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Abstract Parental stress is a well-established risk factor for
adverse child outcomes, including the development of
aggression, externalizing behavior problems, and anxiety,
as well as compromised emotional coping, impaired social
cognition, and diminished treatment response. Abuse
potential represents a mechanism by which parental stress
may impact child social competence and behavior; evidence
links parental stress to abuse potential, and abuse potential
to a range of negative child social competence and beha-
vioral outcomes. The current study assessed relationships
between parental stress, abuse potential, and child social
and behavioral outcomes over time. Parents of children ages
2–6 years (N= 610, 44% girls) reported on perceived par-
ental stress and attitudes towards abuse and neglect, as well
as child social competence and behavior problems, before
and after a caregiver-directed, community-based interven-
tion. Changes in parental stress, abuse potential, and child
social and behavioral outcomes were examined using panel
analyses, while controlling for intervention effects and
demographic variables. Parental stress predicted child social
competence, anxiety/withdrawal, and anger/aggression over
time; while the links between stress and anxiety/withdrawal,
and stress and social competence, were mediated by child
abuse potential, the link between stress and anger/

aggression was not mediated by child abuse potential.
Findings suggest that abuse potential represents a mechan-
ism by which parental stress and child social and behavioral
outcomes are linked. Further, screening for child social
competence deficits may identify children at risk for abuse,
as well as parents in need of services to reduce stress.

Keywords Parental stress ● Child abuse potential ● Child
social competence ● Childhood aggression ● Child anxiety

Decades of research have documented the significant and
complex role of parental psychological well-being in the
development of child mental health problems (e.g., Bie-
derman et al. 1995; Birmaher et al. 2009; Gopalan et al.
2011; Weissman et al. 1996). Within the scope of parental
health, parental stress is a well-established risk factor for
adverse child outcomes, including the development of
aggression and disruptive behavior (Baker et al. 2000;
Podolski and Nigg 2001; Theule et al. 2010), internalizing
problems/anxiety (Costa et al. 2006; Mäntymaa et al. 2011),
compromised emotional coping (Cappa et al. 2011), and
impaired social cognition and competence (Guajardo et al.
2009; Gutermuth Anthony et al. 2005). Importantly, lit-
erature also links parental stress to greater child abuse
potential (Nair et al. 2003; Rodriguez 2010a; Rodriguez and
Green 1997; Rodriguez and Richardson 2007), a risk-
related construct strongly associated with actual caregiver
engagement in abusive behavior (Chaffin and Valle 2003;
Milner et al. 1984; Milner et al. 1986) as well as observed
harsh parenting style (Haskett et al. 1995), and correlated
with parent reports of using physical assault and psycho-
logical aggression to resolve parent–child conflicts (Rodri-
guez 2010a). Based on the public health burden of these
negative outcomes (Briggs-Gowan et al. 2001; Carter et al.
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2010; Costello et al. 2003; Reef et al. 2009), and the lasting
implications of child abuse (Copeland et al. 2007; Dodge
et al. 1997; Duke et al. 2010; Ruchkin et al. 2007),
improving our understanding of the relationships between
parental stress, abuse potential, and child socioemotional
and behavioral functioning is imperative.

Abuse potential represents one possible mechanism by
which parental stress impacts a variety of child outcomes.
Strong evidence links parental stress to risk for,
and engagement in, child abuse (Chan 1994; Taylor et al.
2009; Whipple and Webster-Stratton 1991), and abuse to
lasting behavioral, social, and emotional impairments in
children (e.g., Copeland et al. 2007; Duke et al. 2010;
Ruchkin et al. 2007). Research also suggests that higher
parental stress levels are related to greater child abuse
potential (e.g., Crouch and Behl 2001; Rodriguez 2010b;
Nair et al. 2003; Rodriguez and Richardson 2007). Par-
ental stress is thought to affect child outcomes pre-
dominantly by impacting parenting behavior and altering
parent–child interactions (Deater-Deckard 1998), thus
increasing the risk for maltreatment. Perhaps stress com-
promises parental empathy—the capacity to understand
and share in another’s emotional state—in a manner similar
to personal distress, which has been negatively linked to
adult prosocial behavior (Eisenberg et al. 2010). Indeed,
stress compromises empathy in adults (Buruck et al. 2014),
and low parental empathy is linked to child abuse potential
(McElroy and Rodriguez 2008; Rodriguez 2013; Rodri-
guez and Richardson 2007). Stress also modulates abuse
potential in parents with existing social-cognitive and
contextual risk factors, such as avoidant coping strategies
(Rodriguez 2010b) and belief in the value of physical
punishment (Crouch and Behl 2001), with greater stress
linked to greater abuse potential at higher levels of these
risk factors.

In turn, abuse potential is associated with a range of
child outcomes as reported by parents, children, and tea-
chers. With regard to youth internalizing symptoms, stu-
dies show that abuse potential is related to higher child-
reported anxious and depressive symptoms (Rodriguez
2003), higher parent-reported child depressive symptoms
(Kolko et al. 1993), as well as parent-rated child post-
traumatic stress and trauma-related anxiety (Costello et al.
2014). With regard to youth externalizing symptoms, stu-
dies show that abuse potential is related to greater parent-
reported child aggression and oppositionality (Costello
et al. 2014) and disruptive/externalizing behavior problems
(Kolko et al. 1993; Moreland Begle et al. 2010). More
generally, greater abuse potential is related to compro-
mised parent-reported youth coping competence (Lopez et
al. 2011) and fewer parent-reported child adaptive beha-
viors (Dukewich et al. 1999). While the relationship
between abuse potential specifically and social competence

has not been examined, experiencing child abuse is linked
to teacher- and therapist-rated social skill deficits (Darwish
et al. 2001), child reports of social information processing
factors (Dodge et al. 1995), and later self-report of diffi-
culties experiencing appropriate emotional and cognitive
aspects of empathy in adulthood (Locher et al. 2014).
Given the strong link between abuse potential and actual
caregiver engagement in abusive behavior towards chil-
dren (e.g., Chaffin and Valle 2003), as well as the
importance of intervening to change these caregiver atti-
tudes before they escalate into abuse, further research
focusing on relationships between abuse potential and
varied outcomes is essential.

In addition to the unidirectional impact of parental
stress on child outcomes, a transactional relationship
between these constructs has been proposed (Hastings
2002). Adverse child outcomes—such as externalizing
behavior problems—may contribute further to parental
stress (Donenberg and Baker 1993), and thus strengthen
relationships between parental stress, child abuse, and
child social and behavioral difficulties. Indeed, child pro-
blem behaviors covary with parental stress over time
(Neece et al. 2012). In longitudinal comparisons between
typically developing and developmentally delayed chil-
dren, problem behaviors (Baker et al. 2003) and social skill
deficits (Neece and Baker 2008) have emerged as stronger
predictors of parental stress than delays. Bidirectional
relationships have also emerged between parental stress
and child social coping competence (Cappa et al. 2011).
Among child problem behaviors, research has shown that
both internalizing and externalizing symptoms (Walker
and Cheng 2007) are longitudinally related to parental
stress. Externalizing behaviors and aggression in particular
have been associated with parental stress over time
(Donenberg and Baker 1993; Krahé et al. 2015), and
parents of children with behavior disorders experience
greater stress levels than parents of typically developing
children (Dumas et al. 1991). However, to our knowledge,
limited literature has examined transactional relationships
between parental stress and child social functioning
(Cappa et al. 2011; Neece and Baker 2008), and extant
literature examining bidirectional relationships between
stress and child problem behaviors often groups inter-
nalizing and externalizing problem behaviors together
(e.g., Baker et al. 2003; Neece et al. 2012). Although
parental stress has been linked with child internalizing
problems over time (Mäntymaa et al. 2011), transactional
relationships between these constructs have not been
assessed. More research is needed to examine the potential
bidirectional associations between parental stress and
specific child outcomes, and to clarify the function of child
abuse potential in these relationships.

3068 J Child Fam Stud (2017) 26:3067–3078



Among the existing literature examining relationships
between parental stress, parenting, and child outcomes are
cross-sectional studies that have yielded unclear conclusions
regarding the specific role of abuse potential—representing a
gap that may be filled by examining parenting attitudes and
child social, emotional, and behavioral functioning with
greater specificity. Gutermuth Anthony et al. (2005) linked
higher parental stress to lower classroom social competence,
and increased teacher-rated internalizing and externalizing
problems among preschoolers; however, the link between
parental stress and negative social and behavioral outcomes
was not mediated by caregiver reports of parenting behavior
(parental discipline practices, nurturing, and expectations).
Huth-Bocks and Hughes (2008) found that greater parental
stress was directly associated with increased child-rated
internalizing and parent-rated externalizing problems, but
caregiver reports of ineffective parenting did not mediate
this link. Only one of these studies (Gutermuth Anthony
et al. 2005) differentiated between internalizing, externaliz-
ing, and social competence-related child difficulties; neither
examined the unique contribution of child abuse potential
specifically, or examined relationships between parental
stress, child abuse potential, and child outcomes over time.
Thus far, existing studies have not evaluated differential
effects between varied child outcomes in the context of these
parenting factors. Research examining the extent to which
abuse potential contributes to the relationship between par-
ental stress and varied child outcomes is central to preven-
tion efforts, and is sorely needed—particularly research
examining the potential for bidirectional, longitudinal rela-
tionships between these constructs.

The present study evaluated relationships between parental
stress, child abuse potential, and child social and behavioral
outcomes over time. Given evidence linking parental stress to
adverse child outcomes (Baker et al. 2000; Mäntymaa et al.
2011; Guajardo et al. 2009), we hypothesized that parental
stress would be positively associated with child anger/
aggression and anxiety/withdrawal, and negatively associated
with child social competence, across study time points. In
light of research linking child externalizing problems to
increased parental stress (Krahé et al. 2015), we hypothesized
a bidirectional relationship between child anger/aggression
and parental stress, such that Time 1 child anger/aggression
would be positively associated with Time 2 parental stress.
We also hypothesized that in support of Deater-Deckard’s
(1998) theory that parenting behavior mediates the relation-
ship between parental stress and child behavioral and emo-
tional difficulties, child abuse potential would mediate the
relationships between parental stress and child outcomes,
given the well-supported connection between abuse potential
and both parental stress (e.g., Nair et al. 2003; Rodriguez and
Richardson 2007) and child well-being (e.g., Baker et al.
2000; Costa et al. 2006; Guajardo et al. 2009).

Method

Participants

The present study used data collected as part of the Par-
enting Our Children to Excellence (PACE) program, a
preventive intervention project designed to foster positive
parent–child relationships and thereby increase the like-
lihood of positive outcomes among socioeconomically
disadvantaged families of preschool children. In the study
sample, mean yearly income (26,459) was well below the
median income in Indianapolis at the time of the study
(40,421); approximately 1 in 2 families qualified for sub-
sidized childcare, and 54% of parents were single. The
majority (64.8%) of study parents completed some college.
Approximately 46% of participating caregivers were Afri-
can American mothers, 42% were Caucasian mothers, 4%
were Caucasian fathers, 3% were African American fathers,
and 5% reported their ethnicity as Other. With regard to
child participants, 31% were African American boys, 25%
were African American girls, 23% were Caucasian boys,
and 19% were Caucasian girls.

Procedure

Prior to implementation of the PACE program, all study
proceedings were approved by the Purdue University Insti-
tutional Review Board. The PACE program (Begle and
Dumas 2011; Dumas et al. 1999) consisted of an 8-week
behavioral parenting program for caregivers of children age
3–6. Given that greater participation in PACE has been
associated with improved child and parent outcomes (Begle
and Dumas 2011), the present analyses controlled for the
number of PACE sessions attended (M= 4.32, SD= 3.12). In
the context of the larger intervention, caregivers (Npre= 610,
Npost= 519; Mcaregiver age= 31.05, SDcaregiver age= 7.13) of
children ages 3–6 years (Mchild age= 4.41, SDchild age= .78)
reported on perceived parental stress and child abuse poten-
tial, as well as child behavioral and social competence, before
(Time 1; T1) and after the intervention (Time 2; T2).

Measures

Children’s social and behavioral outcomes

Children’s social competence and behavior problems were
measured via caregiver-report using the Social Competence
and Behavior Evaluation (SCBE; LaFreniere and Dumas
1996), a 30-item measure, with individual items ranging
from 1 (“Almost never occurs”) to 6 (“Almost always
occurs”). Evidence has supported 3 factors, including social
competence (SC), anger-aggression (AA), and anxiety-
withdrawal (AW), as well as strong psychometric properties
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(LaFreniere and Dumas 1996). Higher SC scores indicate
higher social competence, while higher AA and AW scores
indicate greater aggression- and anxiety-related behavior
problems, respectively. In the present sample, internal
consistency was strong for the AA (α= .85) and SC (α
= .82) subscales, and acceptable for the AW (α= .74)
subscale.

Child abuse potential

Child abuse risk was measured using the Child Abuse
Potential Inventory (CAPI; Milner 1986; 2006). Caregivers
rated whether they agreed or disagreed (forced-choice) with
160 statements designed to reflect likelihood of abuse. The
Abuse Scale, consisting of 77 variably-weighted items
measuring child physical abuse, was used in the present
study. Higher scores indicated greater likelihood of mal-
treatment. The CAPI is a widely used, well-supported
measure of child abuse potential (Chaffin and Valle 2003;
Medora et al. 2001; Milner 1994). Internal consistency for
the abuse scale was acceptable in the present sample
(α= .71). Time 2 CAPI scores were used to measure child
abuse potential in the present analytical model.

Parental stress

Parental stress was measured via caregiver self-report using
the Parenting Stress Index/Short Form (PSI/SF; Abidin
1995), a 36-item, 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(“Strongly agree”) to 5 (“Strongly disagree”). Scores were
summed to calculate a Total Stress subscale score; higher
scores indicate higher stress. The PSI is a well-established
measure of parental stress; the reliability, validity, and

factor structure have been evaluated in a variety of popu-
lations (Bigras et al. 1996; Haskett et al. 2006; Whiteside-
Mansell et al. 2007). Internal consistency for the Total
Stress subscale was strong (α= .91) in the present sample.

Data Analysis

Bidirectional longitudinal change in parental stress, child
abuse potential, and child outcomes was examined using
panel analysis. Attendance in the intervention (PACE) was
entered as a control variable along with demographic vari-
ables, including caregiver education and child ethnicity,
age, and gender. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
techniques were used to conduct panel analyses in Mplus
version 7.0 (Muthén and Muthén 2012), as shown in Fig. 1.
Data were missing completely at random (MCAR)—that is,
no significant differences were found between parents with
and without missing data on any study variables. Missing
data were handled using Full Information Maximum Like-
lihood estimation (FIML; Graham et al. 2007).

The proposed path model evaluated whether T1 parental
stress predicted T2 child social and behavioral outcomes, as
well as whether T1 child social and behavioral functioning
predicted T2 parental stress. To examine the potential
mediational role of child abuse potential in these relation-
ships, T2 abuse potential was modeled as a predictor of T2
parental stress and child outcomes. Model fit was evaluated
using the following recommendations: non-significant
model chi-square statistic (Kline 2005); Comparative Fit
Index (CFI) ≥ .95 (Hu and Bentler 1999); and Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) ≤ .06 (Hu and
Bentler 1999). Separate models were run for each child
outcome. For proposed mediation effects, 95% bias-

Fig. 1 General path analysis
model Note: Child SC social
competence, AW anxious/
withdrawal, AA anger/
aggression. Separate path
analysis models were run for
each of these constructs.
Intervention effects and
demographic variables were
included as covariates. Single-
headed arrows are used to depict
an indirect effect by abuse
potential on parental stress and
child outcomes
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corrected confidence intervals (BCCIs) for effect sizes are
provided. Given the potential differences in relationships
between constructs of interest in mothers vs. fathers (Cab-
rera and Mitchell 2009; Perez-Albeniz and de Paul 2004;
Schaeffer et al. 2005), and that fathers comprised 7% of the
study sample, parallel analytical models were run with the
original sample—including mothers and fathers—and a
subsample of only mothers. Similar results in model fit
indices and effect sizes were observed in both analytical
models. All significant relationships observed in the original
sample remained significant in the mothers-only subsample.
Results from the original sample are presented.

Results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for study variables,
and Table 2 presents zero-order correlations for study
variables. Using the conservative cutoff developed by
Milner (1986; 2006), roughly 18.8% of caregivers obtained
a CAPI abuse subscale score greater than 166; scores above
166 predict clinically elevated abuse risk. Children’s social
competence was negatively correlated with anxiety/with-
drawal and anger/aggression, parental stress, and abuse
potential at both time points. Child anxiety/withdrawal and
anger/aggression were positively correlated at T1 and T2.
Parental stress was positively correlated with child anxiety/
withdrawal and anger/aggression, as well as abuse potential,
at both time points.

A structural equation model was used to examine the
relationships between parental stress, abuse potential, and
child social competence at T1 and T2. Though the model
chi square was significant (χ2(5)= 29.93, p< .001), a
caveat in using chi square is its sensitivity to large sample
size (Kline 2005). Other indices suggested adequate model
fit (CFI= .98, RMSEA= .09). Table 3 presents the path
coefficients for the social competence model. Covariates
were not significantly related to study variables of interest,
with the exception of a significant relationship between T2
abuse potential and child ethnicity (B=−.088, β=
−10.742, p= .021), as well as caregiver education (B=
−.295, β=−20.346, p< .001). Parental stress and child

social competence were significantly negatively associated
at T1 (B=−.397, β=−.014) and T2 (B=−.348, β=
−2.355), ps< .001. While T1 parental stress did not predict
T2 competence (B=−.052, β=−.002, p= .186), T1
competence predicted T2 parental stress (B=−.105, β=
−2.818, p= .001). T2 abuse potential was significantly
related to parental stress at T1 (B= .468, β= 1.720) and T2
(B= .304, β= .078), ps< .001, as well as competence at T2
(B=−.092, β=−.001, p= .018), but was not related to
competence at T1 (B= .073, β= 7.555, p= .077). Abuse
potential mediated the link between T1 parental stress
and T2 child social competence (B=−.043, β=−.001,
p= .021, 95% BCCI=−.082– −.004), but did not mediate
the link between T1 competence and T2 stress (B= .022,
β= .590, p= .083, 95% BCCI=−.007–.051).

A structural equation model was used to examine the
relationships between parental stress, abuse potential, and
child anxiety/withdrawal at T1 and T2. The model chi
square was significant (χ2(5)= 37.79, p< .001); other
indices suggested modest model fit (CFI= .97, RMSEA
= .10). Table 4 presents the path coefficients for the anxi-
ety/withdrawal model. Covariates were not significantly
related to study variables of interest, with the exception of a
significant relationship between child ethnicity and T2
anxiety/withdrawal (B= .106, β= .087, p= .002), and
significant relationships between T2 abuse potential and
child ethnicity (B=−.095, β=−11.586, p= .014), as well
as caregiver education (B=−.293, β=−20.249, p< .001).
Parental stress and child anxiety/withdrawal were sig-
nificantly associated at T1 (B= .276, β= .007) and T2
(B.245, β= 1.208), ps< .001. While T1 parental stress
predicted T2 anxiety/withdrawal (B= .082, β= .002,
p= .032), T1 anxiety/withdrawal did not significantly pre-
dict T2 parental stress (B= .052, β= 1.821, p= .086). T2
abuse potential was significantly related to parental stress at
T1 (B= .431, β= 1.584) and T2 (B= .293, β= .075), as
well as anxiety/withdrawal at T2 (B= .144, β= .001), ps
< .001, but not anxiety/withdrawal at T1 (B= .040, β=
5.385, p= .304). Abuse potential mediated the link between
T1 parental stress and T2 anxiety/withdrawal (B= .062,
β= .002, p< .001, 95% BCCI= .022–.102), but did not
mediate the link between T1 anxiety/withdrawal and T2

Table 1 Descriptive statistics
Time 1 Time 2

Mean SD Min-max Mean SD Min-max

Social competence 4.04 .76 2.30–5.90 4.17 .73 1.20–6.00

Anxiety/withdrawal 1.97 .58 1.00–4.40 1.95 .53 1.00–4.10

Anger/aggression 2.42 .74 1.00–5.60 2.31 .63 1.00–4.80

Abuse potential 110.78 84.37 3.00–424.00 98.17 79.23 2.00–394.00

Parental stress 85.64 21.52 41.00–169.00 82.18 20.23 39.00–165.00
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parental stress (B= .012, β= .404, p= .307, 95% BCCI=
−.014–.037).

A structural equation model was used to examine the
relationships between parental stress, abuse potential, and
child anger/aggression at T1 and T2. All indices suggested
good model fit (χ2(5)= 8.86, p= .11; CFI= .99, RMSEA
= .04). Table 5 presents the path coefficients for the Anger/
Aggression model. Covariates were not significantly related
to study variables of interest, with the exception of a sig-
nificant relationship between child age and T2 anger/
aggression (B=−.060, β=−.049, p= .046), and sig-
nificant relationships between T2 abuse potential and child
ethnicity (B=−.091, β=−11.102, p= .017), as well as
caregiver education (B=−.291, β=−20.058, p< .001).
Parental stress and child aggression were significantly
associated at T1 (B= .441, β= .015) and T2 (B= .193, β
= 1.128), ps< .001. While T1 parental stress predicted T2
aggression (B= .091, β= .003, p= .017), T1 aggression
did not predict T2 parental stress (B= .011, β= .301, p
= .734). T2 abuse potential was significantly related toT
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Table 3 Path coefficients for the social competence structural
equation model

β b SE p

Social competence T2

Social competence T1 .624 .646 .035 <.001

Parental stress T1 −.002 −.052 .001 .186

Child abuse potential T2 −.001 −.092 <.001 .018

Attendance −.005 −.020 .008 .556

Child age .006 .006 .030 .839

Child ethnicity −.005 −.004 .038 .896

Child gender −.052 −.035 .047 .271

Caregiver education .035 .055 .023 .124

Parental stress T2

Social competence T1 −2.818 −.105 .867 .001

Parental stress T1 .511 .542 .033 <.001

Child abuse potential T2 .078 .304 .009 <.001

Attendance .052 .008 .199 .793

Child age 1.175 .045 .742 .113

Child ethnicity .1378 .044 .941 .143

Child gender −.552 −.014 1.165 .636

Caregiver education .739 .042 .564 .190

Child abuse potential T2

Social competence T1 7.555 .073 4.274 .077

Parental stress T1 1.720 .468 .146 <.001

Attendance .904 .036 .987 .360

Child age .874 .009 3.671 .812

Child ethnicity −10.742 −.088 4.647 .021

Child gender 2.564 .016 5.780 .657

Caregiver education −20.346 −.295 2.650 <.001
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parental stress at T1 (B= .430, β= 1.581) and 2 (B= .295,
β= .076), ps< .001, but not aggression at T1 (B= .031, β
= 3.355, p= .441) and T2 (B= .060, β< .001, p= .106).
Abuse potential did not mediate the link between T1 par-
ental stress and T2 aggression (B= .026, β= .001, p
= .110, 95% BCCI=−.008–.060), or the link between T1
child aggression and T2 parental stress (B= .009, β= .254,
p= .443, 95% BCCI=−.021–.039).

Discussion

The current study examined the complex relationships
between parental stress, child abuse potential, and child
social and behavioral competence over time, and thus, filled
a gap in the existing literature by assessing a variety of
longitudinal, bidirectional outcomes. Overall, parental stress
was consistently linked to abuse potential across both time
points in all three models, supporting the relationship noted

between these constructs in previous research (e.g., Nair
et al. 2003; Rodriguez and Richardson 2007), and reiterat-
ing the critical need to target parental stress as a means to
reduce child abuse risk. Other relationships between study
variables varied by construct, highlighting the nuanced
nature of these associations.

Specifically, lower child social competence predicted
higher parental stress levels over the study time period. This
finding is consistent with research associating greater par-
ental stress levels with lower child social competence
(Gutermuth Anthony et al. 2005) and theory of mind—an
aspect of social cognition—capabilities (Guajardo et al.
2009), as well as literature indicating that social skill deficits
emerge as unique predictors of parental stress over time
(Neece and Baker 2008). Study findings supply additional
evidence that child social skills in particular are important to
positive parent–child relationship development, and may
serve as a valuable target to decrease parental stress.

Contrary to our expectations, parental stress did not
directly predict child social competence over the study

Table 4 Path coefficients for the anxiety/withdrawal structural
equation model

β b SE p

Anxiety/withdrawal T2

Anxiety/withdrawal T1 .568 .625 .031 <.001

Parental stress T1 .002 .082 .001 .032

Child abuse potential T2 .001 .144 <.001 <.001

Attendance −.006 −.036 .006 .294

Child age −.023 −.034 .021 .271

Child ethnicity .087 .106 .028 .002

Child gender −.030 −.028 .034 .379

Caregiver education .025 .055 .017 .124

Parental stress T2

Anxiety/withdrawal T1 1.821 .052 1.060 .086

Parental stress T1 .536 .569 .032 <.001

Child abuse potential T2 .075 .293 .009 <.001

Attendance .024 .004 .200 .904

Child age .644 .025 .732 .380

Child ethnicity 1.160 .037 .961 .227

Child gender −.007 <.001 1.163 .995

Caregiver education .445 .025 .568 .434

Child abuse potential T2

Anxiety/withdrawal T1 5.385 .040 5.236 .304

Parental stress T1 1.584 .431 .142 <.001

Attendance .949 .037 .987 .337

Child age 2.020 .020 3.605 .575

Child ethnicity −11.586 −.095 4.712 .014

Child gender 1.373 .009 5.742 .811

Caregiver education −20.249 −.293 2.656 <.001

Table 5 Path coefficients for the anger/aggression structural equation
model

β b SE P

Anger/aggression T2

Anger/aggression T1 .571 .658 .030 <.001

Parental stress T1 .003 .091 .001 .017

Child abuse potential T2 <.001 .060 <.001 .106

Attendance −.012 −.057 .007 .086

Child age −.049 −.060 .025 .046

Child ethnicity .043 .044 .032 .176

Child gender −.041 −.032 .039 .294

Caregiver education −.001 −.002 .019 .956

Parental stress T2

Anger/aggression T1 .301 .011 .884 .734

Parental stress T1 .545 .579 .034 <.001

Child abuse potential T2 .076 .295 .009 <.001

Attendance .031 .005 .201 .877

Child age .691 .027 .734 .346

Child ethnicity 1.412 .045 .953 .138

Child gender −.083 −.002 1.171 .943

Caregiver education .541 .031 .567 .340

Child abuse potential T2

Anger/aggression T1 3.355 .031 4.355 .441

Parental stress T1 1.581 .430 .149 <.001

Attendance 1.021 .040 .990 .303

Child age 2.167 .021 3.605 .548

Child ethnicity −11.102 −.091 4.665 .017

Child gender .798 .005 5.773 .890

Caregiver education −20.058 −.291 2.649 <.001
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period; however, when potential indirect effects were con-
sidered, abuse potential mediated the relationship between
parental stress and child social competence over time. One
potential explanation for these findings could be the length
of the assessment period. Specifically, 8 weeks may not
have been enough time for child social competence to
impact parental stress alone, although the presence of abuse
potential may explain the relationship. Greater abuse
potential was also associated with lower child social com-
petence at T2, providing further evidence for the established
link between impaired social competence among youth
exposed to child abuse (Darwish et al. 2001; Dodge et al.
1997), and suggesting that abuse potential represents a
useful tool to investigate the relationships between parent
stress and child outcomes further—before parental risk for
child abuse leads to actual engagement in abusive beha-
viors. Experiencing abuse may compromise aspects of
children’s social-cognitive development, hampering the
ability to correctly identify, interpret, and respond to others’
emotions (Locher et al. 2014), and thus altering the way
children interact with others (Dodge et al. 1997). Our
findings suggest that, in its role as a risk-related construct
rather than a measurement of abusive behavior, child abuse
potential represents a path by which parental stress increa-
ses risk for negative child social outcomes. In light of
parents’ important role in child socialization processes (e.g.,
Denham et al. 1997; Denham et al. 2000; Zhou et al. 2002),
stress-related changes in the parent–child relationship
associated with greater abuse potential (Deater-Deckard
1998; Rodriguez and Richardson 2007) may increase chil-
dren’s risk for impaired social-cognitive development, and
explain the mediating role of child abuse potential observed
in the present study.

With regard to anxiety/withdrawal, greater parental stress
significantly predicted higher child anxiety over time, in
line with existing research linking parental stress to child
internalizing problems both concurrently and longitudinally
(e.g., Costa et al. 2006; Mäntymaa et al. 2011). In contrast
to previous literature suggesting that ineffective parenting
did not mediate the link between parental stress and child
internalizing behaviors (Huth-Bocks and Hughes 2008), we
found that child abuse potential mediated the link between
parental stress and anxiety over time. However, our method
built on the Huth-Bocks and Hughes (2008) study by dif-
ferentiating between abuse potential and ineffective par-
enting behaviors, such as inconsistent discipline, perhaps
increasing our ability to detect effects specific to the abuse
potential construct. Our findings suggest that abuse poten-
tial—which has been linked with parental stress in previous
literature (e.g., Rodriguez and Richardson 2007)—repre-
sents a mechanism by which parental stress associates with
child anxiety over time. In the present study, the child
anxiety/withdrawal construct may reflect anxiety children

experience as a result of parent-displayed behaviors con-
sistent with child abuse potential (Costello et al. 2014).
Such behaviors may be even more pronounced in overly
stressed parents (Taylor et al. 2009). As the present study is
the first, to our knowledge, to examine the specific role of
abuse potential in relationships between parental stress and
child anxiety/withdrawal over time, specific mechanisms by
which abuse potential mediates this relationship have not
yet been identified. However, changes in child social cog-
nition that accompany the experience of abuse, such as
biased processing of threat-related information (attention
avoidance; Pine et al. 2005), and a tendency to interpret
neutral stimuli as hostile (hostile attribution bias; Dodge
et al. 1995, 1990), may explain the association between
abuse potential and both child anxiety/withdrawal and child
social competence over time.

With regard to anger/aggression, greater parental stress
significantly predicted greater child anger/aggression over
time, in line with research documenting a predictive rela-
tionship between parental stress and child externalizing
behavior problems (Krahé et al. 2015). One potential
explanation may lie in parental modeling of ineffective
stress coping strategies, including aggression, given that
stress is associated with empathy impairments (Buruck et al.
2014), which in turn are linked to aggression and inter-
personal callousness (Eisenberg et al. 2010), as well as child
abuse potential (e.g., McElroy and Rodriguez 2008).
Indeed, children are thought to internalize and model
observed parental coping strategies in their own social
interactions (e.g., Kliewer et al. 1996, 2006), and parental
anger, in particular, has been associated with long-term
child behavior problems (Denham et al. 2000). Further
investigation is needed to identify mechanisms through
which parental stress may exacerbate child anger/aggression
over time, such as conflicted parent–child interactions, or
parental modeling of inappropriate stress-coping strategies.

Interestingly, child anger/aggression did not predict
parental stress over time, and child anger/aggression was
not related to abuse potential at either time point, in contrast
to theory and evidence relating child externalizing behavior
problems to increased parental stress (Krahé et al. 2015),
and child aggression and externalizing behavior to abuse
potential (e.g., Costello et al. 2014; Moreland Begle et al.
2010). One potential explanation for this finding lies in the
short period of time between assessments. As with social
competence, 8 weeks may not have been enough time for
child anger/aggression to impact parental stress. Another
explanation could be due to the overall sample of the study,
as all parents were enrolled in a parenting program aimed at
reducing parental stress. Although we controlled for atten-
dance in the program, mere enrollment in the program and
relationships formed with other parents in the group could
have mitigated parental stress typically experienced in
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response to child anger/aggression. This hypothesis is
supported by established research demonstrating that social
support can buffer the impact of parental stress among
parents of children with and without developmental delays
(Boyd 2002; Dyson 1997). These findings suggest that
alternative factors associated with the link between child
anger/aggression and parental stress must be assessed,
including parent social support.

Further, the link between parental stress and child anger/
aggression was not mediated by abuse potential, a finding
contrary to expectations, but in agreement with research
suggesting that ineffective parenting behaviors do not
mediate associations between parental stress and child
externalizing outcomes (Gutermuth Anthony et al. 2005).
Specifically, Gutermuth Anthony et al. (2005) found that
parental discipline, nurturing, and expectations did not
mediate the relationship between parental stress and child
externalizing behavior problems.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

First, the relatively brief time span between study assess-
ments may not reflect changes that occur only over a pro-
tracted period. However, associations between each child
factor—including social competence, anxiety/withdrawal,
and anger/aggression—strengthened over the course of just
8 weeks, indicating the potential for rapid change in these
constructs. Based upon findings in the current study, future
studies should examine these constructs over longer time
periods. Second, the present study relied on parent report to
measure child social and behavioral competencies; future
research would do well to incorporate multiple informants,
as well as observational assessment. Third, abuse potential
—rather than actual engagement in abusive behavior—was
examined in the present study, precluding conclusions
based on children’s experience of caregiver-perpetrated
abuse. However, research has linked CAPI responses to
caregiver engagement in child abuse (e.g., Chaffin and
Valle 2003), and to parent reports of using physical and
psychological aggression to resolve conflicts with children
(Rodriguez 2010a), suggesting that abuse potential is an
important risk factor for engagement in abusive behavior,
and therefore an important construct for research focused on
prevention in a population of young children. Fourth,
findings obtained from examining this community—albeit
high-risk—sample may not generalize to clinical popula-
tions. Further examination of the relationship between
parental stress, child abuse potential, and child social and
behavioral outcomes is needed in a clinical sample.

Another important limitation concerns the potential for
source bias, as measurement of parental stress, abuse
potential, and child outcomes relied on parent report. Par-
ticular care should be taken when interpreting the present

study due to the overlap between parental stress as mea-
sured by the PSI, and items meant to capture parental dis-
tress in the CAPI, as suggested by the moderate-high
correlation between these constructs (r= .57). It is possible
this overlap may contribute to proposed indirect effects,
highlighting the need for further research assessing child
abuse risk in a different manner—perhaps by creating a
latent construct from attitudes towards abuse and other risk
factors for abusive behavior, without inclusion of parental
distress per se—and incorporating reports from varied
sources, such as teachers. However, confidence in our
findings is increased by differential relationships between
other study variables and abuse potential vs. parental stress,
including significant relationships between caregiver edu-
cation and abuse potential, but not parental stress, as well as
differential relationships between child outcomes and abuse
potential vs. parental stress (e.g., significant associations
between abuse potential and anxiety, but not aggression).
Nevertheless, this potential confound must be considered.

The current study presented a unique opportunity to
examine the complex relationships between parental stress,
abuse potential, and child social and behavioral competence
over time in a community sample. Findings suggest that
abuse potential represents a key mechanism by which par-
ental stress and child anxiety/withdrawal, as well as parental
stress and child social competence, are linked. Accordingly,
parental stress reduction may be targeted to directly and
indirectly reduce child anxiety/withdrawal, and to increase
child social competence by reducing abuse potential. Fur-
ther, screening for child anxiety and social skills deficits
may identify children at risk for maltreatment, as well as
parents in need of services to reduce stress. Given the short
time period over which these relationships were observed,
early intervention appears critical to interrupting these
processes and preventing negative child outcomes. Future
studies should consider specific mechanisms, such as child
social cognitive changes, by which parental stress, abuse
potential, and child anxiety and social functioning may be
linked, and further explore the link between parental stress
and child anger/aggression.
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