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The current investigation examined whether the positive association of family conflict to 
adolescent depression and conduct problems is attenuated by maternal, paternal, and peer 
attachment, and maternal and paternal monitoring, within a low-income, multiethnic 
sample of 284 adolescents. Parental attachment and monitoring moderated the link from 
family conflict to conduct problems but not depression; the relationships among family 
conflict, the hypothesized protective factors, and conduct problems were further modified 
by adolescent gender but not ethnicity. In general, higher levels of the hypothesized 
protective factors attenuated the relationship between family conflict and conduct 
problems for girls but exacerbated this relationship for boys. These findings suggest that, 
in general, parental attachment and monitoring served as protective factors for girls while 
serving as additional risk factors for boys in conflictual families.  
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A large body of literature exists documenting an association between family conflict and 
a wide variety of child mental health problems (Cummings & Davies, 1994). For 
example, family conflict has been associated with externalizing problems such as conduct 
problems, aggression, and antisocial behavior, as well as internalizing problems, such as 
depression, anxiety and withdrawal, and low self-esteem (Barrera, Li, & Chassin, 1995; 
Jenkins & Smith, 1990, 1991; Peterson & Zill, 1986). These associations have been 
found across a variety of family subsystems, that is, interparental conflict (for reviews see 
Davies & Cummings, 1994; Grych & Fincham, 1990), parent-adolescent conflict 
(Barrera, Chassin, & Rogosh, 1993; Maggs & Galambos, 1993) and, more generally, a 
conflictual family environment (Barrera, Li, & Chassin, 1995) have all been linked to 
child adjustment problems.  

While a significant amount of research documents a relationship between family conflict 
and child adjustment, three recent reviews have concluded that the relationship is 
consistent but not large (Grych & Fincham, 1990; Jouriles, Farris, & McDonald, 1991; 
Reid & Crisafulli, 1990). In fact, the vast majority of data show that family conflict and 
child problems share less than 10% of their variance (Fincham & Osborne, 1993).Thus, a 
majority of children experiencing family conflict are not experiencing adjustment 
problems.  

Research on resilience has shown that some children are at decreased risk for adjustment 
difficulties, despite their exposure to stressful conditions (Garmezy, 1985; Masten & 



Garmezy, 1985; Rutter, 1987), including family conflict (Katz & Gottman, 1997). Indeed, 
the identification of protective factors that help buffer children against the negative 
effects of stress is especially important to prevention research because it suggests 
potential targets for intervention. Testing potential moderators (i.e., protective factors) of 
the family conflict-child outcome relationship (1) complements the existing literature by 
specifying under what conditions we can expect to observe the family conflict-child 
outcome relationship and (2) guides prevention program development by identifying 
modifiable factors that contribute to child mental health. The focus of this paper, then, is 
to identify and test factors that might protect children from the adverse effects of a 
conflictual family environment. The hypothesized protect ive factors are maternal, 
paternal, and peer attachment and maternal and paternal monitoring.  

Family Conflict and Child Outcome: Parents and Peers as Buffers  

Family milieu is one of the triad of protective factors (i.e., temperament, familial factors, 
and extrafamilial support) identified in studies of children exposed to marked stress; the 
family environment, particularly parental warmth and attachment, has been shown to 
reduce the deleterious effects of stress and to promote adaptive functioning (Garmezy, 
1983; Werner & Smith, 1982). These findings are consistent with an emotional security 
perspective (Davies & Cummings, 1994), which posits that stressful circumstances may 
or may not be detrimental to a child's emotional well-being depending on whether the 
child senses that his or her emotional needs will continue to be met by important 
attachment figures. Moreover, children's appraisals of family conflict are related to their 
appraisals of hostility in the parent--child relationship (Harold, Fincham, Osborne, & 
Conger, 1997). As such, parental attachment may be particularly important to children 
residing in conflictual homes because it communicates to children that the family will 
continue to be a source of stability and support to them, despite their sense of disrupted 
family relationships.  

There is a large body of evidence to suggest that positive parent--child relationships are 
beneficial for children (Licitra-Kleckler & Waas, 1993; Marcus & Betzer, 1996; Windle, 
1992) and that such relationships can be protective to children living in conflictual homes 
(Brody & Forehand, 1990; Katz & Gottman, 1997; Peterson & Zill, 1986). Despite 
evidence supporting the potentially protective role of parent--child attachment for 
children living in conflictual homes, support for stress-buffering effects of a strong 
parent- child bond has been inconsistent (Jenkins & Smith, 1990).  

The quality of parental supervision of children also may be protective to children living 
in conflictual homes. Parental monitoring may operate protectively because close child 
supervision prevents children from engaging in behaviors that challenge parental 
expectations (Brook, Brook, Gordon, Whiteman, & Cohen, 1990). In addition, parental 
monitoring may communicate to a child that their parent is involved and interested in 
their well-being, despite disrupted family relationships. There is considerable evidence to 
suggest that effective child management strategies, particularly monitoring, are beneficial 
to children and adolescents (Jenkins & Smith, 1991; Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1986; 
Patterson & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1984). A search of the literature did not reveal that the 



potential buffering role of parental monitoring has ever been directly tested. Nevertheless, 
because parental monitoring is consistently supported as a critical determinant of 
behavioral adjustment, it also may attenuate the relationshi p between family conflict and 
child outcome.  

A strong, high-quality bond between adolescents and their peers may operate protectively 
for children in conflictual homes by providing reassurance that their emotional needs will 
continue to be met, despite the emotional climate at home. Positive peer relationships 
have been associated with lower levels of externalizing behavior (Brownfield & 
Thompson, 1991; Hoge, Andrews, & Leschied, 1996; Marcus & Betzer, 1996), lower 
levels of internalizing behavior (for a review see Ederer, 1990; Licitra-Kleckler & Waas, 
1993; Windle, 1992) and greater psychological well-being (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; 
Jenkins & Smith, 1990) in children. As such, it seems that strong, positive peer 
relationships may be beneficial for adolescents, and these relationships may be 
particularly protective for adolescents living in conflictual homes. While peer effects can 
be positive, they are often unrelated to child adjustment (Brownfield & Thompson, 1991; 
Windle, 1992) and can sometimes be negative (Cauce, Felner, & Primavera, 1982). Ev 
idence regarding the potential protective role of peer relationships for children living in 
conflictual homes has also been mixed. Wasserstein and LaGreca (1996) found that 
support from a close friend, but not support from classmates, moderated the relationship 
between interparental conflict and children's behavior problems. Other studies have failed 
to find stress-buffering effects (Hoge et al., 1996; Jenkins & Smith, 1990).  

Putative Protective Factors: Which Relationships Are Protective and for Whom?  

There is ample theoretical and empirical discussion to suggest that close, supportive 
relationships may be protective to children exposed to a variety of stressful circumstances, 
including family conflict. However, the literature to date does not address more 
specifically which relationships are protective for children in specific stressful 
circumstances and which children benefit from these relationships. Indeed, 
inconsistencies in the literature regarding stress-buffering effects may be due, in part, to 
the failure of previous studies to account for potential differences in the influence of 
protective factors based on factors such as gender and ethnicity. The current investigation 
attempts to address these gaps in the literature by examining the following: (1) whether 
the source of potential protective influences matters (i.e., parents or peers, mothers or 
fathers) and (2) whether the effects are similar irrespective of adolescent gender and 
ethnicity.  

Parents and Peers as Buffers. The current investigation examined whether both parents 
and peers could protect children from a conflictual family environment. More specifically, 
this study addressed the question: For adolescents living in conflictual homes, are stress-
buffering effects unique to the family context or are they generalizable to important 
relationships outside the home? One hypothesis is that the most effective protective 
factors will be ones for which the type of support "matches" the type of stress (Barrera, 
1986). For example, if family conflict is associated with disrupted family relationships, 
then it is possible that stable and supportive family relationships are necessary to protect 



children living in conflictual homes. An alternative hypothesis is that stable and 
supportive relationships outside the home become particularly important to children 
whose emotional needs are not being met at home.  

Mothers and Fathers as Buffers. The current investigation examined whether both 
mothers and fathers could protect children from conflictual families. Mothers and fathers 
are involved with their sons and daughters to different extents, with mothers being more 
involved with their children than fathers (Bezirganian & Cohen, 1992; Crouter & McHale, 
1993). In addition, while the level of mother--child involvement is comparable for boys 
and girls, the father--son relationship is characterized by higher levels of involvement 
than the father--daughter relationship (Bezirganian & Cohen, 1992; Youniss & 
Ketterlinus, 1987). Taken together, these studies suggest that parenting variables may 
operate differently for mothers and fathers.  

Adolescent Gender. The current investigation examined whether both boys and girls 
would benefit from the presence of the hypothesized protective factors and whether they 
would benefit in the same ways and to the same extent. Past studies have not consistently 
considered the role of adolescent gender in the stress-buffering effects of parenting, and 
this omission might account for the inconsistency across studies of stress-buffering 
effects. Studies that have considered adolescent gender have demonstrated gender 
differences in these relationships. For example, Galambos, Sears, Almeida, and Kolaric 
(1999) found that maternal acceptance of boys and paternal acceptance of girls were 
negatively related to child behavior problems; interestingly, maternal acceptance of girls 
and paternal acceptance of boys were unrelated to behavior problems. Windle (1992) 
found that parental attachment was negatively related to depression and delinquency for 
girls, but to depression and not delinquency for boys. Taken together, th ese studies 
suggest that adolescent gender warrants consideration as a potential influence in the 
family conflict--child outcome relation.  

Adolescent Ethnicity. The current investigation also examined whether the hypothesized 
stress-buffering relationships are further modified by ethnicity. There is some evidence 
that familial influences operate differently across different sociocultural contexts (for a 
review see Garcia-Coll, Meyer & Brillon, 1994). For example, studies have shown that 
some ethnic minority adolescents rely on their families for support to a greater extent 
than Anglo Americans (Gonzales & Kim, 1997; Maton, 1990). Indeed, a deep sense of 
family loyalty and preservation of strong emotional ties, particularly between parent and 
child, have been cited as important traditional values for many ethnic groups, including 
African American and Hispanic families (Garcia-Coll et al., 1994). Because there are 
strong cultural incentives to maintain supportive parent--child bonds, even in the face of 
family adversity, these children may be more likely to derive protective benefits from 
these bonds. As such, ethnicity also warrants consideratio n as a potential influence in the 
family conflict--child outcome relation. 

 

  



Goals of the Present Study  

Although theoretical discussions have speculated about the possible buffering effects of 
various aspects of children's lives, relatively little systematic research has been devoted to 
directly testing these predictions (Davies & Cummings, 1994). As such, the primary goal 
of the present investigation was to test the potential protective role of parent and peer 
attachment and parental monitoring for children living in conflictual families. A second 
goal of the present investigation was to examine more specifically which relationships are 
protective for children under stressful circumstances and which children benefit from 
these relationships. The following questions were examined: (1) Are both parents and 
peers protective? (2) Are both mothers and fathers protective? (3) Do protective factors 
operate similarly or differently for boys and girls? and (4) Do protective factors operate 
similarly or differently for children of different ethnic backgrounds?  

METHOD  

Participants  

Four hundred fifty students were recruited from three junior high schools in the 
metropolitan Phoenix area. Only those students living with either their mother or their 
father or both were included in the study sample. Students were given the option of 
completing questionnaires in English or in Spanish. Preliminary analyses were conducted 
to determine whether the study measures were equally reliable in both languages, and 
these analyses revealed significantly lower reliability on the family conflict measure for 
the Spanish language sample ([alpha] = .59) relative to the English language sample 
([alpha] = .80). Given the centrality of the family conflict measure to the current 
investigation, adolescents completing the questionnaires in Spanish were excluded.  

Of the 284 students included in the final sample, 110 (39%) were male, and 174 (61%) 
were female. The adolescents ranged in age from 10 to 16 years, with a mean age of 13.3 
years. There were 78 Anglo American (27.5%), 62 African American (21.8%), 113 
Mexican American (39.8%), 5 Native American (1.8%), and 2 Asian-American (0.7%) 
adolescents, as well as 23 adolescents (8.1%) who indicated "other" for their ethnic 
background.  

Two hundred five adolescents (72.2%) lived in two-parent families, and 79 (27.8%) lived 
in one-parent families. Head of household occupations (M = 4.93, SD = 1.60, range = 1 
to 9) are as follows: 131 (46.1%) held blue-collar jobs, 73 (25.7%) held white-collar jobs, 
41(14.4%) were professionals or held jobs where an advanced degree is required, 12 
(4.3%) were either retired or unemployed, and 27 (9.5%) did not report head of 
household occupation. Head of household education levels (M = 2.20, SD = .82, range = 
1 to 4) are as follows: 39 (13.7%) did not graduate high school, 105 (37%) were high-
school graduates, 55 (19.4%) were college graduates, 15 (5.3%) held advanced degrees, 
and 70 (24.6%) did not report head of household education.  

 



Procedure  

Junior high-school students obtained parental consent (69% of those invited) and 
completed survey questionnaires (90% of those who obtained parental consent) in a 
group administration at three schools in a large Southwestern city. Written and verbal 
instructions were provided, and individual assistance was provided, as needed. 
Questionnaires were administered anonymously. Participants received $10 for their 
participation. Comparisons between the demographic data for each school and the 
students in the present study indicate that Anglo American, African American, and 
Mexican American students were represented in proportion to their actual enrollment 
within each school [[[chi].sup.2](4, n = 439) = 7.20, ns].  

Measures  

To support the validity of the ethnic comparisons conducted in the current study, efforts 
were made to provide evidence for the cross-ethnic equivalence of each scale. 
Measurement equivalence can be inferred in cross-cultural studies when the psychometric 
properties of an instrument are comparable across cultural groups (Hui & Triandis, 1985; 
Knight & Hill, 1998). Properties most often studied are item-total correlations, factor 
loadings, and reliability and validity coefficients. Several measures used in the current 
study have previously demonstrated equivalence for use with Mexican American, African 
American, and European American samples. For these measures, we provide the relevant 
citations below and we compared coefficient alphas across groups using the method 
proposed by Feldt, Woodruff, and Salihy (1987). No ethnic differences in coefficient 
alphas were found for these or any of the other scales used in the study. For measures that 
had not previously demonstrated cross-ethnic equivalence, we establish ed equivalence of 
the factor structure of each scale across groups using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). 
A summary of CFA findings is provided for these scales below.  

Family Conflict. The family conflict scale was taken from a larger stress measure being 
developed for use with adolescents living in multiethnic, urban environments 
(Multicultural Events Schedule for Adolescents; MESA), developed by Gonzales, 
Gunnoe, Jackson, and Samaniego (1999). Six items were selected from the family 
conflict subscale of this measure to capture the more serious types of conflict in which 
families engage (e.g., family members refused to speak to each other, family members 
had a serious fight). For each item, participants were asked to report how many times (0 = 
never to 4 = almost every day) each event happened in the last 3 months. Tests of cross-
ethnic measurement equivalence, including ethnic comparisons of the factor structure of 
the scale and reliability and validity coefficients, revealed that this measure exhibits 
cross-ethnic equivalence for Anglo American, African American, and Mexican American 
adolescents (Gonzales et al., 1999). Internal consistency for this scale was .80 for th e full 
sample.  

 

 



Conduct Problems. Children's conduct problems were measured by Cook's Hostility 
Scale, composed of 28 items selected from the Conduct Disorders subscale of the Child 
Behavior Checklist (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1983). Cook's Hostility Scale has been 
shown to have good reliability and both convergent and discriminant validity (Gersten, 
Beals, West, & Sandler, 1987). Cross-ethnic equivalence has been established for this 
measure for African American, Mexican American, and Anglo American adolescents 
(Knight & Hill, 1996; Knight, Virdin, & Roosa, 1994). Internal consistency in the current 
sample was .89.  

Depression. The Child Depression Inventory (CDI; Kovacs, 1981) is a 27-item multiple 
choice scale that assesses affective, cognitive, and behavioral symptoms of childhood 
depression. One item assessing suicidal ideation was omitted upon the request of 
participating schools. Cross-ethnic equivalence has been established for this measure for 
African American, Mexican American, and Anglo American adolescents (Knight & Hill, 
1996). Internal consistency in the current sample was .88.  

Parent-Child and Peer Attachment. A revised version of the Inventory of Parent and 
Peer Attachment (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987) was used to assess both positive and 
negative aspects of adolescents' attachment to parents and peers. Adolescents who were 
not living with their biological parents were asked to report on their relationship with "the 
person who is most like a mother or father to you." This was done in recognition of the 
fact that adolescents may reside and interact with parental figures who are not their 
biological parents. In addition, adolescents reported on their peers in general, not 
specifically on best friends or romantic relationships. Three separate nine-item scales 
assessed attachment to mother figure, attachment to father figure, and attachment to peers. 
Tests of cross-ethnic measurement equivalence, including ethnic comparisons of the 
factor structure and item loadings for each scale and ethnic comparisons of reliability and 
validity coefficients, were used to identify a reduced set of it ems from the original 25-
item scale that best captured the supportive quality of adolescents' relationships and that 
were valid across the three ethnic groups (Gonzales & Jackson, 1999). Internal 
consistency for the current sample was .91 for maternal attachment, .93 for paternal 
attachment, and .89 for peer attachment.  

Parental Monitoring. Maternal and paternal monitoring consisted of seven items from 
the Assessment of Child Monitoring (Hetherington et al., 1992); these items were 
selected to assess the extent to which parents supervise their children. Tests of cross-
ethnic equivalence were conducted in the current study. No differences were found across 
groups when coefficient alphas were compared. Internal consistency for the full sample 
was .77 for maternal monitoring and .87 for paternal monitoring. Tests of the structure of 
the maternal and paternal monitoring scales for each ethnic group using confirmatory 
factor analysis revealed that the estimated model fit well for each group (CFIs for 
maternal monitoring and paternal monitoring were greater than .83). The standardized 
loadings ranged from .70 to .80 for maternal monitoring and from .68 to .84 for paternal 
monitoring.  



Socioeconomic Status. Adolescents listed the occupation and education level of the head 
of household in their family (i.e., family's primary financial provider). Education and 
occupation, which were significantly correlated (r = .54, p [less than] .001), were then 
standardized and summed to form a single socioeconomic indicator. Although family 
income is often used to assess SES, it was not possible to obtain accurate family income 
levels from the adolescents in the study.  

RESULTS  

Descriptive Analyses  

The means and standard deviations for all variables for the total sample and for girls and 
boys separately are presented in Table I. The intercorrelations among gender, SES, and 
the predictor and criterion variables for the total sample are presented in Table II. It is 
notable that adolescent reports of parental attachment and monitoring were significantly 
positively correlated, and one question that arises is whether these factors reflect a more 
general measure of parental involvement. In order to address this issue, confirmatory 
factor analyses were conducted to determine whether a one-factor or two-factor model 
provided a better fit. The model fits for the one-factor solution (i.e., parental involvement) 
were fair for mother (CFI = .84) and father (CFI = .78) and standardized factor loadings 
were low (ranging from .28 to .78 for mother and .43 to .86 for father). The models for 
the two-factor solution provided a better fit for both mother (CFI = .94) and father (CFI 
= .95) and standardized factor loadings were all above .50. In addition, a significance test 
of the difference between the one-factor and the two-factor models (Alwin & Jackson, 
1981) revealed that the two-factor model provided a significantly better fit [maternal 
items, [[[chi].sup.2].sub.diff] (1, n 251) = 157.05, p [less than] .001; paternal items, 
[[[chi].sup.2].sub.diff] (1, n = 170) = 298.83, p [less than] .001]. Taken together, these 
findings suggest that these scales represent independent constructs and are best 
considered separately in the analyses. Moreover, when parental attachment and 
monitoring were entered simultaneously into a regression equation, monitoring predicted 
variance in conduct problems and depression over and above attachment, suggesting that 
each factor makes a unique contribution to the outcomes considered. As such, these 
factors were considered separately in the analyses.  

Regression Analyses  

Regression Models. A series of 10 hierarchical regression analyses tested the 
hypothesized relationships: 5 regression analyses for each outcome variable, conduct 
problems and depression, with a separate analysis for each of the 5 hypothesized 
protective factors for each outcome. Each regression analysis contained as predictors 
family conflict, the hypothesized protective factor, and their interaction. In addition, to 
examine whether the predictions from family conflict, the protective factors, and their 
interaction were further moderated by adolescent gender or ethnicity, the following three-
way interactions were examined: (1) family conflict by protective factor by gender; and 
(2) family conflict by protective factor by ethnicity. When these analyses were 
nonsignificant, they were not retained in the final models.  



In addition, all models were examined with SES as a covariate. As recommended by 
Pedhazur (1982), preliminary analyses were first conducted to test all covariate by 
predictor interactions. No significant two-way or three-way interactions were found with 
SES. Further, while SES explained a small proportion of the variance in depression and 
conduct problems, the inclusion of SES did not substantially alter the results of the study. 
Thus, given the substantial amount of missing data for the SES indicators (7%), SES was 
dropped as a predictor from the regression models presented.  

Finally, all regression models were analyzed including the Spanish-speaking sample, and 
the inclusion of these participants did not alter the results of the study or the patterns of 
relationships that were found.  

Centering and Weighted Effects Coding. As suggested by Aiken and West (1991), all 
predictor variables were centered in order to eliminate nonessential multicollinearity and 
to facilitate the interpretation of lower order coefficients in the presence of an interaction. 
In addition, adolescent gender was coded using weighted effects coding in order to reflect 
accurately the proportion of girls and boys in the sample and to yield a centered 
dichotomous predictor (West, Aiken, & Krull, 1996).  

Regression Diagnostics. Regression diagnostics were examined to detect any 
disproportionately influential data points, to determine the extent to which these points 
might affect the regression outcomes, and to assess the appropriateness of the models. 
These analyses revealed that there were no problems with multicollinearity, undue 
influence, or model misspecification.  

Depression. The results of analyses predicting adolescent depression are presented in 
Table III. The three-way interactions among family conflict, the protective factors, and 
gender or ethnicity were not significant. Accordingly, gender and ethnicity were excluded 
from regression models predicting adolescent depression. Higher levels of family conflict 
were related to higher levels of adolescent depression, and higher levels of the 
hypothesized protective factors were related to lower levels of adolescent depression. No 
significant interaction was found between family conflict and any of the five 
hypothesized protective factors. Together, family conflict and any one of the 
hypothesized protective factors accounted for between 21 and 29% of the variance in 
adolescent depression.  

Conduct Problems. The results of analyses predicting adolescent conduct problems are 
presented in Table IV. The three-way interactions among family conflict, the protective 
factors, and ethnicity were not significant. Accordingly, ethnicity was excluded from 
regression models predicting adolescent conduct problems. Significant three-way 
interactions among gender, family conflict and maternal attachment, maternal monitoring, 
and paternal monitoring were found; in addition, a trend was found for paternal 
attachment (p [less than] .10). Accordingly, adolescent gender was retained in the final 
models for these four variables. No significant gender effect was found for peer 
attachment; thus, gender was eliminated from subsequent analyses for this variable. 



Together, the aforementioned models accounted for between 27 and 35% of the variance 
in adolescent conduct problems.  

Moderating Effects of Maternal Attachment. The three-way interaction of conflict, 
maternal attachment, and gender was probed using simple slope analyses (Aiken & West, 
1991), in which the regression of conduct disorder on family conflict was examined as a 
function of the value of the hypothesized protective factor (one standard deviation above 
the mean versus one standard deviation below the mean) separately for boys and girls. 
Simple slope analyses revealed that higher levels of maternal attachment attenuated the 
relationship between family conflict and conduct problems for girls, but exacerbated this 
relationship for boys. In other words, for adolescents living in conflictual homes, girls 
who reported higher levels of maternal attachment [[beta] = 0.15, t(260) = 2.7l,p [less 
than] .01] exhibited a weaker relationship between family conflict and conduct problems 
than girls who reported lower levels of maternal attachment [[beta] = 0.25, t(260) = 6.29, 
p [less than] .001]. In contrast, boys who reported high er levels of maternal attachment 
[[beta] = 0.39, t(260) = 5.04, p [less than] .001] exhibited a stronger relationship between 
family conflict and conduct problems than boys who reported lower levels of maternal 
attachment [[beta] = 0.20, t(260) = 3.97, p [less than] .001].  

Moderating Effects of Paternal Attachment. Although the three-way interaction 
among family conflict, paternal attachment, and gender only approached significance (p 
[less than] .10), it also was probed by testing the associated simple slopes. For boys, 
paternal attachment moderated the relationship between family conflict and adolescent 
conduct problems; however, it did not do so in a protective fashion. In fact, experiencing 
higher levels of paternal attachment exacerbated the relationship between family conflict 
and conduct problems for boys. For boys living in conflictual homes, those who reported 
higher levels of paternal attachment [[beta] = 0.38, t(252) = 5.45, p [less than] .001] 
exhibited a stronger relationship between family conflict and conduct problems than boys 
who reported lower levels of paternal attachment [[beta] = 0.09, t(252) = 1.27, p [greater 
than] .10]. Moreover, the simple slope for boys reporting low levels of paternal 
attachment was essentially zero, suggesting that for boys reportin g lower levels of 
paternal attachment, there is no significant relationship between family conflict and 
conduct problems. In contrast, the relationship between family conflict and girls' conduct 
problems does not appear to differ based on the level of paternal attachment. For girls 
living in conflictual homes, those who reported higher levels of paternal attachment 
[[beta] 0.27, t(252) = 4.51, p [less than] .001] exhibited a very similar relationship 
between family conflict and conduct problems than girls who reported lower levels of 
paternal attachment [[beta] = 0.21, t(252) = 5.30, p [less than] .001].  

Moderating Effects of Maternal Monitoring. Simple slope analyses revealed that 
higher levels of maternal monitoring attenuated the relationship between family conflict 
and conduct problems for girls but exacerbated this relationship for boys. In other words, 
for adolescents living in conflictual homes, girls who reported higher levels of maternal 
monitoring [[beta] = 0.12, t(260) = 2.55, p [less than] .01] exhibited a weaker relationship 
between family conflict and conduct problems than girls who reported lower levels of 
maternal monitoring [[beta] = 0.29, t(260) = 7.09, p [less than] .001]. In contrast, boys 



who reported higher levels of maternal monitoring [[beta] 0.35, t(260) = 4.00, p [less 
than] .001] exhibited a stronger relationship between family conflict and conduct 
problems than boys who reported lower levels of maternal monitoring [[beta] = 0.18, 
t(260) = 3.24, p [less than] .001].  

Moderating Effects of Paternal Monitoring. Simple slope analyses revealed that higher 
levels of paternal monitoring attenuated the relationship between family conflict and 
conduct problems for girls but exacerbated this relationship for boys. In other words, for 
adolescents living in conflictual homes, girls who reported higher levels of paternal 
monitoring [[beta] = 0.16, t(180) = 2.27, p [less than] .05] exhibited a weaker relationship 
between family conflict and conduct problems than girls who reported lower levels of 
paternal monitoring [[beta] = 0.25, t(180) = 4.56, p [less than] .001]. In contrast, boys 
who reported higher levels of paternal monitoring [[beta] = 0.38, t(180) = 3.76, p [less 
than] .001] exhibited a stronger relationship between family conflict and conduct 
problems than boys who reported lower levels of paternal monitoring [[beta] = 0.19, 
t(180) = 3.28, p [less than] .001].  

DISCUSSION  

In the current investigation, maternal and paternal attachment and monitoring moderated 
the relationship between family conflict and conduct problems. However, these factors 
operated differently for boys and girls.  

Although parental attachment and monitoring moderated the relationship between family 
conflict and conduct problems for both boys and girls, in general, these factors operated 
as protective factors for girls and as additional risk factors for boys. While family conflict 
interacted with the hypothesized protective factors toward the prediction of conduct 
problems, no evidence of moderation was found for depression.  

The Influence of Parents and Peers  

Consistent with previous research, family conflict was positively related, and maternal, 
paternal, and peer attachment and maternal and paternal monitoring were negatively 
related, to adolescent depression and conduct problems. Parental attachment and 
monitoring also moderated the relationship between family conflict and conduct 
problems, and these relationships were further moderated by adolescent gender. Peer 
attachment did not modify this relationship. It may be that attachment to peers in general 
is not as effective as attachment to a specific best friend (Wallerstein & LaGreca, 1996) 
in communicating stability and support. Indeed, the current study might have revealed 
different results if attachment to a best friend had been considered. Alternately, these 
findings suggest that parents may play a more important role than peers in buffering the 
impact of family conflict on child conduct problems in early adolescence. These findings 
are consistent with the notion that protective factors that "match" the ty pe of stressful 
circumstances are likely to be more effective (Barrera, 1986). For adolescents living in 
conflictual homes, family conflict may communicate a sense of disrupted family 



relationships; as such, supportive parenting may convey more reassurance to a child than 
stable, supportive relationships outside the home.  

The Influence of Mothers and Fathers  

Past research has reported that mothers are more involved with their children than fathers 
(Bezirganian & Cohen, 1992; Crouter & McHale, 1993). As such, one might expect to 
see moderating effects of maternal, but not paternal, variables. This notion was only 
partially supported by the results of the current investigation. Both maternal and paternal 
monitoring moderated the family conflict--child outcome relationship for both boys and 
girls. However, maternal attachment, but not paternal attachment, significantly moderated 
this relationship for girls. Perhaps mothers and fathers are equally able to show concern 
for adolescents by monitoring their whereabouts and activities regardless of their overall 
level of involvement; in contrast, the emotional bonds of attachment may be most 
apparent to children and thus influential when parents are more involved with their 
children.  

The Influence of Adolescent Gender  

Results of the current investigation suggest that maternal attachment and maternal and 
paternal monitoring attenuate the positive association between family conflict and 
adolescent conduct problems. However, this was only true for girls. These findings 
suggest that for girls in conflictual families, those who report stronger bonds with their 
mothers and closer supervision by their mothers and fathers exhibit lower levels of 
conduct problems than girls without such strong bonds or close supervision.  

In contrast, higher levels of both maternal and paternal attachment and monitoring 
exacerbated the relationship between family conflict and conduct problems for boys. 
These findings suggest that for boys in conflictual families, those who report stronger 
bonds with and closer supervision by their mothers and fathers exhibit higher levels of 
conduct problems than boys without such strong bonds or close supervision. Taken 
together, results of the current investigation suggest that, in general, the hypothesized 
protective factors served as protective factors for girls' and as additional risk factors for 
boys' conduct problems.  

The finding that parental attachment and monitoring exacerbated the relationship between 
family conflict and boys' conduct problems was unexpected and requires further 
replication. However, these findings echo a recent study that found that child contact with 
a nonresidential parent was negatively associated with behavior problems when 
interparental conflict was low but positively associated with behavior problems when 
interparental conflict was high (Amato & Rezac, 1994); these findings held for boys but 
not girls. Indeed, results of the current study suggest that the process by which family 
conflict and parental attachment and monitoring interact in relation to conduct problems 
in this sample is different for boys and girls.  



Though it is premature to speculate about the potential implications of these findings, the 
developmental literature discusses gender differences in a variety of individual and 
family-level variables, such as modeling, emotional arousal and regulation, and parental 
socialization practices, which could lead to broader conceptualizations of why these 
gender differences might emerge. First, the reported gender differences in the influence 
of family process variables might be explained by gender differences in child imitation of 
the hostility they experience in the home (Johnson & O'Leary, 1987). Children imitate 
their parents (Bandura, 1973, 1977), and boys are more likely than girls to model 
aggression (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974), particularly that displayed by their fathers 
(Camara & Resnick, 1988). Boys who are closer to or more closely supervised by their 
parents may have more exposure to aggressive interchanges and thus be more likely to 
model aggression. Second, the reported gender differences might be expl ained by gender 
differences in emotional arousal and regulation during times of stress. It is harder for 
boys than girls to tolerate arousal and to restore themselves to equilibrium (Zaslow & 
Hayes, 1986), and boys' vulnerability may be especially pronounced in response to 
conflict involving family members to whom they are closely attached. Finally, the 
reported gender differences might be explained by gender differences in child 
socialization practices. Girls are often socialized to value interdependence and connection 
to family, while boys are often socialized to value independence and autonomy (Block, 
1983), and these socialization pressures are particularly pronounced for children of 
maritally dissatisfied parents (Kerig, Cowan, & Cowan, 1993). It might be, then, that due 
to these different socialization pressures, girls are more likely to accept and boys to reject 
attempts by parents to provide support and supervision to them, leading to higher levels 
of externalizing behaviors for boys. If the results o f the current study are replicated, 
future work should examine the mechanisms by which potentially protective factors 
might serve as additional risk factors for boys in conflictual families.  

The Influence of Adolescent Ethnicity  

An important strength of the current study was its inclusion of a wide range of ethnic 
groups, which permits much broader generalizations than has been possible in the family 
conflict literature to date. In addition, the current investigation specifically tested whether 
the hypothesized interactive effects applied equally well to the African American, 
Mexican American, and Anglo American adolescents in the sample. The analyses suggest 
they did. Consequently, although sociocultural differences were not revealed, the study 
provides an example of how a culture--general theoretical model can and should be tested 
for its universal application when conducting prevention research with culturally diverse 
populations. In addition, the current study sampled from predominantly low-income, 
ethnically diverse, urban schools. Indeed, it is possible that the novel interactive effects 
revealed in this study, especially the striking gender differences and previously 
unreported findings for boys, may be due to those contextua l differences.  

On the other hand, the study was limited by a smaller than optimal sample size for 
examining the effects of ethnicity on the interplay between risk and protective factors, 
according to a power analysis (Borenstein & Cohen, 1988). However, the sample size 
was adequate to detect interactions with ethnicity that account for at least four per cent of 



the variance in the outcome, and no interaction of this magnitude was revealed. Thus, it is 
concluded with regard to ethnicity that, if the interplay between risk and protective 
factors on adolescent outcomes varies by ethnicity, the effects are small (Cohen, 1988). 
Future studies should include larger samples to detect small, but potentially important 
ethnic-specific effects.  

The study also was limited in that the findings cannot be generalized to Mexican 
American, Spanish-speaking adolescents. This group was excluded from the study 
because it was not possible to derive a family conflict measure that was equally reliable 
and valid for this group. It may be that the translations were problematic or that patterns 
of conflict simply differ for this group (Tschann, Flores, Pasch, & Marin, 1999). 
Additional work is necessary to understand how conflict processes operate within low 
acculturation families (i.e., recently immigrated, Spanish-speaking) and how these 
processes may vary as a function of acculturation.  

Finally, the current work derived from a cultural-universal model, which examines 
universal developmental processes across cultural groups in order to inform interventions 
targeting individuals in integrated and culturally diverse settings. Future work should 
include cultural-specific analyses, which focus on the unique aspects of developmental 
processes within ethnic groups (e.g., Betancourt & Lopez, 1993; Garcia-Coll et al., 1996; 
McLoyd & Steinberg, 1998). Indeed, culture-universal and culture-specific research both 
make important contributions to our understanding of family processes in minority 
families (Cauce, Coronado, & Watson, 1998).  

Limitations and Future Directions  

The current investigation contributes to our scientific understanding of the relationship 
between family conflict and adolescent outcome by examining interactions among 
characteristics of the person (e.g., adolescent gender), the sociocultural context (e.g., 
ethnicity) and the process (e.g., family conflict, parent--child relations) to determine how 
these variables influence adolescent outcome. Such interactive models are especially 
relevant to community psychology because they are a defining feature of ecological 
models of development (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1986) and they are a useful mechanism for 
identifying potential targets for preventive interventions.  

However, several limitations should be noted. First, the cross-sectional nature of our 
investigation does not rule out alternative pathways or demonstrate causal relations. 
Second, all measures were adolescent report, and it is possible that children who 
externalize may tend to perceive family relationships as more conflictual or exaggerate 
the extent of parental involvement in their lives. Future studies should include multiple 
operational perspectives and longitudinal designs when examining the interactive effects 
of family relations on adolescent outcome. Third, the measure of family conflict used in 
the current investigation did not specifically identify which family members were in 
disagreement (e.g., interparental conflict, parent--adolescent conflict), which makes it 
difficult to delineate whether the examination of different types of conflict might have led 
to different results. Future studies should utilize measures that better capture the specific 



dyad in conflict and continue to examine the effect s of conflict on child adjustment 
across family subsystems.  

Finally, future research should continue to examine the interrelationships among family 
conflict, potential protective factors, and gender toward the prediction of child mental 
health problems, as these factors may operate differently for boys and girls. These 
findings were unexpected and require replication. If replicated, they will have important 
implications for the design of preventive interventions. Consistent with the prevailing 
view that family relations are important influences on child adjustment, this study 
supports a focus on both family conflict and aspects of the parent--adolescent relationship, 
including parental attachment and monitoring. Indeed, these variables are consistently 
identified as important targets to prevent children's emotional and behavior problems, 
particularly within poor, urban communities (Tolan & McKay, 1996; Dumka, Roosa, 
Michaels, & Suh, 1995). However, our findings also suggest that this approach alone may 
be detrimental, particularly for boys in conflictual homes, if in terventions focus solely on 
parenting or parent-child relations without also considering the quality of relations within 
the family as a system. Thus, interventions should focus on increasing levels of parental 
attachment and monitoring while simultaneously decreasing the level of family conflict 
to which children are exposed.  
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