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Abstract
Drawing from family systems theory and family financial socialization theory, we examined associations among interparental 
financial conflicts (IPFC), financial beliefs and behaviors, and well-being for 312 Hong Kong young adults (aged 18–30 years 
old). The sample was relatively diverse in age, income level, and education level; the data were collected in March and 
April of 2022. IPFC consisted of frequency and three types of resolution strategies: negotiation, hostility, and triangula-
tion. Financial beliefs and behaviors consisted of money vigilance and healthy money management. Well-being consisted 
of financial well-being and life satisfaction. Conducting structural equation modeling and calculating indirect effects, we 
identified two key findings. First, IPFC strategies (but not IPFC frequency) spill over into offspring’s financial beliefs and 
well-being. Second, young adults’ financial beliefs mediated associations between IPFC strategies and young adults’ well-
being. Collectively, our study extended family systems theory and family financial socialization theory in demonstrating that 
(a) family interactions and relationships—including IPFC— are a vital component of the financial socialization process, and 
(b) these processes are associated with young adults’ financial beliefs, and in turn, well-being.

Keywords  Financial beliefs and behaviors · Interparental financial conflicts · Hong Kong · Young adults · Mediation 
analysis · Well-being

Money is a major source of family conflict, and money-
related conflicts in couple relationships are rated by part-
ners as more reoccurring, important, and problematic than 
non-money conflicts (Papp et al., 2009, 2018). Moreover, 
money-related conflicts between two partners harm their 
relational well-being (e.g., diminished marital satisfaction 
and increased likelihood of divorce; Britt & Huston, 2012; 
Dew et al., 2012). Despite the lack of studies that empiri-
cally investigated these associations, researchers have hinted 
at the possibility of money-related conflicts between two 

partners being associated with the two partners’ offspring’s 
money management and, in turn, well-being (Allen et al., 
2007; Hancock et al., 2013). Specifically, individuals may 
learn money management by observing how other family 
members (e.g., their parents) interact about money (Gud-
munson & Danes, 2011; LeBaron & Kelley, 2021). Besides, 
exposure to interparental financial conflicts—money-related 
conflicts or disagreements between parents—while growing 
up can be emotionally charged for the offspring (Ramzan 
et al., 2021). Emotionally charged money-related experi-
ences can influence beliefs and behavioral patterns related 
to money management in offspring; these patterns may 
become deeply ingrained and persist into adulthood, ulti-
mately affecting their well-being (Britt et al., 2015; Klontz 
& Britt, 2012; Klontz et al., 2015).

Taking the first step to investigate associations among 
interparental financial conflicts, financial beliefs and behav-
iors, and well-being among young adults, we aim to con-
tribute to the existing literature as follows. First, we applied 
family systems theory to personal and family finance by 
investigating how interparental conflicts specific to money 
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issues can spill over into associations with offspring’s devel-
opment (Britt, 2016). Second, we also expanded the scope 
of family financial socialization theory by responding to the 
call to investigate the role of family interactions and relation-
ships as an understudied component of financial socializa-
tion processes (Allsop et al., 2020; Hancock et al., 2013; 
Lanz et al., 2020).

Figure 1 displays the conceptual model. For indicators 
of interparental financial conflicts, we included two facets: 
(1) frequency, or how often parents disagree with each 
other, not characterized as any specific form of behav-
ior; (2) resolution strategies, or actions that parents take 
to manage conflicts (for a review, see van Eldik et al., 
2020). Resolution strategies during interparental financial 
conflicts have been commonly regarded as multi-dimen-
sional, with each strategy being uniquely associated with 
offspring’s development (van Eldik et  al., 2020; Zhou 
& Buehler, 2017). Realizing that the resolution of fam-
ily conflicts can be culturally determined (Ramzan et al., 
2021), we measured not only negotiation and hostility 
strategies—which have been studied previously in the U.S. 
or other Western samples (Dew & Dakin, 2011; Dew et al., 
2012; Gibby et al., 2021; Hancock et al., 2013)—but also 
the triangulation strategy. Triangulation refers to offspring 
being involved in interparental conflicts to modulate these 

conflicts (e.g., parents expecting the offspring to be on 
their side or to make the offspring act as the moderator; 
Kerig, 2016). The triangulation strategy seems relatively 
common in Chinese societies (including Hong Kong, the 
focal cultural context of the current study) because family 
members may feel obligated to devote time and efforts to 
maintain family harmony (Kwok et al., 2020; Wang et al., 
2017). We included negotiation, hostility, and triangula-
tion—along with frequency—in the same model to inves-
tigate how they operated above and beyond each other.

We included money vigilance (a belief that money should 
be handled with heightened alertness and privacy; Britt 
et al., 2015; Klontz et al., 2015) and healthy money man-
agement (including spending within a budget and regular 
saving; Dew & Xiao, 2011) as indicators of financial beliefs 
and behaviors, respectively. For indicators of young adults’ 
well-being, we included financial well-being (i.e., the overall 
wellness of young adults’ financial situations; Sorgente & 
Lanz, 2017) and life satisfaction (i.e., the overall evaluation 
of how happy and satisfied young adults are with life; Diener 
et al., 1985). Healthy money management is robustly ben-
eficial as young adults pursue economic independence and 
fulfill other important life goals, and should be associated 
with high levels of financial well-being and life satisfaction 
(Chan et al., 2021; Li et al., 2022; Sorgente & Lanz, 2017).

Frequency

Resolution strategies
(Negotiation)

Money

vigilance

Financial well-

being
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Control variables: subjective family SES, gender, personal age, personal education, personal income level, credit

debt, and other consumer debt.
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management

Resolution strategies
(Triangulation)
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Interparental financial conflicts Financial beliefs and behaviors Well-being

Fig. 1   The conceptual model (N = 312). Note. The dark arrows indicate hypothesized positive associations, and the grey arrows indicate 
hypothesized negative associations in the present study section
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The possible associations between money vigilance and 
well-being (financial well-being and life satisfaction) are 
mixed. Whereas money-vigilant individuals—due to their 
caution with money—experience high financial well-being, 
their excessive concerns about money may prohibit them 
from enjoying the benefits and convenience that money 
brings to life (Britt et al., 2015; Klontz et al., 2015). Includ-
ing these two constructs—money vigilance and healthy 
money management—and testing them as possible media-
tors between interparental financial conflicts and young 
adults’ financial well-being or life satisfaction could dem-
onstrate mixed results of experiencing interparental financial 
conflicts for the offspring.

Theoretical Frameworks

We integrated the theories of family systems and family 
financial socialization as our guiding frameworks to exam-
ine the mediational model (see Fig. 1) of interparental 
financial conflicts to young adults’ well-being via young 
adults’ financial beliefs and behaviors. According to fam-
ily systems theory, the dynamics between two parents and 
their offspring—as subsystems within the family—should 
be interrelated with each other, and problems in the parents’ 
romantic bonds can spill over into their offspring’s develop-
ment (Kerig, 2016). Connecting family systems theory to 
our study, interparental financial conflicts represent parents’ 
relational problems (Papp et al., 2009, 2018), and young 
adults’ financial beliefs, financial behaviors, and well-being 
represent their offspring’s development (Li et al., 2019, 
2022).

According to family financial socialization theory, the 
family is the earliest and most influential setting in which 
individuals learn money management (Gudmunson & 
Danes, 2011; LeBaron & Kelley, 2021). In addition to paren-
tal financial socialization—how parents teach their offspring 
about money—family interactions and relationships should 
also be associated with the younger generation’s formation 
and development of financial beliefs and behaviors (Gud-
munson & Danes, 2011; LeBaron & Kelley, 2021). Specific 
to interparental financial conflicts, these types of conflicts 
can be considered as financial socialization (Gudmunson & 
Danes, 2011). For example, parents’ financial conflict could 
be a form of financial discussion as the offspring are brought 
into these interparental conflicts. Parents’ financial conflict 
could also be a form of parent financial modeling as parents 
set the example for managing and discussing money with 
others. Connecting family financial socialization theory to 
our study, the younger generation may learn financial norms 
and anticipate how they will handle money after observing 
or being caught in interparental financial conflicts. Further, 
according to family financial socialization theory, young 

adults’ financial beliefs and behaviors formed during their 
early years will ultimately be associated with the younger 
generation’s well-being (Gudmunson & Danes, 2011; LeB-
aron & Kelley, 2021).

Empirical Studies

Interparental Financial Conflicts: Frequency 
and Resolution Strategies

As with other types of conflicts between parents, interparen-
tal financial conflicts are a multi-faceted construct (van Eldik 
et al., 2020). Regarding the frequency of interparental finan-
cial conflicts, money-related disagreements between two 
partners (i.e., the two parents) took place in 80% of house-
holds, with the frequency as “sometimes” to “often” in 45% 
of households (Britt & Huston, 2012). Compared to non-
money-related conflicts (e.g., housework, sex, and in-laws), 
disagreements over money were more frequent between the 
two partners (Dew & Dakin, 2011; Dew et al., 2012). Thus, 
it is common for offspring to be exposed to money-related 
conflicts between their parents (Ramzan et al., 2021).

Regarding the resolution strategies of interparental 
financial conflicts, prior researchers have usually focused 
on negotiation (the behaviors of facilitating the progress 
of resolution via calming discussion and problem-solving) 
and hostility (anger expression in verbally, non-verbally, 
and physically aggressive ways) (Dew & Dakin, 2011; Dew 
et al., 2012; Gibby et al., 2021; Hancock et al., 2013). The 
assessment of these two strategies—negotiation and hostil-
ity—was consistent with prior studies focusing on construc-
tive and destructive ways to handle conflicts between parents 
(Kopystynska et al., 2020; van Eldik et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 
2021). Whereas negotiation is a constructive resolution strat-
egy, hostility is a destructive resolution strategy (Kopystyn-
ska et al., 2020; van Eldik et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2021). 
Notably, as compared to non-money conflicts, money-related 
conflicts between the two partners were handled with higher 
levels of hostility and lower levels of negotiation, possibly 
because money is a taboo topic related to one’s self-evalu-
ation and vulnerability (Shapiro, 2007) and may therefore 
provoke anger and self-defensiveness (Dew et al., 2012; Dew 
& Dakin, 2011; Papp et al., 2009, 2018).

In addition to negotiation and hostility, we also examine 
the strategy of triangulation, which has been studied as an 
interparental conflict strategy in the U.S. and other West-
ern samples (Kerig, 1996, 2016). The high value placed 
on harmonious family relationships in Chinese societies 
necessitates our inclusion of triangulation as another reso-
lution strategy for interparental financial conflicts (Kwok 
et  al., 2020; Wang et  al., 2017). Because family mem-
bers may assume that the offspring is a responsible party 
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in maintaining family relationships, the offspring may be 
caught in disagreements between parents (e.g., being forced 
to take sides, and finding a way to solve interparental con-
flicts; Wang et al., 2017). Triangulation is associated with 
many adverse outcomes for offspring (e.g., poor psycho-
logical well-being and hindered personal growth) and is 
regarded as destructive versus constructive in handling 
interparental financial conflicts (Kwok et al., 2020; Wang 
et al., 2017).

Interparental Financial Conflicts and Young Adults’ 
Financial Beliefs and Behaviors

Prior researchers have found preliminary evidence for asso-
ciations between interparental financial conflicts and young 
adults’ financial beliefs and behaviors. The hostility strat-
egy used during interparental financial conflicts is associated 
with young adults’ less healthy money management behav-
iors (e.g., unnecessary shopping with credit cards; Allen 
et al., 2007; Hancock et al., 2013). Regarding associations 
between interparental financial conflicts and money vigi-
lance, Allen et al.’s study (2007) suggested the possibility 
that both frequency and the hostility strategy may be related 
to high levels of money vigilance because those who were 
repeatedly exposed to interparental arguments about money 
were more likely to value money as an avenue of achieving 
independence and view money with great caution (compared 
to young adults who witnessed parents collaborate on money 
issues while growing up).

Young Adults’ Financial Beliefs and Behaviors 
and Young Adults’ Well‑Being

Associations between healthy money management and high 
levels of financial well-being or life satisfaction are well-
established (for reviews, see Goyal & Kumar, 2021; Sorgente 
& Lanz, 2017; for empirical studies, see Chan et al., 2021; 
Dew & Xiao, 2011; Li et al., 2019, 2020, 2022). According 
to longitudinal studies that followed up with young adults 
over 5 years, healthy money management was so important 
that—after controlling for constructs such as family socio-
economic status, income, education, and employment sta-
tus—behaviors such as regular saving predicted financial 
and non-financial well-being in the future (Chan et al., 2021; 
Li et al., 2019, 2022).

Regarding associations between money vigilance and 
well-being, money-vigilant individuals often experience 
high levels of financial well-being because of their efforts 
to save, invest, and plan for their financial future (Britt et al., 
2015; Klontz & Britt, 2012; Qamar et al., 2016). Yet, money 
vigilance may have pitfalls. Discretionary expenditures (e.g., 
leisure activities with friends or family members) help peo-
ple get along with important significant others and live a 

comfortable life (Totenhagen et al., 2023; Williams & Page, 
2011). Yet money-vigilant individuals may be overly frugal 
and, in turn, limit their discretionary expenditures (Klontz & 
Britt, 2012; Klontz et al., 2015). Such frugality may prevent 
individuals from enjoying the discretion money can provide 
and, therefore, may be related to reduced life satisfaction.

Interparental Financial Conflicts and Young Adults’ 
Well‑Being

Regarding how interparental financial conflicts may be 
related to young adults’ financial well-being, we have 
reviewed in the two sections above that frequency and reso-
lution strategies should be associated with money vigilance 
and healthy money management (two predictors of financial 
well-being; Allen et al., 2007; Britt et al., 2015; Hancock 
et al., 2013; Sorgente & Lanz, 2017). Regarding associations 
between interparental financial conflicts and young adults’ 
life satisfaction, studies on interparental conflicts more gen-
erally (versus interparental conflicts specific to money) are 
informative.

Specifically, interparental conflicts are repeatedly identi-
fied as predictors of offspring’s well-being in non-financial 
domains (e.g., life satisfaction, mental health, and personal 
growth; for reviews, see Cao et al., 2022; Tiwari & Verma, 
2019; van Eldik et al., 2020). High conflict frequency and 
the use of hostility and triangulation strategies are associated 
with low levels of offspring’s well-being in non-financial 
domains (e.g., low levels of life satisfaction and high levels 
of depression and anxiety; Cao et al., 2022; Kwok et al., 
2020; Tiwari & Verma, 2019; van Eldik et al., 2020; Wang 
et al., 2017). The use of a negotiation resolution strategy is 
associated with high levels of offspring’s well-being in non-
financial domains (van Eldik et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2021). 
As interparental conflicts on money issues are more frequent 
and are characterized by higher hostility and lower negotia-
tion (compared to non-money related conflicts; Dew et al., 
2012; Dew & Dakin, 2011; Papp et al., 2009, 2018), the 
frequency and resolution strategies of interparental financial 
conflicts should also be associated with young adults’ life 
satisfaction.

The Current Study

Using data collected from Hong Kong young adults, we 
aimed to investigate associations among interparental finan-
cial conflicts, young adults’ financial beliefs and behaviors, 
and young adults’ well-being. Integrating the theories of 
family systems and family financial socialization and empiri-
cal studies, we hypothesize the following.

Regarding the associations between interparental finan-
cial conflicts and financial beliefs or behaviors (H1): High 
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frequency, hostility strategy, and triangulation strategy 
should be associated with high levels of money vigilance 
but low levels of healthy money management (H1a-H1c). 
Collaboration strategy should be associated with high levels 
of money vigilance and high levels of healthy money man-
agement (H1d).

Regarding the associations between interparental finan-
cial conflicts and young adults’ well-being (H2): High fre-
quency, hostility strategy, and triangulation strategy should 
be associated with low levels of financial well-being and 
life satisfaction (H2a-H2c). Negotiation strategy should be 
associated with high levels of financial well-being and life 
satisfaction (H2d).

Regarding the associations between young adults’ finan-
cial beliefs and behaviors and young adults’ well-being 
(H3): High levels of money vigilance should be associated 
with high levels of financial well-being but low levels of life 
satisfaction (H3a). Healthy money management should be 
associated with high levels of financial well-being and high 
levels of life satisfaction (H3b).

Regarding indirect pathways (H4): The associations 
between interparental financial conflicts and young adults’ 
well-being (as stated in H2) should be mediated by the levels 
of money vigilance (H4a) and healthy money management 
(H4b).

Methods

Participants and Procedures

Data in this study were drawn from a larger project in which 
researchers aimed to understand finance and well-being 
among Hong Kong young adults (aged 18–30 years old). 
Materials and data from the larger project can be obtained 
by contacting the corresponding author. In the larger project, 
researchers collected the survey data in March and April of 
2022 from 604 young adults via Qualtrics. IRB approval was 
obtained at the corresponding author’s home institution (pro-
ject number anonymized for peer review). To be included 
in the larger project, young adults (1) had to have been liv-
ing in Hong Kong for at least a year (so that participants 
will have had some experience and understanding of money 
management in Hong Kong), and (2) had to be able to read 
the Chinese language (so they could complete the survey, 
which was in the Chinese language). Researchers in the 
larger project used the quota sampling method and consid-
ered age and gender to recruit participants. As a result, the 
distribution of age and gender among 604 young adults was 
equivalent to the population of Hong Kong young adults. 
In addition, the 604 young adults were generally diverse 
in age, education, and income levels (see Supplementary 
Document 1 for details). The survey took up to 20–25 min. 

Upon completing the survey, each participant received 20 
HKD as compensation.

Given the aim of the current study, we only included 
young adults who reported some incidence of interparental 
financial conflicts while growing up (i.e., indicating “yes” to 
the question “By the time you turned 18 years old, did your 
parents have any conflicts or disagreements on money?”). 
The final sample in this study included 312 Hong Kong 
young adults. Among 312 participants, 56.7% identified as 
female and 43.3% as male, and no other gender identity was 
reported. The median age was 24–26 years old; 16.7% were 
18–20 years old, 26.3% were 21–23 years old, 24.7% were 
24–26 years old, and 32.4% were 27–30 years old. For edu-
cation, only 21 young adults (6.7%) were current students; 
the median degree was a bachelor’s degree; 22.4% had a 
high school degree or less, 17.9% had an associate degree, 
51.9% had a bachelor’s degree, and 7.7% had a master’s or 
doctoral degree. For personal monthly income, 49.2% were 
below the local median, and the other 50.8% were above 
the local median (the median income in Hong Kong = about 
20,000 HKD per month; Census & Statistics Department of 
Hong Kong SAR, 2023).

Measures

Most measures were originally developed in Western socie-
ties and published in English. To ensure the wording accu-
racy of the Chinese version, researchers in the larger project 
conducted translation and back translation (Brislin, 1986). 
The full measures (in English) are in Supplementary Docu-
ment 2. The Chinese version can be obtained by contacting 
the corresponding author.

Interparental Financial Conflicts—Frequency 
and Resolution Strategies.

Among young adults who remembered being exposed to 
interparental financial conflicts while growing up, research-
ers in the larger project used a self-developed, ordinal item to 
assess the frequency of these conflicts (“How often did your 
parents have conflicts or disagreements around money?”). 
The responses were from 1 (rarely) to 4 (always). Among 
the 312 participants, the median was “sometimes;” 32.7% 
reported 1 (rarely), 41.3% reported 2 (sometimes), 12.5% 
reported 3(often), and 3.5% reported 4 (always).

Researchers in the larger project developed another item 
for resolution strategies: participants could select from a list 
all actions their parents took to manage money-related con-
flicts (“When your parents had conflicts or disagreements 
about money, they ____”). The list was developed based on 
prior studies on conflict resolution strategies between two 
parents (van Eldik et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2017), which 
included “negotiated with each other,” “blamed each other,” 
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“complained about each other to you,” “had you pass infor-
mation to each other or moderate,” and “cursed or beat up 
each other.”

For each behavior in the list, participants indicated “yes” 
or “no” (see Supplementary Document 3 for the frequency 
analyses of each behavior). In the current study, we followed 
prior studies (van Eldik et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2017) and 
created three binary variables to reflect the use of negotia-
tion strategy (i.e., parents negotiated with each other), hostil-
ity strategy (i.e., parents blamed each other and/or cursed or 
beat up each other), and triangulation strategy (i.e., parents 
complained about each other to their offspring and/or parents 
had their offspring pass information to each other or moder-
ate). For these binary variables, “0” indicated that parents 
did not use the stated strategy, and “1” indicated that parents 
used the stated strategy.

Money Vigilance

We measured vigilance using the 8-item money vigilance 
subscale from the Klontz Money Script Inventory-Revised 
(Taylor et al., 2016). Participants indicated their agreement 
with each statement on a six-point scale from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 6 (strongly agree). An example item is “I would be 
a nervous wreck if I did not have money saved for an emer-
gency.” For descriptive analyses, we calculated scale scores 
by averaging all items, and higher scores indicated higher 
levels of money vigilance. In the main analyses, we created 
a latent construct. The Cronbach’s alpha of this scale was 
0.70. The omega reliability, calculated according to Hayes 
and Coutts (2020), was 0.66.

Healthy Money Management

We assessed healthy money management by adapting seven 
items from Dew and Xiao (2011). Participants indicated 
the frequency of each behavior on a scale ranging from 1 
(never) to 5 (always). An example item is “Paid all your 
bills on time.” For descriptive analyses, we calculated scale 
scores by averaging all items (with reverse items recoded), 
and higher scores indicated healthier money management. In 
the main analyses, we created a latent construct. Cronbach’s 
alpha was 0.73, and the omega reliability was 0.75.

Financial Well‑Being

Because financial well-being contains subjective and objec-
tive aspects (Sorgente & Lanz, 2017), we assessed financial 
well-being using three different scales: financial distress 
(three items; Prawitz et al., 2006), financial satisfaction (one 
item; Xiao et al., 2009), and saving amount (one item; Dew 
& Xiao, 2011). An example item is “On a scale of 1–10, how 
satisfied are you with your present financial situation?” For 

descriptive analyses, we calculated scale scores by averag-
ing all five items (with the three items for financial distress 
reversed), and higher scores indicated higher financial well-
being. In the main analyses, we created a latent construct. 
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.73, and the omega reliability was 
0.72.

Life Satisfaction

We assessed life satisfaction using the five-item Chinese ver-
sion of the Satisfaction of Life Scale (originally developed 
by Diener et al. [1985] and then translated and validated by 
Wang et al., [2009]). Participants indicated their agreement 
with each statement on a six-point scale from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). An example item is “The 
conditions of my life are excellent.” For descriptive analy-
ses, we calculated scale scores by averaging all items, and 
higher scores indicated higher levels of life satisfaction. In 
the main analyses, we created a latent construct. The Cron-
bach’s alpha of this scale was 0.82, and the omega reliability 
was 0.83.

Control Variables

We followed prior studies in controlling for the following 
variables that may be related to our key study constructs: 
young adults’ gender, age, education, income, family socio-
economic status (Adler et al. (2000) subjective, one-item 
measure), credit card debt, other consumer debt, parental 
relationship status currently married versus divorced/sepa-
rated or other [please specify]), and parental affectionate ties 
(close versus not close) (Allsop et al, 2020; Dew & Xiao, 
2011; Li et al., 2019, 2020, 2022). Measures of the control 
variables are in Supplementary Document 4.

Analytic Procedures

We conducted structural equation modeling (SEM) using 
IBM SPSS AMOS version 28. Detailed model specifica-
tion is in Supplementary Document 5, and model fit was 
evaluated using the following indices: comparative fit 
index (CFI > 0.90), the root-mean-square error of approx-
imation (RMSEA < 0.09), and standardized root mean 
square residual (SRMR < 0.09) (Kline, 2015). Starting 
with the pattern of missingness, we examined the propor-
tion of missing values on key study variables and then 
conducted Little’s (1988) missing completely at random 
(MCAR) test using key study variables and covariates. 
The proportion of missing values (i.e., 0.96% or less) on 
key study variables and control variables was minimal, 
and the pattern of missingness was MCAR according to 
Little’s (1988) test (Chi-square = 42.78, df = 38, p = 0.273). 
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We therefore used the default approach in Amos version 
28—full information maximum likelihood (FIML)—to 
handle missingness.

Latent constructs of key study variables were con-
structed to partial out measurement error and simultane-
ously estimate all research interest associations (Kline, 
2015). In addition, control variables listed in the measures 
section were included, and we accounted for covariance 
between financial beliefs and behaviors by estimating the 
covariance between money vigilance and healthy financial 
behaviors. To test the indirect effects in H4, we calculated 
the bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals (CIs) 
based on 5,000 bootstrap resamples (Preacher & Hayes, 
2008). Conclusions regarding the statistical significance 
of indirect pathways were based on 95% bias-corrected 
bootstrapped CIs around the unstandardized indirect 
associations.

Results

Table 1 displays the descriptive analyses and bivariate cor-
relations. The SEM in which all hypothesized associations 
were estimated fit the data adequately: Chi-square = 772.459, 
df = 246, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.904; RMSEA = 0.047; 
SRMR = 0.070. Table 2 displays pathway coefficients for 
the SEM. Table 3 displays the results of bootstrap analyses.  

We found two statistically significant pathways for 
H1 (associations between IPFC and financial beliefs and 
behaviors) (25% of the investigated associations). Parents’ 
hostility strategy and negotiation strategy were both asso-
ciated with higher levels of young adults’ money vigilance, 
which respectively supported H1b and H1d.

For H2 (associations between IPFC and young adults’ 
well-being), we found two statistically significant 

Table 1   Descriptive analyses 
and bivariate correlations 
(N = 312)

IPFC  interparental financial conflicts. Statistically significant correlations at the p < .05 level are bolded
** p < .01 level
*p < .05 level

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 IPFC- frequency 1.87 0.76
2 IPFC- negotiation strategy 0.37 0.48 −.32**

3 IPFC- hostility strategy 0.44 0.50 .38** −.55**

4 IPFC- triangulation strategy 0.36 0.48 .24** −.37** .06
5 Money vigilance 4.23 0.62 −.06 .12* .07 −.09
6 Health money management 3.91 0.68 .04 .04 .05 .06 .24**

7 Financial well-being 3.76 1.18 −.13* .02 −.05 .11 −.09 .29**

8 Life satisfaction 3.68 0.89 −.19** .18** −.14* .01 .05 .15** .37**

Table 2   Standardized pathway 
coefficients in the SEM 
(N = 312)

IPFC  interparental financial conflicts. Statistically significant pathway coefficients  at the p < .05 are 
bolded
Covariance between money vigilance and healthy money management was estimated, and the finding was 
B = .13, S.E. = 0.03, p < .001, ß = .43
***p < .001 level
**p < .01 level
*p < .05 level
+  p = 0.053

Money vigilance Healthy money 
management

Financial well-
being

Life satisfaction

ß t ß t ß t ß t

IPFC- frequency −.06 −0.78 −.01 −0.08 −.12 −1.78 −.08 −1.35
IPFC- negotiation strategy .29 3.25** .13 1.53 −.03 −0.40 .16 2.23*
IPFC- hostility strategy .24 2.84** .02 0.25 .01 0.19 .07 1.00
IPFC- triangulation strategy .01 0.17 .08 1.08 .12 1.93+ .11 1.82
Money vigilance −.30 −2.83** −.20 −2.52*
Healthy money management .26 2.62** .42 4.59***
R2 .12 .14 .31 .35
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pathways (25% of the investigated associations). Parents’ 
negotiation strategy was associated with higher levels of 
young adults’ life satisfaction (supporting H2d). Parents’ 
triangulation strategy was associated with higher levels 
of young adults’ financial well-being (contradicting H2c).

For H3 (associations between young adults’ financial 
beliefs and behaviors and young adults’ well-being), we 
found four statistically significant pathways (100% of the 
investigated associations). Higher levels of money vigi-
lance were associated with lower levels of financial well-
being (contradicting H3a) and lower levels of life satis-
faction (supporting H3a). Higher levels of healthy money 
management were associated with higher levels of finan-
cial well-being (supporting H3b) and higher levels of life 
satisfaction (supporting H3b).

For H4 (indirect pathways), we found four statistically 
significant indirect effects (25% of the calculated indirect 
effects). No statistically significant indirect effects were 
found between frequency or triangulation strategy and young 
adults’ well-being. All four statistically significant indirect 
effects were via money vigilance but not healthy money 
management (supporting H4a but not H4b).

Two statistically significant indirect effects were found 
between hostility strategy and young adults’ well-being. Par-
ents’ hostility strategy was associated with lower levels of 
young adults’ financial well-being and life satisfaction via 
higher levels of young adults’ money vigilance.

The other two statistically significant indirect effects 
were found between negotiation strategy and young adults’ 
well-being. Parents’ negotiation strategy was associated 
with lower levels of young adults’ financial well-being and 
life satisfaction via higher levels of young adults’ money 
vigilance.

Sensitivity Analyses

To further understand the roles played by IPFC frequency 
and resolution strategies in associations with young adults’ 
financial beliefs and behaviors and well-being, we conducted 
an additional set of analyses to detect the potential interac-
tive effects between frequency and resolution strategies. As 
seen in Supplementary Document 6, two interactive effects 
emerged such that the negotiation strategy and frequency 
interacted in associations with money vigilance and healthy 
money management (higher frequency tends to associate 
with higher levels of money vigilance and healthier money 
management among young adults who remembered their 
parents used negotiation strategy). No other statistically sig-
nificant interactive effects emerged.

Discussion

Our study represents initial efforts to test how interparental 
parental financial conflicts (IPFC) can be associated with 
young adults’ financial beliefs and behaviors and, in turn, 
well-being. We used data collected in Hong Kong—a still 
understudied non-Western society—and considered the 
culturally unique aspect of interparental financial conflicts 
within this society. The key findings are as follows.

Patterns that Support and Extend Theories

Overall, the findings in the current study support proposi-
tions from family systems theory (Cox & Paley, 1997; Kerig, 
2016) and family financial socialization theory (Gudmunson 
& Danes, 2011). IPFC—especially the strategies that parents 

Table 3   Unstandardized results for indirect effects calculated based 
on 5,000 bootstrap resamples (N = 312)

IPFC interparental financial conflicts. Statistically significant indirect 
pathway coefficients (at the p < .05 level) are bolded

Indirect effect 95% CI

Low High

Panel A: IFPC- frequency
— > Financial well-being
 Via money vigilance .02 −.03 .12
 Via healthy money management −.002 −.07 .05

— > Life satisfaction
 Via money vigilance .01 −.02 .08
 Via healthy money management −.04 −.08 .08

Panel B: IFPC- negotiation strategy
— > Financial well-being
 Via money vigilance −.14 −.40 −.03
 Via healthy money management .05 −.006 .23

— > Life satisfaction
 Via money vigilance −.10 −.28 −.01
 Via healthy money management .09 −.02 .26

Panel C: IFPC- hostility strategy
— > Financial well-being
 Via money vigilance −.12 −.35 −.02
 Via healthy money management .01 −.06 .13

— > Life satisfaction
 Via money vigilance −.08 −.25 −.01
 Via healthy money management .02 −.13 .14

Panel D: IFPC- triangulation strategy
— > Financial well-being
 Via money vigilance −.01 −.11 .08
 Via healthy money management .04 −.01 .17

— > Life satisfaction
 Via money vigilance −.004 −.07 .05
 Via healthy money management .06 −.03 .19
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used to resolve these conflicts—were associated with young 
adults’ financial well-being and life satisfaction; the financial 
belief of money vigilance played a salient mediating role in 
these associations.

As noted by prior researchers, the interactions and rela-
tionships between two parents will inevitably be linked to 
their offspring’s development (Cox & Paley, 1997; Kerig, 
2016). When disagreeing or arguing with each other about 
money, parents are also passing along some money-related 
messages to their offspring (e.g., how money issues should 
be discussed with others and what are the correct versus 
incorrect ways to gain and use money; Allen et al., 2007; 
Hancock et al., 2013). Because interparental financial con-
flicts are often emotionally charged (e.g., parents being 
angry and self-defensive; Dew et al., 2012; Dew & Dakin, 
2011; Papp et al., 2009, 2018), money messages learned 
from IPFC may be ingrained as offspring forms financial 
beliefs, and in turn, well-being (Britt et al., 2015; Klontz & 
Britt, 2012; Klontz et al., 2015). Thus, family interactions 
and relationships—especially those as emotionally charged 
as IPFC—are key components of the financial socialization 
process.

More Nuanced Findings That Merit Attention

In addition to patterns that confirm and extend theories, the 
nuanced findings below are noteworthy. First, when includ-
ing resolution strategies and frequency of IPFC in the same 
model, limited evidence was found for associations between 
frequency and young adults’ financial beliefs or behaviors 
and, in turn, well-being. Besides, our analyses in Supple-
mentary Document 6 suggested that associations between 
frequency and financial beliefs or behaviors differed across 
the use of negotiation strategy. Collectively, we may con-
clude that resolution strategies were more important than 
the frequency of IPFC in association with the offspring’s 
development, which aligns with prior studies (Goodman 
et al., 1999; Ha et al., 2018). That said, the frequency of 
parents’ disagreeing or arguing with each other about money 
should be reduced. Conflicts between the two parents can 
be cognitively distracting and emotionally distressing for 
their offspring (van Eldik et al., 2020). Because money is 
a sensitive topic related to feelings of security and vulner-
abilities (Shapiro, 2007), IPFC can be especially threatening 
to offspring.

Second, high levels of money vigilance were related 
to low levels of financial well-being and low levels of life 
satisfaction. The association between high levels of money 
vigilance and low levels of life satisfaction was somewhat 
expected because—as some scholars noted (Klontz & Britt, 
2012; Klontz et al., 2015)—the belief that money should be 
handled with great caution (e.g., “It is extravagant to spend 
money on oneself”) may prevent young adults from enjoying 

the benefits brought by money (e.g., leisure activities with 
peers and important others; Totenhagen et al., 2023; Wil-
liams & Page, 2011).

However, the association between high levels of money 
vigilance and low levels of financial well-being was con-
trary to existing studies (Britt et al., 2015; Klontz & Britt, 
2012; Qamar et al., 2016). As research on associations with 
various money scripts is in its infancy, the current study 
provides needed evidence for associations with this specific 
money script. It suggests that money vigilance is indeed an 
unhealthy script for young adults. However, money vigilance 
being an unhealthy script may not be obvious given that—in 
prior studies (Britt et al., 2015; Klontz & Britt, 2012) and 
in the current study (see Table 1)— high levels of money 
vigilance are associated with healthier money management 
such as saving regularly, spending within budget, and track-
ing expenses.

For possible explanations for this finding, we explored 
the possibility of a dualistic process in how money vigilance 
may be related to other key variables in the current study. As 
seen in Supplementary Document 7, money vigilance among 
Chinese young adults—on one hand—included a more 
positive component that encouraged young adults to enact 
healthy money management (“It is important to save for a 
rainy day”). On the other hand, money vigilance included a 
negative component that prohibited young adults from talk-
ing about money with others (“You should not tell others 
how much money you have or make”). The more negative 
component may be contrary to young adults’ developmental 
needs (i.e., learning money management from others; LeB-
aron-Black et al., 2023a). Young adults learn about money 
management from multiple financial socialization agents, 
including parents, colleagues, peers, and romantic partners 
(Curran et al., 2018; LeBaron-Black et al., 2023b). Yet, for 
young adults reporting high levels of money vigilance and 
regarding money as a private issue (e.g., “You should not 
tell others how much money you have or make”), talking 
about money with others can be very difficult. Inadequate 
communication with possible financial socialization agents 
may then prevent young adults from learning what else 
besides saving and budgeting can be done to handle global 
economic adversities and uncertainties in changing markets. 
Thus, with healthy money management (which was related 
to the more positive aspect of money vigilance) controlled 
for, the negative component of money vigilance was detri-
mental (versus beneficial) as young adults pursue financial 
well-being.

Third, the negotiation strategy of IPFC plays a particu-
larly salient role in associations with financial beliefs and, in 
turn, well-being. Yet, the findings are relatively complex. On 
the one hand, it is expected that negotiation would be associ-
ated with high levels of life satisfaction because family sys-
tems theory (Kerig, 2016) has proposed that negotiation in 
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IPFC can positively spill over and bode well for offspring’s 
development. However, negotiation was also associated with 
low levels of financial well-being and life satisfaction via 
high levels of money vigilance. Researchers and clinicians 
may explore further why negotiation may have both benefi-
cial and detrimental implications for young adults’ develop-
ment in the financial domain.

Fourth, in line with both family systems theory (Cox & 
Paley, 1997; Kerig, 2016) and family financial socialization 
theory (Gudmunson & Danes, 2011), the hostility strategy 
in IPFC did not bode well for young adults. If memories of 
interparental financial conflicts were characterized by anger 
and violence (e.g., parents blaming, cursing, or beating each 
other up), young adults would likely prefer to keep money 
issues private rather than risk getting involved in hostile 
interactions with others. Besides, young adults who wit-
nessed higher hostility in IPFC may—as prior scholars indi-
cated (Allen et al., 2007)—have developed money vigilance 
to obtain financial security and independence. Unfortunately, 
the belief in money vigilance was associated with low levels 
of financial well-being in the current study.

Fifth, in the identified indirect associations, it is money 
vigilance that mediated the associations between negotia-
tion or hostility and young adults’ well-being. The lack of 
empirical evidence for the indirect associations via healthy 
financial management may be because young adults learn 
and practice financial behaviors from multiple sources (e.g., 
parents, school, and partner; Curran et al., 2018; LeBaron-
Black et al., 2023a). Yet regarding ingrained financial beliefs 
such as money vigilance, emotionally charged moments dur-
ing the early years (including IPFC) may be especially sali-
ent (Britt et al., 2015; Klontz & Britt, 2012; Klontz et al., 
2015).

Sixth, our findings regarding the triangulation strategy 
of IPFC—the strategy that seems especially common and 
salient in Chinese societies such as Hong Kong (Kwok 
et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2017)—were also noteworthy. 
Interestingly, triangulation was associated with higher (ver-
sus lower) levels of young adults’ well-being. For a pos-
sible explanation, a single episode of family interaction can 
be very informative (Gudmunson & Danes, 2011). Being 
involved in IPFC may have allowed young adults to learn 
“bitter” lessons—but lessons nonetheless—on money man-
agement, which in turn was related to high levels of finan-
cial well-being and life satisfaction both in the current study 
and in previous research (Chan et al., 2021; Li et al., 2019, 
2022).

That said, we highlight that the seemingly positive 
spillover from the triangulation strategy of IPFC to young 
adults’ well-being does not necessarily indicate triangula-
tion as constructive. According to family systems theory 
(Cox & Paley, 1997; Kerig, 2016) and prior studies (Kwok 
et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2017), triangulation is generally 

detrimental for offspring in other ways not measured in the 
current study (e.g., poor psychological well-being and hin-
dered personal growth). Thus, triangulation should be mini-
mized as a strategy in families. However, when triangulation 
during IPFC has occurred in a young adult’s past, clinicians 
are encouraged to optimize the benefits for money manage-
ment behaviors, financial well-being, and life satisfaction 
while helping the young adult heal from any adverse effects.

Limitations, Strengths, and Future Directions

Some limitations need to be noted. First, the study used 
cross-sectional data; thus, we could not determine causal 
relationships among the variables. Future researchers could 
use longitudinal designs to verify how IPFC may be asso-
ciated with young adults’ financial attitudes and behaviors 
and, in turn, well-being. Second, the assessment of IPFC 
was based on how young adults (18–30 years old) remem-
bered their experiences while growing up (before 18 years 
of age). Yet in Asia, parents may hide IPFC from their 
offspring, aiming to shield them from unnecessary wor-
ries (Ramzan et al., 2021). The sample size may therefore 
have been diminished, which limited the statistical power 
of our analyses. The frequency of IPFC and parents’ uti-
lization of destructive resolution strategies (i.e., triangula-
tion and hostility in the current study) may also have been 
underestimated.

Additionally, when investigating associations between 
young adults’ report of early experiences and their current 
well-being, the findings may have been further complicated 
by other constructs (e.g., the current relationship status of 
parents [still married versus divorced or separated or wid-
owed], when those conflicts occurred [early childhood ver-
sus late childhood versus adolescence], and young adults’ 
experiences after turning 18 years old). In the sensitivity 
analyses, we identified little evidence for the confound-
ing roles of the current relationship status of parents (see 
Supplementary Document 8 for details) or the differences 
between those who were younger and those who were older 
(18–23 years old versus 24–30 years; see Supplementary 
Document 9 for details). Information regarding when those 
conflicts occurred, unfortunately, was not collected, prevent-
ing us from additional sensitivity analyses. Collectively, for 
a more accurate estimation, future researchers may collect 
data from parents with offspring below the age of 18 and ask 
about parents’ and young adults’ current experiences. To 
obtain adequate statistical power, 580 households should be 
included (see Supplementary Document 10 for Monte Carlo 
power analysis).

Third, the utilization of single items—which was also 
the case in existing studies on the same topic (Allen et al., 
2007; Gibby et al., 2021; Hancock et al., 2013)—may 
limit the reliability and validity of our assessment of 
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IPFC frequency and resolution strategies. Further, using 
binary variables (yes versus no) to assess resolution strat-
egies—as compared to using continuous measures—can-
not reflect the extent that each strategy was used. Given 
the drawbacks of these single-item measures, our findings 
regarding IPFC are still relatively preliminary. Because a 
field is only as good as its measures and a well-established 
measure is a prerequisite for sound conclusions (LeBaron-
Black et al., 2022), future researchers should develop and 
validate a new assessment tool for the frequency and reso-
lution strategies of IPFC.

In terms of strengths, our sample was specific to Hong 
Kong young adults, a still understudied population. In fam-
ily finance research, the focus on White young adults—of 
whom many are also college students and from the United 
States—has been noted in several reviews or commentar-
ies (Curran et al., 2021; LeBaron & Kelley, 2021). Thus, 
we add to the literature in terms of what is known about 
family financial constructs as specific to Hong Kong young 
adults. We also encourage future researchers to continue 
to study young adults in understudied cultural contexts. 
Second, we drew from family systems theory and fam-
ily financial socialization theory for our study constructs 
and to generate our hypotheses. Third, the examination 
of IPFC is novel in family finance research, including the 
measurement of frequency as well as the three types of 
strategies (i.e., negotiation, hostility, triangulation) that 
we assessed in the current study. Finally, as many young 
adults may have been exposed to IPFC during childhood 
and adolescence (Britt & Huston, 2012; Dew & Dakin, 
2011; Dew et al., 2012), we suggest that future researchers 
and practitioners include IPFC as study constructs in their 
work on how to facilitate young adults’ financial manage-
ment and well-being.

In sum, integrating family systems theory and family 
financial socialization theory, we examined associations 
among IPFC, financial beliefs and behaviors, and well-
being among young adults in Hong Kong. Informed by 
family systems theory, we found that resolution strategies 
of IPFC–especially negotiation and hostility, and to a lesser 
extent, triangulation–can spill over into offspring’s finan-
cial beliefs and well-being. However, the frequency of IPFC 
was barely associated with young adults’ development in 
the financial domain. Drawing from family financial sociali-
zation theory, we evaluated the mediating roles played by 
financial beliefs and behaviors in associations between IPFC 
and well-being. Collectively, we extended the utilization of 
family systems theory in the field of family and personal 
finance. We also expanded the scope of family financial 
socialization theory by responding to the call for research-
ers to test how young adults learn money management from 
family interactions and relationships in a sample of Hong 
Kong young adults.
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