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Abstract

Parenting time, interparental conflict, and the quality of parenting a child experiences in the 

postdivorce family environment have complex relations with child adjustment outcomes. Using 

person-centered latent profile analyses, the present study examined (a) separate profiles of 

mothers’ (N = 472) and fathers’ (N = 353) parenting time, interparental conflict, and quality of 

parenting following divorce; and (b) associations of mother and father profiles with concurrent 

child outcomes (48% female, 3- to 18-years-old) as well as child outcomes 3 and 10 months later. 

Mother and father profiles were primarily differentiated by levels of parenting time and quality of 

parenting, respectively. Mother and father profiles defined by greater parenting time and lower 

quality parenting were associated with the poorest child outcomes.
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Over the last 15 years, children’s living arrangements following divorce have been 

characterized by a dramatic increase in shared parenting time between mothers and fathers 

and a small but significant increase in father’s sole residential living arrangements (Cancian, 

Meyer, Brown, & Cook, 2014; Smyth, McIntosh, Emery, & Higgs Howarth, 2016). The 

increase in fathers’ parenting time is accompanied by an increased need for research on the 

impact of parenting time on children’s postdivorce adjustment (Nielsen, 2013). In addition, 

interparental conflict is associated with both quality of parenting and children’s adjustment 
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(e.g., Erel & Burman, 1995), and differential levels of parenting are evident in mothers and 

fathers (e.g., Simons & Conger, 2007). Thus, in the postdivorce family it is important to 

assess the quality of mothers’ and fathers’ parenting relative to interparental conflict and 

parenting time. The purpose of the current study is to examine the relation between 

parenting time, interparental conflict, and parenting quality in predicting concurrent and 

longitudinal child adjustment in divorced and separated mothers and fathers. In the current 

study we characterize parent-level behavior using a person-centered approach, latent profile 

analysis.

Parenting in Mothers and Fathers

Family systems theory proposes that a holistic examination inclusive of multiple systems, 

such as marital and parent–child relationships, is important in understanding child 

adjustment (Cox & Paley, 2003). Embedded within this theory, the spillover hypothesis 

proposes that the negative emotions arising from interparental conflict can lead to poorer 

parenting (Erel & Burman, 1995). Following divorce, the impact of interparental conflict 

and quality of parenting on children’s adjustment is likely qualified by the amount of time a 

parent spends with his or her child. Yet specific patterns of parenting, interparental conflict, 

and parenting time relative to child adjustment have yet to be examined in both mothers and 

fathers following divorce.

Research in two-parent families illustrates clear differences in mothers’ versus fathers’ 

parenting. In childhood, mothers interact more frequently and exhibit greater warmth and 

monitoring with children compared to fathers, whereas some research reports that fathers 

display more consistent discipline compared to mothers (e.g., Lewis & Lamb, 2003; Putnick 

et al., 2012). In adolescence, within-family differences in mother and father parenting styles 

have been observed and, in turn, these differences impact upon child adjustment (McKinney 

& Renk, 2008; Simons & Conger, 2007). In more recent years there has been a trend for 

greater involvement and quality of parenting in fathers (Fagan, Day, Lamb, & Cabrera, 

2014). Further, some research has found that the presence of interparental conflict is 

primarily associated with poorer parenting in fathers versus mothers (Coiro & Emery, 1998; 

Elam, Chassin, Eisenberg, & Spinrad, 2017). Thus, evidence exists that mothers’ and 

fathers’ parenting is different. However, in divorced and separated families these 

associations can be qualified by the amount of time children spend with their mother and 

father.

Parenting Time, Parenting Quality, and Interparental Conflict in Children’s 

Postdivorce Adjustment

Prior research indicates that the positive quality of mothers’ parenting and the family 

environment following divorce, including acceptance, communication, consistent discipline, 

support, and regular family routines, are consistently associated with fewer child adjustment 

problems (see Sandler et al., 2012 for a review). Research on divorced fathers’ parenting has 

also consistently shown that a positive quality of father–child relationship is related to better 

child postdivorce adjustment (King & Sobolewski, 2006; Menning, 2006; Sandler, Wheeler, 

& Braver, 2013). Further, the effect of mothers’ and fathers’ parenting on children’s 
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postdivorce outcomes is present even after controlling for interparental conflict and 

parenting time (Sandler et al., 2012). Despite considerable research on the relations between 

parenting time of divorced fathers and children’s adjustment, studies have yielded 

inconsistent findings, such that greater parenting time is not always beneficial (see Smyth et 

al., 2016 for a review). The relation between father–child relationship quality and children’s 

adjustment may be qualified by parenting time, which most studies do not consider (see 

Nielsen, 2013 for a review). Additionally, the majority of research in divorced samples 

involves children residing with their mothers but nonresidential fathers, which is strongly 

related to the amount of time spent with each parent. Currently there are trends for changing 

statutory provisions which are designed to maximize both parents’ parenting time following 

divorce, both of which lead to children’s varying exposure to mother’s and father’s parenting 

(Cancian et al., 2014; Parenting Plans, 2013; Smyth et al., 2016). Given these increases in 

shared parenting time following divorce it is important to examine differences in parenting 

across gender and varying levels of parenting time in children’s adjustment postdivorce.

A third interrelated factor is the level of interparental conflict in the family which can 

directly affect children’s adjustment through the amount of time they spend with their parent 

but also indirectly through parenting. Research has consistently found that interparental 

conflict following divorce is related to poorer child adjustment (e.g., Adamsons & Johnson, 

2013; Amato & Rezac, 1994; Dunn, O’Connor, & Cheng, 2005). However, research has also 

found that conflict is inversely correlated with the quality of parent–child relationships and 

amount of time parents have with their children. For example, meta-analyses indicate that 

interparental conflict is associated with poorer parenting behavior for both mothers and 

fathers (Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000). Some research finds that higher interparental 

conflict is associated with lower levels of father–child parenting time and higher levels of 

mother–child parenting time (Sandler et al., 2013). Although some research has found that 

under conditions of high conflict more paternal parenting time is associated with lower 

levels of child problems (Fabricius & Luecken, 2007; Fabricius, Sokol, Diaz, & Braver, 

2012), others have found that higher paternal parenting time is related to poorer child 

adjustment (e.g., Amato & Rezac, 1994) or was not significantly related to child adjustment 

(Sandler et al., 2013). Other studies find complex interactions of interparental conflict and 

quality of parenting in predicting children’s postdivorce adjustment. One study found that 

higher maternal or paternal warmth was related to better child adjustment in the context of 

high interparental conflict and low warmth by the other parent (Sandler, Miles, Cookston, & 

Braver, 2008). Although parenting time, interparental conflict, and parenting quality are 

intricately interrelated following divorce the majority of studies have examined these 

interrelations using variable-centered methods which fail to capture individual patterns of 

parent behavior.

Capturing Heterogeneity in Parenting Time, Parenting Quality, and 

Interparental Conflict

Researchers have primarily used three approaches to disentangle the effects of these 

constructs on children’s adjustment. One approach is to investigate the relations between 

quality of parenting and child adjustment statistically controlling for other factors (Sandler 
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et al., 2012). A second approach is to investigate conditional or interactive relations between 

parenting time, quality of parenting, and interparental conflict with children’s postdivorce 

adjustment (e.g., Sandler et al., 2008, 2013). Studies have examined these types of 

associations using a variable-centered approach. Multiple regression techniques collapse 

variance across individuals to examine how variability in a construct (e.g., parenting) relates 

to variability in another construct (e.g., children’s adjustment). Although this approach is 

useful, it fails to consider a parent’s unique constellation of behaviors, how these behaviors 

may differ across mothers and fathers, and their relation to child outcomes.

An alternative person-oriented approach is to identify distinct patterns of variables to 

empirically form respective groups of mothers and fathers who share similar profiles of 

parenting time, quality of parenting, and interparental conflict, and to assess differences in 

children’s adjustment problems across the distinct profiles (Elam, Sandler, Wolchik, & Tein, 

2016; Modecki, Hagan, Sandler, & Wolchik, 2015). Latent profile analysis, which takes a 

typology-based view of parenting behavior (Baumrind, 1991), can be used to identify 

groupings of individuals (mothers, fathers) who exhibit similar patterns or profiles of 

behavior, which provides a more holistic view of how parents behave. In turn, children’s 

adjustment can be examined relative to mothers’ and fathers’ profiles clarifying how 

different patterns of parenting influence children’s outcomes.

To date, two studies have examined parenting time, parenting quality, and interparental 

conflict following divorce using person-oriented latent profile analysis and predicted 

children’s adjustment using parent profiles. Modecki et al. (2015) identified three profiles of 

nonresidential father involvement 6–8 years following divorce characterized by differing 

levels of parent involvement and conflict; children of fathers with moderate involvement and 

low conflict were better adjusted 15–17 years after divorce as compared with the other 

groups. In the same sample, Elam, Sandler, Wolchik, and Tein (2016) identified four profiles 

differentiated on fathers’ parenting time, conflict, and parent support. Children with fathers 

in the high conflict group had the poorest concurrent adjustment 2 years after divorce 

whereas children with fathers who were in the low parenting time and low support group had 

the poorest adjustment 6 years later. These results reveal that different individual-level 

patterns of parenting time, parenting quality, and conflict exist following divorce and that 

these patterns explain differences in children’s outcomes.

Despite these advances, these previous person-centered studies are limited in their 

examination of the postdivorce family environment. Because their samples were drawn in 

1992–1993 and consisted of families in which the mother was the primary residential parent 

and father was the nonresidential parent, the applicability of their findings to families that 

are currently going through divorce is limited. Further, these studies only investigated father 

profiles and not profiles of mothers’ parenting time, quality, or interparental conflict.

Two studies have used latent profile analysis to examine profiles of mothers’ and fathers’ 

coparenting following separation and divorce and considered profile effects on the 

interparental relationship, child outcomes, or both in more recent samples. Using latent 

profile analysis Galovan and Schramm (2017) examined relationship quality and conflict 

resolution following divorce and found four profiles, respectively, representing low to high 
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levels of relationship quality and conflict resolution which were termed fiery foes, angry 

associates, cooperative colleagues, and perfect pals. Profiles with greater relationship quality 

and conflict resolution were related to greater parent agreement, closeness and support, and 

less conflict. However, no child outcomes were assessed. In a similar study, Lamela, 

Figueiredo, Bastos, and Feinberg (2016) performed latent profile analysis on divorced 

individual’s coparenting agreement/support, division of labor, undermining behavior, and 

child exposure to conflict. Three groups were found: high conflict coparenting, undermining 

coparenting, and cooperative coparenting. Individuals in the high conflict profile had the 

highest levels of inconsistent parenting and poor family functioning. Children of parents in 

the cooperative coparenting profile had the lowest internalizing and externalizing problems. 

These studies are informative in capturing co-occurring patterns of parenting following 

divorce. However, by collapsing across mothers and fathers it is not possible to discern any 

unique effects by parent gender. Additionally, both studies were cross sectional which limits 

the ability to draw causal inferences on outcomes. Further, both studies had a wide range of 

time since divorce, which prevented a proximal examination of interparental conflict in the 

period directly following divorce when it is highest, in accounting for developmental child 

outcomes. Also, given recent shifts in family structure following divorce it is important to 

consider parenting quality relative to parenting time which was not examined in either study.

The Current Study

The current study examines separate mother and father profiles of parenting time (face-to-

face and overnights), quality of parenting (e.g., acceptance/rejection, discipline, 

communication, family routines), and interparental conflict (frequency, intensity), as well as 

their association with child adjustment problems assessed concurrently, 3 and 10 months 

later. The study was conducted with a recently collected sample (2015–2016) of divorced 

and separated mothers and fathers. This study adds knowledge regarding individual patterns 

of parenting time, interparental conflict, and parenting quality in both mothers and fathers, 

and longitudinal relations to child outcomes. Further, profiles were assessed within a 

relatively short period following divorce. Given that interparental conflict is associated with 

poorer parenting and that parenting time is associated with higher quality of parenting, it 

was hypothesized that profiles that represent (a) high conflict and poor quality of parenting 

as well as (b) high parenting time and high quality parenting would be found. Based on past 

variable- and person-centered research, it was hypothesized that profiles defined by greater 

interparental conflict and lower quality of parenting would be associated with poorer child 

adjustment.

Method

Participants

The overall sample consisted of families who enrolled in an effectiveness trial of an 

evidence-based parenting-after-divorce program, the New Beginnings Program. The sample 

was derived from four counties in Arizona that participated in the trial. The overall sample 

consisted of 886 families (502 mothers, 384 fathers). Mothers and fathers in the overall 

sample were primarily from separate families. In the 61 families in which both parents were 
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enrolled in the study, one parent was selected at random for inclusion in the current analyses 

and the other excluded to maintain independence of the families. Participants residing with 

their spouse were also excluded, resulting in the present subsample (mothers N = 472; 

fathers N = 353).

The ethnic composition of the sample was: 65.1%/54.1% NonLatino White, 35.2%/27.3% 

Latino, 2.5%/3.9% African American, 8.2%/3.7% other race/ethnicity for mothers/fathers, 

respectively. There was a wide range of educational attainment of mothers/ fathers, 

respectively: 28.1%/34.4% had a bachelor’s degree or higher, 44.6%/39.3% had completed 

some college or a 2-year associate college or vocational program certificate, 13.9%/16.4% 

had a high school diploma or GED, and 4.2%/2.9% had less than a high school diploma. 

Median income for mothers was ~10,000–~20,000 per year and for fathers was ~30,000–

~40,000 per year. Of the participants, 84.8% had been legally married and 15.2% had not 

been legally married. Of those legally married, 37.2% were legally divorced which for 90% 

of individuals had occurred in the past 2 years. The median time since living together was 15 

months for mothers and 17 months for fathers. Children’s ages ranged from 3 to 18 (median 

= 8 years of age) and child gender was evenly divided (52.1% male, 47.9% female).

Procedures

The primary method of recruitment was through a 12-min DVD about the program, which 

was presented during the 4-hr parent education program that was mandated for all families 

seeking a divorce or separation with minor children. Parents who expressed an interest were 

contacted and screened by telephone. Eligibility criteria were: (a) having at least one child 

between the ages of 3 to 18, (b) parent spends a minimum of three or more hours each week 

or one or more overnights every other week with the child, (c) ability to complete the 

assessments and program in English, and (d) not being a referral from either juvenile court 

or child protective services. Parents who enrolled completed an informed consent. In 

addition to assessing parents, children ages 9–18 were interviewed when parents gave 

permission for their participation and children provided assent. Parents were randomly 

assigned to the experimental conditions from the New Beginnings Program, a 10-session 

skills-focused parenting program or an active control condition that consisted of a two-

session education- and motivation-focused parenting program. Parents and children 

completed the pretest interview over the phone. Parents and children in both conditions were 

reinterviewed 3 months and 10 months later. The time frame for all measures was during the 

past 30 days. The current study and procedures were approved by the research ethics 

committee at Arizona State University (Study title: Multicourt Evaluation of the New 
Beginnings Program: Trial; Protocol: 1202007375).

There was an 84% retention rate from the pretest interview to the 10-month follow-up. We 

conducted sensitivity analyses to determine if there were any differences in parenting or 

demographic indices for those who participated at the 10-month followup. The only 

difference that emerged was those individuals who participated in the 10-session condition 

were more likely to have participated at the 10-month follow-up, F(1, 505) 5.74, p .017.

Elam et al. Page 6

J Fam Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2020 September 11.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Measures

Pretest measures in latent profile analysis.

Parenting time.: Mothers and fathers reported on the amount of parenting time they had 

with their child using two items: “In the last 30 days, how many days did you spend two or 

more hours with your child when you were both awake?” which assessed face-toface 

parenting time, and “In the last 30 days, how many nights did your child sleep at your 

home?” which assessed number of overnights. The past 30-day timeframe was selected to 

match the timeframe of the measures of parenting quality and conflict. These are commonly 

used measures of postdivorce parenting time which have been used by multiple studies (see 

Smyth, 2005).

Interparental conflict.: Mothers and fathers completed the frequency and intensity 

subscales of the Children’s Perception of Interparental Conflict scale (CPIC; Grych, Seid, & 

Fincham, 1992) which was reworded for parents’ report. A total of 15 items (e.g., “In the 

past month, your children knew that you and your ex argued a lot” and “In the past month, 

when you and your ex argued, you yelled a lot”) were rated on a 3-point Likert scale (1 true, 
2 sort of true, 3 false). Items were scored and averaged such that higher scores indicated 

greater interparental conflict. Construct validity of the CPIC is supported by its relation with 

children’s adjustment problems (Sandler et al., 2008). Internal consistency was α = .90.

Acceptance/rejection.: Mothers and fathers completed the acceptance (16 items) and 

rejection (16 items) subscales from the Child Report of Parenting Behavior Inventory 

(CRPBI; Schaefer, 1965). The items were reworded for parents (see Lutzke, Wolchik, & 

Braver, 1996; “You saw your child’s good points more than his/her faults” and “You were 

not very patient with your child”) and scored on a 5-point Likert scale (1 almost never, 5 = 

almost always); ratings were made for the last month. Rejection subscale items were recoded 

and combined with acceptance items and averaged to form an overall average of high 

acceptance and low rejection. Construct validity of the CRPBI acceptance/rejection scale is 

supported by its relation with children’s adjustment problems (e.g., Wolchik, Wilcox, Tein, 

& Sandler, 2000). Internal consistency was α = .85.

Consistent discipline.: Mothers and fathers completed the consistent discipline subscale of 

the CRPBI (Schaefer, 1965). The eight items were reworded for parents (e.g., “You soon 

forgot a rule you had made” and “You only kept rules when it suited you”) and scored on a 

5-point scale (1 = almost never, 5 = almost always); ratings were made for the last month. 

Construct validity of the CRPBI consistent discipline scale is supported by relation with 

children’s adjustment problems (Wolchik et al., 2000). Items were scored and averaged so 

higher scores represented more consistent discipline. Internal consistency was α = .83.

Parent–adolescent communication.: Mothers and fathers completed the Parent–Adolescent 

Communication Scale (Barnes & Olson, 1982). Ten items (e.g., “You tried to understand 

your child’s point of view” and “You were always a good listener for your child”) were rated 

on a 5-point scale (1 = disagree a lot, 5 = agree a lot). Items were averaged so higher scores 

indicated better communication. Prior evidence demonstrates the measure’s validity and 

reliability (Barnes & Olson, 2003). Internal consistency was α = .83.
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Family routines.: Mothers and fathers completed an adapted version of the Family Routines 

Inventory (FRI; Jensen, James, Boyce, & Hartnett, 1983). Parents were asked about seven 

family routines (e.g., “You spent time regularly with your child” and “You did activities 

together with your child on a regular basis”) and indicated the degree to which routines took 

place (1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 = a lot). Items were averaged so higher scores represented 

more consistent family routines. Evidence exists for the measure’s concurrent validity with 

children’s adjustment problems (Cohen, Taborga, Dawson, & Wolchik, 2000). Internal 

consistency was α = .81.

Child adjustment outcomes and covariates.

Child behavior problems.: Mothers and fathers completed the Child Behavior Checklist if 

their child/children was age 6 or older (CBCL; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001) or the 

preschool Child Behavior Checklist if their child/ren was younger than 6 (preCBCL; 

Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000). Items were rated on a 3-point Likert scale (1 = not true, 2 = 

somewhat true, 3 = very true) and summed so higher scores represented more problems. T 
scores were used to render the CBCL and pre-CBCL into equivalent scales (Achenbach, 

personal communication, May 11, 2015). The internalizing subscales of the CBCL (31 

items) and pre-CBCL (36 items) were used to assess parent report of child internalizing 

problems. Internal consistency for the preschool CBCL and CBCL, respectively, were α 
= .90 and .89 at pretest, α = .90 and .89 at 3-month follow-up, and α = .91 and .88 at 10-

month follow-up. The externalizing subscales of the CBCL (35 items) and pre-CBCL (24 

items) were used to assess parent report of child externalizing problems. Internal consistency 

for pre-CBCL and CBCL, respectively, were α = .91 and .90 at pretest, α = .92 and .89 at 3-

month follow-up, and α = .92 and .90 at 10-month follow-up. A large body of literature 

supports the validity of the CBCL (e.g., Wolchik et al., 2000).

Covariates.: A number of covariates were included in the latent profile analysis and in 

analyses of concurrent and prospective associations between parent class and child 

internalizing and externalizing problems. In the latent profile analyses and concurrent tests 

between parent class and child internalizing and externalizing problems, child age, child 

gender, parent ethnicity, and family income including child support were included as 

covariates. In the prospective association tests, in which child outcomes were assessed after 

the intervention, intervention condition and the interaction of intervention condition and 

parent class were also included to control for the possible differential effect of the 

intervention relative to individual parent profiles.

Analytic Strategy

All analyses were conducted separately for mothers’ and fathers’ data using Mplus Version 

7.0 (Muthen & Muthen, 2012). Full information maximum likelihood (FIML; see Enders, 

2010) was used to handle cases with missing data. We used latent profile analysis (LPA) 

defined across seven indicators: face-to-face parenting time, overnights with child, 

interparental conflict, acceptance/rejection, consistent discipline, parent–child 

communication, and family routines (see Table 1). The latent profile analysis uses the set of 

these observed indicators to probabilistically group individuals into discrete profiles. Child’s 

sex and age and family income were entered as covariates of the latent profiles so resulting 
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profiles accounted for these variables. Variables were standardized prior to the LPA for ease 

of presentation. Recent power analysis (Tein, Coxe, & Cham, 2013) has shown that given 

adequate distance between profiles (Cohen’s d = 1.5) a sample size of N = 250 provides 

adequate power, indicating that the present LPA was well-powered (mothers N = 472, 

fathers N = 353).

As an initial step, parenting and child outcomes were examined for differences by parent 

gender. An ANOVA indicated that all measures of parenting (class indicators) were 

significantly different based on parent gender (Fs > 6.14, ps < .013) except for acceptance/

rejection (F = 1.24, p = .27). A preliminary latent profile model indicated that parent gender 

was differentially associated with class membership across all pairwise class comparisons 

(ps < .012). An ANOVA also indicated that all measures of child externalizing and 

internalizing were significantly different based on parent gender (Fs > 4.38, ps < .037) 

except for externalizing at the 3-month follow-up (F = 2.66, p = .10). Thus, latent profile 

analysis was conducted separately for mothers and fathers.

To determine profiles and their association with children’s adjustment problems several 

specification steps were taken. The optimal number of profiles was determined by 

comparing several models on the basis of model fit and interpretability of the resulting 

profiles. Mean differences among the observed indicators (face-to-face parenting time, 

number of overnights, interparental conflict, acceptance/rejection, consistent discipline, 

parent–child communication, family routines) were tested across profiles using Wald’s chi 

square equality test (Muthen & Muthen, 2012). Finally, mean differences on covariates were 

tested across profiles with logistic regression.

Once the best-fitting models were determined for mothers, profiles were extracted and 

multinomial regression in Mplus was used to test for differences across mothers’ profiles 

and children’s internalizing and externalizing problems at pretest (concurrent), the 3-month 

follow up, and the 10-month follow up. Similar procedures were applied to fathers’ profiles. 

These analyses controlled for child’s gender, child’s age, parent ethnicity, and family income 

including child support. Prospective child adjustment outcome analyses also controlled for 

intervention condition and the interaction between intervention condition by parent class.

Results

Means, standard deviations, and correlations were first examined for the study variables (see 

Table 1). Broadly, mothers had higher mean levels of contact than fathers. Mothers’ time 

with the child was associated with parenting, but this pattern was less apparent in fathers. 

Both mothers’ and fathers’ parenting was negatively associated with conflict, respectively, 

which were negatively and positively associated with child behavior problems, respectively.

Following this, a latent profile analysis was conducted, beginning with a one-profile solution 

and increasing profiles iteratively until the best possible solution was arrived at. The 

adjusted Bayesian information criterion (ABIC; Schwarz, 1978) and bootstrap likelihood 

ratio test (BLRT; McCutcheon, 1987) were examined as indicators of fit (see Tein et al., 

2013). Solutions were excluded if a profile size was less than 5% of the overall sample 
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(Modecki et al., 2015; Tein et al., 2013). For both mothers and fathers, the four-profile 

solution showed better fit to the data than the three-profile solution (see Table 2). For 

mothers, the five-profile solution was a poorer fit to the data compared with the four-profile 

solution and did not converge properly. For fathers, although the five-profile solution had 

slightly better fit indices than the four-profile solution, the five-profile solution extracted two 

profiles which were very similar, one of which contained less than 5% of the sample. As 

such, the four-profile solution was chosen for both mothers (entropy = .93) and fathers 

(entropy = .93), based both on fit and interpretability of patterns among indicators. Distance 

between latent class factor scores was adequate to detect differences in both mother and 

father models (ds > 1.5; Tein et al., 2013).

Profiles were interpreted and named based on the following rules. Parenting time (face-to-

face parenting time and overnights), was named based on current recommendations based on 

percentage of overnights the parent spends with children in which 70%–100% of time is 

“sole parenting,” 30%–69% is “shared parenting,” and 29% and below is “infrequent 

parenting” (Cancian et al., 2014; Smyth et al., 2016). To be differentiated on parenting time 

we required a profile to be significantly higher or lower than at least two other profiles.

Profiles were interpreted and named based on their relative difference from one another on 

interparental conflict, and parenting (acceptance/rejection, consistent discipline, parent–

child communication, and family routines). For interparental conflict, we required a profile 

to be significantly higher or lower than at least two other profiles to receive the designation 

as either “high” or “low” on a particular construct (e.g., high conflict, low conflict), and to 

not be significantly different in the opposite direction from the third profile. Given that there 

were four indices of parenting, we required that a profile be higher or lower on three out of 

the four indices of parenting to receive the designation of “high” or “low” (high parenting, 

low parenting). Where a profile did not fit these decisions rules (i.e., a profile was not 

distinguished from another), the corresponding label was omitted from the profile name.

Mother Results

Differences among indicators and covariates across mother profiles.—Figure 1 

and Table 3 present the profiles and differences of the indicators for the mother model. 

Group 1 consisted of 10.8% (n = 51) of the sample and showed significantly fewer days of 

face-to-face parenting time and overnights (43% face time, 31% overnights) than the other 

three groups. Mothers in Group 1 were not significantly different on interparental conflict 

than any other group. Mothers in Group 1 displayed lower acceptance and higher rejection, 

lower parent–child communication, and lower family routines than Groups 2 and 4, and 

lower consistent discipline than Group 4. These mothers were labeled low quality–shared 

parenting.

Group 2 consisted of 25.4% (n 120) of the sample and showed relatively less face-to-face 

parenting time and fewer overnights than Groups 3 and 4 (66% face time, 59% overnights), 

though they were still significantly higher than Group 1 on both. Mothers in Group 2 had 

significantly greater interparental conflict compared with Group 4. Compared with Groups 1 

and 3, Group 2 showed higher acceptance and lower rejection and higher parent–child 
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communication and family routines. These mothers were labeled high quality–shared 

parenting.

Group 3 consisted of 30.1% (n = 142) of the sample and showed comparatively higher levels 

of face-to-face parenting time and overnights (93% face time, 90% overnights) than Groups 

1 or 2. Mothers in Group 3 had significantly greater interparental conflict than Group 4. 

Compared with Groups 2 and 4, these mothers also displayed relatively lower acceptance 

and higher rejection, lower consistent discipline, lower parent–child communication, and 

lower family routines. These mothers were labeled low quality–sole parenting.

Group 4 consisted of 33.7% (n = 159) of the sample. These mothers were comparatively 

higher in face-to-face parenting time and overnights (96% face time, 95% overnights) 

compared with Groups 1 and 2. Mothers in Group 4 had lower interparental conflict than 

Group 2 and 3. They displayed higher acceptance/lower rejection and higher consistent 

discipline compared with Groups 1 and 3. They had higher parent–child communication and 

family routines than all other groups. These mothers were labeled high quality–low conflict–

sole parenting.

Associations between mother profiles and child behavior problems.

Concurrent associations.: Children with mothers in the low quality–sole parenting group 

had greater internalizing and externalizing problems than the high quality–shared parenting 

group and the high quality–low conflict–sole parenting group (see Table 3). Children with 

mothers in the low quality–shared parenting group had greater internalizing and 

externalizing problems than those in the high quality–low conflict–sole parenting group and 

greater externalizing that those in the high quality–shared parenting group.

Prospective associations.: Children with mothers in the low quality–sole parenting group 

had greater internalizing and externalizing problems than the high quality–low conflict–sole 

parenting group at the 3-month follow-up (see Table 3). At the 10-month follow-up, similar 

to the 3-month follow-up, children with mothers in the low quality–sole parenting group had 

greater internalizing and externalizing problems than the high quality–low conflict–sole 

parenting group. Children with mothers in the low quality–sole parenting group also had 

greater externalizing problems than those in high quality–shared parenting group.

Father Results

Differences among indicators and covariates across father profiles.—Figure 2 

and Table 4 present the profiles and differences of the indicators for the father model. Group 

1 consisted of 24.1% (n = 85) of the sample. These fathers were lower than all other groups 

in face-to-face parenting time and overnights (32% face time, 12% overnights). Fathers in 

Group 1 did not differ from the other groups on levels of interparental conflict. Fathers in 

Group 1 displayed lower acceptance and higher rejection, lower consistent discipline, and 

parent–child communication than Group 4, and lower levels of family routines than all other 

groups. These fathers were labeled low quality–infrequent parenting.

Group 2 consisted of 30.6% (n = 108) of the sample. These fathers were higher than Group 1 

on face-to-face parenting time and overnights but lower than Groups 3 and 4 (56% face time, 
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14% overnights). Fathers in Group 2 displayed greater interparental conflict compared with 

Group 4. Fathers in Group 2 displayed poorer parenting compared with Group 4 on 

acceptance and rejection, consistent discipline and parent–child communication. However, 

fathers in Group 2 displayed better acceptance/rejection than Group 3 and family routines 

than Groups 1 and 3. These fathers were labeled infrequent parenting.

Group 3 comprised 17.6% (n = 62) of the sample. These fathers showed higher face-to-face 

parenting time and overnights (91% face time, 89% overnights) compared with all groups. 

Fathers in Group 3 displayed higher levels of interparental conflict than Group 4. Fathers in 

Group 3 displayed lower levels of parenting on all indices compared with Group 4. Group 3 

fathers also displayed lower acceptance and higher rejection and lower family routines 

compared with Group 2, but greater family routines than Group 1. These fathers were 

labeled low quality–sole parenting.

Group 4 comprised 27.8% (n = 98) of the sample. These fathers showed higher face-to-face 

parenting time and overnights (62% face time, 51% overnights) compared with Groups 1 

and 2 but lower face-to-face time and overnights as compared with Group 3. Fathers in 

Group 4 displayed lower interparental conflict compared with both Groups 2 and 3. Fathers 

in Group 4 displayed the highest levels of parenting compared with all other groups. These 

fathers were labeled high quality–low conflict–shared parenting.

Associations between father profiles and child behavior problems.

Concurrent associations.: Children with fathers in the high quality–low conflict–shared 

parenting group had fewer internalizing problems and fewer externalizing problems than the 

other three groups (see Table 4). Children with fathers in the low quality–sole parenting 

group had higher externalizing problems than children in the low quality–infrequent 

parenting group.

Prospective associations.: At the 3-month follow-up, children with fathers in the high 

quality–low conflict–shared parenting group had fewer internalizing problems and 

externalizing problems than the low quality–sole parenting group (see Table 4). Children 

with fathers in the low quality–sole parenting groups had greater externalizing problems 

compared with the low quality–infrequent parenting and infrequent parenting groups. At the 

10-month follow-up, children with fathers in the high quality–low conflict–shared parenting 

group displayed fewer internalizing and externalizing problems than the low quality–sole 

parenting group.

Discussion

Integrative Results

Broadly, the results are supportive of family systems theory in which children’s adjustment 

is best understood through examination of the family and its subsystems (Cox & Paley, 

2003). However, the lack of differences in interparental conflict across profiles precluded 

firm examination of the spillover hypothesis, that interparental conflict and parenting quality 

are linked, in predicting children’s adjustment (Erel & Burman, 1995). The lack of 

differences in interparental conflict may be because mothers and fathers voluntarily enrolled 
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in the present sample as part of a parenting after divorce program so this may have 

represented less conflicted families. However, the interplay between parenting time and 

quality was informative. Given that mother and father profiles were determined with respect 

to relative differences within each parent gender, comparisons across mothers and fathers 

were not within the scope of this study. However, general similarities emerged in the 

composition of mother and father profiles, and their association with child adjustment 

problems. Similar profiles emerged reflecting (a) low parenting time and low parenting 

quality, (b) low conflict and high parenting quality, and (c) high parenting time and low 

parenting quality. For both mothers and fathers, the most positive children’s outcomes were 

associated with low conflict and high quality parenting, irrespective of parenting time. 

Conversely, the most negative outcomes were associated with a combination of high 

parenting time and low quality parenting. It may be that poor parenting, for both mothers 

and fathers, is exacerbated by very high levels of parenting time which contributes to 

concurrent and longitudinal child outcomes. This supports past research that the 

combination of parenting time and parenting quality is key in child adjustment (Amato & 

Gilbreth, 1999).

Collectively, the current research supports findings that interparental conflict and positive 

quality of parenting are inversely linked (Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000), and that the 

combination of low conflict and positive parenting is associated with the best child outcomes 

(Sandler et al., 2008). However, the fact that groups were least distinguished by levels of 

conflict limits firm conclusions regarding more complicated relationships of parenting time 

and quality of parenting with child adjustment problems in the presence of high levels of 

conflict. It is likely that groups differentiated by high levels of conflict would make 

parenting time less beneficial to child outcomes (Amato & Rezac, 1994; Elam et al., 2016). 

The findings that sizable subgroups were found for mothers and fathers that were both 

characterized by high parenting time, the equivalent of primary parental parenting time, and 

low parenting quality is of concern, particularly because these children had the highest levels 

of adjustment problems. It may be that high parenting time and low quality parenting occurs 

more frequently early in the divorce process (as measured in the current study) and 

decreases over time as the stress of the transition abates. Results and literature pertaining to 

mothers and fathers are discussed.

Mother Results

Although our hypothesis of a profile of high parenting time and high quality parenting was 

supported in mothers, the hypothesized profile of high conflict and poor parenting was not 

found. It is notable that there are roughly equal numbers of mothers with high amounts of 

parenting time (sole parenting) but high versus low quality of parenting. A high level of 

parenting time is clearly not coterminous with high quality of mothers’ parenting.

The mother results provide consistent support for our hypotheses that profiles in which there 

was low quality parenting would be associated with poorer child adjustment (Dunn et al., 

2005). The importance of mothers’ quality of parenting is supported by the finding that 

children had fewer adjustment problems (both concurrently and prospectively) when their 
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mothers had high quality parenting compared with those mothers with greater time but lower 

quality parenting, despite no observable differences on levels of interparental conflict.

The finding that greater maternal parenting time following divorce does not offset poor 

maternal parenting is consistent with a wealth of past literature (see Sandler et al., 2012 for a 

review). This is important as mothers only had shared or sole parenting, but not infrequent 

parenting, indicating that quality of mothers’ parenting is a primary influence on children’s 

adjustment outcomes following divorce. In particular, divorce is associated with increased 

stress and decreased financial and emotional resources, all of which can impact the quality 

of maternal parenting following divorce (e.g., Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1982; Sandler et 

al., 2012). Maternal parenting following divorce that is harsh and inconsistent is associated 

with greater child adjustment problems (e.g., Buehler & Gerard, 2002).

Father Results

We hypothesized that profiles would be found representing high conflict and poor quality of 

parenting, and high parenting time and high quality parenting, neither of which were 

represented in fathers. A profile was found representing low conflict and high parenting 

quality and shared parenting time. This profile, which represented 27.8% of the sample is 

the only one that would be characterized as shared parenting (51% overnights). Conversely, 

approximately 55% of the father sample had infrequent parenting time. It is notable that 

despite the Arizona Statute to maximize both parents’ parenting time, only about a quarter of 

the fathers had shared parenting time (Parenting Plans Act, 2013). This may be due to shared 

custody plans in which the father chooses to spend infrequent amounts of time with his child 

or selection biases of the current sample.

Consistent with our hypothesis that lower quality parenting would be associated with greater 

child adjustment problems, children who spent most of the time (sole time) with fathers who 

had low quality parenting exhibited the highest levels of problems as compared with the 

other groups concurrently and prospectively. This supports previous research in divorced and 

nonresidential fathers indicating that the effects of father parenting time on child adjustment 

are qualified by the quality of the father–child relationship (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; 

Sandler et al., 2012).

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study had limitations to consider. One potential limitation of this study is that it was 

conducted in the context of an experimental trial of an intervention. However, the analyses 

controlled for intervention condition and intervention by profile interaction and we 

undertook sensitivity analyses. In these analyses, 19 of the 25 significant association effects 

were replicated in the comparison group supporting the pattern of effects in the whole 

sample. Also, the negative effect of high parenting time and low parenting quality may be 

partially due to poor parenting provided by the other parent. Similarly, the relations between 

shared parenting and low child problems may be partially due to the parenting provided by 

the other parent. Future research should assess quality of parenting and parenting time in 

both parents to tease out these effects. In addition, the absence of a high-conflict sample 

precludes implications for divorce education programs addressing parent conflict. However, 
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the current results do support the importance of high quality parenting in divorcing families 

relative to child outcomes, which is an important facet of such programs. Finally, this sample 

is specific to Arizona, a state with policies that encourage shared parenting time, and 

therefore the present profiles may look different than in other states.

These findings help to inform current policy issues regarding parenting time following 

divorce. They highlight the need for comprehensive evaluation of the quality of mothers’ and 

fathers’ parenting as well as the levels of conflict in the family when making decisions about 

parenting time. This study provides evidence that the amount of parenting time the child will 

have with his or her parent must be considered relative to the quality of parenting that child 

will receive, as well as the level of conflict between the parents. Primary parenting time with 

either of the parents is problematic if that parent is not providing high quality parenting. 

These findings are relatively mute on the benefits of shared parenting in the presence of high 

levels of interparental conflict. Although both mother and father profiles with sole and 

shared parenting time, respectively, had some of the fewest child adjustment problems, they 

also had low levels of conflict, so the differential effect of conflict and quality of parenting 

could not be disentangled. Despite this, this study illustrates how a person-focused approach 

advances our understanding of parenting and children’s adjustment following divorce.
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Figure 1. 
Standardized means for mothers’ scores on indicators across the four groups.
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Figure 2. 
Standardized means for fathers’ scores on indicators across the four groups.
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