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Abstract
This study used longitudinal data to examine the transactional associations between 
mothers’ spanking and mother–child relationship quality with children’s externalizing 
behaviors in the context of intimate partner violence (IPV). Data came from a sample 
of 1,152 low-income mothers with children age 10–14 years. Results showed that 
past-year IPV triggered transactional associations by increasing children’s externalizing 
behaviors which, in turn, increased spanking and subsequently more externalizing 
behaviors. Transactional associations were also found for relationship quality. All 
outcomes used were mothers-reported except relationship quality. Implications 
for practice include the importance of the mother–child dyad and their reciprocal 
processes in assessment and treatment.
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Introduction

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is widespread in the United States. Approximately 
37% of women and 31% of men in the United States reported having experienced 
lifetime sexual violence, physical violence, and/or stalking by an intimate partner 

1University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, USA

Corresponding Author:
Gerard Chung, School of Social Work, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Tate-Turner-Kuralt 
Building, 325 Pittsboro Street CB# 3550, Chapel Hill, NC 27599, USA. 
Email: gcsk1982@live.unc.edu

985125 VAWXXX10.1177/1077801220985125Violence Against WomenChung et al.
research-article2021

2021, Vol. 27(14) 2576–2599

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/vaw
mailto:gcsk1982@live.unc.edu


(Smith et al., 2017). Rates of IPV are particularly high among parenting couples, indi-
cating that high rates of children living in these households are exposed to violence. 
Past estimates indicate that as many as 15.5 million U.S. children lived in families in 
which IPV has occurred in the past year (McDonald et al., 2006). The 2017–2018 
National Survey of Children’s Health estimated over 3.7 million children (5.3% of 
children) have witnessed domestic violence in the home (Child and Adolescent Health 
Measurement Initiative, 2020).

An earlier review of studies by Edleson (1999), and more recently by Øverlien and 
Holt (2019), indicated that children experience violence with all their senses and that 
by simply living in homes where there is violence among adults, children are then 
exposed to and are likewise living with IPV. For children, experiences of IPV in their 
families is a significant problem because it has been associated with the development 
of a wide range of negative psychological, behavioral, and emotional problems  
(Vu et al., 2016). One concern for children who experienced IPV at home is the devel-
opment of externalizing behaviors (Fong et al., 2019), which refer to a range of under-
controlled behaviors (e.g., aggressiveness, disruptiveness, and conduct problems; 
Achenbach, 1992). Evidence suggests that externalizing behaviors developed during 
childhood can intensify across the lifespan (Vu et al., 2016) and are associated with 
later problems in adulthood such as criminal offending, substance misuse, psychiatric 
disorders, and violence perpetration (Foster & Jones, 2005; Reef et al., 2011).

The aim of this study is to understand how changes in children’s externalizing 
behaviors are associated with changes in parenting outcomes such the as mother–child 
relationship and parental spanking in the context of IPV. IPV that occurs in the home 
affects mothers and children, often undermining the relationships between mothers and 
their children (Levendosky et al., 2012; McIntosh et al., 2019; Renner & Boel-Studt, 
2013). This study focused on a sample of older children age 10–14 years—a relatively 
overlooked population in this area of research. With the emphasis put on practitioners 
to work with both the mother and the child in the aftermath of violence at home 
(Øverlien & Holt, 2019; Lapierre et al., 2018), the results of this study can be useful in 
improving interventions to support mother–child relationships in the aftermath of IPV.

The Mediating Role of Parenting Between IPV and Externalizing 
Behaviors

Parenting behaviors play a central role in influencing children’s behaviors, including 
their risk of developing externalizing problems. For example, a recent meta-analysis 
of 1,435 studies found that parenting marked by high levels of responsiveness and 
behavioral control were longitudinally associated with fewer externalizing problems 
in children, whereas low levels of parental responsiveness and control were linked 
with an increase in externalizing behaviors (Pinquart, 2017). Consequently, extensive 
research has conceptualized parenting behaviors as a key mediator in the relationship 
between IPV and children’s externalizing behaviors (Chiesa et al., 2018).

The spillover hypothesis provides a useful framework for understanding how par-
enting can mediate the relationship between IPV and children’s externalizing behaviors 
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(Grasso et al., 2015). The hypothesis suggests that although family members comprise 
separate subsystems such as a spousal or a child subsystem, they can influence one 
another. Conflict within the spousal subsystem has the potential to spill over into the 
parent–child subsystem through its impact on parent–child relationships or parenting 
(Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000). For instance, the acrimony of interparental conflict 
could reduce parents’ emotional capacity to adequately attend to their children’s needs.

Some studies have found associations between physical and psychological IPV and 
a decrease in parenting quality for parents with younger children. For instance, one 
study found that low-income mothers who experienced past-year physical violence 
showed increases in hostile and harsh parenting behaviors with their young toddlers 
(Gustafsson & Cox, 2012), while another study found increased maternal use of spank-
ing with their children at age 5 as a result of psychological violence, though not for 
physical violence (Postmus et al., 2012). A recent meta-analysis of studies involving 
children 11 years or younger found significant associations between IPV (physical and 
psychological violence) and ineffective parenting practices including lower parental 
warmth and parent–child engagement, and child maltreatment (Chiesa et al., 2018). A 
growing body of research, though all mostly with younger children up to age 10, has 
applied the spillover hypothesis to examine how IPV in the home affects children’s 
externalizing behaviors through the mediating effects of parenting (Chiesa et al., 
2018). For instance, harsh parenting was found to mediate the effects of past-year IPV 
(physical and psychological) on externalizing behaviors (Zarling et al., 2013), while 
punitive parenting (Greene et al., 2018) mediated the relationship between past-year 
physical IPV and externalizing behaviors among children but not for psychological 
IPV. While there is evidence to support these associations among younger children, 
there is a lack of studies that focus on older children (10 years and older).

There is also a call for researchers to consider children not as passive bystanders or 
recipients of the effects of violence occurring at home but as active individuals who 
are able to influence others in the family (Øverlien & Holt, 2019). The majority of 
existing studies have adopted a parent-effects model in which parenting is assumed to 
have a unidirectional effect on children (Serbin et al., 2015). Consequently, few stud-
ies have considered the potential for a child-effects model whereby the effect of IPV 
on children’s externalizing behaviors, in turn, influences parenting. Perhaps even more 
plausible and warranting further attention are reciprocal and bidirectional relation-
ships between parent and child behaviors, as suggested by a transactional model, in 
understanding the effects of IPV on parenting and children.

Transactional Associations Between Parenting and Children’s 
Externalizing Behaviors

Current theories of developmental psychopathology often use transactional frame-
works to explain psychopathological behaviors as a function of the reciprocal process 
between children and their environments over time (Leve & Cicchetti, 2016). Likewise, 
conceptual models of parenting also propose transactional processes to explain the 
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relationship between parenting practices and the development of children’s external-
izing behaviors (Belsky, 1984; Patterson, 1982; Sameroff & Mackenzie, 2003).

A transactional model explicating the impact of IPV on parenting and children’s 
externalizing behaviors is schematically presented in Figure 1. The model allows for a 
parent-effects pathway in which the effects of IPV on children’s behaviors are medi-
ated by parenting behaviors. This model allows for positive changes in parenting 
behaviors, not just negative changes since studies show that mothers in response to the 
needs of their children could employ more positive parenting behaviors to parent their 
children, such as improving support in their relationships or decreased use of spanking 
in the context of IPV (Greeson et al., 2014; Lapierre, 2010; Lapierre et al., 2018). 
Hence, in this study, we allow for possible heterogeneity in mothers’ parenting in 
response to their children in the context of IPV.

The transactional model simultaneously accounts for a pathway indicated by a 
child-effects model in which IPV is hypothesized to elevate children’s externalizing 
behaviors which, in turn, elicit positive or negative responses from parents. The model 
also proposes that parental responses to IPV and children’s behaviors influence each 
other reciprocally over time. For example, externalizing behaviors could affect parent-
ing (e.g., spanking), which in turn could lead to further behavioral problems and insta-
bilities in the parent–child relationship (also referred to as a positive feedback loop or 
coercive process; Serbin et al., 2015).

To date, much of the research on the effects of IPV in the household on children’s 
externalizing behaviors has focused on the mediating effects of parenting behaviors 
(Chiesa et al., 2018). Such parent-effects models, by precluding the evaluation of 
potential child-effects, will not adequately account for the possibility of transactions 
between parenting and child behaviors and may be telling only a portion of the story 
implied by the transactional model (Serbin et al., 2015). Furthermore, existing studies 
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Figure 1. Conceptualization of autoregressive, cross-lagged panel path model.
Note. Parenting outcomes are spanking and parent–child relationship quality. All outcomes are controlled 
for using covariates from the propensity model (Table 2). IPV = intimate partner violence.
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have focused primarily on young children (see review by Fong et al., 2019). However, 
replication of studies among older children transitioning into adolescence is also 
important given that this age period is one of elevated vulnerability for the develop-
ment of behavioral problems (Deković, 1999). In this study, we focused on two parent-
ing outcomes: spanking and parent–child relationship. Although spanking is mostly 
used with younger children, studies have found that it is still used by parents on older 
children in the United States (e.g., up to age 11 in Day et al., 1998; age 10 and older in 
Giles-Sims et al., 1995; 50% of parents at age 12, and 33% at age 14 in Straus & 
Stewart, 1999). Both spanking and poor parent–child relationships (lacking in warmth, 
communication, and support) have been found to be associated with externalizing 
behaviors among children (Gershoff et al., 2018; Pinquart, 2017).

To address the aforementioned gaps in research, the goals of this study were to use 
a transactional model to (a) investigate the effects of IPV on two parenting outcomes 
(maternal spanking and parent–child relationship) and the externalizing behaviors of 
children, and (b) examine transactional associations between parenting and child 
behaviors. We hypothesized that IPV will affect parenting outcomes and children’s 
externalizing behaviors, both of which will go on to affect each other in a transactional 
manner over time.

Method

Data and Sample

Data for this study came from the survey component of Welfare, Children, and 
Families: A Three-City Study (TCS). TCS is a longitudinal study of the effects of wel-
fare reform on low-income households in San Antonio, Chicago, and Boston (Winston 
et al., 1999). Approximately 2,400 low-income families (i.e., family income at or 
below 200% of the Federal poverty line) were randomly sampled with racial and 
income stratifications from low-income neighborhoods. Surveys were conducted in-
home and in-person with the mothers and their children using computer-assisted inter-
views and audio self-interviews for sensitive information (see Winston et al., 1999, for 
details on sampling procedures, recruitment, and survey administration). Wave I was 
conducted in 1999, Wave II in 2000 (88% retention rate), and Wave III in 2005 (80% 
retention rate of Wave I sample). Our study used all three waves of data reported by 
the mothers and their focal children. Our research was reviewed by the Office of 
Human Research Ethics of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and deter-
mined to not require further review (IRB 19-1037).

Although the TCS was done from 1999–2005, the data are still useful for the aims 
of this study because of its large sample size, relevant study variables (e.g., parenting 
and children’s behavior outcomes), and key covariates for statistical control of con-
founders. Researchers have also highlighted the lack of longitudinal studies in vio-
lence against women research (Campbell, 2011). The TCS offers longitudinal data 
that give us an opportunity to examine temporal effects and to statistically control for 
confounding factors.
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Two cohorts of children were interviewed for the TCS: younger children (birth to 
age 4 years) and older children (10–14 years). Given the nature of our study aims, 
we focused on the cohort of older children (Wave I, n = 1,152). We then limited the 
sample to mothers who completed the surveys across all three waves (53 children 
excluded). The sample was further restricted to children who resided with their 
mothers in all waves (103 children excluded). Finally, because focal children who 
identified their race/ethnicities as “Others” were so few (n = 20), we limited our 
sample to those who identified as Whites, African Americans, or Hispanics. Finally, 
we excluded 11 mothers who did not report data (i.e., missing) on the IPV variable. 
Our final analytical sample consisted of 965 children and their mothers. Weighted 
sample descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 1. Most mothers identified as 
Hispanic (57%) and had a mean age of 36.98 years (SE = 0.34). Most mothers indi-
cated being single (59%) and reported their educational level as having a high school 
diploma/GED or less (56%). The focal children were mostly female (55%) with a 
mean age of 12.09 years (SE = 0.08).

Measures

Variables were specified for two consecutive and distinct analytical steps: (a) propen-
sity score matching (PSM), and (b) outcome analysis using autoregressive cross-
lagged panel models. For the propensity score model (further described below), our 
variable of interest was IPV and the list of covariates used for matching is shown in 
Table 2. Available covariates were chosen to prioritize known predictors of IPV as 
well as plausible confounders of associations between IPV and our outcomes of inter-
est (Kainz et al., 2017); these confounders were based on extant literature highlighting 
factors associated with IPV, spanking, parent–child relationship quality, and children’s 
externalizing behaviors. The covariates used in the PSM were also included in the 
outcome analysis as covariates. The key variables of interest in the autoregressive 
cross-lagged models were IPV, parent–child relationship quality, spanking, and exter-
nalizing behaviors.

Intimate partner violence (Waves I–III). Information on past-year IPV was measured 
using nine items from the Revised Conflict Tactics Scales (Straus et al., 1996). Exam-
ples of items include asking mothers to indicate on a Likert-type 4-point scale how 
often in the past 12 months a romantic partner had pushed, grab, or shoved them; 
slapped, kicked, or bit them; beaten them; choked or burned them; shouted/yelled or 
threatened to hit or throw something at them; and forced them into any sexual activity 
against their will (1 = “Never” to 4 = “Often”). The alpha for the items ranged from 
.89 to .91 across the three waves. A dichotomous variable was created to indicate 
whether the mothers had experienced one or more of these forms of IPV in the past 12 
months (i.e., 0 = mothers who indicated “Never” on all items and 1 = mothers who 
indicated otherwise on one or more items). Thus, 265 mothers (27%) reported that 
they had experienced one or more forms of IPV in the past 12 months while 700 moth-
ers (73%) did not (see Table 1). Waves II and III of IPV were used as time-specific 
controls in the outcome models.
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Table 1. Weighted Sample Characteristics Overall and by Group.

Overall  
(n = 965)

IPV  
(n = 265)

Non-IPV  
(n =700)

Variables % M SE % M SE % M SE

Race mother
 AA 37 — — 50 — — 34 — —
 Hispanic 57 — — 45 — — 60 — —
 Whites 6 — — 5 — — 6 — —
Age mother (years) — 36.98 0.34 — 35.02 0.51 — 37.62 0.42
Marital status
 Single 59 — — 74 — — 54 — —
 Married/cohabiting 41 — — 26 — — 46 — —
Age child (years) — 12.09 0.08 — 11.92 0.15 — 12.14 0.09
Gender child
 Male 45 — — 46 — — 45 — —
 Female 55 — — 54 — — 55 — —
Highest education mother
 No degree to eighth grade 16 — — 11 — — 18 — —
 Ninth to 12th grade 18 — — 19 — — 18 — —
 GED 11 — — 8 — — 12 — —
 HS diploma 11 — — 11 — — 11 — —
 Technical school 4 — — 11 — — 2 — —
 Tech diploma/RN 15 — — 13 — — 15 — —
 College/associate degree 21 — — 27 — — 19 — —
 BA degree or higher 4 — — 0 — — 5 — —
Employment status
 Unemployed 52 — — 49 — — 53 — —
 Part-time 23 — — 26 — — 22 — —
 Full-time 25 — — 25 — — 25 — —
Childhood abuse
 No 70 — — 53 — — 76 — —
 Yes 30 — — 47 — — 24 — —
Income-needs ratio — 0.76 0.03 — 0.73 0.05 — 0.77 0.04
Financial strain perceived — –0.03 0.04 — 0.13 0.07 — –0.09 0.04
Depression — 0.92 0.04 — 1.29 0.08 — 0.80 0.05
Global self-esteem — 42.94 0.38 — 41.97 0.66 — 43.26 0.46
Drug and alcohol use — –0.14 0.02 — 0.04 0.05 — –0.20 0.02
# Housing problems — 1.43 0.09 — 1.64 0.17 — 1.36 0.11
# Neighborhood problems — 19.95 0.36 — 21.2 0.61 — 19.54 0.43
Spanking W1 — 2.36 0.06 — 2.55 0.10 — 2.30 0.07
Spanking W2 — 2.26 0.06 — 2.67 0.11 — 2.12 0.07
Spanking W3 — 1.77 0.06 — 1.80 0.13 — 1.76 0.07

(continued)
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Parent–child relationship quality (Waves I–III). Children were asked to report on their 
perceptions of relationship quality with their mothers using 12 items adapted from the 
Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). The 
IPPA measures three dimensions of the parent–child relationship: communication, 
trust, and alienation. Examples of items include “When we discuss things, my mother 
cares about my point of view” and “I tell my mother about my problems and troubles.” 
The response options reflected a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = never true to 5 = 
always true). Negatively worded items were first reverse-coded and the 12 items were 
averaged to create a mean composite score with higher scores reflecting better parent–
child relationship quality. Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .73 to .85 across three waves.

Spanking (Waves I–III). Information about mothers’ spanking was measured using two 
items from the Parent Styles Scale (Coley et al., 2014). Mothers reported their atti-
tudes toward spanking based on two items: (a) “sometimes the child needs a good 
spanking to help him or her understand” and (b) “I spank the child when he or she has 
done something really wrong.” Response options reflected a 4-point Likert-type scale 
(1 = definitely true to 4 = definitely false). The items in this study had Cronbach’s 
alpha of .78 to .83 (Waves I–III). We reverse-coded the items and created a mean 
composite score such that higher scores reflect higher spanking engagement (Wave I: 
M = 2.29, SD = 1.11).

Externalizing behaviors (Waves I–III). Children’s externalizing problems were assessed 
using the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) for ages 4 to 18 years (Achenbach, 1991). 
In this study, the CBCL’s 33-item externalizing subscale that measures aggressive, 
noncompliant, and other under-controlled behaviors was administered to the mothers. 
Mothers rated how true each item was for the focal child in the past 6 months on a 
3-point Likert-type scale (1 = “Not true” to 3 = “Very true or often true”). Cronbach’s 

Overall  
(n = 965)

IPV  
(n = 265)

Non-IPV  
(n =700)

Variables % M SE % M SE % M SE

Parent–child relationship W1 — 3.35 0.02 — 3.29 0.05 — 3.37 0.03
Parent–child relationship W2 — 3.89 0.04 — 3.84 0.07 — 3.91 0.05
Parent–child relationship W3 — 3.94 0.04 — 3.88 0.08 — 3.96 0.05
Externalizing behaviors W1 — 52.00 0.59 — 54.76 1.02 — 51.09 0.69
Externalizing behaviors W2 — 51.08 0.65 — 55.17 1.24 — 49.71 0.74
Externalizing behaviors W3 — 51.65 0.79 — 55.33 1.17 — 50.48 0.91

Note. Weighted characteristics of the sample before missing data analysis and propensity score matching. 
IPV: women who experienced IPV in the past 12 months; Non-IPV: women who did not experience 
IPV in the past 12 months. IPV = intimate partner violence; AA = African American; GED = general 
educational development.

Table 1. (continued)
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alpha scores were .90 for all three waves. A mean composite score was created (Wave 
I: M = 52.95, SD = 11.35). Higher scores reflect higher externalizing behaviors.

Analytic Method

Propensity Score Matching (PSM). In examining the causal effects of IPV on parenting 
and children’s externalizing behaviors, one challenge is to disentangle the unique 
effects of IPV from confounders that are linked to both IPV and outcomes (Kainz 
et al., 2017). For instance, studies have found that children exposed to IPV can differ 
from unexposed children on important background characteristics (e.g., maternal 
depression or child gender), which may also influence their externalizing behaviors 
(Fong et al., 2019; Moylan et al., 2010). Table 1 highlights several differences in the 
sociodemographic characteristics of families exposed to IPV and those not exposed. 
Thus, efforts were warranted to methodologically address potential confounding 
resulting from observed differences between mothers who experienced IPV in the past 
year (referred to as the “IPV group”) and mothers who did not experience IPV (“non-
IPV group”). We employed PSM to optimize our modeling of a counterfactual condi-
tion for the IPV-exposed group (Stuart, 2010). PSM methods are useful for reducing 
the effects of confounding in observational studies (Austin, 2011) and are superior to 
traditional regression covariate adjustment in their ability to approximate experimen-
tal designs (Green & Stuart, 2014; Stuart, 2010).

The first step of PSM was to generate propensity scores by modeling IPV exposure 
(i.e., mothers who experienced IPV vs. those who did not) as a function of the covari-
ates (Table 2) that may confound IPV exposure and study outcomes (Austin, 2011). 
We used logistic regression with IPV (experienced vs. not experienced) as the out-
come and the covariates as the predictors. For each case, all the covariates were then 
summarized by a single number: the propensity score, which is the predicted probabil-
ity of experiencing IPV (i.e., IPV group) generated from the logistic regression (Leite, 
2017). Before regression, missing values for covariates (ranged from 1–6%) were 
managed using multivariate imputation by chained equations. Twenty imputations 
were used since this is considered optimal (Enders, 2010). Analyses were subsequently 
conducted on the imputed data set as recommended by Leite (2017).

After generating propensity scores for each case, we used these propensity scores 
to match IPV group cases with non-IPV group cases (Leite, 2017). The primary goal 
of matching on the propensity score is to produce IPV and non-IPV groups that are 
balanced on a set of covariates that account for non-random selection to the IPV group 
and variation in the study outcomes. Balance is vital to ensure that propensity score 
methods render potential confounders strongly ignorable, thus mimicking random 
assignment (Kainz et al., 2017).

In this study, we used the full matching method, which used all available cases in 
the sample by grouping them into a series of matched clusters containing at least one 
case from the IPV group and one case from the non-IPV group. Full matching forms 
these matched clusters in an optimal way, allowing for more than one case from the 
IPV group and/or non-IPV group per cluster to minimize the difference in propensity 
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scores across cases in each cluster (see Stuart & Green, 2008). One key advantage of 
using the full matching method over other matching methods (e.g., k:1 nearest neigh-
bor matching) is that it can match on the entire sample without excluding any cases. 
Exclusion of cases is undesirable because results may not reflect the effect for all 
treated cases.

To evaluate whether appropriate balance was achieved in the matching method, we 
used two statistics: (a) standardized bias for continuous variables, defined as the 
weighted difference in means between the IPV group and the non-IPV group divided 
by the standard deviation in the full, unadjusted sample (for binary variables, raw dif-
ferences in proportions; Kainz et al., 2017; Stuart, 2010); and (b) variance ratio, 
defined as the ratio of the sample variance of the logit values between the IPV group 
and non-IPV group (Kainz et al., 2017). Sufficient balance was achieved if the matched 
IPV group and non-IPV group yielded a standardized bias under .25 and a variance 
ratio close to 1.00 or between 0.50 and 2.00 (Stuart, 2010).

Results of our matching indicated that the covariates used in this study were  
successfully balanced between the two groups, with the highest standardized bias at 
.10 and highest variance ratio at 1.07. Full matching yields a weight during outcome 
model estimation which was multiplied with sampling weights for use in the out-
come model. PSM was performed in R Studio v1.2 using the Matchit package (Ho 
et al., 2007).

Outcome model. An autoregressive, cross-lagged panel path model was used because 
it is able to examine longitudinal, bidirectional influences of one construct on another 
(i.e., paths A1–A4 in Figure 1) while simultaneously controlling for time-specific 
associations between constructs (i.e., B1–B3) and the stability of each construct over 
time (Serbin et al., 2015).

In this outcome model, IPV (i.e., IPV group or non-IPV group) was specified as the 
predictor (left-side of Figure 1). We then statistically tested the indirect effects of IPV 
on the outcomes using the bootstrap method for mediational analysis as recommended 
by Hayes (2013). We generated 10,000 bootstrap samples to produce bias-corrected 
bootstrap confidence intervals for the indirect effect. If the 95% confidence limits 
included zero, the indirect effect test is not significant. Models for both parenting out-
comes were estimated independently. The covariates used in the PSM (i.e., Table 2) 
were also included as controls on all variables in Figure 1. To further mitigate bias in 
our estimation of the effects of IPV, IPV at Waves II and III were included to account 
for time-specific effects of IPV on the outcomes.

The following indices and values were prespecified as being indicative of accept-
able model fit: (a) the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and its 90% 
upper-bound confidence interval < .08; (b) the standardized root mean square residual 
(SRMR) < .08; and (c) the comparative fit index (CFI) > .95 (Byrne, 2012). The chi-
square test was reported but not given much weight in our model evaluation because 
the statistic is known to be sensitive to sample size. Diagnostic assessments of the 
variables indicate that the outcome variables were all normally distributed (kurtosis 
for all variables less than magnitude 3). We used the maximum likelihood estimator 
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with robust standard errors because it produces standard errors and a chi-square test 
statistic that is robust to multivariate non-normality (Byrne, 2012). Outcome models 
were analyzed using Mplus version 8.0.

Results

The results of the model for children’s externalizing behaviors and parental spanking 
are shown in Figure 2. The model yielded acceptable fit: χ2(15) = 45.44, p < .001; 
RMSEA = .046 (90% CI = [.031, .061]); CFI = .96; SRMR = .022. Autoregressive 
paths were found to be significant for spanking (β = .40, p <.001 from Wave I to 
Wave II; β = .27, p <.001 from Wave II to Wave III) and for externalizing behaviors 
(β = .59, p < .001 from Wave I to Wave II; β = .29, p <.001 from Wave II to Wave 
III). Wave-specific correlations between spanking and externalizing behaviors were 
significant, indicating that higher levels of spanking were correlated with higher levels 
of children’s externalizing behaviors at each wave.

Mothers who experienced IPV in the past year did not use more spanking at Wave 
I than those who did not experience IPV (Wave I, β = .14, p = .15). However, they 
reported that their children had significantly higher levels of externalizing behaviors 
compared with the non-IPV group (Wave I, β = .21, p < .05). Findings from the cross-
lagged paths showed that only the mediational pathways (indirect effects) from IPV 
through externalizing behaviors at Wave I were significant (see Table 3). Thus, our 
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χ2 (15)= 45.444, p<.001
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Figure 2. Model’s standardized coefficients for spanking and externalizing behaviors.
Note. Covariates (Table 2) and IPV (Waves II and III) are controlled for in all outcomes. IPV = intimate 
partner violence.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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results did not support a parent-effects model in which parenting predicts subsequent 
children’s externalizing behaviors. However, our results supported a child-effects 
model indicating that children’s behaviors can be a precursor of parenting behaviors. 
Our results also highlighted a transactional influence between parents and child behav-
iors where a positive feedback loop was identified between spanking and externalizing 
behaviors (indirect effect: β = .003, 95% CI = [.001, .014]); that is, IPV was associ-
ated with higher children’s externalizing behaviors at Wave I, and higher levels of 
children’s externalizing behaviors at Wave I were associated with higher levels of 
spanking at Wave II. Higher levels of spanking at Wave II, in turn, were associated 
with higher externalizing behaviors among children at Wave III.

Figure 3 displays results from the model focused on children’s externalizing behav-
iors and parent–child relationship quality. This model also yielded acceptable fit: 
χ2(15) = 17.15, p = .32; RMSEA = .012 (90% CI = [.000, .034]); CFI = .99; SRMR 
= .016. Autoregressive paths for parent–child relationship quality were only signifi-
cant between Waves II and III (β = .48, p <.001); autoregressive paths for children’s 
externalizing behaviors were significant across all waves (β = .58, p <.001 from 
Wave I to Wave II; β = .33, p <.001 from Wave II to Wave III). Wave-specific correla-
tions between relationship quality and externalizing behaviors were significant (and 
negative) for Waves II and III. Mothers who experienced IPV in the past year did not 
report any differences in Wave I parent–child relationship quality compared with those 
who did not experience IPV (β = −.06, p = .48). However, children in the IPV group 
exhibited higher externalizing behaviors at Wave I than those in the non-IPV group 
(Wave I, β = .21, p < .05). There was only evidence to support a child-effects model 
because only the mediational pathways from IPV through externalizing behaviors at 
Wave I were significant (see Table 3). The results also supported a positive feedback 
loop where, as a result of IPV, greater Wave I externalizing behavior was associated 

Table 3. Indirect Effects for Full Model (Parenting and Externalizing Behaviors Outcomes).

Spanking Parent–child relationship quality

 Stand. β LB 95% CI RB 95% CI Stand. β LB 95% CI RB 95% CI

IPV → E1 → P2 .02a .002 .067 –.041a –.097 –.01
IPV → E1 → P2 → E3 .003a .001 .014 .004a .001 .014
IPV → E1 → P2 → P3 .005a .001 .021 –.02a –.048 –.005
IPV → E1 → E2 → P3 .012a .001 .037 –.01a –.032 –.001
IPV → P1 → E2 –.003 –.023 .006 –.003 –.025 .003
IPV → P1 → E2 → P3 .000 –.003 .000 .000 .000 .003
IPV → P1 → E2 → E3 –.001 –.006 .002 –.001 –.008 .001
IPV → P1 → P2 → E3 .009 .000 .032 .000 –.002 .000

Note. IPV is intimate partner violence Wave I; E1–E3 is externalizing Wave I to Wave III; P1–P3 is 
parenting outcomes (spanking or relationship quality) Wave I to Wave III; LB 95% CI is left-bound 
95% confidence interval; RB is right-bound. For simplicity considerations, we did not report on every 
mediational path because there are 13 mediational paths.
aThe mediational paths in bold are statistically significant based on confidence interval.
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with poorer parent–child relationship quality at Wave II. Poorer parent–child relation-
ship quality at Wave II, in turn, was associated with greater externalizing behaviors at 
Wave III (indirect effect: β = .004, 95% CI = [.001, .014]).

Discussion

In understanding the effects of IPV in the household on mothers and children, few 
studies have examined child behavior as a precursor to parenting, or transactional 
associations between child behavior and parenting after IPV has occurred. Accordingly, 
the goals of this study were to use a transactional model to (a) investigate the effects 
of IPV on parenting and externalizing behaviors of children, and (b) examine transac-
tional associations between parent and child behaviors.

The first key finding in this study is that IPV indirectly affected both parenting 
outcomes at Wave II through the mediating effects of children’s externalizing behav-
iors at Wave I. For the first link between IPV and externalizing behaviors, existing 
studies have extensively documented the negative effects of IPV on children’s exter-
nalizing behaviors (e.g., Vu et al., 2016). In this study, we first used PSM to construct 
an appropriate counterfactual to reduce potential confounders. In our analyses, we 
found that children who experienced IPV in the household had more externalizing 
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Figure 3. Model’s standardized coefficients for parent–child relationship and externalizing 
outcomes.
Note. Covariates (Table 2) and IPV (Waves II and III) are controlled for in all outcomes. IPV = intimate 
partner violence.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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behaviors than children who did not experience IPV. This increase in children’s exter-
nalizing behaviors was then associated with subsequent changes in the relationships 
between mothers and their children, such as increased use of spanking and reduced 
warmth and connectedness in their relationships.

Our results, thus, support a child-effects model in the context of IPV which pro-
poses that children’s behaviors can influence parents’ behaviors. However, we did not 
find evidence in this sample to support a parent-effects model. Specifically, we did not 
find that IPV had indirectly affected children’s behaviors at Wave II through the medi-
ating effects of parenting behaviors at Wave I. Our findings of a child-effects model 
reverse the directions in associations between parenting and children’s behaviors that 
have often been conceptualized by a parent-effects model. Prior studies using parent-
effects models have largely found that IPV leads to deficits in parenting that in turn 
become risk factors in the development of children’s externalizing behaviors (e.g., 
Holmes, 2013). However, a limitation of these studies is that they were primarily 
derived from samples of younger children (Chiesa et al., 2018). Whereas in this study, 
a sample of children in their early adolescence was used because we hypothesized that 
child-effects may be more salient at a later child age. Compared with younger chil-
dren, older children’s externalizing behaviors may be less acceptable to parents and 
could provoke frustration and harsh responses from parents. Broader parenting studies 
have also supported a child-effects model with children in their middle childhood and 
adolescence stage (Cui et al., 2007), but not with samples of younger children (Taylor 
et al., 2013).

Our second research goal was to test for transactional associations between parent-
ing and children’s behaviors over time. Results showed that IPV first increased exter-
nalizing behaviors of children, which then elicited less effective parenting responses, 
which in turn further elevated their children’s externalizing behaviors. This showed 
evidence of a transactional process that has been described in the literature as a posi-
tive feedback loop or a coercive process in which the behaviors of children and 
responses of parents strengthen each other over time (Patterson, 1982; Serbin et al., 
2015). We, however, did not find evidence for a negative feedback loop where in 
response to increased children’s externalizing behaviors (Wave I), effective parenting 
behaviors increased (e.g., closer mother–child relationship or less use of spanking at 
Wave II) to manage their children’s behavioral problems. One explanation is that 
dealing with the increase in difficult behaviors of their children while also coping 
with IPV can be challenging for parents. Since we did not find any direct impact of 
IPV on parenting outcomes at Wave I, this could indicate that parents are trying their 
best to respond to their children but find it difficult. These results challenge the 
assumptions of the deficit model of parenting (Lapierre, 2010). We do note that the 
size of the indirect effect is small, probably because the changes are occurring across 
a 6-year period when children are transitioning to adolescence and would be exposed 
to other factors that can influence the outcomes. Nonetheless, this study shows that 
how parents respond to their children’s behaviors will further impact their children’s 
behaviors setting off a reinforcing process. One limitation of our study is that only 
three waves of data were used. Hence, we are unable to determine if the positive 
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feedback loop will be maintained or will change in future responses of parents or 
children. Future studies could use more waves of data to broaden the temporal scope 
of the investigation to better understand the transactional associations between parents 
and children over time.

Overall, the findings of this study highlight the importance of using a child-effects 
model to understand the effects of IPV on older children and their parents. The parent-
effects model may be useful with younger children samples but may not adequately 
explain the effects of IPV on older children and their parents. This study also shows 
the importance of using transactional models in IPV research because there are poten-
tial transactional and reinforcing effects of parenting and children’s behaviors over 
time that are triggered by the effects of IPV.

Strength and Limitations

This study has several strengths. It is among the first to use a transactional model to 
examine the longitudinal effects of IPV on parenting and children’s behaviors through 
parent-effects and child-effects pathways of bidirectional effects. This model allows 
us to conceptualize and examine the active role of children in influencing parents’ 
responses in the context of IPV. Our study also used PSM with numerous covariates 
to rule out as much as possible confounding explanations of the effects of IPV on the 
outcomes.

This study, however, has some limitations that should be considered in the interpre-
tation of the findings. First, we could not account for the parenting behaviors of the 
co-parents (e.g., fathers) because this information was not available in the study. 
Future studies could understand how both caregivers’ parenting behaviors jointly 
influence children’s behaviors (Chung, Phillips, et al., 2020). Second, the measures 
used were mostly based on parents’ self-reports; this leads to potential issues of 
reporter bias and unmeasured heterogeneity. For instance, mothers who used more 
spanking could report more negative children’s behaviors. Third, the items measuring 
parental spanking captured mothers’ engagement in spanking but not the frequency or 
severity of spanking; the results of this study should be interpreted with this limitation 
in mind. Fourth, we did not account for other possible mediators, such as the mental 
health or parenting stress of mothers, that can affect parenting or children’s behaviors 
(Chung, Lanier, et al., 2020). Fifth, the data used came from a study conducted from 
1999–2005. Due to increased diversities in family structures in recent decades, pat-
terns of family processes may have changed. Sixth, the generalizability of the study is 
limited to low-impoverished families living in urban areas across Boston, Chicago, 
and San Antonio. Seventh, we did not report relationships of covariates with the out-
comes. Time-specific influences of any ongoing IPV would also have influences on 
the outcomes. Future studies analyzing growth trajectories could examine these rela-
tionships. Finally, our efforts in using multiple covariates to control for confounders 
with propensity score matching may still have excluded other confounders of IPV or 
the outcomes. This is a general limitation of propensity score methods (Shadish, 2013).

2591Chung et al. 



Implications

The results of this study recommend that any interventions to help parents who expe-
rienced IPV would need to also focus on child-effects. Specifically, interventions 
should be developed based on a problem theory that includes attention to how IPV 
can affect children’s behaviors which over time have reciprocal influences on parent-
ing and children. Results from existing studies on how parenting is affected by IPV 
in the household are not in agreement; some studies, based on the deficits model of 
parenting, had found negative effects of IPV on parenting while others have found 
that IPV can actually improve parenting. Based on our study, we suggest that these 
differences could be due to these studies’ exclusion of child-effects where estimating 
the effects of IPV on parenting has to consider the role of the child in influencing the 
responses of parents.

Based on this conceptualization, there are several implications for any interven-
tions to help parents and children who experienced IPV. First, for interventions that are 
focused on parents and parenting, any impact of IPV on children is still of concern and 
should be assessed to prevent any risks of externalizing behaviors developing among 
children. Existing studies tell us that children’s experiencing of IPV could be traumatic 
for them leading to the manifestation of externalizing behaviors (Graham-Bermann 
et al., 2006) as a form of adaptive response to IPV. Understanding how children’s 
externalizing behaviors develop in the context of IPV would be critical for interven-
tions. A recent review of interventions for parents who experienced IPV found that out 
of 26 studies, 13 studies had both mothers and children outcomes as primary interven-
tion targets, but nine studies had mothers as their only primary target (Austin et al., 
2017). Considering such prior research along with the results of this study, the impact 
of IPV in the household on children should not be overlooked particularly given its 
cascading influence on subsequent parenting.

Second, the role of the child, as well as the reciprocal role of the parent, should be 
taken into consideration in the assessment of IPV’s effects on parenting and children’s 
externalizing behaviors. This study supports calls made by other researchers (e.g., 
Austin et al., 2017; Øverlien & Holt, 2019) to consider the active role of the child and 
to work with both mother and child in the context of IPV. In particular, any preventive 
or treatment interventions that give attention to reciprocal child-to-parent and parent-
to-child effects may enhance its effectiveness. One such intervention with children is 
Parent–Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT) which is effective in reducing coercive pro-
cesses between parents and their children (Lanier et al., 2011) including children who 
experienced IPV (Timmer et al., 2010). However, the PCIT was developed for younger 
children and not adolescents. Pathways Triple P, another intensive parenting interven-
tion, includes a focus on misattribution of children’s behavior (Sanders & Pickering, 
2017). However, there is a need for more research on interventions for parents of older 
youth that focus on the transactional processes in parent–child relationships, particu-
larly in the context of IPV.

Third, selecting parents for treatments based on a “single point-in-time” assess-
ment may exclude parents who do not show ineffective parenting now but may 
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develop problems in parenting later. Assessment should be conducted at multiple 
points in time to track changes in parenting. Fourth, the sooner intervention is pro-
vided to mothers and children who experienced IPV, the more likely it can interrupt 
pathogenic processes set in motion by the early experiences with IPV later on between 
externalizing behaviors and parenting responses. In their systematic review of parent-
ing interventions for women in the context of IPV, Austin et al. (2017) found several 
intervention strategies that are effective including social support for mothers, improv-
ing the mother–child relationship and mother–child interactions, enhancing parenting 
knowledge and skills, and developing parents’ problem-solving skills. Interventions 
also need to be provided to families where IPV is on-going. These critical interven-
tions would certainly include helping families to ensure their safety and the cessation 
of IPV.

Fifth, for low-income mothers experiencing on-going IPV, poverty may exacer-
bate the challenges of parenting for these mothers. Programs related to reducing 
financial hardship, such as income support services, food, and housing assistance 
are critical in reducing financial strain (O’Connor & Nepomnyaschy, 2019). Poverty 
may also increase the risk of IPV or together create a cycle that is difficult for 
women to escape (Gilroy et al., 2019). The Revised Model of Economic Solvency 
presents a useful model for interventions that aim to address poverty as a risk factor 
for IPV (Gilroy et al., 2019).

Conclusion

With the high prevalence of IPV in families in the United States, many mothers and 
children are living in homes with IPV and are exposed to its effects. Existing studies 
have largely focused on how IPV affects mothers’ parenting quality such as the higher 
use of harsh parenting. Reduced parenting quality is in turn found to affect children’s 
behaviors. This study, instead, found that among older children (age 10–14), the effects 
of IPV in families had increased externalizing behaviors among children exposed to it, 
which subsequently affected mothers’ parenting quality. Furthermore, transactional 
processes were triggered where subsequent children’s behaviors and parental responses 
influence each other reciprocally over time. This study indicates that in understanding 
the effects of IPV on mothers’ parenting, we have to account for how older children as 
active individuals can influence parenting. Precluding the evaluation of potential 
child-effects will not adequately account for the possibility of transactions between 
parenting and child behaviors and may be telling only a portion of the story.
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