Deater-Deckard et al., 1996; Dodge et al., 1994; McGroder, 2000). 

Contrary to the literature, the parenting styles considered to be the most prevalent among 

African American single mothers, authoritarian/harsh, as well as no nonsense, were not 

derived in the current study (Baumrind, 1972; Baumrind, 1997; Hashima & Amato, 1994).

The discrepancy between the extant literature on African American parenting and the current 

findings may be due to several factors: (a) research design, (b) definitions of constructs, and 

(c) sampling strategies (Tamis-LeMonda, Briggs, McClowry, & Snow, 2008). First, the use 

of an expert panel to identify culturally relevant items from the parenting measures may 

have led to different and, perhaps, more delineated representations of warmth and control in 

this population. Previous between-groups research using existing measures of parenting may 

miss the opportunity to capture the nuances of these constructs across cultures, including 

race and SES. The differences in parenting previously reported, therefore, may at least in a 

part be a result of measurement rather than differences in quality of parenting (Tamis-

LeMonda et al., 2008; Whiteside-Mansell, Bradley, Little, Corwyn, & Spiker, 2001). Second 

and relatedly, differences in operational definitions of control across studies may in part lead 

to the inconsistencies in the literature in terms of parenting typologies, as well as the 

relationship between certain parenting styles and youth outcomes. For example, the domain 

of control can be defined by several related yet somewhat distinct constructs, including harsh 

discipline, monitoring, intrusiveness, and punitiveness (Ispa et al., 2004). The current 

analyses used items from monitoring and knowledge scales to measure control, because 

expert ratings identified these items as the most culturally relevant for this population and 
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these items most closely relate to the original conceptualization of control/demandingness 

(Baumrind, 1971). It is possible that the inclusion of different items from other measures, 

including items more explicitly tapping the constructs of harsh discipline and intrusiveness, 

would have yielded different results that may have been more consistent with the previous 

literature. Third, consistent sampling biases in the African American and single-mother 

parenting literature may account for the discrepant findings. Like European American and 

two-parent-headed households, African American single mothers adjust their parenting 

practices to match their ecological context, including SES and family structure (Jones, 

Shaffer, Forehand, Brody, & Armistead, 2003; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2008). Parenting 

styles have typically been investigated in very low-income (e.g., $12,216; range = $2,532–

$62,412) African American single-mother samples (e.g., Hoff et al., 2002; McLoyd, 1990; 

Pinderhughes & Le, 2008). Given that the current sample had fewer families falling within 

this very low-income range (i.e., approximately 25 families), it may have reduced the 

likelihood that these parenting style clusters would have emerged. More recent work on 

African American parenting challenges existing classifications of African American and 

single-mother parenting by accounting for individual contextual factors and including a 

more diverse sample (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2008).

Moving beyond the parenting clusters, existing literature tends to focus on marital status and 

race as predictors of parenting (Baumrind, 1972; Baumrind, 1997; Hashima & Amato, 

1994); yet, this study suggests that other contextual variables, primarily SES, may be 

associated with parenting within this sample of African American single-mother families. 

When post hoc analyses were conducted to probe the marginal significance of the overall 

model, the probabilities obtained suggested that as maternal income decreased, the 

probability of engaging in authoritative parenting decreased, whereas the probability of 

engaging in both permissive and disengaged parenting styles increased. Consistent with the 

literature (e.g., Conger & Donnellan, 2007; Hill, 2006; McLoyd, 1990), it is possible that 

lower income African American single-mother families have more demands, such as more 

hours at work relative to higher income families that prevent mothers from engaging in 

parental control, such as monitoring their children after school. It is interesting that as 

education increased in this dataset, the probability of engaging in authoritative parenting 

behaviors increased, while the likelihood of engaging in disengaged parenting decreased, 

and the probability of engaging in permissive parenting did not change. Although levels of 

maternal control are roughly equivalent between the permissive and disengaged parenting 

clusters, the level of warmth substantially differed between these two parenting styles (i.e., 

moderately high warmth for permissive parenting and low warmth for disengaged families). 

This trend, however, needs to be interpreted cautiously. Previous research suggests that 

education level in particular may be a better predictor of warmth than income (Davis-Kean, 

2005; Klebanov, Brooks-Gunn, & Duncan, 1994). It may be that increased education and, in 

turn, increased coping strategies may help mothers exhibit warmth even in the face of life 

stressors, such as financial strain and behavior problems (Judge, 1998; Klebanov et al., 

1994; Lee, 2003).

Results also begin to reveal socioeconomic and parenting contexts associated with 

externalizing behavior. As predicted, results indicate that adolescents with mothers who 

engage in authoritative parenting were more likely to have below average externalizing 
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behavior, whereas youth from homes where mothers engage in permissive or disengaged 

parenting styles were more likely to have externalizing behaviors above the mean. The 

decreased levels of control in both the permissive and disengaged parenting styles may result 

in increased levels of acting out or aggressive behavior. It is possible that parents who fall 

within these two clusters do not exhibit controlling behaviors, such as monitoring, do not set 

limits on youth behavior, and negatively reinforce externalizing behavior or engage in 

inconsistent discipline. Moreover, parents who engage in permissive parenting may engage 

in behaviors that convey warmth, which, in turn, may be slightly more protective than 

disengaged parenting resulting in relatively lower levels of externalizing behaviors. 

Alternatively, disengaged parents may lack the supervision or behavioral control necessary 

to ameliorate or end youth problem behaviors (Baumrind, 1991; Kawabata, Alink, Tseng, 

van IJzendoorn, & Crick, 2011).

Finally, this study examined the main and interactive effects of income and parenting style 

on youth externalizing problems. There was a main effect of income on youth externalizing 

outcomes such that higher levels of income were associated with lower levels of 

externalizing behavior. This suggests that poverty may be associated with environments, 

such as homes that are less cognitively stimulating and dangerous neighborhoods, that are 

detrimental for youth psychological well-being, including increased externalizing behavior 

(Davis-Kean, 2005; Dearing, McCartney, & Taylor, 2006). Another possibility is that the 

relationship between income and externalizing behavior operates through compromised 

parenting (e.g., Conger & Donnellan, 2007; Cook, Roggman, & D’zatko, 2012; Hoff et al., 

2002). Although the categorical parenting predictor prevented the examination of mediators, 

future research should examine parenting and other potential mechanisms. In contrast, 

income was not a significant moderator of the link between parenting style and externalizing 

problems. There are several reasons that this relationship might not be significant in this 

study. First, income may not be a moderator of the relationship between parenting style and 

externalizing behavior in African American single-mother families. Second, it could be the 

case that income moderates parenting styles that did not emerge in these analyses, such as 

no-nonsense parenting (Brody & Flor, 1998). Third, income may moderate this relationship 

over time, consistent with the family stress theory positing that chronic stressors related to 

poverty influence parenting and, in turn, child outcomes (e.g., Conger & Donnellan, 2007, 

Elder, Nguyen, & Caspi, 1985; García-Coll et al., 1996). It is possible that, given the cross-

sectional nature of the analyses, this relationship did not emerge.

As with all research, this study has limitations. First, as noted above, the cross-sectional 

nature of the analyses may have precluded the opportunity for income to emerge as a 

moderator; however, longitudinal research may also reveal the potential for bidirectionality 

in the links between parenting, SES, and externalizing problems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Cook et al., 2012; McLoyd, 1990). In addition, careful attention was given to allowing 

parenting styles to emerge that were representative of the range found within African 

American single-mother families, including using measures that have proven reliable and 

valid with African American single-mother samples and using the person-oriented approach 

with items from those scale; however, we relied on mother-report measures of parenting, 

which may be more susceptible to bias than observational measures and may increase the 

probability of associations given that mother report was also used to assess SES and 
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externalizing problems (Dishion, Li, Spracklen, Brown, & Haas, 1998; Hawes & Dadds, 

2006). Third, confidence in the marginal findings and the empirically driven nature of some 

of the analyses will be bolstered if the findings are replicated in future work. Finally, given 

the importance and integral involvement of extended family and nonmarital coparents in 

African American single-mother child rearing, future research should include fathers and 

nonmarital coparents (e.g., grandparents and other extended family) in analyses of parenting 

style and investigate the joint effects of parenting style on youth outcomes (Hoeve, Dubas, 

Gerris, van der Laan, & Smeenk, 2011; Hoff et al., 2002; Jones et al., 2007; Jones, 

Forehand, Dorsey, Foster, & Brody, 2005).

This study also has strengths. First, this study focuses on youth between the ages of 11 and 

16 years, a relatively understudied age range in the parenting literature, despite that it is 

critical period for promoting health and well-being in this risky developmental period 

(Tragesser, Beauvais, Swaim, Edwards, & Oetting, 2007). In addition, this study has focused 

on African American youth living in single-mother homes, who represent the majority 

(67%) of African American youth in this country (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2012; 

Barrett & Turner, 2005) and, in turn, has the capacity to inform work on this relatively 

underrepresented group. Third, the current study included a relatively broad range of SES 

and, in turn, is more generalizable to families than research that focuses narrowly on low-

income families (Brody & Flor, 1998; McLoyd et al., 1994) and/or confounds race and 

income (e.g., Hoff et al., 2002; McLoyd, 1990; Pinderhughes & Le, 2008). Finally, and 

perhaps most important, this study reverted back to the person-oriented approach used at the 

advent of the parenting literature (McGroder, 2000). This approach elucidated variability in 

African American single-mother parenting styles, which in turn, may better inform family 

focused interventions targeting this relatively un-derserved group.

In summary, although preliminary, our findings contribute to a growing body of basic and 

applied research that continues to highlight the need to move away from a one-size-fits-all 

approach to work with children and families. That is, consistent with calls for a more 

metasystems approach to children’s mental health, our results highlight that youth and 

family functioning, including the central and proximal role of parenting, must be understood 

in context (Kazak et al., 2010). In spite of the findings from between-groups and variable-

oriented approaches, which suggest that one group may be more or less likely to engage in a 

particular parenting style than another group, our study suggests that it may be equally, if not 

more, important to measure and understand variability within group. In turn, these findings 

map onto the evidence-based practice literature that highlights the value of flexible use of 

treatment manuals or matching of treatment elements to the specific needs of children and 

families (e.g., Forehand, Miller, Armistead, Kotchick, & Long, 2004; Chorpita, Daleiden, & 

Weisz, 2005; Forehand, Dorsey, Jones, Long, & McMahon, 2010; Santiago, Kaltman, & 

Miranda, 2013). Finally, our findings may begin to inform policy. For example, relevant to 

the relative importance of education versus income in our findings in particular, current 

welfare policy provides financial support, while providing few incentives for continuing 

education. This remains the case despite research suggesting small increases in education 

substantially influence family environment and parenting, and result in more stable financial 

situations (Davis-Kean, 2005; Klebanov et al., 1994). Creating policies that support 
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educational growth for African American single mothers may lead to optimal parenting, and, 

in turn, promote youth well-being in the face of multiple risk factors.
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Figure 1. 
Three clusters of parenting styles in the full sample (N = 194).

Anton et al. Page 19

J Fam Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 June 20.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Anton et al. Page 20

Ta
b

le
 1

D
em

og
ra

ph
ic

s 
(N

 =
 1

94
) 

fo
r 

th
e 

O
ve

ra
ll 

Sa
m

pl
e

V
ar

ia
bl

e

M
ot

he
rs

Y
ou

th

M
SD

%
M

SD
%

A
ge

 (
ye

ar
s)

38
.0

5
6.

67
13

.0
0

1.
59

G
en

de
r

 
Fe

m
al

e 
%

10
0.

00
45

.4
0

 
M

al
e 

%
0.

00
54

.6
0

E
du

ca
tio

n

 
L

es
s 

th
an

 h
ig

h 
sc

ho
ol

0.
50

 
So

m
e 

hi
gh

 s
ch

oo
l

5.
20

 
H

ig
h 

sc
ho

ol
 o

r 
G

E
D

8.
80

 
So

m
e 

co
lle

ge
51

.0
0

 
C

ol
le

ge
 d

eg
re

e
20

.1
0

 
So

m
e 

gr
ad

ua
te

 s
ch

oo
l

6.
20

 
G

ra
du

at
e 

sc
ho

ol
8.

20

E
m

pl
oy

m
en

t s
ta

tu
sa

82
.0

0

A
nn

ua
l i

nc
om

e
$2

9,
54

9
$1

6,
66

5

N
um

be
r 

of
 c

hi
ld

re
n

2.
26

1.
28

a Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 e

m
pl

oy
ed

.

J Fam Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 June 20.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Anton et al. Page 21

Ta
b

le
 2

D
es

cr
ip

tiv
e 

St
at

is
tic

s 
an

d 
C

or
re

la
tio

ns
 A

m
on

g 
M

ai
n 

St
ud

y 
V

ar
ia

bl
es

V
ar

ia
bl

es
M

SD
R

an
ge

1
2

3
4

5

1.
 M

at
er

na
l w

ar
m

th
14

.3
4

2.
94

4–
18

0.
51

**
0.

14
0.

21
**

−
0.

56
**

2.
 M

at
er

na
l c

on
tr

ol
57

.6
4

5.
63

23
–6

0
0.

20
**

0.
24

**
−

0.
41

**

3.
 M

at
er

na
l i

nc
om

e
$2

9,
54

9
$1

6,
66

5
$0

–$
85

,0
00

0.
44

**
−

0.
22

**

4.
 M

at
er

na
l e

du
ca

tio
n

−
0.

25
**

5.
 Y

ou
th

 e
xt

er
na

liz
in

g
6.

49
6.

60
0–

35

**
p 

<
 .0

1.

J Fam Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 June 20.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Anton et al. Page 22

Table 3

Modeled Probability (%) of Being Assigned to a Cluster Based on Maternal Education and Income

Predictors Parenting style clusters

Education Income Authoritative (n = 71)% Permissive (n = 72)% Disengaged (n = 52)%

HS/GED 10 34.37 22.36 43.27

College 10 50.46 21.71 27.83

More than college 10 65.53 18.65 15.83

HS/GED 30 42.89 3.34 53.77

College 30 62.48 3.22 34.30

More than college 30 78.46 2.68 18.87

HS/GED 50 44.30 0.41 55.29

College 50 64.40 0.40 35.20

More than college 50 80.42 0.33 19.25

Note. Income is in the $10,000. HS/GED = High school diploma or GED; College = college degree; More than college > graduate, law, or medical 
school degree.
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Table 4

Multiple Regression Analyses Predicting Youth Externalizing Behaviors

Variable ΔR2 Total R2 β t

Parenting style 0.28*** 0.28

 Authoritative 3.38

 Permissive 5.71

 Disengaged 12.06

Average maternal income 0.03** 0.32 −0.79 3.22**

Parenting Style × Maternal Income 0.00 0.32

Note. Regression coefficients for each parenting style represent average predicted externalizing scores holding income constant at the mean; 
however, these coefficients are not associated with inference statistics. (i.e., no significance test).

**
p < .01.

***
p < .001.
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