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Abstract

Contextual and intrapersonal factors affecting the development of African American men’s
romantic relationship commitment-related behavior were investigated. Socioeconomic
disadvantage during early adolescence was hypothesized to predict harsh, unsupportive parenting
practices. Harsh parenting was hypothesized to result in youths’ emotion-regulation difficulties,
indicated by elevated levels of anger during mid-adolescence, particularly when men were exposed
to racial discrimination. Young African American men’s anger during mid-adolescence, a
consequence of harsh, unsupportive parenting and racial discrimination, was expected to predict
commitment-related behavior. Hypotheses were tested with a sample of rural African American
men participating in a panel study from the ages of 11 through 21. Data from teachers, parents,
and youths were integrated into a multi-reporter measurement plan. Results confirmed the
hypothesized associations. Study findings indicate that the combination of harsh parenting and
racial discrimination is a powerful antecedent of young men’s commitment-related behavior.
Anger across mid-adolescence mediated this interaction effect.
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Both theory and empirical research have focused on the ways in which emerging adult
romantic relationships unfold over time. By late adolescence and emerging adulthood, many
relationships become steady, exclusive, and characterized by high levels of intimacy and
commitment; such relationships establish the foundation for future family formation
(Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009; Karney, Beckett, Collins, & Shaw, 2007). Studies
investigating sexual health among young African American men have revealed important
challenges to their development of exclusive, intimate relationships. During adolescence and
emerging adulthood, disproportionate rates of multiple sexual partnerships characterize
African American men (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2012). Often, men’s
reports of multiple partnerships indicate a sexual concurrency pattern in which sexual
relationships with different women overlap, although one woman is considered the primary,
steady partner (Senn, Carey, Vanable, Coury-Doniger, & Urban, 2009). Multiple and
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concurrent sexual partnerships have important implications for men’s and their partners’
sexual health because such partnerships are related to elevated levels of sexually transmitted
infections (STIs) and unplanned pregnancies (Adimora, Schoenbach, Martinson, Donaldson,
Fullilove, & Aral, 2001). In addition to sexual health-related concerns, engagement in
multiple partnerships, rather than serially monogamous relationships, may have prognostic
implications for young men’s psychosocial development and their formation of families as
adults (Karney et al., 2007).

Research also documents the challenges that many African American men experience during
later adulthood in developing and maintaining stable, satisfying romantic relationships
(Amato, 2011). Compared with other racial/ethnic groups, romantic relationships among
African Americans in general, and emerging adults in particular, are characterized by
considerable conflict, instability, and dissatisfaction (Amato, 2011; Kurdek, 2008). African
Americans’ dramatically declining marriage rates since the mid-1980s provide further
evidence of the disproportionate relationship challenges that they experience (Amato, 2011).

Patterns of young men’s sexual partnering in emerging adulthood and studies of African
American adults’ relationship quality underscore the importance of investigating African
American emerging adult men’s relationship commitment behavior. In the context of
romantic relationships, emerging adults’ commitment-related behavior may be characterized
by more or less stability, relationship satisfaction, and sexual fidelity (Furman & Rose, 2015;
Karney et al., 2007). We acknowledge that, for some emerging adults, relationship
commitment may be the exception rather than the rule. Some researchers suggest that it is
normative among middle- and upper-class youths for romantic commitment to be delayed
due to career preparation and trends toward later family formation (Shulman & Connolly,
2013). This view is consistent with a perception of emerging adulthood as a psychosocial
moratorium, a time of exploration and a form of extended adolescence (Arnett, 2000). This
view of the emerging adult transition, however, does not apply to socioeconomically
disadvantaged minority youths (Arnett & Brody, 2008). For a number of African American
men, poor preparation for work and secondary education, a lack of family economic
resources, and experience with racial discrimination affect the nature and prognostic
significance of emerging adulthood (Arnett & Brody, 2008). In contrast to a period of
experimentation, emerging adulthood is more likely to have enduring consequences than to
reflect a temporary developmental transition.

The emerging adult transition thus provides an important window for understanding the
development of African American men’s romantic relationships. Research to date has
documented the role of a range of race-related stressors in undermining close relationships
among African Americans in general, and men in particular (Bowman, 2006; Johnson,
2010). These stressors include socioeconomic conditions such as poverty, sociocultural
expectations such as race and sex stereotypes, and sociohistorical processes including racial
subordination and discrimination (Spencer, 2001). Singly and in combination, these stressors
marginalize African American men in families (Bowman, 2006) and compel men to develop
coping strategies to deal with harsh environments (Cunningham & Meunier, 2004; Spencer,
Cunningham, & Swanson, 1995).
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Recent research has focused on how exposure over time to systems of opportunity and
constraint in African American youths’ lives affect emerging adult romantic relationships
(Kogan, Lei, et al., 2013; L. G. Simons, Simons, Landor, Bryant, & Beach, 2014; R. L.
Simons, Simons, Lei, & Landor, 2012). These studies emphasize how challenging
socioeconomic circumstances not only undermine relationships at a single time point but
also, over time, prompt a range of emotional responses and coping strategies that have the
potential to affect men’s engagement in satisfying and committed relationships (Kogan, Lei,
etal., 2013; L. G. Simons et al., 2014). For example, socioeconomic circumstances (Brody,
Yu, Beach, Kogan, Windle, & Philibert, 2014; R. L. Simons & Burt, 2011; R. L. Simons et
al., 2012) and other forms of race-related adversity (Brody, Chen, Kogan, Murry, Logan, &
Luo, 2008) affect parent—youth relationships, which provide a foundation for intimacy in
future romantic relationships (Furman & Rose, 2015). Investigations that specifically
address African American men’s commitment-related behavior, however, have focused
primarily on public health issues such as HIV risk and teenage fatherhood. Studies of the
developmental processes that shape young men’s commitment-related behavior are rare.
This constitutes grounds for concern because considerable evidence reveals sex differences
in relationship commitment development and experience (Giordano, Longmore, & Manning,
2006). Thus, studies that combine men and women may miss important, sex-specific
information regarding the development of commitment.

Study Hypotheses

In the present study we investigated developmental factors affecting African American
emerging adult men’s commitment-related behavior. Hypotheses were tested with data from
young men and their caregivers who lived in resource-poor, rural southern environments.
This focus is unique given the ubiquity of studies focusing on African American men in
densely populated inner cities. Socioeconomic and race-related disadvantages, however, can
have equally detrimental effects in rural and urban contexts (Vernon-Feagans, Garrett-Peters,
De Marco, & Bratsch-Hines, 2012). We hypothesized that socioeconomic disadvantage in
early adolescence (ages 11 through 14) would predict parents’ use of harsh and unsupportive
caregiving practices. Exposure to harsh parenting would result in youths’ difficulties with
emotion regulation, as indicated by elevated levels of anger across mid-adolescence. We
expected harsh parenting to be particularly influential when young men were exposed to
racial discrimination. Finally, we hypothesized that young men’s anger during mid-
adolescence, a consequence of harsh parenting and racial discrimination, would predict
commitment-related behavior (see Figure 1 for a summary of study hypotheses).

Socioeconomic disadvantage is hypothesized to initiate a cascade of risks that affect the
likelihood that young men will form committed, romantic relationships in emerging
adulthood. Relationship commitment behavior includes men’s demonstrated involvement in
high-quality, monogamous relationships as well as their avoidance of involvement with
multiple sexual partners (Brennan & Shaver, 1995; Collins et al., 2009). Specific
socioeconomic disadvantages include inadequate family resources, parental unemployment,
a single-parent family structure, and low parental education. The accumulation of these
factors predicts a range of youth outcomes, including internalizing and externalizing
behaviors and substance use (Ackerman, Brown, & lzard, 2004; Scaramella, Neppl, Ontali,
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& Conger, 2008). Resource inadequacy, single-parent status, and low parental education,
both individually and in combination, have been linked to African American adolescents’
involvement with multiple sexual partners (Moore & Chase-Lansdale, 2001; Scaramella et
al., 2008), romantic relationship quality, and attitudes toward marriage (Simons et al., 2012).
Recent studies also revealed that socioeconomic disadvantages in adolescence are linked to
romantic relationship quality among African American emerging adults (Kogan, Lei, et al.,
2013) and forecast sexual partnering patterns among young men (Kogan, Yu, Brody, &
Allen, 2013).

Studies of parenting behavior among African Americans suggest that male youths may
receive less monitoring and be subject to less stringent behavioral expectations than are
female youths (Cunningham, Mars, & Burns, 2012; Varner & Mandara, 2014). Despite these
tendencies, the strains and multiple demands that socioeconomic stressors impose can tax
even the most concerned caregivers and induce them to use harsh parenting practices that, by
design, quickly terminate aversive child and adolescent behavior (Conger, Wallace, Sun,
Simons, McLoyd, & Brody, 2002). Parents from impoverished socioeconomic backgrounds
and those with little education report less frequent nurturing behaviors and discipline that is
more harsh than consistent (Bornstein & Bradley, 2003; Hill & Herman-Stahl, 2002). Thus,
during preadolescence and early adolescence, harsh, unsupportive parenting induced by
socioeconomic stressors can be expected to influence negatively young men’s relationship
commitment behavior. Parent—child and parent—adolescent relationship quality is a robust
predictor of emerging adults’ behaviors in romantic relationships (Collins et al., 2009).
Warmth and sensitivity in family interactions during adolescence predicts nurturing and
supportive interactions with romantic partners during adolescence (Furman & Simon, 2004)
and early adulthood (Black & Schutte, 2006; Seiffge-Krenke, Overbeek, & Vermulst, 2010).
Conversely, youths exposed to harsh parenting report elevated conflict in their romantic
relationships (Simons et al., 2014). Combined, these studies suggest that parenting practices
during early adolescence may be potent factors in shaping emerging adults’ participation in
romantic relationships.

We hypothesized that exposure to harsh, unsupportive parenting practices would affect
young men’s commitment-related behavior indirectly through effects on their emotion
regulation, particularly as it is enacted through anger and its expression (Davies, Winter, &
Cicchetti, 2006; Simons & Burt, 2011). Theoretical (Repetti, Taylor, & Seeman, 2002) and
empirical (Hakulinen et al., 2013; Lemerise & Dodge, 2008) research indicate that growing
up in chaotic families that lack warmth is associated with the development of hostility and
anger. Youths who receive harsh parenting become, over time, more likely to maintain a
heightened state of vigilance for signs of anger and to reciprocate it (Cicchetti & Rogosch,
2009; Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1994). Chronic anger is associated with scanning the
environment for negative cues, low inhibition, and interpersonally unproductive expressions
of negative emotions (Berkowitz, 2012). Thus, anger can impair both the formation of a
committed relationship and the expression of positive behavior toward a romantic partner.
Hostile attribution processes are particularly likely to be expressed as relationships become
increasingly intimate (Overall, Girme, Lemay, & Hammond, 2014), affecting both
relationship satisfaction and stability (Diamond & Hicks, 2005; Guyll, Cutrona, Burzette, &
Russell, 2010).

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 October 04.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Kogan et al.

Page 5

We hypothesized that racial discrimination would amplify the effect of harsh parenting on
adolescent anger. Discrimination, defined as unfair treatment because of minority status by
individuals from a dominant group (Williams & Mohammed, 2013), includes racial
microstressors, routine demoralizing and dehumanizing experiences with racism that include
being ignored, overlooked, or subjected to minor mistreatment based on one’s race. Among
African Americans, male youths are more likely than female youths to report racial
microstressors (Brody, Kogan, & Chen, 2012). Although major racism-related events such as
being denied a bank loan may happen infrequently, microstressors are common and tend to
escalate across adolescence (Brody et al., 2006). The routine and pervasive aspects of this
treatment appear to take a greater toll on mental health than do major discriminatory events
(Kessler, Mickelson, & Williams, 1999; Williams & Mohammed, 2013).

Exposure to racial discrimination has well-documented negative outcomes among young
people (Sanders-Phillips, Settles-Reaves, Walker, & Brownlow, 2009). Researchers,
however, recently have advocated examinations of the ways in which various forms of stress
may interact to affect developmental outcomes (Estrada-Martinez et al., 2012; Williams &
Mohammed, 2013). Racial discrimination as an exacerbating factor for other stressors, such
as harsh parenting, is of particular interest. Discrimination’s pervasive and destructive
influence on male African American youths in rural contexts has been documented (Brody
et al., 2008; Gibbons, Gerrard, Cleveland, Wills, & Brody, 2004), and research indicates the
plausibility of its action as a moderator. Specifically, Murry, Brown, Brody, Cutrona, and
Simons (2001) studied economic distress and parenting among 383 rural African American
families. Their analysis revealed that racial discrimination functioned as a moderator that
amplified the negative influence of economic distress on both African American mothers’
psychological adjustment and the influence of psychological distress on their parenting
behavior. This supports the likelihood that racial discrimination functions as an amplifier of
other stressors. The majority of studies on the interaction between racial discrimination and
adolescents’ family relationships, however, have focused on the buffering influence of
family relationships (Gibbons et al., 2010; Simons et al., 2006). This focus does not allow
for the detection of amplification of negative outcomes in the absence of protective family
processes. For example, R. L. Simons et al. (2006) found that supportive parenting
interacted with racial discrimination to affect violent behavior among African American
male adolescents. For youths with supportive parents, racial discrimination had little or no
influence on violence. Yet examination of the interaction graph revealed a crossover: As
supportive parenting diminished, the influence of discrimination increased. Thus, studies
that examine the effects of negative parenting practices and youths’ exposure to
discrimination are needed.

Other research suggests that the confluence of harsh parenting and racial discrimination may
have a unique influence on African American male youths. Researchers have identified a
willingness to express anger as a component of a hypermasculine coping style used by some
African American youths exposed to dangerous community environments (Cassidy &
Stevenson, 2005; Cunningham, Swanson, & Hayes, 2013). Readiness to express anger and
to engage in hostile attribution processes also figure prominently in Anderson’s (1999) work
on the “code of the street” in which hostility is thought to play a major role in avoiding
victimization within the community. Exposure to racial discrimination and other adversity in
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childhood are linked both to street code adherence (R. L. Simons et al., 2012) and to
generally cynical viewpoints associated with hostile behavior in relationships (R. L. Simons
et al., 2012). Thus, exposure to a combination of harsh parenting and racial discrimination
has the potential to promote both high levels of anger as an immediate emotional response to
demeaning treatment and the development of a negative behavioral style as an adaptation to
a harsh environment.

The Current Study

Method

Patterns of men’s sexual partnering in emerging adulthood and studies of African American
adults’ relationship quality underscore the importance of investigating the development of
African American men’s commitment-related behavior, particularly among those from
socioeconomically disadvantaged environments. We tested hypotheses regarding the
development of commitment-related behavior during emerging adulthood. Socioconomic
disadvantages are hypothesized to increase young men’s exposure to harsh parenting in early
adolescence, which carries forward throughout adolescence by affecting feelings of anger.
We further hypothesized that exposure to racial discrmination in mid-adolescence would
exacerbate the anger-inducing influence of harsh parenting. Because antecedent internalizing
and externalizing problems in childhood influence both parent—adolescent relationships and
youths’ development of problems with anger, the influence of such symptoms at age 11 was
controlled in the analyses. Hypotheses were tested with a sample of rural African American
men who took part in a panel study from the ages of 11 through 21. Data from teachers,
parents, and youths were integrated into a multireporter measurement plan.

Study hypotheses were tested with data from 315 African American male youths, their
primary caregivers, and their fifth-grade teachers, who were participating in a panel study.
Families were recruited randomly from public school lists in seven rural Georgia counties
when the youths were in the fifth grade. These communities were representative of a region
in the rural South characterized by persistent poverty among African Americans (Wimberly
& Morris, 1997). Study participants in one half of the communities received a family-
centered preventive intervention. Because intervention efficacy is not a focus of our
hypotheses, intervention assignment and dosage were controlled in analyses of study
hypotheses.

At baseline, participants’ mean household gross monthly income was $2,095 (SD = $1,422)
and mean monthly per capita gross income was $525 (SD = $416). Although 73.8% of the
primary caregivers were employed outside the home and worked an average of 39.9 hours
per week, 44.7% of the families lived below federal poverty standards and another 23.4%
lived within 150% of the poverty threshold; they could be described as working poor. Single
mothers headed a majority (58.7%) of the families. The primary caregivers’ modal level of
education was a high school diploma or GED (52.9%). Participants’ demographic
characteristics were similar to those of the Georgia communities from which they were
sampled (Boatright, 2009).
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Nine waves of data were collected from participants (see Table 1). Most constructs presented
in Figure 1 were operationalized using multi-wave measures within three developmental
time points: (a) early adolescence, (b) mid-adolescence, and (c) emerging adulthood. This
strategy allows for enhanced reliability in the evaluation of constructs across each time
point. Attrition from Wave 1 through Wave 6 was 18.7%. Participants retained through Wave
6 did not differ on any study variables from those who left the project. At Wave 7, we
intentionally followed up with only 227 of the participants due to funding constraints. From
Wave 7 through Wave 9, attrition was 11.1%. Participants retained at Wave 9 did not differ
on any study variables from those who left the project.

Trained African American field researchers conducted computer-based interviews in
participants’ homes at each of the nine waves of data collection. Youths and primary
caregivers were interviewed individually and privately and were told that their answers were
strictly confidential and would not be disclosed to anyone within or outside the family. For
Waves 1 through 6, participants were read questions and entered their answers via a remote
keypad. For Waves 7 through 9, interviews were conducted with computer-assisted self-
interviews with audio enhancements. In this method, participants wore headphones through
which items were read and then they recorded their responses on the computer. Parents
received $75 and youths received $25 for each interview at Waves 1 through 5. For Waves 7
through 9, emerging adults received $50 for their participation. The university institutional
review board approved all project protocols.

Socioeconomic disadvantage—Socioeconomic disadvantage was assessed with an
index validated in previous research by our team (Brody et al., 2013). The index is based on
six variables: (a) single-parent family status, (b) low parental education level, (c) family
poverty, (d) caregiver unemployment, (e) family receipt of Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF), and (f) perceived inadequate income. Families received a score of 1 or 0
to indicate the presence or absence of each risk factor; the sum of risk factors comprised the
index. This strategy is consistent with the observation that socioeconomic and contextual
risks tend to function in an additive manner on the basis of the number of risks experienced,
rather than the extensiveness of particular risk factors (Sameroff & Fiese, 2000). Caregivers
self-reported their family structure: 0 (mmore than 1 pareni) or 1 (single pareni); level of
education: 0 (4igh school diploma or more) or 1 (less than a high school diploma);
employment status (full time, part time, unemployed); and receipt of TANF (yes/no) and
income from all sources on a demographic questionnaire. Poverty status was calculated with
per capita figures for the year in which the data were collected. A single item was used to
assess the primary caregiver’s perceptions of the adequacy of the family’s income in
meeting their needs. The response scale included: 1 (much less than adequate), 2 (not
adequate), 3 (adequate), 4 (more than adequate), and 5 (much more than adequate). A score
of 1 was assigned to the ratings much less than adequate and not adequate; a score of 0 was
assigned to all other responses. The summed risk index ranged from 0 through 6 for each
wave of assessment and was summed across three waves, with a mean of 6.61 (SD = 3.89).
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Harsh, unsupportive parenting—Harsh parenting was operationalized as a multi-
reporter, latent construct indicated using three scales. Parents and youths completed the four-
item Harsh Parenting Scale (Brody et al., 2001) to assess caregivers’ use of slapping, hitting,
and shouting to discipline the youths. Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .54 to .66 across the
assessments at ages 11, 12, and 13. Low internal consistency is common in the literature for
measures of harsh parenting due to low base rates of these disciplinary practices (Brody et
al., 2001; R. L. Simons & Burt, 2011). Use, or lack thereof, of supportive and nurturing
behavior was assessed with a five-item nurturant-involved parenting scale (R. L. Simons et
al., 2006). Example items included, “How often does your child talk to you about things that
bother him/her?” and “How often do you ask your teen what he/she thinks before making
decisions that affect him/her?” Cronbach’s alphas for this scale ranged, across reporters and
waves, from .76 to .82. Parents and youths also reported on relationship harmony and
distress using the Interaction Behavior Questionnaire (Prinz, Foster, Kent, & O’Leary, 1979;
e.g., “Your child is easy to get along with”); alphas exceeded .90 at Waves 1 through 3.
Within-reporter correlations across time exceeded .30 for youths and .42 for parents.
Repeated measures across time were first averaged within reporters. Parent and youth
reports were significantly intercorrelated at each time point and subsequently averaged.
Reliability for each measure across reporters and time exceeded .80. The resulting multi-
reporter, multi-time-point indices of (a) harsh parenting, (b) nurturant parenting, and (c)
relationship harmony were used as indicators of a latent harsh, unsupportive parenting
construct.

Anger—At Waves 4 through 6, youths’ anger was measured using the 15-item State Anger
Scale (Spielberger, 1999). Youths were asked how often they experienced discrete emotions
(e.g., “lI am furious” or “I feel angry™) on a scale ranging from 1 (a/ways) to 5 (never).
Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .91 to .92 across the three waves.

Commitment behavior—Commitment-related behavior was assessed at youth ages 19,
20, and 21 years (see Table 1). Young people reported on the numbers of sexual partners
they had during the past 3 months (“In the past 3 months, how many people have you had
sex with?”) Those who reported two or more sexual partners in the past 3 months were
coded “1,” and those with no sexual partners or one sexual partner in the past 3 months were
coded “0.” The study summed the three time points to form an index of multiple
partnerships. At each emerging adulthood wave, we coded youths as being in high-quality
romantic relationships (1) or not (0). This was determined by using the following
information. Youths were asked if they were currently in a committed relationship lasting 4
weeks or longer. Youths who were in relationships reported on the quality of those
relationships using the 12-item Network Relationship Inventory (Furman & Buhrmester,
1985). The items measured and assessed (a) partner emotional support (e.g., “How often do
you depend on your partners for help, advice, or sympathy?”), (b) partner instrumental
support (e.g., “How often does your partner help you figure out or fix things?”), (c) support
toward partner (e.g., “How often do you help your partner with things that she can’t do by
herself?”), and (d) relationship security (e.g., “How sure are you that this relationship will
last no matter what?”). Items were rated on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4
(very often/very sure). Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .88 to .90 across waves. Youths also

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 October 04.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Kogan et al.

Page 9

reported conflict with romantic partners on the Ineffective Arguing Inventory (Kurdek,
1994). They rated, on a scale ranging from 1 (disagree strongly) to 5 (agree strongly),
statements about the conflicts they had with their romantic partners. Example items
included, “You and your partner’s arguments are left hanging and unsettled,” and “You and
your partner go for days being mad at each other.” Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .70 to .78
across the three waves. Romantic relationship support and conflict scores were standardized,
and the conflict scores were subtracted from the support scores to form the romantic
relationship quality scores. In each wave, youths with positive relationship quality scores
(more support, less conflict) were coded “1,” and those with negative relationship quality
scores (more conflict, less support) were coded “0.” Infidelity was assessed for youths
reporting a current relationship or one in the past year. In each case, youths responded to the
question, “Have you had sex with another person while dating this partner?” Youths who
responded yes were assigned a code of “1,” and those who responded 770 were assigned a
code of “0.” The codes were summed across the three waves to indicate the number of years
in which infidelities were reported. In summary, the commitment-related behavior construct
is composed of three indices, each ranging from 0 through 3: (a) multiple sexual
partnerships (M= 0.94; SD=0.98), (b) high-quality committed relationships (M= 0.86; SD
=0.85), and (c) infidelity in a committed relationship (M= 0.42; SD=0.71).

Racial discrimination—At Wave 4, the youths self-reported their experiences of racial
discrimination with a scale adapted from the Schedule of Racist Events (Landrine &
Klonoff, 1996). Items from the original scale were presented to rural African American
community members, who identified the most common forms of racial microstressors and
suggested wording changes (Brody et al., 2006). Participants also suggested reducing the
number of points in the Likert response scale. Youths reported how often in the past 12
months each of nine microstressors occurred, from 1 (never) to 4 (frequently). Example
items included, “How often have you been treated rudely or disrespectfully because of your
race?” and “How often have your ideas or opinions been put down, ignored, or belittled
because of your race?” Cronbach’s alpha was .87.

Control variable—The youths’ homeroom teachers reported Wave 1 behavior problems
on the Teacher’s Report Form (Achenbach, 1991). Teachers completed items pertaining to
withdrawn, aggressive, and rule-breaking behavior. Cronbach’s alpha was .81.

Data Analysis

The conceptual model in Figure 1 was tested with Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), as
implemented in Mplus 7.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2007). Models were estimated using
the full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimator, which tests hypotheses against
all available data from Waves 1 through 9. Thus, missing data did not result in deleted cases.
The previously described attrition analyses supported the use of the FIML estimator. Prior to
testing the model in Figure 1, we investigated the adequacy of the measurement model. We
then examined the model without the moderator variable (discrimination) to test the
socioeconomic disadvantage — harsh parenting — anger — commitment pathway. We
then conducted a multigroup SEM to examine youth-reported Wave 4 discrimination to see
if it moderated the harsh parenting — anger pathway. The significance of indirect effects
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was tested using the delta method to compute standard errors (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-
2013).

Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) of the harsh parenting, anger, and commitment—
behavior constructs revealed a good fit to the data, X2(23) =26.15, p=.29. CFl = .99, TLI
=.99, RMSEA = .02 (0, .05). Factor loadings for the manifest variables on their respective
constructs are presented in Table 2. Correlations among study variables and their means and
standard deviations are provided in Table 3.

We next examined hypothesized predictors of commitment behavior without the moderating
variable of racial discrimination. Results are presented in Figure 2. Controlling for the
influence of behavior problems at Wave 1, socioeconomic disadvantage significantly
predicted harsh parenting practices in early adolescence (B = .15, p< .05). Harsh parenting
in early adolescence predicted youths’ reports of anger in mid-adolescence (B = .50, p<.
001; full model), which in turn predicted negatively emerging adult commitment behavior (
=-.49, p<.01). Indirect-effect analysis results are presented in Table 4. The indirect effect
linking socioeconomic disadvantage to commitment-related behavior through harsh
parenting and anger was not significant (p =.11). Indirect-effect analysis of the influence of
harsh parenting on commitment behavior via anger, however, was significant (o =.025).
This suggests that anger is a mediating mechanism linking harsh parenting in early
adolescence to commitment-related behavior in emerging adulthood.

In a multigroup model, we considered the influence of racial discrimination at Wave 4 (age
16) on the association between harsh parenting and youths’ anger. Groups were compared
using a median split on the racial discrimination measure. For young men in the low
discrimination group, no significant effect emerged between harsh parenting and anger ( = .
15, ns). Conversely, in the high discrimination group, a large effect emerged (B = .67, p<.
001). The chi-square difference test was significant, AXZ (1) = 12.415, p<.001, indicating
moderation. Indirect-effect analysis of the harsh parenting — anger — commitment
pathway was significant for the high discrimination group (estimates = —0.444, SE= 0.176,
p =.011), but not for the low discrimination group (estimates = —0.096, SE=0.081, p =.
235). This indicates the presence of moderated mediation; in the presence of discrimination,
anger is a mediator of the influence of harsh parenting on commitment behavior. This
pathway emerged while controlling for the influence of antecedent behavior problems,
which also exerted a significant influence on the harsh parenting — anger — commitment
path.

Discussion

During the emerging adult years, involvement in high quality, committed, romantic
relationships signals the development of psychosocial maturity and the ability to engage in
intimate relationships that presage behavior in future family relationships (Karney et al.,
2007). For African American men growing up in socioeconomically disadvantaged
environments, low levels of relationship commitment may forecast low involvement with
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enduring marriages. To date, little research has addressed the development of commitment-
related behavior among African American men. Informed by research documenting the
challenges that socioeconomically disadvantaged environments confer on couples’
relationships and the developmental influence of parent—youth relationships on such
relationships among emerging adults, we investigated the pathways connecting challenging
socioeconomic environments and exposure to harsh parenting to young African American
men’s commitment-related behavior. We considered the potential stress-amplifying effect of
racial discrimination in the link between parenting and adolescent anger, a proximal
predictor of men’s commitment-related behavior.

Results were largely consistent with our hypotheses. Controlling for the influence of
behavior problems, socioeconomic disadvantage predicted harsh, unsupportive parenting
practices in early adolescence, which in turn affected men’s anger in mid-adolescence and
commitment-related behavior in emerging adulthood. Indirect-effect analysis revealed that
anger mediated the influence of harsh parenting and behavioral problems on emerging adult
commitment-related behavior. Consideration of the moderating influence of racial
discrimination added considerably more precision to our understanding of the influence of
parenting on anger. For young men with little exposure to racial discrimination, harsh
parenting was not a significant predictor of mid-adolescent anger. In the high discrimination
group, however, the influence of harsh parenting was amplified to yield a particularly large
effect (B = .67, p<.001). Indirect-effect analysis indicated the operation of moderated
mediation; in the presence of discrimination, anger mediated the influence of harsh
parenting on commitment behavior.

Our approach to the conceptualization and assessment of commitment-related behavior was
unique. We integrated emerging adult men’s reports across three annual assessments that
addressed (a) involvement in high-quality romantic relationships, (b) sexual fidelity in
relationships, and (c) involvement in multiple sexual partnerships. This approach integrates
perspectives from emerging adult development (committed, high-quality relationships) and
from research on men’s sexual health (serial monogamy versus concurrent or multiple
sexual partnerships). CFA and affirmative findings as presented in Figure 2 supported the
validity of this approach to commitment-related behavior.

Past studies have linked commitment-related behavior and socioeconomic disadvantage
(Kogan, Lei, et al., 2013). African Americans are disproportionately exposed to
disadvantaged environments, which takes a toll on even the most concerned parents’
childrearing behavior. Stressors that accompany socioeconomic disadvantage make
engagement in consistent, warm parenting practices difficult. We hypothesized that parent-
reported socioeconomic stressors would predict their use of harsh, unsupportive parenting
practices when youths were in early adolescence (ages 11 through 13 years). Consistent with
prior research (Pinderhughes, Nix, Foster, & Jones, 2001; Scaramella et al., 2008),
socioeconomic risks were associated significantly, though modestly, with parenting
characterized by elevated levels of harsh and inconsistent discipline, low levels of
nurturance, and poor relationship quality. This effect was present independent of the
influence of child behavioral problems at age 11 years, which was a strong predictor of
parenting behavior. Notably, this replication of past findings was revealed using a multi-
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reporter measurement strategy that integrated parent and youth reports across three early-
adolescent time points.

We further hypothesized that youths” exposure to socioeconomic disadvantages and harsh
parenting would carry forward to influence commitment-related behavior in emerging
adulthood, particularly for young men exposed to racial discrimination. Informed by
research on emotion regulation, we found that harsh parenting forecast youth anger across
mid-adolescence, and that anger mediated the link between harsh, unsupportive parenting
and commitment-related behavior in emerging adulthood. Harsh, unsupportive parenting is a
hallmark of risky family environments, which are implicated in a range of negative
development and health outcomes (Brody et al., 2014; Repetti et al., 2002). Research
suggests that emotion regulation in particular plays a prominent role in determining how the
influence of family risk carries forward in adolescence, as young people begin to spend
increasing amounts of time with peers and in the community (Bell & Calkins, 2000; Brody
et al., 2014; Wills, Sandy, Shinar, & Yaeger, 1999). The role of anger as a carry-forward
mechanism is consistent with recent findings indicating that aversive interactions with
parents induce negative emotional states, problems with anger management, and hostile
attribution biases (Powers & Trust-Schwartz, 2012; Simons et al., 2014). An emerging body
of research investigating family relationships, attribution processes, and negative emotions
supports perspectives on working models of relationships and negative emotions (Cooper,
Shaver, & Collins, 1998; Simpson, Collins, Tran, & Haydon, 2007). For youths raised in
harsh environments, the potential for angry responses and negative emotional states reflects
a cognitive orientation that is reinforced by ongoing interactions. These patterns may occur
in a variety of relationships. Some studies, however, suggest that intimate romantic
relationships in particular activate negative emotions due to their relevance in the formation
of working models of relationships and are, in turn, influenced by angry mood states and
expressions (Diamond & Hicks, 2005; Overall et al., 2014).

In considering contextual challenges specific to African American men, we hypothesized
that exposure to racial discrimination in adolescence would exacerbate the influence of harsh
parenting on anger. Although relatively few studies address this hypothesis directly, our
conjecture was informed by theories regarding the multiplicative influence of specific
stressors and the unique influence of discrimination on male African Americans during
adolescence (Ong, Fuller-Rowell, & Burrow, 2009; Watkins, 2012). Several studies show
that young African American men report more exposure to discrimination than do young
African American women and are more affected by that exposure (Brody, Kogan, & Chen,
2012; Kessler et al., 1999). Supportive parenting has been shown to have a powerful
influence in buffering youths from the negative outcomes of discrimination. Therefore, when
parent-youth relationships are conflicted, no protection is available from a key environment;
for a young person, environments both inside and outside the family may seem hostile and
unsupportive. The results of our test confirmed that racial discrimination exacerbated the
influence of harsh parenting on anger. In the presence of high levels of discrimination, the
effect of aversive parenting on anger was large (B = .67, p<.001); in contrast, when
discrimination levels were low, harsh parenting was not a significant predictor of youth
anger (B = .15, ns). The size of this effect across different developmental phases, using
multi-reporter, multi-time-point assessments, and controlling for antecedent behavior
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problems suggests a particularly powerful influence on development. The multiplicative
influence of these two risk factors is consistent with Murry et al.’s (2001) findings with rural
African American mothers, as well as with Ong et al.’s (2009) perspective that the
amplification of other risks in a young person’s environment is an important pathway for
understanding the effects of discrimination. Because few studies have addressed
discrimination as an amplifier of other stressors, additional research is warranted.

Study findings support the contention that the combination of harsh parenting and racial
discrimination is a powerful antecedent of young men’s commitment-related behavior.
Indirect-effect analysis supports a moderated mediation model. The indirect effect of
parenting — anger — commitment was present only when youths were exposed to high
levels of racial discrimination. Indirect-effect analyses also provided insight into a number
of interesting issues. Youths’ problem behaviors and exposure to low-SES environments at
age 11 affected their anger in mid-adolescence by increasing the likelihood that they would
experience harsh parenting. Even the most concerned parents may have difficulty in
providing monitoring, support, and consistent discipline when dealing with the challenges of
poverty and child behavior problems. Accounting for behavior problems in the design
supports the robustness of the moderated mediation findings, because behavior problems
associated with anger and aggression may constitute a plausible alternative to the influence
of discrimination and harsh parenting as an explanation for anger in mid-adolescence.

From a prevention perspective, this study underscores the importance of intervening with
youths during early adolescence to forestall problems associated with poverty. Intervention
efforts designed to enhance parenting practices in early adolescence in general, and those
that may protect developing youths from the influence of discrimination in particular, can
have downstream effects on men’s intimate relationships and family formation processes.
Such interventions may target parenting practices, such as racial socialization, that have
been demonstrated to buffer youths from discrimination as well as teaching youths skills for
coping with this stressor. Examples of efficacious interventions that target these practices
include the Strong African American Families program (SAAF; Brody, Kogan, & Grange,
2012) for preadolescents and the SAAF-Teen program (Kogan et al., 2012) for middle
adolescents. These programs capitalize on parental involvement to increase active racial
socialization and family support to help youths develop a positive racial self-concept. These
and other programs, such as Life Skills Training (Botvin & Griffin, 2004), also target the use
of problem-solving—oriented coping to help youths develop strategies for achieving their
future goals despite discrimination. From a policy perspective, low-SES environments
should continue to be a focus of efforts to counteract poverty and support effective parenting
practices among often-overstressed parents. Importantly, this research represents one of a
number of recent well-designed longitudinal studies that document the presence and
pernicious influence of racial discrimination, particularly microstressors (Brody et al., 2006;
Kogan, Yu, Allen, & Brody, 2015). The everyday lives of many young Black teens,
particularly male youths, involve routine experiences with demeaning treatment that take a
severe toll on development (Brody et al., 2006) .
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Strengths and Limitations

Hypotheses regarding the pathways linking socioeconomic disadvantage and harsh,
unsupportive parenting to commitment-related behaviors were tested with young men who
provided data at nine time points spanning early adolescence, mid-adolescence, and
emerging adulthood. Data from parents and teachers were used to measure variables during
early adolescence, and the assessment of harsh parenting included reports on multiple
measures from both parents and youths. Teachers assessed control variables and behavior
problems. Key construct data from three time points were used, creating a highly reliable
assessment of SES risk, parenting behavior, youth anger, and youth commitment-related
behavior.

Despite these strengths, a number of limitations must be noted. Because of a dearth of
literature examining the unique development of male African Americans, we focused
exclusively on this group for analysis. Results cannot be generalized to female youths. The
participants lived in resource-poor rural environments; thus, the findings also cannot be
generalized to youths in urban areas. Finally, our assessment of relationship quality relied on
participants’ self-reports. Studies operationalizing relationship commitment using both
partners’ perspectives provide a more complete account of relationship behavior. Although
measures of antecedent anger would have been desirable, anger was not assessed in early
adolescence. Teacher reports of behavior problems, however, provided a robust
characterization of individual youths’ anger-associated conduct that could constitute a
plausible alternative to the influence of discrimination and harsh parenting as an explanation
for anger in mid-adolescence. These limitations notwithstanding, this study used a
sophisticated measurement plan with longitudinal data to demonstrate how SES, harsh
parenting, and racial discrimination affect commitment-related behavior through the
proximal mechanism of youth anger.
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Conceptual Model of the Pathways Linking Socioeconomic Risk to Commitment-Related
Behavior Among African American Males During Emerging Adulthood.
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Early Adolescence Mid-adolescence Emerging Adulthood
(age 11-13) (age 16-18) (age 19-21)

Full Model = .50***

Low disc =.153 %
, . Hi disc = .673*** —49 .
Socioeconomic Harsh Commitment
Disadvantage Parenting Behavior
4

Behavioral 30**

Problems

(age 11)"

Figure 2.

Structural Equation Model Results Predicting Commitment-Related Behavior. Disc =
Discrimination.

LAl endogenous constructs were controlled, however, nonsignificant paths are not pictured.
Disc = discrimination.

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.
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Table 1

Sample Waves, Attrition, and Measurement Time-Points

Stage Wave M age(SD) Sample(n) ConstructsAssessed at Each Wave
Early Adolescence 1 11.6 (0.35) 315 Socioeconomic disadvantage/Family and parenting
2 12.3(0.32) 304
3 13.2(0.32) 296
Mid-adolescence 4 16.0 (0.37) 250 Racial discrimination/Anger
5 17.0 (0.50) 244 Anger
6 18.4 (0.47) 256 Anger
Emerging Adulthood 7 19.2 (0.64) * 227 Multiple partners in past 3 months/High-quality romantic relationship/Infidelity
to a partner
8 20.0 (0.67) 216
9 21.1 (0.70) 204

*
Sample size reduced due to budgetary constraints.

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 October 04.



Page 23

Kogan et al.

Author Manuscript

T00 oY'— (6M—L/M) Ssyauow € 1sed ul siauped [enxas +g

100" > 9t'— (6M—2) diysuonrejas JeaA 1sed 1o Juanind ul Ajapyul
100" > 0s (6M—2M\) wssaud diysuorrejal onuewos Aienb-ybiH  (TZ-6T Saby) J01ABYSQ pale|as JusWWWOo)

100" > €L (9m) 1ebuy srers

100" > 175 (SM) 19Buy areis
100" > 28 (¥m) JaBuy s1eIs (87-9T saby) Jabuy

100" > 67— (EM—T/M) aireuuonsanb JoiAeYaq UOIIIBIBIU|

100" > 99'- (eM-TM) Bunuated aarioddns-jueinunN
100 > Ina (eM—TM\) Bunua.ed jualsisuodul-ysieH (eT-TT s9bv) Bunuaied ysieH
anfead  epquen So[eds Sa|qelren

V40 wouy sbulpeo] 10194
¢ d|qeL

Author Manuscript

Author Manuscript

Author Manuscript

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 October 04.



Page 24

Kogan et al.

860 TLO 680 TISE 6¥0T  S0TT 0901 LET 80°¢ T 770 68'€ as
v60  T¥0 980 19€ TLTE G6CE  6LTE  60LT €0'8C 18'9 20T 19°9 LED

—  xxxBV ¥8T— x0T xx8T xx8T  xafT L0~ L0~ 60" S0 S0'- Aunosiwoud diysuoneay 'zt

—  xIT-  IT 115 X8 xxET - 90 80’ o 60’ Auapyur diysuonejay 11

—  T0- 80—  IT-  xxlT-  «LT 90 0T~ 60— - sdiysuope|al pepILIWOD 0T

—  xxxlV xaxV w0V kBT TT- 113 VT 10 UOIRUILILIOSIP [e10BY 6

—  xxx€9 xxx8F  xx00- xxTT- «CT 60° v0’ (8T abe) Jabuy '8

— %xx0G  wxxlC—  xxlT- 60° 90° v0' (L7 abe) Jabuy *2

= N ¢ 4 oT L0 (91 afe) 19buy ‘9

— #xex€€ wxx0€'—  wxabl—  xxBT- Auowirey diysuone|ay 'g

— «x9T — - 90— Bunuased Buununy ¢

- *ET i) Bunuated ysieH g

- *xLT swajqoud Jolneyag 'z

— abejueApESIP 21LOU0J3010S *T

43 T ot 6 8 L 9 S 14 € z T so|qelfep Apnis

Author Manuscript

sa|qeLien Apmis Buowre sonsnels aAndidsaq pue suole[aio)

€ 9lqeL

Author Manuscript Author Manuscript

Author Manuscript

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 October 04.



Page 25

Kogan et al.

Author Manuscript

¥ alqeL

Author Manuscript

60" 8200 ¥50°0- juswliwwo)  Jabuy/Bunuated ysieH  swajqoid Joineyag
£€89° 200 €700 JUBLLIWIWOD Jabuy  swsajgoid Joineyag
628 €200 120°0- JUBWNWWOD Bunuased ysieq  swsajqold Joineyag
660° 9000  6000-  Juswpwwo) Jabuy/Bunuared ysieH 91WOU0I301I0S
¥Z8 S000  TO00-  jUSWNWWOD 1aBuy 21WOU0I301I0S
8TS G000  ¥00'0-  JUSWNWWOD Bunuased ysseH 91WOU0I30190S
¥T0°  LLT0 €Y' 0- JUBLIWIWOD Jabuy Bunuated ysieH
100" 2SS0 687’ T Jabuy Bunuaied ysreH  swajqo.d Joineysg
v0° 2210 0520 Jabuy Bunuased ysreH 21WOU0230190S
dnoJo uorreuiwidsIq [eey ybiH
870"  6T00 1£0°0- JswHwwo)  Jabuy/Bunuared ysieH  swajqoltd Joineyag
299°  ¥20°0 0100 WaWHWWOD 1abuy  swsajqoud Joineyag
GE9" 9800 1T0°0- JUBLLIWIWOD Bunuaied ysreH  swajqo.d Joineysg
60T° €000  S000-  Juswpwwo) Jsbuy/Bunuased ysieH 91WOU0I30190S
8.9° G000 2000 WBWHWWOD 1abuy 91WOU0I301I0S
/€9°  S00°0 200°0- JUBLLIWIWOD Bunuased ysreH 21LWLOU0J80190S
G20 12T0 £82°0- JUBWHWWOD Jabuy Bunuared ysieH
2000 6070 292’1 Jabuy Bunuased ysreH  swajqo.d Joineyag
€€0° 0800 0.T°0 Jabuy Bunuased ysreH 21LWLOU0J80190S
a|dwes fejoL
d IS sorewis3
109113 199J1pU| E=lesllile} (s)IoreIpB N sJopIpeId

Author Manuscript

s109)43 10811pU|

Author Manuscript

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 October 04.



	Abstract
	Study Hypotheses
	The Current Study
	Method
	Procedure
	Measures
	Socioeconomic disadvantage
	Harsh, unsupportive parenting
	Anger
	Commitment behavior
	Racial discrimination
	Control variable

	Data Analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Strengths and Limitations

	References
	Figure 1
	Figure 2
	Table 1
	Table 2
	Table 3
	Table 4

