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Abstract
This study examined family and neighborhood influences relevant to low-income status to
determine how they combine to predict the parenting behaviors of Mexican–American mothers
and fathers. The study also examined the role of parenting as a mediator of these contextual
influences on adolescent internalizing and externalizing symptoms. Study hypotheses were
examined in a diverse sample of Mexican–American families in which 750 mothers and 467
fathers reported on their own levels of parental warmth and harsh parenting. Family economic
hardship, neighborhood familism values, and neighborhood risk indicators were all uniquely
associated with maternal and paternal warmth, and maternal warmth mediated the effects of these
contextual influences on adolescent externalizing symptoms in prospective analyses. Parents’
subjective perceptions of neighborhood danger interacted with objective indicators of
neighborhood disadvantage to influence maternal and paternal warmth. Neighborhood familism
values had unique direct effects on adolescent externalizing symptoms in prospective analyses,
after accounting for all other context and parenting effects.
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Introduction
Mexican–Americans are a large and growing population that demonstrates abnormally high
rates of mental health problems during adolescence (CDC 2006; Delva et al. 2005). These
disparities are often attributed to their disproportionate exposure to contextual risk factors,
particularly family and neighborhood economic disadvantage. However, despite their high
concentration in disadvantaged neighborhoods and poverty rates nearly triple that of non-
Latinos (National Center for Children in Poverty 2000), few studies have examined
processes by which these contextual factors lead, over time, to adverse adolescent outcomes
for this population. A specific focus on Mexican–Americans is important because this group
experiences unique economic and cultural conditions that shape their families and
neighborhoods, and may alter their response to contextual risks in the U.S. (Gonzales et al.
in press). The current study addressed this gap by testing a prospective meditational model
in which mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behavior was hypothesized to account, in part, for
the link between contextual risk and adolescent internalizing and externalizing symptoms.

This work was informed by a cultural-ecological perspective which recognizes the several
layers of overlapping contextual influences that shape developmental processes and person-
environment transactions over time (e.g., Bronfenbrenner 1979; Szapocznik and Coatsworth
1999). In this framework, developing youth are influenced by and need to adapt to multiple
social contexts simultaneously, including their family, peer, neighborhood, and school
contexts, as well as broader macrosystem influences. Ecological models also emphasize the
interplay of influences across contexts, and the way in which the presence and impact of risk
in one setting (e.g., family) may depend on the presence of risk in other settings (e.g.,
neighborhood, peer group). Because it is difficult to test complex ecological models
representing all relevant contexts and their interactive effects simultaneously, we selectively
target the interplay between parenting and neighborhood, focusing on neighborhood effects
on parenting and their joint effects on adolescent mental health symptoms.

We also integrate a cultural perspective to understand how Mexican–American parenting is
influenced by the broader community and cultural context. Culture has been defined as
patterns of behavior and ways of thinking that people living in distinct social groups learn,
create, and share (Triandis 1994). A cultural ecological framework emphasizes that culture
is not only a function of a shared cultural identity (i.e., ethnic group membership), but also is
determined by factors such as family socioeconomic status (SES), immigration status, and
the types of communities in which individuals settle (Roosa et al. 2002). These multiple
influences combine to account for the unique cultural experiences of youth and families, and
we believe they must be included to understand factors that shape Mexican–American
parenting practices and ultimately affect youth adaptation.

Economic Hardship and Disrupted Parenting
According to family stress theory (FST), economic pressures due to financial strain lead to
disruptions in parents’ personal functioning and in their family relations and parenting
practices, and in turn place children at risk for internalizing and externalizing problems
(Conger and Elder 1994; Conger et al. 2000). Disruptions in parenting occur on a number of
dimensions but in general the quality of parenting is expected to deteriorate, leading to
decreased nurturance or warmth in parents’ behavior toward their children and increased
harsh and ineffective discipline strategies. Although a number of longitudinal studies have
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supported FST and the role of disrupted parenting as a central mechanism (e.g., Conger et al.
1997, 2000; Cutrona et al. 2003), Latino youth have not been represented in these studies.
Thus, this study was one of the first to prospectively test parenting as a pathway through
which socioeconomic disadvantage leads to poor mental health for Mexican–American
adolescents. A test of this pathway is critical to inform developmental theory and lend
empirical support to the use of parenting interventions for this population.

Empirical validation is especially needed with Mexican–Americans because the link
between socioeconomic indicators and mental health are not as consistently shown in
research with this population (e.g., Alegria et al. 2007; Crouter et al. 2006). It is possible
these inconsistencies occur because the bulk of research with Mexican–Americans: has
typically sampled from the poorest neighborhoods, thereby restricting variability on
socioeconomic indicators; failed to account for variability within the Mexican–American
population on factors that are highly correlated, and confounded, with income (e.g.,
immigrant status); and has failed to consider the possibility that objective indicators of
income poverty may not have similar meaning for this population, particularly those that
have immigrated from Mexico. A weaker association between income and economic
pressure has been reported for Mexican–American families, which is attributed to a non-
U.S. frame of reference and the greater sharing of resources that is characteristic of
collectivistic cultures (Parke et al. 2004). Mexican immigrants, although technically living
in poverty, may be materially better off than they were before migration thus feeling little
economic pressure despite their financial circumstances. Economic hardship and economic
pressure, concepts introduced by FST, capture the subjective experience or “psychological
meaning’ of living in poverty (Conger and Conger 2002) and may be better at differentiating
families who have learned to manage well with few resources from those who cannot
(Barrera et al. 2002). The current study was ideally suited to address the foregoing
limitations because it sampled broadly across SES levels, neighborhood types, and
generation status; controlled for parents’ nativity; and included a measure of economic
hardship that combined indicators of financial strain and economic pressure that have been
included in prior family stress research.

Neighborhood Disadvantage and Disrupted Parenting
Social disorganization theory argues that poverty-related threats to youth adaptation also
occur within the community, at the neighborhood level (Sampson et al. 1997).
Neighborhood disadvantage, commonly defined as concentrated poverty and characteristics
associated with it (e.g., high levels of unemployment, high crime rates), reduces social
organization, which in turn impedes residents’ abilities to effectively control and regulate
conventional behaviors within a neighborhood. The negative impacts of neighborhood
disorganization on adult residents’ behaviors are further expressed through family
functioning and parenting behaviors (Furstenberg 1993). Consequently, adolescents living in
disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to experience lower levels of parental warmth
and higher levels of harsh parenting (Pinderhughes et al. 2001), and this may increase their
risk for internalizing and externalizing problems. A number of studies have supported this
hypothesis with general population (e.g., Xue et al. 2005), African American (Ceballo and
McLoyd 2002), and mixed Latino samples (Eamon and Mulder 2005), even after controlling
for family SES. Although research with Mexican–Americans confirms detrimental effects of
neighborhood disadvantage on family functioning (Deng et al. 2006; Roosa et al. 2005), this
research has not focused specifically on parenting.

In a recent exception, White et al. (2009) examined Mexican–American parents’ perceptions
of economic hardship and neighborhood danger in a cross-sectional test of parent depression
as a mediator of the link between context and parenting. They found economic hardship was
positively related to depression for mothers and fathers, and had indirect effects on parental

Gonzales et al. Page 3

Am J Community Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 March 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



warmth that were mediated by parents’ depression. Perceptions of living in a dangerous
neighborhood also predicted higher levels of depression for fathers, but not mothers. In
addition to highlighting the importance of studying fathers (Cabrera and Garcia Coll 2004),
particularly in Mexican–American families where two-parent families are more prevalent
(Upchurch et al. 2001), these findings introduced evidence that mothers and fathers may
respond in different ways to neighborhood conditions. The current study drew from the
same sample as White et al. (2009) but tested direct effects of context on mothers’ and
fathers’ parenting. This study extended this research further by examining prospective
effects of contextual risk and parenting on internalizing and externalizing symptoms
assessed 2 years later, when the youth were in 7th grade. Neighborhood effects are expected
to increase as youth enter adolescence and have increased contact with peers and activities
within their neighborhoods (Boyce et al. 1998). The study also included objective and
subjective indicators of neighborhood context to explore whether predictions of parenting
might be improved by considering both within the same model.

Although few studies have included both objective and subjective indicators, doing so may
allow for a more nuanced understanding of parents’ reactions to neighborhood risk and the
underlying processes by which neighborhood context impacts parenting. For example,
research with African Americans has shown that when parents in disadvantaged
neighborhoods are concerned about threatening neighborhood conditions and they perceive
their neighborhoods to be dangerous, they may use more extreme measures, including harsh
disciplinary strategies, to guard and protect youth (Mason et al. 1996). When employed
strategically in response to a dangerous context, higher levels of harsh parenting also may be
accompanied by high levels of warmth in the parent–child relationship (Deater-Deckard et
al. 2006). Findings such as these offer a different interpretation of neighborhood effects on
parenting by suggesting that they might not only result as “disruptions” in parenting brought
on by increase stress and social disorganization, but may reflect conscious, strategic
adaptations that parents make to cope with a threatening context. These findings also
suggest that objective indicators of neighborhood disadvantage (e.g., census data, police
crime data) may interact with parents’ perceptions and may show stronger or qualitatively
different relations with parenting depending on parents’ subjective awareness or sensitivity
to objective neighborhood dangers. This hypothesis was examined in the current study by
testing interactive effects of objective neighborhood disadvantage, based on census block
group data, with parents’ perceptions of neighborhood danger. We expected disadvantage
neighborhoods would have stronger effects on parenting when parents perceived their
neighborhoods as more dangerous.

Familism describes a strong identification and attachment of individuals with their
immediate and extended families and strong feelings of loyalty, reciprocity and solidarity
among family members, which often includes non-biological members of a supportive
family network (Comas-Diaz 1989). Because of the centrality of familism in traditional
Mexican culture (Marin and Marin 1991), ethnically identified Mexican–American
communities often have a strong orientation to family and the importance of raising children
that will stay on “el buen camino” (“the good path”; Azmitia and Brown 2002).
Accordingly, these neighborhoods are oriented toward supporting parental authority and
parents efforts to protect and guide youth. Although most studies of community focus only
on risks, there is some evidence that community cultural orientation and values can protect
Mexican–Americans from the negative effects of poverty (Huie et al. 2002; Denner et al.
2001). Thus, this study included a community-level measure of familism values as a
potentially important dimension of neighborhood context that may impact parenting in
Mexican–American families. We predicted neighborhoods characterized by high levels of
familism would support parents to maintain warm, respectful relations with their children
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that are highly valued within traditional Mexican culture, thus providing some compensation
for family and neighborhood disadvantage.

The full hypothesized model is presented in Fig. 1. Consistent with family stress and social
disorganization theories, we hypothesized that objective and subjective indicators of family
economic hardship and neighborhood disadvantage would be associated with disrupted
parenting (low warmth, high levels of harsh parenting), but subjective indicators (i.e.,
parents’ perceptions of danger) would show stronger relations in the model. We also
expected objective (i.e., census block group) indicators of neighborhood disadvantage would
interact with parents’ perceptions of neighborhood danger and show stronger effects for
parents who perceived neighborhoods as more dangerous. Neighborhood familism was
expected to have compensatory protective benefits to predict less disrupted parenting.
Disrupted parenting was expected, in turn, to predict increased internalizing and
externalizing symptoms in 7th grade, controlling for initial levels of these variables.

Method
Data for this study come from the first and second waves of an ongoing longitudinal study
investigating the role of culture and context in the lives of Mexican–American families in a
large southwestern metropolitan area (Roosa et al. 2008). Participants were recruited when
they were students in 5th grade, selected from school rosters that served ethnically diverse
communities. Eligible families met the following criteria at Time 1: (a) they had a target
fifth grader attending a sampled school; (b) the participating mother was the child’s
biological mother, lived with the child, and self-identified as Mexican or Mexican–
American; (c) the child’s biological father was of Mexican origin; (d) the target child was
not learning disabled; and (e) no step-father or mother’s boyfriend was living with the child.
In total 750 mothers and 5th graders were interviewed at Time 1. Although participation was
optional for fathers, 467 (81.9%) fathers from the 570 two-parent families in the study also
participated.

Data describing the full sample (mothers and children) and the subsample (fathers and
children) at Time 1 are presented in Table 1. Among the full sample, 22.9% were single-
parent families and 77.1% were two-parent families. In contrast to the majority of previous
studies of Mexican–American families, this sample was diverse on both SES indicators and
language (Roosa et al. 2008). Family incomes ranged from less than $5,000 to more than
$95,000, with the average family reporting an income of $30,000–$35,000. In terms of
language, 30.2% of mothers, 23.2% of fathers, and 82.5% of adolescents were interviewed
in English. The mean age of mothers in the study was 35.9 (SD = 5.81) and mothers
reported an average of 10.3 (SD = 3.67) years of education. The mean age of fathers was
38.1 (SD = 6.26) and fathers reported an average of 10.1 (SD = 3.94) years of education.
The mean age of adolescents (48.7% female) was 10.42 (SD = .55). A majority of mothers
and fathers were born in Mexico (74.3, 79.9% respectively), while a majority of adolescents
were born in the U.S. (70.3%).

Families were re-interviewed at T2 approximately 2 years after Time 1 data collection; time
between interviews ranged from 20 to 34 months (X = 23.32, SD = 1.32). A total of 711
families participated at T2, resulting in a 95% rate of retention. Families who participated in
Time 2 interviews were compared to families who did not on several Time 1 demographic
variables and no differences emerged on child characteristics (i.e., gender, age, generational
status, language of interview), mother characteristics (i.e., marital status, age, generational
status) or father characteristics (i.e., age, generational status).
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Procedures
Using a combination of random and purposive sampling, the research team identified
communities served by 47 public, religious, and charter schools from throughout the
metropolitan area chosen to represent the economic, cultural, and social diversity of the city
(see Roosa et al. 2009 for full description of sampling methods). These schools were chosen
from 237 potential schools in the metropolitan area with at least 20 Latino students in fifth
grade, the target age group. Prior to selecting potential schools to include in the study, the
cultural context of each of these communities was scored. Cultural context was
operationalized using multiple indicators: (a) the Mexican–American population density; (b)
the percentage of elected and appointed Latino office holders; (c) the number of churches
providing services in Spanish; (d) the number of locally owned stores selling traditional
Latino foods, medicines, and household items; and (e) the presence of traditional Mexican-
style stores (e.g., carnicerías). The score from each indicator was standardized and summed
to create a community cultural context score. Next, the 237 school communities were
arranged from lowest score to highest (i.e., from low to high levels of support for Mexican
culture). The five “outliers” on the high end of the scale were selected because they
represented particularly interesting living contexts (Mexican ethnic enclaves). Next, 25
additional schools were systematically selected from the remainder of this list by choosing a
random starting point within the 10 lowest scores and selecting every 9th score (school)
thereafter to represent the complete spectrum of community contexts. In total, 47 schools
from 18 public school districts, the Catholic Diocese, and alternative schools were selected
and organized into 42 distinct, noncontiguous communities. The communities sampled
included semirural, suburban, urban, and inner city neighborhoods; 44.7% of schools were
categorized as large urban schools, 6.4% midsize urban, 36.2% large suburb, 6.4% small
suburb, 2.1 rural fringe, and 4.3% rural distant (National Center for Education Statistics
2006). The mean percent of students eligible for free/reduced lunch at these schools was
67.3% (SD = 27.1), with a low of 7.5% and a high of 100%. Proportion of Hispanics in these
schools ranged from 15 to 98% with a mean of 70% (SD = .237).

Recruitment materials (in English and Spanish) were sent home with all 5th grade children
in selected schools that explained the research project and asked parents to indicate whether
they were interested in participating. Interested families were screened if their ethnicity was
Hispanic or they had Hispanic/Latino surnames. Over 85% of those who returned the
recruitment materials were eligible for screening (e.g., Hispanic) and 1,028 met study
eligibility criteria. In-home Computer Assisted Personal Interviews were then scheduled;
750 families (mothers and child required, fathers optional) completed interviews, 73% of
those eligible. Cohabitating family members’ interviews were conducted concurrently by
professionally trained interviewers in different locations at their home. Interviewers read
each survey question and possible response aloud in participants’ preferred language to
reduce problems related to variations in literacy levels. Families were paid $45 and $50 per
participating family member at Time 1 and 2, respectively.

Measures
Participants were asked a series of demographic questions including annual family income
(“estimate your total family income for the past year,” with response options ranging from 1
= $0,000–$5,000 to 20 = 95,001 ?), years of education, and nativity (“in what country were
you born?”, 1 = U.S., 2 = Mexico). Consistent with prior research, neighborhoods were
operationalized at the level of the census block group (Deng et al. 2006) which contain
approximately 1,500 residents and are delineated with the assistance of local participants to
enhance their relevance as an identifiable geographic space (U.S. Census Bureau 2000).
There were a total of 259 neighborhoods represented in the current study with a mean of 2.9
families per neighborhood (range of 1–17).
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Perceived Economic Hardship—Mothers and fathers reported their subjective
economic hardship using three subscales reflecting (a) an inability to make ends meet (2
items), (b) not enough money for necessities (7 items), and (c) financial strain (2 items).
Items on these subscales are either directly from or derived from the economic hardship and
economic pressure subscales developed by Conger et al. (1994). The mean of the three
subscales was computed to derive an economic hardship score for mothers and fathers
(separately) with higher scores reflecting greater economic hardship. This scale was
validated in prior research with Mexican–American parents (Barrera et al. 2001) and
demonstrated good reliability among mothers (α = .76 English, .75 Spanish) and fathers (α
= .82 English, .76 Spanish) in the current sample.

Neighborhood Disadvantage—For each neighborhood (census block group), 2000 U.S.
Census data of (a) the percent of families below poverty level, (b) percent of families headed
by a single female, (c) percent of males unemployed, (d) percent of people with less than a
HS education, and (e) percent of families on assistance were used as indicators of
neighborhood disadvantage. All are common indicators of disadvantage in the neighborhood
(Deng et al. 2006). The neighborhood disadvantage score is the average of the standardized
score for the five indicators; this score ranged from −1.31 to 4.32 across all neighborhoods
represented in the study, with a mean of .05 (SD = .75) for the full sample and −.02 (SD = .
67) for the father subsample.

Perceived Neighborhood Danger—Mothers and fathers reported on their own
perceptions of the degree of danger in their neighborhoods using a 3-item subscale of the
Neighborhood Quality Evaluation Scale (NQES, Roosa et al. 2005). Individuals were asked
to indicate their levels of agreement ranging from (1) not true at all to (5) very true on items
such as “It is safe in your neighborhood” (reverse coded). Higher scores reflect a higher
sense of perceived danger. This is the only known neighborhood perceptions measure with
evidence of cross-cultural and cross-language (English/Spanish) equivalence (Kim et al. in
press). Cronbach’s alphas were high for mothers (α = .92 English, .87 Spanish) and fathers
(α = .86 English, .87 Spanish) in the current study.

Neighborhood Familism—Mothers and fathers reported on their own familism values by
responding to the familism subscale of the Mexican–American Cultural Values Scale
(MACVS, Knight et al. in press) that tapped three dimensions: support and emotional
closeness (6 items; e.g., “Parents should teach their children that family always comes
first”), obligations (5 items; e.g., “If a relative is having a hard time, one should help them
out if possible”), and family as a referent (5 items; “It is important to work hard and do
one’s best because this work reflects on the family”). Participants rated how much they
agreed or disagreed with each item with responses ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5
(completely). Cronbach’s alphas for overall familism were .75 for mothers and .79 for
fathers. Mother and father scores (if available) were averaged to produce a familism score
for each family. Neighborhood familism scores were then calculated by taking a mean of
these family scores in a given neighborhood (census block group). Neighborhood familism
ranged from 3.25 to 4.97, with a mean of 4.38 (SD = .20) for the full sample and 4.39 (SD
= .19) for the father subsample.

Parenting Behavior—Parents reported on their own parenting behavior using the
Children’s Report of Parental Behavior Inventory (CRPBI) originally developed by Schaefer
(1965) and subsequently adapted for use with culturally diverse parents (see White et al.
2009, for description of adaptations). The CRPBI has demonstrated cross-cultural and cross
language equivalence (Knight et al. 1992, 1994). The warmth subscale is a self-report
measure on which parents reported how often they performed a list of eight behaviors in
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relation to their adolescent in the past month on a 5-point Likert scale from almost never to
almost always. Harsh parenting consisted of eight items administered with the same
response format. Cronbach’s alphas for warmth ranged from .72 to .85 for mothers and
fathers (English and Spanish); the range for harsh parenting was .71–.73.

Child Internalizing and Externalizing Symptoms—We used symptoms counts from
the computerized version of the Diagnostic Interview Schedule for Children (DISC-IV;
Shaffer et al. 2000) to assess psychiatric symptoms. The DISC has been successfully
translated into Spanish (Bravo et al. 2001, 1993), and adequate reliability and validity have
been reported for use with Mexican–American youth (Roberts and Roberts 2006). Mother
and child were administered the DISC independently and their reports were combined such
that a given symptom was considered present if reported by either respondent (Shaffer et al.
2000). This accepted method of combining reporters is different than averaging scores
across parent and child or deriving multiple reporter latent constructs (as is often done with
behavioral rating scales), because it uses diagnostic data from each reporter to derive a
single count of symptoms (e.g., Garland et al. 2001). Symptom counts for anxiety and mood
disorders were summed to represent internalizing problems, and symptom counts for
conduct disorders, attention deficit/hyperactivity disorders, and oppositional defiant
disorders were summed to represent externalizing problems.

Results
Analytic Plan

The longitudinal model shown in Fig. 1 was estimated in Mplus (Muthén and Muthén 2007)
using full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation. FIML estimation uses all
available observations and provides unbiased estimates of model parameters in the presence
of missing data. The multi-level nature of the data (i.e., multiple families from the same
neighborhood) was accounted for by the software; standard errors of path coefficients are
adjusted to account for neighborhood clustering. All context and parenting variables were
assessed at Time 1 to examine their effects on Time 2 internalizing and externalizing
symptoms, controlling for Time 1 symptoms. All variables were standardized (i.e.,
converted to z-scores) based on the means and standard deviations at the individual family
level rather than at the neighborhood level. Two separate models were estimated to test the
effects of mothers’ and fathers’ parenting as a mediator of family and neighborhood context.
Separate models enabled us to retain a larger, more representative sample (including single
mothers) for the mother report model. Both models included the same objective measures of
context and mental health outcomes. Given interest in the effects of parents’ perceptions on
their own parenting, mothers’ and fathers’ self reports of subjective economic hardship,
perceived neighborhood danger and parenting were used in their corresponding models.
Parent nativity and child gender were included as covariates on parenting variables and
mental health outcomes; direct effects from contextual predictors (neighborhood
disadvantage, neighborhood familism, and economic hardship) to mental health outcomes
were included.

Interaction terms were created by calculating the product of the two (standardized) variables
of interest and using the product as a manifest variable (Tein et al. 2004). Follow up
analyses for interactions were conducted according to Aiken and West (1991). Mediation
effects were tested using the product of coefficients method with the multivariate delta
method of deriving the standard error (Sobel 1982). This test is somewhat conservative, but
has excellent power in samples of this size (MacKinnon et al. 2002). Standardized path
coefficients are presented for models. Standardized path coefficients can be interpreted as
the number of standard deviations change in the outcome for a 1 standard deviation change
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in the predictor; standardized path coefficients can be interpreted like other similar
standardized effect sizes such as Cohen’s d. Good (acceptable) model fit is reflected by a
non-significant chi-square test, CFI greater than .95 (.90), RMSEA less than .05 (.08), and
SRMR less than 0.05 (0.08) (Hu and Bentler 1999; Kline 2005). Multiple fit indices are used
because no single indicator is unbiased in all analytic conditions.

Preliminary Analyses
Descriptive statistics for all study variables are presented in Table 1. Intercorrelations are
presented in Table 2 with variables used in the mother report model in the upper triangle and
those for father report in the lower triangle. For mothers, the nativity covariate correlated
with all four indicators of contextual risk (income, economic hardship, neighborhood
disadvantage, perceived neighborhood danger), neighborhood familism, and adolescent
externalizing at Time 1 and Time 2. Father’s nativity correlated with all four indicators of
contextual risk and neighborhood familism. Though positively correlated with all other
contextual predictors, family income was not related to any parenting mediators or mental
health outcomes. Thus, family income was dropped from the models presented below; when
models were run with income included, analyses confirmed it was not a significant predictor
and its exclusion did not change substantive findings. Although neighborhood disadvantage
was not correlated with any parenting or mental health measures, it was retained to test for
hypothesized interaction effects.

Intraclass correlations (ICCs) for individual level variable were calculated to assess the
proportion of variation in these variables attributable to neighborhood clustering. About
22% of the variation in father’s perception of neighborhood danger, about 17% in mother’s
perception of neighborhood danger, and about 14% in mother’s assessment of economic
hardship was attributable to neighborhood; all other individual-level variables had ICCs of
7% or less.

Multi-group models with child gender as the grouping variable were examined to determine
how child gender may differentially affect the paths in the model. For the mother and father
models, two multi-group models were compared: a fully fixed model in which all model
paths were constrained to be the same for boys and girls and a fully free model in which all
model paths were allowed to vary between boys and girls. Nested model tests comparing
these two models indicated that the fully free model did not fit significantly better than the
fully fixed model (χ2(26) = 35.728, NS for mother model, χ2(26) = 18.692, NS for father
model). This suggests that the paths in the model do not differ significantly across child
gender. Thus, all models presented in this paper are single-group models with child gender
included as a covariate.

Test of Hypothesized Model
The fit of the hypothesized mother-report model was good (χ2(10) = 59.361, p < .0001; CFI
= 0.937; RMSEA = 0.081; SRMR = 0.032). Figure 2 shows the results for this model. Paths
from covariates (mother nativity and child gender) to parenting variables and mental health
outcomes were included in the model but are not shown in Fig. 2. All direct paths from
contextual predictors to mental health outcomes were included in the model but only
significant paths are shown in Fig. 2. Mother’s subjective economic hardship was negatively
related to maternal warmth and positively related to harsh parenting. Neighborhood
familism was positively related to maternal warmth. Mother’s perception of neighborhood
danger was negatively related to maternal warmth, but also interacted with neighborhood
disadvantage to affect maternal warmth. Prospective effects of maternal parenting on
adolescent mental health were found. Specifically, maternal warmth was negatively related
and maternal harsh parenting was positively related to externalizing symptoms. Only one

Gonzales et al. Page 9

Am J Community Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 March 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



prospective direct path from context to mental health was significant; there was a negative
direct path from neighborhood familism to Time 2 externalizing symptoms. Given the
general absence of direct context effects on mental health, a model was tested in which all
the non-significant direct paths were removed and this did not result in any substantive
changes in the direction or significance of paths in the model.

Figure 3 shows a simple slope plot of the interaction between neighborhood disadvantage
and mother’s perceptions of neighborhood danger on maternal warmth. The pattern of the
interaction was such that there was no relation between neighborhood disadvantage and
maternal warmth when mothers perceived the neighborhood was average in danger (mean of
neighborhood danger, z = 1.444, NS) or low in danger (1 standard deviation below the mean
of perceived neighborhood danger, z = −.467, NS), but there was a positive relation when
mothers perceived the neighborhood was high in danger (1 standard deviation above the
mean of perceived neighborhood danger, z = 2.866, p < .01).

The fit of the hypothesized father-report model shown in Fig. 4 was good (χ2(10) = 34.784,
p < .01; CFI = 0.937; RMSEA = 0.073; SRMR = 0.030). Paths from covariates (father
nativity and child gender) to parenting variables and mental health outcomes were included
in the model but are not shown in Fig. 4. Direct paths from contextual predictors to mental
health outcomes were included in the model but are not shown in Fig. 4. Fathers’ subjective
economic hardship was negatively related to paternal warmth and marginally positively
related to paternal harsh parenting. Average neighborhood familism was marginally
positively related to paternal warmth. Father’s perception of neighborhood danger was
negatively related to paternal warmth, but also interacted with neighborhood disadvantage to
affect paternal warmth. Paternal harsh parenting showed positive prospective effects on
externalizing symptoms. The direct path from neighborhood familism to Time 2
externalizing was marginal and negative. A model in which these non-significant direct
paths were removed did not result in any substantive changes in the direction or significance
of paths in the model.

Simple slopes plots of the interaction between neighborhood disadvantage and father’s
perceptions of neighborhood danger on paternal warmth were nearly identical to the plots
for mother report shown in Fig. 3. The pattern was such that there was no relation between
neighborhood disadvantage and paternal warmth when fathers perceived the neighborhood
was average in danger (mean of perceived neighborhood danger, z = 1.079, NS) or low in
danger (1 SD below the mean of perceived neighborhood danger, z = −0.996, NS), but there
was a positive relation when fathers perceived the neighborhood was high in danger (1 SD
above the mean of perceived neighborhood danger, z = 2.603, p < .01).

Test of Mediation
Significant mediation effects were found in the mother-report model only. Subjective
economic hardship had a positive effect on externalizing symptoms through maternal
warmth (z = 2.125, p < .05) and maternal harsh parenting (z = 2.108, p < .05). Neighborhood
familism had a negative effect on externalizing symptoms through maternal warmth (z =
−2.509, p < .05). The interaction of neighborhood disadvantage and perceptions of
neighborhood danger had a negative effect on externalizing symptoms through maternal
warmth (z = −2.100, p < .05). The nature of this interaction effect was such that the indirect
effect from neighborhood disadvantage to maternal warmth to externalizing depended on the
mother’s perceived neighborhood danger. Neighborhood disadvantage had a negative effect
on externalizing through maternal warmth when mothers perceived the neighborhood as
high in danger (1 SD above the mean of neighborhood danger, z = −2.144, p < .05) and non-
significant effects when mothers perceived the neighborhood as average (mean of
neighborhood danger, z = −1.301, NS) or low in danger (1 SD below the mean of
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neighborhood danger, z = 0.464, NS). The overall mediated effect of mother’s perceptions of
neighborhood danger on externalizing symptoms via warm parenting was positive (z =
2.025, p < .05).

Adolescent Perceptions of Parenting
Because the central focus of this study was to examine parents’ responses to neighborhood
risk based on their own evaluations of their neighborhoods and the behaviors they enact in
response to these risks, their self reports of parenting were used to provide the best test of
this question. However, adolescent reports of parenting were also available for our sample
and raise the question of whether findings would be validated if these reports were used
instead or in combination with parent report of parenting. Adolescents’ reports of parenting
did not correlate with parents’ reports at a magnitude that would support a composite or
latent construct. Thus, we evaluated a mother and a father model in which adolescent report
of warm parenting and harsh parenting were added to the models presented above, acting as
additional mediators between neighborhood variables and symptoms in these models.
Although the additional of adolescent report of parenting did not change any of the
aforementioned findings of either model, these models showed minimal effects of context on
adolescent report of parenting and no relations between adolescent report of parenting and
adolescent mental health. Because they do not contribute substantively to the current study,
these additional models are not presented but should be considered when interpreting the
current findings.

Discussion
This study’s primary aim was to test the role of parenting as a mediator of the effects of
family and community economic disadvantage on adolescent mental health, using parents’
own reports of their parenting behavior. Guided by a cultural ecological framework, the
study examined multiple, overlapping contextual influences relevant to low-income status to
determine how they operate together to shape parenting and ultimately affect adolescent
mental health. The study was unique in its inclusion of neighborhood cultural values when
modeling family and neighborhood effects, offering one of the first attempts to test the
protective role of cultural values at the neighborhood level. Findings supported parenting as
a mediator and showed that family and neighborhood economic conditions uniquely impact
parenting behavior in Mexican–American families. However, as discussed in greater detail
below, evidence for indirect effects (parenting mediation) on mental health were supported
for mothers but not fathers, and parenting effects on mental health were found for
externalizing but not internalizing symptoms.

Economic Hardship and Disrupted Parenting
Although family income was not related to parenting or adolescent mental health, mothers’
subjective economic hardship was associated with lower levels of maternal warmth and
higher levels of maternal harsh parenting. Maternal parenting predicted increased
externalizing behaviors, in turn, and tests of mediation showed that indirect paths from
economic hardship to adolescent externalizing through maternal warmth and harsh parenting
were both significant. Father’s perceptions of economic hardship were related to lower
levels of paternal warmth as well, but the relation of paternal warmth to externalizing was
not significant, thus explaining why the study failed to find evidence for mediation through
father’s parenting. Nevertheless, the significant mediation effects with maternal parenting,
and the similar link between paternal economic hardship and parenting are consistent with
FST (Conger et al. 1997, 2000). These findings support the view that parenting is
compromised in Mexican–American families when parents experience financial strains and
pressures due to their economic circumstances. Although similar findings have been
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reported in prior research with this population (e.g., Barrera et al. 2001; Parke et al. 2004),
this is the first of these studies to show that parenting disruptions associated with economic
hardship account prospectively for youth mental health. Thus, these findings lend additional
support to the causal processes outlined in FST as well as their applicability to Mexican–
American adolescents. However, it is important to note that our test of FST processes was
limited in its focus on parenting and did not test the full chain of family stress processes,
such as the intervening role of marital conflict, that are hypothesized to account for family
economic hardship effects on children’s psychological problems.

Neighborhood Effects on Parenting and Mental Health
Neighborhood scholars have proposed that subjective perceptions of the neighborhood may
be more impactful than objective indicators and that greater understanding of neighborhood
effects may be possible by studying both types of neighborhood indicators together (Cook et
al. 1997; Roosa et al. 2009). The current study offered evidence to support both assertions.
Tests of interactions between the objective and subjective neighborhood indicators produced
the study’s most novel and surprising effects. Consistent with neighborhood socialization
theory, mothers’ subjective perceptions of neighborhood danger were associated with lower
levels of maternal warmth, theoretically due to the disruptive effects of living in a stressful
and threatening environment (Sampson et al. 1997). However, for a subset of parents that
had the most heightened concerns about neighborhood danger, objective indicators of
neighborhood disadvantage were positively associated with parental warmth, and this pattern
was replicated with both mothers and fathers report of their own parenting. Further, when
mothers perceived high levels of neighborhood danger, census indicators of neighborhood
disadvantage were indirectly linked (through maternal warmth) to decreased externalizing in
early adolescence.

These findings suggest that neighborhood effects may be conditioned in important ways on
parents’ subjective evaluations and individual experiences in their neighborhoods. It is
possible that some parents are more acutely aware of neighborhood dangers, and may have
extra motivation to provide warm, responsive parenting due to greater concern for their
children’s safety. This interpretation is consistent with findings in the empowerment
literature that have shown that perceptions of environmental problems can serve as a
motivator to action (Maton and Rappaport 1984). For example, some studies find parents in
high risk neighborhoods keep children closer to home, chaperone them more closely in the
neighborhood, or proactively seek out alternative environments for their children outside the
neighborhood context (Burton 1991; Furstenberg et al. 1998; Punteney 1997). Studies with
African Americans also report parents may use more restrictive, harsh discipline strategies
under these circumstances (Mason et al. 1996), but this was not shown here. While it is
impressive that the interactive neighborhood effects on parental warmth were found for both
mothers and fathers, this is a novel finding and should be replicated. If supported in
subsequent studies, it potentially offers a more nuanced understanding of parenting in
disadvantaged neighborhoods.

Although most neighborhood research has studied risky conditions and processes almost
exclusively, the current study operationalized traditional Latino family values at the
neighborhood level, using the census block group as the neighborhood unit. Neighborhood
familism showed the most robust effects of all contextual predictors. It was positively
related to maternal and paternal warmth and, in turn, showed indirect effects through
maternal warmth to predict lower externalizing symptoms. Moreover, neighborhood
familism was the only contextual predictor that had prospective, direct effects on adolescent
mental health (externalizing) after controlling for all other context and parenting effects. A
number of mechanisms may explain how shared familism values may protect adolescents
from engaging in problem behaviors. A community with uniformly high, shared values that
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center on the importance of family can validate and support parents’ commitment to family,
thereby helping them to maintain positive parenting practices and family relationships.
These communities can also offer parental and kin support, relationship networks that
provide collective supervision and resources for youth to pursue goals, positive
opportunities, safe places, and norms that emphasize education, social control, and rule
enforcement (Aber et al. 1997; Benson et al. 1998; Jessor 1993; Sampson et al. 1997).
Denner et al. (2001) conducted qualitative interviews with residents in poor communities
that had significantly lower teen birth rates compared to other similarly poor communities.
Residents in these neighborhoods were more likely to be immigrant, Latino, and
linguistically isolated, and they reported strong social ties that resulted in the maintenance of
traditional values about commitment to family and community, respect for the family and
family reputation, close ties to religious institutions, and the control, close monitoring, and
protection of adolescents. These researchers concluded that cultural values and norms
intersect with social processes in immigrant communities to protect youth from engaging in
high risk behaviors. As one of the first quantitative studies to operationalize cultural values
at the neighborhood level, the current study supports Denner et al.’s conclusion. However, a
limitation of the neighborhood familism measure used in the current study is that parents
reported on their own values and did not report directly on cultural values they observed
among residents within their neighborhoods. Nevertheless, the study shows that Latino
family values are an important protective resource. Future research is needed to better
understand at what level they operate and specifically how they influences social processes
within diverse neighborhoods.

Context effects on parenting were most pronounced for parental warmth. With the exception
of family income, each contextual variable showed a significant association with parental
warmth and the pattern of findings was similar for mothers and fathers. In contrast, none of
the contextual variables were related to father’s harsh parenting. Although it is tempting to
conclude that the lack of mediation through fathers’ parenting is evidence that fathers play a
diminished role in adolescent mental health relative to mothers, this explanation would be
inaccurate as it does not account for father’s impact in terms of harsh parenting. Although
paternal warmth was not related to adolescent outcomes, paternal harsh parenting had
significant prospective effects to predict adolescent externalizing symptoms. Further, it is
possible the lack of mediation through paternal parenting is due to the smaller sample size
and reduced power in the father subsample. Effects on internalizing were not shown for any
predictors in this study, however the timing of data collection may not be ideal for detecting
such effects. Internalizing symptoms decreased overall for the current sample during the
study time frame and a closer examination shows this was the result of a decrease in anxiety
symptoms that are more common during childhood. Other internalizing symptoms,
particularly depressive symptoms, begin to increase later in adolescence (Lewinsohn et al.
1994), at which point context and parenting effects may be detected in this sample.

Study Limitations and Contributions
The current study should be viewed in light of its limitations, including the small effect sizes
associated with most paths, altogether accounting for roughly four to six percent of variance
in mothers’ parenting, two to nine percent in father’s parenting, and twenty to twenty seven
percent in adolescent mental health symptoms. These estimates suggest a need to consider
other risk and protective processes operating within children’s social ecologies that may
account for their mental health outcomes, such as other family or peer processes that may
operate independently or interactively with neighborhood processes. Although the use of
prospective data is an important contribution, given the near absence of such data for
Mexican–American youth, the mediation effects were tested with only two waves of data.
Thus conclusions about causality between context and parenting must be tempered,
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especially for the subjective indicators, since both were measured at the same time point.
Moreover, with only two waves of data yet available for the sample, it was not possible to
test more complex, reciprocal effects involving neighborhood, parenting and child outcome
that are consistent with ecological theory. Method variance also is a concern in these
relations and in the link between parenting and adolescent mental health, particularly given
the lack of replication of findings when adolescent reports of parenting were used. The use
of both mother and adolescent report to assess internalizing and externalizing symptoms
reduces this concern somewhat, but also suggest the weaker effects found in the father
model may have resulted from the lack of father report of symptoms.

Despite these limitations, the study had several notable strengths, including use of
prospective data, a focus on both mothers and fathers, and integration of family and
neighborhood research traditions. The study also employed a sampling plan that was unique
in the neighborhood literature because “culture” was a core dimension driving selection of
communities included in the study. This type of design is ideally suited to identify and
understand community cultural processes because it provides the variability in cultural
context needed to test hypothesized effects. Further, by sampling a broad array of
neighborhood types, spanning central urban to rural communities, we were able to achieve
greater variability on family demographic variables, particularly on socioeconomic status,
than is typical in research with Mexican–American families. Though rarely used, such a
design is becoming increasingly important because the Mexican–American population
shows vast diversity and has migrated to widely divergent geographic locations and
communities across the U.S. Emerging evidence suggests that risk and protective processes
associated with Latino cultural adaptation can vary widely depending on the extent to which
traditional culture is supported, treated with hostility, or absent within receiving
communities (Gonzales et al. 2009; Portes and Zady 2002). Thus, failure to account for
cultural differences at the community level may limit understanding of how unique social
processes operating within diverse communities can offset or amplify family and community
economic conditions.

The cultural ecological framework guiding this study also represents an advance in the study
of culture. In much of the prior research, studies have examined “cultural” variables, such as
immigrant status or acculturation level as predictors in isolation of other key cultural and
context variables. Broader contributing factors, such as location or type of residential
community, have often been omitted, along with critical demographic confounds (e.g.,
socioeconomic status), leading to a literature that has been rife with inconsistent findings
(Rogler et al. 1991). Studies also have failed to identify underlying cultural processes
beyond demographic markers or language that can provide modifiable targets for social
action. In contrast, the current study included multiple, overlapping cultural-contextual
influences to capture “culture” more broadly, to test a process model by which these
influences combine to impact adolescent mental health prospectively, and to control for
confounding relations among these variables. As a result, the significant prospective effects
of community cultural values were not confounded in this study with family immigrant
status or socioeconomic status, but were shown to be uniquely important to the prediction of
adolescent externalizing behaviors. However, as noted earlier, the model that was tested was
limited, and did not simultaneously capture additional cultural variables (e.g., acculturative
stress) or settings (e.g., peers, schools) that might also be included in research with
Mexican–American youth. Nevertheless, our theoretically driven process model provides
one example of research that moves toward a more comprehensive, multilayered
conceptualization of culture and its intersection with community context.

The study’s conceptual framework also offered an important new dimension to the study of
neighborhood effects. Although a considerable body of empirical research has shown a
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strong connection between neighborhood disadvantage and low neighborhood social
cohesion, qualitative studies with Latino immigrant populations have described social and
cultural resources in economically poor communities and have raised questions about the
relevance of the underclass concept for immigrant Latino communities (Menjivar 1997;
Velez-Ibanez 1993). These studies suggest community processes may differ for Latino
populations because they often reside in ethnically segregated neighborhoods that are poor
and lacking in resources, yet manage to maintain strong networks of support and shared
values among residents (Cooper et al. 1999; Portes and Zhou 1993). Our findings provide
some support for this perspective and highlight the importance of assessing the cultural
characteristics of communities to understand how residents in poor communities use cultural
resources to manage environmental challenges. Future research should identify other
cultural characteristics that may serve as community resources for Mexican–Americans, as
well as for other minority groups, and examine whether and how they facilitate critical
processes of interest in community psychology, including community involvement, citizen
participation, and community empowerment (Florin and Wandersman 1990).

Results from this study have implications for interventions to reduce adolescent problem
behaviors in disadvantaged communities. At a basic level, this study suggests that parental
warmth and harsh parenting are important influences for Mexican–American youth, and that
parenting interventions are a viable strategy to reduce externalizing problems for Mexican–
American youth in high risk communities (e.g., Martinez and Eddy 2005). Findings also
suggest it may be useful to increase parents’ awareness of neighborhood risks and their
motivation to be proactive in protecting their children. However, the current findings also
place parenting within a broader context and highlight a need to support policies and
intervention that strengthen protective neighborhood resources, particularly those cultural
strengths that may exist within traditionally oriented Mexican–American communities. In a
study of inner-city youth in Chicago, Sheidow et al. (2001) found that positive family
functioning is only effective at reducing youth exposure to community violence if
community level protective processes are also in place within these communities. Thus,
strategies that strengthen family processes while simultaneously building shared community
cultural values and support, may be an especially potent approach to use when planning
family-focused programs and other services for Mexican–American families. However, a
remaining challenge for community psychology is to understand the conditions that can
promote and maintain shared cultural values and strong sense of community in
neighborhoods that lack these resources (Florin and Wandersman 1990). Further, if shared
values are accompanied by isolation from the broader community, as is the case for some
immigrant communities, the reduced risk for youth problem behavior may come at a cost of
reduced integration and access to other important resources for positive youth development.
This possibility and strategies to build strong bicultural communities are topics to explore in
future research that combines community and cultural perspectives.
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Fig. 1.
Hypothesized Prospective Model of Context and Parenting Effects on Adolescent Mental
Health
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Fig. 2.
Results for mother-report model showing standardized path coefficients. Note. Maternal
nativity and child gender covariates are not included in the figure. Non-significant direct
paths from neighborhood disadvantage, economic hardship, and neighborhood familism to
internalizing and externalizing are not shown. Significant (p < .05) paths are bolded lines;
marginal (.05 < p < .10) paths are dashed; non-significant paths are light, solid lines
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Fig. 3.
Interaction of neighborhood danger and mother’s perceptions of neighborhood danger on
mother’s warm parenting
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Fig. 4.
Results for father-report model showing standardized path coefficients. Note. Paternal
nativity and child gender covariates are not included in the figure. Non-significant direct
paths from neighborhood disadvantage, economic hardship, and neighborhood familism to
internalizing and externalizing are not shown. Significant (p < .05) paths are bolded lines;
marginal (.05 < p < .10) paths are dashed; non-significant paths are light, solid lines
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