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Abstract
Using data from couples (N ¼ 1,195) who participated in a large community-based study of families, we used maternal reports of
parental discipline to examine mothers’ and fathers’ use of and patterns related to aggressive and nonviolent discipline of their 3year-old child. First, we separately examined mothers’ and fathers’ patterns, or classes, of disciplinary behaviors. Second, we identified joint mother–father class profiles. Maternal reports indicated that the patterns among fathers and mothers were similar, but
fathers were more likely to be in the low-aggression classes than mothers; and mothers were more likely to be in the highaggression classes than fathers. Dyads in which both parents employed high levels of aggressive discipline were characterized
by higher parenting stress, poorer parental relationship, and lower quality community context. The majority (81.2%) of dyads used
congruent disciplinary behaviors. Discordant dyads were similar to dyads in which both parents were high in aggressive discipline,
in that these groups had children with the highest levels of aggressive behavior. Implications highlight the need to target both
mothers and fathers with parent education efforts to reinforce positive parenting.
Keywords
aggressive behavior, child maltreatment, community samples, fathers, latent profile analysis

Theories of family functioning stress the interdependence of
relationships within families (Cox & Paley, 1997). Children
share a parenting context and thus are jointly influenced by
their mothers and fathers. The developmental–ecological
framework (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) in particular highlights
how proximal relationships within the family system, such as
parent-to-child or parent-to-parent interactions, and distal factors, such as those measuring community social disorganization and collective efficacy, influence risk for maltreatment
(Belsky, 1993). For example, interparental violence (or IPV)
increases risk for child maltreatment (Taylor, Guterman, Lee,
& Rathouz, 2009); and the potential influence of IPV may be
heightened for families experiencing high levels of stress
(Margolin & Gordis, 2003) and among immigrant families
(Taylor et al., 2009). Yet, despite the centrality of the coparenting relationship within the developmental–ecological framework, few studies of maltreatment have examined mothers
and fathers as couples or considered the degree to which mothers’ and fathers’ disciplinary behaviors toward their young
children may overlap or be distinct.
A main goal of this study was a preliminary examination of
these issues using mother’s reports of their own and their partners’ use of discipline toward their young child in a sample of
married or cohabiting parents. Research has shown that physical punishment, including spanking or hitting a child with an

object or a stick, increases risk for child maltreatment (Lee,
Grogan-Kaylor, & Berger, 2014; Straus, Hamby, Finkelhor,
Moore, & Runyan, 1998; Zolotor, Theodore, Chang, Berkoff,
& Runyan, 2008). Belsky (1993) suggests that not only the
greater use of physical discipline but also the absence of positive interaction such as parental inductive or reasoning behaviors may contribute to maltreatment. Indeed, it is important
to consider aggressive and nonaggressive parenting in tandem
because these behaviors are not orthogonal and studies
show that physical punishment and other forms of aggressive
discipline often occur in the context of parental warmth
(Deater-Deckard et al., 2011; Lee, Altschul, & Gershoff,
2013) or nonviolent discipline, such as time-out (Lee, Kim,
Taylor, & Perron, 2011). We assessed maternal report of their
own and their partners’ disciplinary behaviors and examined
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the extent to which nonviolent behaviors may co-occur or be
distinct from parents’ aggressive discipline.
We utilized a latent profile analysis approach that allowed
careful examination of the parenting subsystem based on both
parents’ discipline toward their 3-year-old child. Building
from the developmental–ecological framework, we examined
how dyadic disciplinary behavior profiles were linked to the
ecology of the home environment, including parental relationship quality, child behavioral problems, and community context factors. In doing so, our research provides a first step in
addressing (1) how mothers and fathers differ or are similar
in their discipline of young children, (2) how parental disciplinary behavior profiles relate to measures associated with
maltreatment risk factors across the developmental–ecological framework, and (3) whether discordant or concordant disciplinary styles are associated with child behavior problems.
We focus on 3-year-olds because parental physical punishment, like spanking, peaks around this age (Straus & Stewart,
1999), and young children and toddlers are at heightened vulnerability for maltreatment and abuse (Klein & Harden,
2011).

Mothers’ and Fathers’ Parenting Behaviors of
Young Children
There are a number of reasons to examine both mothers’ and
fathers’ parenting behaviors. In studies based on parents’
self-report, mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behaviors have distinct effects on their children’s outcomes when their respective
parenting influences are taken into account (Stolz, Barber, &
Olsen, 2005). For example, fathers’, but not mothers’, higher
levels of permissive discipline, in which parents make few
demands on their children and do not consistently impose rules
or discipline, are associated with preschool children’s increased
externalizing behaviors (Jewell, Krohn, Scott, Carlton, & Meinz,
2008). Similar to research with mothers (Taylor, Manganello,
Lee, & Rice, 2010), paternal physical punishment was associated with increased child aggression in preschool (Lee, Taylor,
Altschul, & Rice, 2013) and adolescence (Prinzie, Onghena, &
Hellinckx, 2006). Fathers’ parenting influences extend to children’s cognitive domains, with studies showing that fathers’
warmth and stimulating parenting predicted enhanced academic
outcomes for children, whereas fathers’ restrictive discipline
predicted lower academic skills (Coley, Lewin-Bizan, &
Carrano, 2011).
In the maltreatment literature, few studies have assessed the
range of disciplinary tactics that children may be exposed to
from mothers and fathers even though some prior research suggests that mothers and fathers spank young children at comparable rates (Day, Peterson, & McCracken, 1998; Straus &
Stewart, 1999). As a result, prior research may underestimate
children’s exposure to discipline. In addition, few prior studies
have examined mothers’ perceptions of whether mothers and
fathers differ in their use of nonviolent discipline. Thus, examination of both parents may more fully explain potential

variation in maltreatment risk associated with mothers’ and
fathers’ parenting behaviors.
Furthermore, little is known about discordant or concordant disciplinary styles within couples. Prior research has
examined predictors of maternal and paternal physical and
psychological aggression in separate models (Slep &
O’Leary, 2007). Other studies, which used observational
methods as well as child report of parent behavior, indicate
that mothers and fathers in couples tend to have similar levels of negative and supportive parenting (Martin, Ryan, &
Brooks-Gunn, 2007; Ryan, Martin, & Brooks-Gunn, 2006;
Simons & Conger, 2007). However, while the majority of
parents have complementary parenting styles, some do not
(Simons & Conger, 2007), and a small body of research
points to the potential importance of discordant parenting
styles. In one study, adolescents’ adjustment scores were
lowest when both parents (concordant) were high in authoritarianism or when fathers were permissive and mothers
were authoritarian (discordant; McKinney & Renk, 2008).
Another study, using child report of parents’ behavior,
showed that child outcomes differed by how parental styles
were combined. Results suggested that the unique clustering
of parenting style within couples is important and that harsh
or ‘‘authoritarian’’ parenting, even if it is experienced from
one parent but not the other, may be related to negative outcomes for children (Simons & Conger, 2007). These studies
(McKinney & Renk, 2008; Simons & Conger, 2007) suggest
that, rather than being driven by one parent’s approach or
behaviors, children’s outcomes may vary due to the balance
of parenting behaviors within couples. However, studies
have focused on children’s cognitive outcomes (Martin
et al., 2007; Ryan et al., 2006) or adolescents (McKinney
& Renk, 2008; Simons & Conger, 2007). We extend this
research by examining how concordant or discordant parental discipline may relate to preschool-age children’s behavioral problems, and we assess whether children may
potentially be buffered from the negative effects of aggression from one parent when their parents have discordant disciplinary approaches, that is, one parent is characterized by
high levels of aggressive discipline and the other parent is
characterized by low levels of aggressive discipline.

The Current Study
This study was guided by three objectives. The first objective
was to describe mothers’ and fathers’ disciplinary behavior patterns, or classes, of parental discipline toward their 3-year-old
child. Our analyses should be considered a first step in part
because our reliance on mothers’ report of fathers’ disciplinary
behaviors, rather than fathers’ self-report, may introduce measurement bias and inaccuracy in estimating fathers’ behaviors.
To determine disciplinary behavior patterns, or classes, we
used latent class analysis (LCA), a person-centered analysis
that seeks to determine whether unique or distinct homogenous
classes exist within a heterogeneous data set (Muthen, 2001;
Roesch, Villodas, & Villodas, 2010). Based on mothers’
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assessments, we examined mothers’ and fathers’ disciplinary
acts separately (first-order LCA) and jointly (second-order
LCA). LCA provides a vantage point from which to understand
distribution and variability in behaviors that are not orthogonal,
for example, as discussed previously, parents who spank their
children but who may also use acts of nonviolent discipline
(Lee, Kim, Taylor, & Perron, 2011) or be warm and responsive
(Deater-Deckard et al., 2011; Lee, Altschul, & Gershoff, 2013).
We expected that a greater percentage of mothers than fathers
will use all forms of discipline, because mothers spend more
time caring for young children (Craig, 2006). We also hypothesized that the majority of couples would be congruent in disciplinary style.
The second objective built on the developmental–ecological
model to examine parenting dyads and the parenting context.
We hypothesized that parenting stress (Taylor et al., 2009)
would be higher, and parental relationship quality would be
lower, among the disciplinary classes characterized by high
levels of parent-to-child aggression. Prior research demonstrates elevated risk for child behavioral problems among children who experience physical punishment (Taylor et al., 2010)
or psychological abuse (Wang & Kenny, 2013). Therefore, we
hypothesized that behavior problems would be highest among
those children who experienced the highest levels of parental
aggression. We examined both externalizing and internalizing
behavior problems because they reflect distinct biological temperamental predispositions that manifest in behavioral
responses (anger and irritability, or inhibition and fearfulness)
exacerbated by threatening environments, including those
characterized by maternal harsh punishment (Sturge-Apple,
Davies, Martin, Cicchetti, & Henteges, 2012).
Additionally, a key tenet of the developmental–ecological
framework is that neighborhood processes play a role in the
etiology of child maltreatment (Coulton, Korbin, & Su,
1999). To address this aspect of the parenting context, we
examined maternal perceptions of negative neighborhood processes, shown to influence parents’ psychological distress and
depression, which in turn predict harsh parenting and child
behavior problems (Gutman, McLoyd, & Tokoyawa, 2008;
Kohen, Leventhal, Dahinten, & McIntosh, 2005). Maternal
perceptions of neighborhood processes may be related to maltreatment through indirect pathways, whereby more positive
neighborhood processes are associated with lower parenting
stress and greater personal control (Guterman, Lee, Taylor, &
Rathouz, 2009). We hypothesized that parental aggressive discipline would be associated with higher levels of negative
neighborhood processes.
The third objective was to investigate parents’ concordance
in use of discipline. We examined whether children’s behavior
was associated with concordant high-aggression parenting or
discordant parenting. Although our analyses were exploratory,
we hypothesized that discordant behavior profiles and concordant high-aggression disciplinary behavior profiles would be
similar to the extent that both would be associated with greater
child behavioral problems when compared to concordant lowaggression parents.

Method
This study utilized data from the Fragile Families and Child
Well-Being Study (FFCWS), a birth-cohort study following
new parents and their children in 20 U.S. cities that oversampled nonmarital births at baseline (Reichman, Teitler, Garfinkel, & McLanahan, 2001). Core interviews were conducted
with mothers and fathers of 4,898 index children at the child’s
birth, with follow-up core interviews when the child was 1, 3,
and 5 years of age. An add-on study, called the In-Home Longitudinal Study of Pre-School Aged Children, included mothers’
report of child behavior, community context variables, and
aggressive parenting behaviors of both parents. The In-Home
study was conducted with a subset of mothers only; fathers
were not included. Verbal and written informed consent was
obtained from participants at each interview, and all respondents were informed of the interviewers’ obligation to report
observations of child abuse. A detailed description of the sampling strategy and related issues can be found in Reichman,
Teitler, Garfinkel, and McLanahan (2001).

Participants
This study included married or cohabiting mothers and fathers
who were both residing in the home at the time of the FFCWS
3-year core interviews (N ¼ 1,414). A large number of FFCWS
parents did not meet our study criteria of being married or cohabiting at the 3-year interviews and thus were not included in our
sample. We excluded couples with incomplete information from
the fathers’ 3-year core interview (N ¼ 95), incomplete information from the In-Home study (N ¼ 81), or incomplete information from the mothers’ 3-year core interview (N ¼ 43), resulting
in a subsample of 1,195 couples for analysis.
All couples (N ¼ 1,195) were married (61.9%) or cohabiting
(39.1%). The majority of mothers (35.2%) and fathers (37.7%)
were African American, followed by White-Caucasian (32.8%
of mothers; 31.1% of fathers), Hispanic (26.9% of mothers;
26.6% of fathers), or other race/ethnic group (5.1% of mothers;
4.7% of fathers). Average age of mothers and fathers at the time
of the child’s birth was 26.7 and 29.1 years, respectively.
Almost half of the mothers (47.7%) and fathers (45.6%) had
some college experience or higher education, 27.4% of mothers
and 30.4% of fathers had a general equivalency diploma or high
school diploma, and 25.0% of mothers and 24.0% of fathers
had less than a high school degree.

Measures
All study measures were assessed when the index child was 3
years old. Measures of mothers’ and fathers’ discipline of the
child, child behavioral problems, and perceived community
processes were based on mothers’ report during the 3-year
In-Home study interview. Mothers and fathers self-reported
parenting stress, perceived support from spouse, relationship
quality, and psychological aggression during the 3-year core
interview.
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Table 1. Descriptive Summary of Parent–Child Conflict Tactics Scale Items.

%a
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14

Explain
Give something else
Time-Out
Shout, yell
Take away privilege
Threaten to spank
Spank
Slap
Hit
Swear, curse
Pinch
Shake
Threaten to send away
Call dumb/lazy

97.5
85.9
75.8
61.5
64.1
61.3
53.5
40.9
14.1
7.9
2.3
1.8
2.4
1.7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

99.3

91.8

88.3

82.3

75.4

74.8

70.8

57.3

19.4

14.5

7.8

4.6

3.9

3.4

0.32
0.26*
—
0.38*
0.63*
0.29*
0.37*
0.25*
0.19*
0.22*
1.00*
0.24
0.05
0.34

0.09
0.37*
0.32*
—
0.38*
0.57*
0.60*
0.52*
0.40*
0.68*
0.53*
0.49*
0.38*
0.21

0.35*
0.44*
0.49*
0.32*
—
0.36*
0.33*
0.34*
0.27*
0.12
0.35*
0.28
0.24*
0.12

0.13
0.27*
0.34*
0.51*
0.32*
—
0.64*
0.59*
0.49*
0.39*
0.37*
0.24*
0.27*
0.10

0.42*
0.27*
0.37*
0.57*
0.31*
0.67*
—
0.70*
0.53*
0.39*
0.39*
0.46*
0.17
0.07

0.07
0.29*
0.30*
0.48*
0.23*
0.62*
0.63*
—
0.46*
0.42*
0.50*
0.49*
0.30*
0.14

0.10 0.14 0.40* 1.00 0.23
0.29* 0.17
0.22 0.18
0.27
0.23* 0.17* 0.17 0.26
0.03
0.43* 0.52* 0.37* 0.37* 0.43*
0.18* 0.10
0.18* 0.21* 0.01
0.62* 0.52* 0.26* 0.29* 0.42*
0.48* 0.40* 0.34* 0.34* 0.22*
0.45* 0.41* 0.27* 0.27* 0.27*
—
0.43* 0.28* 0.42* 0.36*
0.43*
—
0.44* 0.39* 0.46*
0.49* 0.37*
—
0.38* 0.30*
0.52* 0.49* 0.48* —
0.41*
0.37* 0.52* 0.34* 0.65*
—
0.39* 0.61* 0.42 0.68
0.62*

—
0.26
0.49*
—
0.43* 0.40*
0.27* 0.41*
0.44* 0.48*
0.23* 0.36*
0.42* 0.32*
0.17
0.38*
0.17
0.23*
0.13
0.09
0.07
0.07
0.11
0.01
0.06
0.08
0.29 0.23

0.25
0.04
0.06
0.40*
0.10
0.21
0.14
0.10
0.32*
0.54*
0.53*
0.44
0.39*
—

Note. Tetrachoric correlation coefficients are presented; Numbers above the diagonal are for mothers and numbers below the diagonal are for Fathers. aPercentage of mothers and fathers who used a CTSPC behavior at least once in the past year.
*p < .05.

Parental disciplinary behavior. Maternal report of the Parent–
Child Conflict Tactics Scales (CTSPC; Straus et al., 1998)
measured whether in the past 12 months the mother or father
utilized specific disciplinary behaviors (0 ¼ absent, 1 ¼ present). Table 1 lists all 14 items analyzed in the LCA model. The
use of a dichotomous variable is appropriate for the LCA
(Roesch et al., 2010) and is recommended for nonclinical populations because of the skewed distribution of some CTSPC
items (Straus, 2004; Straus et al., 1998).
Child behavioral problems. Child Behavior Checklist 1.5–5
(CBCL 1.5–5; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000) aggressive behavior, depressed/anxious behavior, and withdrawn behavior subscales measured child behavior problems, as reported by
mothers during the In-Home interview. The same response
scale (0 ¼ not true, 1 ¼ somewhat or sometimes true, 2 ¼ very
true or often true) was used for each subscale. For aggressive
behavior (19 items; a ¼ .87), items included (child) is defiant,
is demanding, and destroys others’ things. For anxious/
depressed behavior (8 items, a ¼ .63), items included: [child]
clings to adults, feelings hurt easily, and looks unhappy. For
withdrawn behavior (8 items, a ¼ .67), items included: [child]
avoids eye contact and shows little affection.
Parenting stress index–short form (PSI-SF). Parenting stress was
measured using 4 items from the Parental Distress Subscale of
PSI-SF (Abidin, 1995). Mothers and fathers reported their agreement (1 ¼ strongly agree to 4 ¼ strongly disagree) with questions such as ‘‘Being a parent is harder than I thought it would
be’’ (amothers ¼ .73; afathers ¼ .95). Responses were reverse
scored such that higher scores indicate greater parenting stress.
Perceived support from spouse. Mothers and fathers reported their
agreement with 6 items measuring how often the other parent

expressed support (3 ¼ often, 2 ¼ sometimes, and 1 ¼ never).
Items included: ‘‘She/he is fair and willing to compromise
when you have a disagreement’’ (amothers ¼ .77; afathers ¼
.68). Responses were reverse scored such that higher scores
indicate greater perceived support.
Relationship quality. Mothers and fathers reported relationship
quality using two questions. The first question asked, ‘‘In general, would you say that your relationship with him or her is
excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor?’’ This item was
scored so higher scores indicate greater relationship quality.
The second question asked, ‘‘How often do you and [father/
mother] argue about things that are important to you?’’ (1 ¼
Never to 5 ¼ Always).
Psychological aggression. Mothers and fathers reported psychological aggression using 4 items adapted from the Spouse Observation Checklist (Weiss & Margolin, 1977). Items included:
[Child’s father/mother] ‘‘tries to keep you from seeing or talking with your friends or family’’ and [Child’s father/mother]
‘‘tries to prevent you from going to work or school.’’ A binary
variable (0 ¼ no, 1 ¼ yes) was constructed to indicate whether
the mother or the father had experienced any of these forms of
psychological aggression.
Community context. Three scales were used to measure maternal
perceived community processes. First, collective efficacy
(Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997; a ¼ .87) was measured
using 5 items assessing informal social control and 5 items
assessing social cohesion. Mothers indicated how likely they
thought residents in their neighborhood would intervene in a
series of situations such as ‘‘children skipping school and hanging out on a street corner,’’ or mothers’ agreement with statements such as ‘‘people around here are willing to help their
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neighbors.’’ Higher scores indicate higher levels of collective
efficacy. Social disorganization (Coulton et al., 1999; a ¼
.93) was measured using 8 items that asked mothers how often
the following took place in their neighborhood such as ‘‘drug
dealers or users hanging around,’’ ‘‘drunks hanging around,’’
and ‘‘disorderly or misbehaving groups of teenagers.’’ Higher
scores indicate higher levels of social disorganization. Community violence (Selner-O’Hagan, Kindlon, Buka, Raudenbush, &
Earls, 1998; a ¼ .75) was measured using 7 items to indicate
how often (0 ¼ never to 4 ¼ more than 10 times) mothers were
exposed to violence carried out by people outside of their circle
of loved ones, such as how often they saw someone ‘‘get hit,
slapped, punched, or beaten up.’’ Higher scores indicate more
community violence.

Analysis Plan
Step 1: First-order LCA of mothers and fathers disciplinary
behaviors in separate models. First, we analyzed the
CTSPC items to identify independent latent profiles of
mothers’ and fathers’ disciplinary behaviors. The model
parameters were free to vary for both mothers’ and
fathers’ models, and we examined number of classes and
overall model structure in terms of posterior probability
of each model. The empirical model fit was assessed
using Bayesian information criterion (BIC), entropy, and
Lo–Mendell–Rubin likelihood ratio test (Lo, Mendell, &
Rubin, 2001). In addition, the conceptual fit of the model
was considered by examining the LCA results, model
diagnostics, and a visual representation of the disciplinary
styles.
Step 2: Single LCA of mothers and fathers with measurement model invariance constraints. We examined
whether the identified disciplinary behavior profiles of
mothers and fathers were similar or different. Thompson
and Green (2006) suggest a procedure for assessing
between-group differences in factor means of a continuous latent variable. We imposed a series of constraints
on the models identified in Step 1 in terms of the number
of classes (structural equivalence test), probability of
endorsing individual CTSPC items (measurement equivalence test), and relative proportions of classes (factor/
class mean equivalence test). The test of these constraints
was conducted using likelihood ratio w2 tests and comparison of other model fit indexes such as BIC and Akaike
information criterion between the models with and without the constraints.
Step 3: Joint (second order) LCA of mothers and fathers with
measurement invariance constraints. In this step, the firstorder LCA model solutions identified separately for
mothers and fathers in Step 2 were subjected to a
second-order LCA of joint disciplinary behaviors. Conceptually, the second-order LCA seeks to identify dyadic
mother–father patterns to show potential interdependence
of parents’ disciplinary styles. Analytically, this approach
is similar to a second-order confirmatory factor analysis.

Step 4: Validation of the second-order LCA model. We
examined the association between dyadic class membership and variables guided by relevant literature. LCA subgroups may be validated if theoretically predicted
relationships are empirically observed. For example, correlation between parental relationship quality and LCA
parenting dyads’ use of parent-to-child aggression would
show associations that would be expected based on the
extant literature.

Results
Table 1 presents a descriptive summary of the CTSPC items
and bivariate correlations among the items. Spanking and slapping were the two most common types of physical aggression
for both mothers and fathers. Overall, more mothers reported
that they used aggressive discipline such as spanking, w2(3,
N ¼ 1,195) ¼ 308.1, p < .001; hitting, w2(3, N ¼ 1,195) ¼
501.0, p < .001; or slapping, w2(3, N ¼ 1,195) ¼ 393.2, p <
.001, than they reported their partner used the same. For some
items, the CTSPC yearly prevalence rates observed in Straus,
Hamby, Finkelhor, Moore, and Runyan’s (1998) nationally
representative study of U.S. households were quite similar to
those observed in the current study. For example, among mothers in the current study, 19.4% hit their child and 82.3%
shouted or yelled at their child, compared to 20.7% and
84.7% (respectively) of the respondents in Straus and colleagues’ study. However, slapping was more common in the
current study, with 57.3% of mothers saying they had slapped
their child, compared to 36.9% in Straus et al. For the most serious form of physical aggression, nearly 5% of mothers said
they had shaken their child, compared to 9% in Straus and colleagues’ study. For the most serious form of verbal aggression,
only 3.4% of the mothers in the current study had called their
child dumb or lazy or some other name like that, compared
to 16.3% of the parents in Straus and colleagues’ (1998) study.
These differences may be due to the fact that physical aggression toward toddlers is more common than verbal aggression
(Straus & Stewart, 1999), and our study included parents of
3-year-olds, whereas Straus et al. included parents of any child
under age 18.

Model Fit for First-Order LCA Classes
Step 1 identified different four-class LCA models of disciplinary behavior, one for mothers and the other for fathers. Because
the same number of classes was identified for mothers and
fathers, three models with different levels of model constraints
were compared with each other in Step 2. In the first model, no
constraints were imposed on probabilities of endorsing class
indicators (i.e., CTSPC items), given an LCA model or relative
proportion of class membership (i.e., factor mean), hence a free
model. The second model assumed that mothers’ probability of
endorsing a specific class indicator would be the same as
fathers’ if they were in the same class and that relative
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Class 1 (Mother: 7%; Father: 22%) Low discipline
Class 2 (Mother: 21%; Father: 31%) Low aggression
Class 3 (Mother: 54%; Father: 41%) Moderate physical aggression
Class 4 (Mother: 18%; Father: 6%) High physical & psychological aggression
1
0.9

Probability

0.8
0.7
0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3
0.2
0.1
0

Disciplinary Behaviors (CTSPC)
Figure 1. Parents’ probability of engaging in disciplinary behaviors based on LCA model with measurement invariance constraint. Note. LCA ¼
latent class analysis.

proportion of class membership among mothers could be
different from the same among fathers, hence an endorsement probability invariance model. The last model assumed
no difference between mothers and fathers in terms of probability of endorsing a specific class indicator in a same class
or a relative proportion of class membership, hence an
endorsement probability and class proportion invariance
model. Steps 1 and 2 of the previously described analysis
procedure resulted in an endorsement probability invariance
model with four distinct classes of mothers and fathers
based on their parenting behaviors, which confirmed that,
when examined separately, the mother and father disciplinary style group would be similar with each other in type and
nature but not in proportional distribution across different
style groups.
We examined a set of model fit statistics to decide the best
fitting models among free, an endorsement probability invariance, and an endorsement probability and class proportion
invariance models. While a free model without any constraints
appeared to fit better than an endorsement probability invariance model based on a likelihood ratio test, w2(56, N ¼
1,195) ¼ 119.7, p < .001, BIC, and sample size adjusted BIC
values of the free model (BIC ¼ 23,487.3; adjusted BIC ¼
23,112.5) worsened when compared to the endorsement probability invariance model (BIC ¼ 23,209.0; adjusted BIC ¼
23,012.0).A model with an endorsement probability and a class
proportion invariance model appeared worse in terms of a likelihood ratio test, w2(3, N ¼ 1,195) ¼ 221.2, p < .001), BIC
(¼23,347.1), and a sample size–adjusted BIC (¼23,159.7) than
an endorsement probability invariance model.

Figure 1 summarizes the parenting profiles based on the
measurement invariance LCA model of mothers’ and fathers’
behaviors. The following labels describe the disciplinary behavior profiles: Low Discipline (LD, Class 1), Low Aggression
(LA (Class 2), Moderate Physical Aggression (MPA, Class
3), and High Physical and Psychological Aggression (HPPA,
Class 4). As seen in the figure, parents in the LA, MPA, and
HPPA groups did not differ greatly in their use of nonviolent
discipline. More detailed description of these first-order disciplinary behavior profiles may be found in Lee and colleagues
(2011).

Model Fit for Second-Order LCA Classes
Given the measurement invariant LCA models of parenting
behaviors of mothers and fathers, the second-order LCA model
was calculated. All of the indices indicate that the four-class
second-order LCA model as best fitting (Table 2). Table 3 summarizes the second-order LCA results. Class 1 was characterized by mothers using moderate level of physical aggression
(MPA) and fathers using moderate or low aggression (MPA
or LA). Class 2 was characterized primarily by mothers from
any discipline group (LD, MPA, LA, or HPPA) combined with
fathers with low levels of discipline (LD). Mother and father
couples in Class 3 have highly congruent disciplinary styles
with each employing low aggression (LA) strategies. Class 4
has the highest level of aggressive discipline. Mothers in this
class use both high physical and psychological aggression
(HPPA) and fathers have either moderate physical aggression
(MPA) or high physical and psychological aggression (HPPA).
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Table 2. Fit Indices of LCA Models With Six Second-Order Class Models.

1 class
2 classes
3 classes
4 classes
5 classes
6 classes

LL(H0)

Scaling factor

# of free parameters

AIC

BIC

Adj. BIC

Pearson w2

LR w2

Entropy

11384.8
11138.1
11034.2
10972.3
10972.3
10972.3

1.291
1.332
1.127
1.068
0.987
0.938

62
69
76
83
90
97

22893.6
22414.1
22220.4
22110.5
22124.5
22138.5

23209.0
22765.0
22606.9
22532.7
22582.3
22631.9

23012.0
22545.9
22365.5
22269.0
22296.4
22323.7

15932.4
12544.6
12535.6
12269.3
12269.3
12269.3

3892.8
3470.6
3415.7
3361.3
3361.3
3361.3

0.702
0.747
0.822
0.854
0.848
0.832

Note. LCA ¼ latent class analysis; AIC ¼ Akaike information criterion; BIC ¼ Bayesian information criterion. The fourth class had the best fit across all indices.

Table 3. Second-Order LCA Model of Mother–Father Discipline Behavior.
Disciplinary behavior

Class counts

Second-Order class (%)

Mother

Father

Most likely latent class

Estimated posterior probability

Class 1 (45.0)

MPA
MPA
MPA
LD
LA
HPPA
LA
HPPA
HPPA

MPA
LA
LD
LD
LD
LD
LA
MPA
HPPA

N (%)
421 (35.2)
106 (8.9)
90 (7.5)
134 (11.2)
48 (4.0)
18 (1.5)
193 (16.2)
52 (4.4)
122 (10.2)

N (%)
383.0 (32.1)
97.4 (8.2)
91.7 (7.7)
137.8 (11.5)
39.8 (3.3)
15.1 (1.3)
207.3 (17.3)
43.5 (3.6)
121.7 (10.2)

Class 2 (24.3)

Class 3 (16.2)
Class 4 (14.6)

Note. LCA ¼ latent class analysis; LD ¼ low discipline; LA ¼ low aggression; MPA ¼ moderate physical aggression; HPPA ¼ high physical and psychological aggression; Class 1 [mother(MPA)–father(MPA /LA)]; Class 2 [mother (mixed)–father (LD)]; Class 3 [mother (LA)–father (LA)]; Class 4 [mother (HPPA)–father (HPPA/
MPA)].

Confirming one of this study’s hypotheses, the majority of
couples (81.2%) employed mutually congruent disciplinary
behaviors, defined as dyads in which the second-order LCA
disciplinary behavior classes were either in the same class
(e.g., LD mother and LD father) or in immediately adjoining
classes (e.g., LA mother and LD father). Additionally, more
fathers than mothers were in the low-aggression classes and
fewer fathers than mothers were in the high-aggression classes.

Examination of the Parenting Context
Results presented in Table 4 indicate that children of Class 4
[mother (HPPA)–father (HPPA/MPA)] parents had the highest
levels of aggression and withdrawn behaviors. In contrast,
lower discipline Class 2 [mother (mixed)–father (LD)] and
Class 3 [mother (LA)–father (LA)] had children with the lowest
aggression behaviors. Also, children from Class 1 [mother
(MPA)–father (MPA/LA)] and Class 4 were more likely to
present aggressive, w2(3, N ¼ 1,194) ¼ 29.0, p < .001, and
withdrawn behaviors, w2(3, N ¼ 1,194) ¼ 9.5, p ¼ .023, above
borderline clinical cut points in terms of CBCL scores (Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000) than children from Class 2 and Class 3.
High levels of aggressive discipline were associated with negative neighborhood processes, including lower levels of collective efficacy, and higher levels of social disorganization and
community violence. Class 4 mothers had significantly higher

levels of parenting stress compared to other classes. However,
there were no differences in fathers’ parenting stress.
Parental relationship quality was also associated with class
membership. Mothers in Class 4 reported significantly lower
levels of perceived support from fathers, more frequent arguing
with fathers, and lower rating of overall relationship quality
when compared to mothers in the other classes. Similarly,
fathers in Class 4 reported significantly lower level of perceived support from mothers than those in Class 2, more frequent arguing with mothers than those in Class 1 and 2, and
lower rating of overall relationship quality compared to fathers
in all other classes. Further, a higher proportion of mothers in
Class 4 reported father-to-mother psychological aggression
than those in Class 3.

Analysis of Discordant and Concordant Parenting Styles
We defined concordant parenting dyads as those in which both
parents were included in the same first-order class or in the
immediately adjoining class (e.g., LD or LA for low aggression
and MPA or HPPA for high aggression). This definition
resulted in four dyad groupings, as shown in Table 5. There
were no couples in which the mother was in a lowaggression class, while the father was in a high-aggression
class.
All child behavior problems significantly differed by the
four parenting dyad groupings of discordant and concordant
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c

2.07a
(0.75)
3.35a
(0.31)
4.24a
(0.87)
2.61a
(0.79)
25.99%

2.06a
(0.64)
3.33a,b
(0.30)
4.18a
(0.86)
2.62a
(0.73)
25.91%

b

(9.33)
(5.68)
(1.64)

2.08
(0.67)
3.33
(0.32)
4.16
(0.88)
2.65
(0.77)
26.35%

36.79a
11.73a
0.60a,

(4.95)
(1.95)

(SD)

2.18a
(0.73)
3.33a
(0.37)
4.01a
(0.97)
2.74a
(0.78)
15.36%

(9.72)
(6.85)
(2.55)

37.34a
13.41
0.96a,

7.13a
1.67a

Mean

2.22a
(0.59)
3.33a
(0.33)
4.04a
(0.92)
2.80a
(0.74)
11.62%

(9.48)
(6.54)
(2.19)

36.85
13.07
0.82

(5.07)
(2.02)

(SD)

9.96
1.76a

Mean

Class 2 (24%)

2.23
(0.64)
3.31
(0.36)
4.00
(0.95)
2.81
(0.78)
13.63%

(5.41)
(2.01)

9.31
1.77

(SD)

Class 1 (45%)

8.74%

(0.62)
(0.35)
(0.98)
(0.79)

(8.86)
(5.55)
(1.05)

(4.90)
(1.68)

(SD)

2.03a
(0.65)
3.33a, c
(0.32)
4.22a
(0.82)
2.63a, b
(0.78)
24.46%

2.12a
3.36a
4.10a
2.76a

37.83a
11.91a
0.46b

7.77a
1.53a

Mean

Class 3 (16%)

(0.62)
(0.39)
(0.94)
(0.83)
22.56%

(9.28)
(7.10)
(2.58)

(5.59)
(2.31)

(SD)

2.17a
(0.65)
3.26b,c
(0.37)
3.91
(0.96)
2.81b
(0.86)
30.49%

2.45
3.18
3.71
3.03

34.36
15.52
1.21c

12.66
2.26

Mean

Class 4 (15%)

1.58 (3, 1191)
3.33* (3, 1142)
5.82***(3, 1178)
3.02*(3, 1178)
1.86 (3)

9.65*** (3, 1191)
9.55*** (3, 1148)
6.49*** (3, 1190)
5.82*** (3, 1190)
17.34** (3)

5.18** (3, 1187)
14.81*** (3, 1160)
5.37** (3, 1190)

51.32*** (3, 1190)
4.63** (3, 1190)

F(df1, df2) or w2(df)d

Note. FTM ¼ father-to-mother; psych ¼ psychological; MTF ¼ mother-to-father. Class 1 [mother(MPA)-father(MPA/LA)]; Class 2 [mother (mixed)-father (LD)]; Class 3 [mother (LA)-father (LA)]; Class 4
[mother (HPPA)-father (HPPA/MPA)]; a,b,c In each row, means with the same letter are not significantly different from each other at the .05 level. dF-statistic is presented for continuous variables; w2 is presented
for dichotomous variables; eHigher scores mean high levels of the construct.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Child behavior (range)
CBCL aggression (0–30)e
CBCL withdrawn (0–14)e
Community context (range)
Collective efficacy (6–50)e
Social disorganization (8–32)e
Community violence (0–28)e
Mother’s report (range)
Parenting stress (1–4)e
Support from spouse (1.8–3.8)e
Relationship quality (1–5)e
Parents argue (1–5)e
FTM psych aggression
Father’s report (range)
Parenting stress (1–4)e
Support from spouse (1.8–3.7)e
Relationship quality (1–5)e
Parents argue (1–5)e
MTF psych aggression

Mean

Total

Table 4. Association of Second-Order Discipline Dyads With Variables Assessing Family and Ecological Factors.
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Table 5. Child Behavior Problems and Discipline Dyad Concordance.

Total

Concordant
low agg
(n ¼ 375; 31%)

Concordant
high agg
(n ¼ 594; 50%)

Discordant MPA
mother
(n ¼ 196; 16%)

Discordant HPPA
mother
(n ¼ 29; 2%)

CBCL Subscale

Mean

(SD)

Mean

(SD)

Mean

(SD)

Mean

(SD)

Mean

(SD)

Fc

Aggressive (0–30)
Withdrawn (0–14)
Anxious/depressed (0–13)

9.31
1.77
3.06

(5.41)
(2.01)
(2.38)

6.68
1.51a
2.62

(4.71)
(1.78)
(2.29)

10.93a
1.97b
3.17a

(5.32)
(2.18)
(2.38)

9.03
1.54a,b
3.33a, b

(4.94)
(1.72)
(2.33)

12.10a
2.52a,b
4.55b

(4.86)
(2.44)
(2.98)

57.10***
6.30***
9.53***

Note. CBCL ¼ Child Behavior Checklist; Agg ¼ Aggression. a,bIn each row, means with the same letter are not significantly different from each other at the .05
level. c(df1, df2) ¼ (3, 1,190) for all the three comparisons.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

parenting styles (Table 5). Children of concordant lowaggression parents had significantly lower behavior problems
scores than all of the other parenting dyad groups. Children
of concordant low-aggression parents presented significantly
lower withdrawn behavior scores than concordant highaggression parents; however, no differences were found
between concordant low-aggression parents and discordant
parents on withdrawn behavior. Children of concordant lowaggression parents had significantly lower anxious/depressed
behavior problems scores than discordant MPA mother group,
discordant HPPA mother dyads, or concordant high-aggression
dyads. Further, children of discordant-HPPA mother dyads presented higher level of anxious/depressed behavior problems
than the concordant high-aggression dyads.

Discussion
Although developmental–ecological theory positions the parental relationship as a key element of the family system that
may influence maltreatment risk, most studies of discipline
do not examine fathers nor do they consider mothers and
fathers within couples. We used latent profile analysis of
maternal perceptions of both parents’ discipline to provide a
new perspective on within-couple variation in young children’s
exposure to a range of parenting behaviors. Our analyses
should be considered a first step in examining mothers’ and
fathers’ disciplinary behavior profiles, in part because a limitation of this study is that we rely on mothers’ report of fathers’
disciplinary behaviors, discussed in detail subsequently. Several key findings emerged.
Consistent with our hypotheses, mothers’ reports indicated
that mothers’ and fathers’ disciplinary behavior patterns were
similar, but fathers were more likely to be in the lower aggression classes than mothers, and mothers were more likely to be
in the high-aggression classes than fathers. A common perception of ‘‘traditional’’ family roles is that of fathers as the primary disciplinarians and mothers as nurturing caregivers. Our
study of a large, diverse sample of families provides little evidence that couples today inhabit these gendered roles, at least
based on mothers’ perceptions of their own and their partners’
discipline of young children. The general pattern that mothers
engaged in more discipline than do fathers is consistent with

studies based on each parents’ self-report that show that mothers spank more frequently than do fathers (Day et al., 1998;
Straus & Stewart, 1999). Other studies using observational data
or child’s report of parents’ behaviors have also suggested that
parents are either equivalent or mothers do more in the way of
disciplining or monitoring children (Barnett, Deng, MillsKoonce, Willoughby, & Cox, 2008; Simons & Conger, 1997;
Stolz et al., 2005). We extend those findings by showing the
same pattern in analyses at the family level and across a wider
range of parenting behaviors. These results may be explained in
part by the fact that mothers, more so than fathers, assume most
of the day-to-day care of young children (Craig, 2006) and
therefore have more opportunities to engage in discipline.
Research has shown that negative interactions between one
parent–child dyad spillover and contribute to greater use of
negative parenting in the other parent–child dyad (Barnett
et al., 2008). Research has also shown that mothers who had
high levels of aggression toward their children additionally
experienced high levels of marital discord (Taylor et al.,
2009). Similarly, in this study, higher levels of child behavior
problems, more parental stress, poor parental relationship quality, and a perceived community context that is high in violence
and low in collective efficacy, were associated with more discipline of young children. Furthermore, rates of male-to-female
psychological aggression were high, and mothers who were in
the highest aggressive discipline class also reported the highest
levels of psychological aggression. These findings are consistent with a basic tenet of the developmental–ecological model
that relationships within families are highly interdependent and
are also influenced by community contextual factors (Belsky,
1993; Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
We found that, based on mothers’ reports of behavior, couples tended to have complementary disciplinary styles. It may
be that couples develop similar parenting strategies through
mutual influence on each other, a phenomenon that can be
understood in terms of assortative mating process (Buss,
1984), in which people tend to marry someone with similar
characteristics (Simons & Conger, 2007). Similar parenting
styles adopted by coparenting couples may also result from
socialization effects (Buss, 1984), whereby husbands and
wives influence and/or adjust to each other and eventually settle on the same parenting approach. Another slightly different
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perspective that is also consistent with the notion of assortative
mating is that mothers tend to view their partners as similar to
themselves with regard to parenting of young children. The
similarity of parents’ disciplinary approaches suggests that
studies of mothers only may not sufficiently capture the extent
of discipline that children are exposed to.
Furthermore, results suggest that additive models that use a
sum total of the child’s exposure to discipline or average across
parents may mask important variations in parental disciplinary
approaches (Lee et al., 2011; Martin et al., 2007). Discordant
disciplinary styles, in which the mother used high physical and
psychological aggression, were associated with significantly
higher levels of child aggression than concordant high aggressive parent dyads. This finding is similar to another study that
found that adolescent adjustment scores were lowest when both
parents were high in authoritarianism or when fathers were permissive and mothers were authoritarian (McKinney & Renk,
2008). These findings seem to suggest that one parent who is
in a low aggressive discipline role may not buffer a child from
the potential negative effects of aggressive parenting from their
other parent and that discordant parenting approaches may be
problematic in a manner similar to dyads in which both parents
are high in aggression. Given that there are few prior studies
of maltreatment risk of young children that have examined
congruency in parental discipline, further study is needed to
examine variation and patterns of parental discipline and associations with child well-being and maltreatment.

consistent with prior research using self-report data from both
parents that found that mothers are more likely to spank than
fathers (Day et al., 1998; Straus & Stewart, 1999). Furthermore, one prior study examined mothers’ consistency in reporting their spouse or partner’s behavior by comparing parents’
self-reports of their aggressive parenting to their partners’
reports of the same behaviors (Lee, Lansford, Pettit, Dodge,
& Bates, 2012). Mothers were more consistent than fathers in
reporting their spouse/partner’s behavior. Furthermore, mothers tended to slightly underestimate fathers’ use of harsh parenting, suggesting that although mothers’ reports were
largely consistent with fathers’ self-reports, mothers were unaware of all of the instances of fathers’ harsh parenting (Lee
et al., 2012).
Even if mothers’ reports are consistent with fathers’ independent reports, the accuracy of self-report data is questionable. Social desirability concerns may have led mothers to
underestimate both their own and their partners’ aggression.
Despite presumed underreporting of parent-to-child aggression
with self-report measures, the CTSPC results in rates of maltreatment that are several times higher than rates based on cases
known to professionals (Straus et al., 1998). An FFCWS study
(Lee, 2013) suggested that parent-reported neglect using the
CTSPC was considerably higher than cases detected by child
welfare agencies. Furthermore, one recent study found that
mothers underreported their use of physical discipline toward
their child when compared to observational data collected in
the home (Holden, Williamson, & Holland, In press).

Study Limitations
Our analyses were exploratory and descriptive and are suggestive only of associations among variables. We conducted
cross-sectional analysis, therefore causal pathways were not
examined nor are they inferred. Our sample included only biological parents living in urban areas. Furthermore, it is likely
that the study selection criteria of including only married or
cohabiting mothers and fathers biased the sample toward more
advantaged families (Carlson & McLanahan, 2010), with parents in such families showing lower levels of depression (Meadows, McLanahan, & Brooks-Gunn, 2007) and parenting stress
(Cooper, McLanahan, Meadows, & Brooks-Gunn, 2009).
Given the community-based sampling approach and the selection of two-parent households, we would expect relatively few
children to be in the clinical range for behavior problems. Prior
research suggests as much (Sourander & Helstelä, 2005).
For example, one FFCWS study compared children from
two-parent households to those from both one-parent and twoparent households and found lower mean levels of child aggression in two-parent households (Lee, Taylor, et al. 2013). As
such, results of this study may not be generalizable to single parent households or to families who live in nonurban areas.
As noted earlier, we relied on maternal report of both parents’ aggressive discipline as well as child behavior problems
and the community context, thus introducing the possibility
of measurement bias. This limitation must be considered when
interpreting study findings. The results reported herein are

Practice Implications
These results highlight the importance of targeting both mothers and fathers for parenting support in early childhood. The
importance of providing parenting services to both parents has
been acknowledged, and although there are relatively few parenting programs designed for fathers (Lundahl, Tollefson, Risser, & Lovejoy, 2008), progress has been made in developing
family-focused interventions. Notable recent efforts include
the push to adapt Triple P, an empirically supported child abuse
prevention program, for fathers (Fletcher, Freeman, & Matthey, 2011; Stahlschmidt, Threlfall, Seay, Lewis, & Kohl,
2013). One challenge—and avenue for future study—is how
to effectively sustain fathers’ engagement in such programs.
Consistent with our hypotheses, children who experience
the most discipline from both parents had high levels of behavioral problems, even in the presence of nonviolent discipline.
In fact, use of nonviolent discipline was common among nearly
all parents (Straus et al., 1998), even among those with the
highest levels of aggressive discipline. This suggests that even
parents who use aggressive discipline are aware of alternative
approaches such as time-out and redirecting their child. From
a strengths-based perspective, interventionists can work with
parents to build on these strengths and reinforce the importance
of nonaggressive alternatives to physical punishment.
However, the mere presence of nonviolent discipline does
not seem sufficient to buffer children from exposure to
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aggression. Indeed, recent research indicates that many parents
who use physical punishment, like spanking, also frequently
use time-out (Lee et al. 2011) and have high levels of maternal
warmth and positive reinforcement (Deater-Deckard et al.,
2011; Lee, Altschul, & Gershoff, 2013). Yet, when examining
the differential impact of these parenting approaches (physical
discipline vs. warmth and positive reinforcement), longitudinal
analyses of the first 5 years of life indicated that positive reinforcement was a consistent predictor of children’s social competence, whereas physical punishment was not associated with
children’s social competence and instead predicted increased
child aggression (Lee, Altschul, & Gershoff, In press). These
studies suggest that parents can best reduce their child’s risk
of developing aggressive behavior through the greater use of
positive reinforcement and warmth and the absence of physical
discipline, including slapping and spanking children.
A number of promising approaches have recently been
developed to provide parents with information about effective
discipline. For example, a brief multimedia program delivered
to parents in pediatric waiting rooms has been shown to influence parents’ intentions to use less physical discipline (Scholer,
Hudnut-Beumler, & Dietrich, 2010). Using a baby book to document a child’s development and milestones was associated
with less use (by mothers) of physical punishment (Reich, Penner, Duncan, & Auger, 2012). FaceBook messages (Bartholomew, Schoppe-Sullivan, Glassman, Dush, & Sullivan, 2012)
and text messaging (Carta, Lefever, Bigelow, Borkowski, &
Warren, 2013; Jordan, Ray, Johnson, & Evans, 2011) may provide a mechanism to reach parents and provide support and guidance regarding age-appropriate child discipline. Although
most studies of these approaches focus on mothers, an additional advantage is that messages can be targeted to both mothers and fathers.
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