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Abstract: Data from the 2007 National Survey of Children’s Health were used to
examine a model of the ways in which neighborhood structural characteristics and
social processes (NSCSP) impact children’s (age = 6–11; N = 27,752) and
adolescents’ (age = 12–17; N = 36,233) social adjustment and school engagement
via parenting and family processes (i.e., parent–child interactions).The questions
investigated were: how are distinct aspects of NSCSP associated with parental
stress and well-being, and with youth social adjustment and school engagement?
Are parental stress and well-being linked with family processes, and are family
processes predictive of youth social adjustment and school engagement? Finally,
does age moderate the associations linking NSCSP to developmental outcomes
via parenting stress and well-being and family processes? Results from a
multigroup structural equation model supported the general nature of
hypothesized relationships: distinct aspects of NSCSP were differentially
predictive of children and adolescents’ social adjustment and school engagement.
Furthermore, the direct effects of NSCSP were mediated (some partially and
others completely) by parenting stress and well-being and family processes.
Finally, age moderated the effects of social cohesion on both social adjustment
and school engagement; as well, age moderated the effects of parenting stress and
well-being on family processes, and on the effects of family processes on social
adjustment and school engagement.
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A large volume of empirical and theoretical work has associated neighborhood structural
characteristics and social processes (NSCSP) to community levels of delinquency (Bursik &
Grasmick, 1996; Sampson & Groves, 1989; Sampson, Morenoff, & Earls, 1999; Sampson,
Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997; Wilson, 1996) and children and adolescents’ development (Caughy
et al., 2012; Kohen, Leventhal, Dahinten, & McIntosh, 2008; McNulty & Bellair, 2003; Tolan,
Gorman-Smith, & Henry, 2003). Since the classic work of Shaw and McKay (1942) linked
neighborhood social disorganization and social control to crime rates, researchers have continued
to investigate the association between neighborhood characteristics and social processes and
youth development.
Contemporary research within the sociological tradition (Bursik & Grasmick, 1996;
Sampson & Groves, 1989; Stark, 1987; Wilson, 1996) has reinterpreted and extended social
disorganization theory by including the notion of neighborhood social processes, thereby
increasing our understanding of the connections between neighborhood characteristics and social
processes and delinquency (Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003). The systemic view of social
disorganization (Bursik & Grasmick, 1996) has suggested that different forms of weakened
social control serve as a mediator between neighborhood disorganization and youth
development. Cantillon, Davidson and Schweitzer (2003), using a systemic model of social
disorganization, reported that a sense of community (a feeling of belongingness, that one matters,
and shared faith of one’s needs being met) mediated the effects of neighborhood disadvantage on
adolescent outcomes.
Within the social capital and collective efficacy model of social disorganization
(Sampson & Groves, 1989; Sampson et al., 1997, 1999), Sampson and Groves (1989) tested a
mediational model of the social control aspect of social disorganization theory. Utilizing data
from Great Britain, they linked structural aspects of neighborhoods (poverty and residential
mobility) to social control (friendship networks and teenage peer groups) and found an
association with criminal victimization. They argued that neighborhood social disorganization
reduces social capital and collective efficacy; these, in turn, increase the rates of criminal
victimization. Sun, Triplett, and Gainey (2004) examined and extended Sampson and Groves’
(1989) hypothesis that neighborhood structural disadvantages and low social control will be
predictive of increased crime rates. Using data from seven U.S. cities, Sun et al. reported that
social disorganization mediated the effects of neighborhood structural characteristics more
effectively on assault than it did on robbery.
Other investigators using the social disorganization framework have explored the
relations among neighborhoods, family life, and youth development (McNulty & Bellair, 2003;
Tolan et al., 2003). McNulty and Bellair (2003) reported that the effect of concentrated
disadvantage on violence was mediated by family well-being. Tolan et al. (2003) in their
developmental-ecological model reported that parenting practices partially mediated the
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relationship between NSCSP and gang membership. Chung and Steinberg (2006), in a study of
how NSCSP, parenting, and peers influence adolescents’ development, reported that weak
neighborhood social organization was related to delinquency through its associations with
parenting behavior and peer deviance.
Researchers with an individual developmental orientation have also sought to understand
parental, family and child level factors that mediate or moderate the association between NSCSP
and individual development (Anthony & Nicotera, 2008; Booth, Ayers, & Marsiglia, 2012;
Caughy et al., 2012; Dorsey & Forehand, 2003; Gonzales et al., 2011; Kohen et al., 2008; Vieno,
Nation, Perkins, Pastore, & Santinello, 2010). Developmental research on neighborhood effects
on child and youth development have found a mediational path via parental psychological
distress, family processes, and parent–child relationship constructs (Kohen et al., 2008;
Kotchick, Dorsey, & Heller, 2005; Law & Barber, 2007; White, Roosa, Weaver, & Nair, 2009).
Kohen et al. (2008) reported that lower neighborhood cohesion was associated with maternal
distress and family dysfunction, which, in turn, were correlated to poor quality parenting
behaviors, and ultimately, poorer child outcomes. Kotchick et al. (2005), using family stress
theory, examined a longitudinal model of the associations among neighborhood stress, maternal
psychological functioning, and parenting (with social support as a moderator) among African
American single mothers. They reported that higher levels of neighborhood stress were related to
greater psychological maternal distress; maternal distress was then related to less positive
parenting practices. A moderating effect also emerged for social support. White et al. (2009) also
tested the family stress theory to examine the associations between neighborhood, economic, and
acculturative stressors and parenting behaviors. Their findings supported the hypothesis that the
negative impact of economic stress on parenting was via parental depressive symptoms.
Other developmental studies have focused on the (perceived) safety or dangerousness of
neighborhoods (Booth et al., 2012; Ceballo & McLoyd, 2002; Dorsey & Forehand, 2003).
Violence or the threat of violence has been implicated in the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
outcomes of children (Richters & Martinez, 1993; Schechter & Willheim, 2009). Exposure to
violence is related to internalizing disorders (Cooley-Quille, Boyd, Frantz, & Walsh, 2001;
Fitzpatrick, Piko, Wright, & LaGory, 2005) and to physical and mental health problems
(Berenson, Wiemann, & McCombs, 2001; Salzinger, Feldman, Stockhammer, & Hood, 2002).
Booth et al. (2012) reported that the influence of neighborhood safety on adolescents’
psychological distress was partly mediated by their feelings of powerlessness, social isolation,
and mistrust. Dorsey and Forehand (2003) in a study of how social capital, neighborhood
dangerousness, and positive parenting relate to children’s externalizing and internalizing
behaviors reported that social capital was associated with child adjustment difficulties through
positive parenting and neighborhood dangerousness. In an Italian study that explored the
associations between neighborhood social capital, safety concerns, parenting, and adolescent
antisocial behavior, Vieno et al. (2010) reported that social capital was inversely related to safety
concerns and positively to parental support and solicitation. In turn, safety concerns were
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positively related to parental support and solicitation. Social capital and safety concerns had
indirect effects on children’s antisocial behavior through their effects on parenting.
Both within the social organization and developmental literatures, little attention has been
paid to the developmental significance of the built physical environment (Gorman-Smith &
Schoeny, 2009). However, environmental psychological research (Nasar & Fisher, 1993; Nasar,
Fisher & Grannis, 1993) and theoretical reviews (Evans, 2006; Ferguson, Cassells, MacAllister,
& Evans , 2013) have demonstrated the developmental significance of the deterioration of the
built physical environment. Investigations suggest that deteriorated physical environments
contribute to fear among residents (Nasar & Fisher, 1993; Taylor, Shumaker, & Gottfredson,
1985). The persistent experience of fear has been linked to cognitive and academic (Shonkoff,
Boyce, & McEwen, 2009) and social and emotional difficulties (Arnsten, 2009).
Those working within the social disorganization framework have generally focused on
the effects of NSCSP at the community level, not on individual development (Gorman-Smith &
Schoeny, 2009). Additionally, a majority of these studies have focused only on youth in urban,
disadvantaged neighborhoods (Gorman-Smith & Schoeny, 2009), with a predominant emphasis
on atypical outcomes rather normative outcomes (Caughy et al., 2012). As well, most studies
have not explored the multiple dimensions of neighborhoods, nor addressed the processes that
link these dimensions to specific developmental outcomes (Cuellar, Jones, & Sterrett, 2015;
Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). Furthermore, a majority of studies have used aggregate
census data to link neighborhoods to particular outcomes (Hadley-Ives, Stiffman, Elze, Johnson,
& Dore, 2000; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000); however, the aggregate approach has limited
utility in helping to unravel specific neighborhood effects on development (Booth et al., 2012;
Hadley-Ives et al., 2000).
The Present Study
The current study draws on social disorganization (Sampson & Groves, 1989; Sampson
et al., 1977, 1999; Wilson, 1996) and family stress theories (Conger & Elder, 1994; McLoyd,
1990), environmental psychology (Evans, 2006; Nasar & Fisher, 1993; Nasar et al., 1993), and
theoretical formulations (Cuellar et al., 2015; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000) to examine the
processes via which neighborhood structural and physical characteristics and social processes
influence developmental outcomes. The present study advances prior research in several ways: it
employs a developmental framework (6- to 11-year-olds vs. 12- to 17-year-olds); focuses on
normative developmental outcomes; and includes multiple dimensions of neighborhoods and
their associations with development via parental and family factors. A multigroup structural
equation model (SEM, Figure 1) was used to examine the relations among dimensions of
neighborhoods (neighborhood quality, resources, social cohesion, and safety), parenting and
family factors (parenting stress, parental well-being, and parent–child interactions) and
developmental outcomes (social adjustment and school engagement).

171

International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2017) 8(3–4): 168–189
Given that NSCSP (Cantillon et al., 2003; Sun et al., 2004) have been found to be
associated with parental and family well-being (Cuellar et al., 2015; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn,
2000; Tolan et al., 2003) and consequently children and adolescents’ developmental outcomes
(Booth et al., 2012; Caughy et al., 2012; Kohen et al., 2008; Vieno et al., 2010), several research
questions are investigated:
1. How are distinct aspects of NSCSP associated with social adjustment and school
engagement?
2. How are distinct aspects of NSCSP related to parental stress and well-being?
3. Are parental stress and well-being linked with family processes (i.e., parent–child
interactions)?
4. Are family processes predictive of social adjustment and school engagement?
5. Does age moderate the associations linking NSCSP to developmental outcomes
via parenting stress and well-being and family processes?
The solid and dotted lines in Figure 1 are representative of the effects of exogenous
factors (predictors) on the endogenous ones (outcomes). The dotted lines are used to make it
easier to read the model (they have the same meaning as the solid lines).

Figure 1. Model of associations among constructs.
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Methodology
Data and Sample
Data used were taken from the National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH), 2007, a
telephone survey sponsored by the Maternal and Child Health Bureau of the Health Resources
and Services Administration, that intended to examine the physical and emotional health of
children ages 0 to 17 (Child and Adolescent Mental Health Initiative, 2007). The survey
emphasizes factors that may relate to well-being of children (Blumberg et al., 2012). The NSCH
used the sampling frame from the National Immunization Survey, a large-scale random-digitdialed telephone survey designed to collect immunization history for children (Blumberg et al.,
2012).
Computer-assisted telephone interviewing resulted in 91,642 completed child-level
interviews. A letter was mailed prior to telephone calls. Potential responders used this number to
alert interviewers that there were no children in their household, to ask questions about the study,
or to complete an interview (Blumberg et al., 2012). Consent for participation was obtained
when it was determined that a household contained an age-eligible child. The respondent was the
adult in the household who was most knowledgeable about the sampled child’s well-being
(mother, father, or guardian). For the present study data on children ages 6 to 11 (N = 27,792)
and adolescents ages 12-to-17 (N = 36,284) were used.
Table 1. Demographics and Socioeconomic Status by Age Group
6–11 years
Descriptive
Demographics
Race/Ethnicity
Hispanic
White, non-Hispanic
African American, non-Hispanic
Multi/Other, non-Hispanic
Family type
Two parent, biological or adopted
Two parent, step family
Single mother, no father present
Other family type
Sex of child
Male
Female
Socioeconomic status
Income-Poverty
0-99% FPL
100-199% FPL
200-399% FPL
400% FPL or greater
Parental Education
Less than high school
12 years/high school graduate
More than high school

12–17 years

n

%

n

%

3587
18420
2740
2565

13.1%
67.4%
10.0%
9.4%

3770
25369
3710
2824

10.6%
71.1%
10.4%
7.9%

19128
2098
4502
1893

69.3%
7.6%
16.3%
6.9%

22910
3974
6421
2755

63.5%
11.0%
17.8%
7.6%

14323
13429

51.6%
48.4%

18969
17264

52.4%
47.6%

3365
4904
9594
9929

12.1%
17.6%
34.5%
35.7%

3673
5739
12272
14600

10.1%
15.8%
33.8%
40.2%

1989
5030
18575

7.8%
19.7%
72.6%

2617
7352
23180

7.9%
22.2%
69.9%
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Table 2. Socioeconomic Status, Neighbourhood, Parenting, and Schooling by Age Group
Descriptive
Socioeconomic status
Past year - employed 50 weeks or more
Neighborhood resources
Sidewalks, walking paths exist in your neighborhood
Parks or playgrounds
Recreation, community center or clubs
Library or bookmobile
Neighborhood quality
Litter or garbage in street or sidewalks
Poorly kept or rundown housing
Vandalism - broken glass or graffiti
Neighborhood safety
Feel safe in community in the neighborhood
Feel safe at school
Neighborhood social cohesion
People in neighborhood help each other out
We watch out for each other’s children
There are people I can count on
Adults nearby whom I trust to help
Parenting stress
Coping with the demands of day-to-day parenting
Child much harder to care for than most children
Does things that really bother you a lot
How often felt angry with child
Parental well-being
General health status of mother
Mothers mental and emotional health
Parent–child interactions
Frequency of attendance at child events past 12 months
How well talk about things that matter
School Engagement
Cares about doing well in school
Does all required homework
Social Adjustment
Shows respect for teachers and neighbors
Gets along well with other children
Tries to understand other people’s feelings
Tries to resolve conflicts with classmates, family, or friends

M

6–11 years
SD

n

M

12–17 years
SD

n

.91

.28

27458

.91

.29

35861

0.70
0.80
0.65
0.88

0.46
0.40
0.48
0.33

27538
27538
27130
27495

0.70
0.77
0.64
0.87

0.46
0.42
0.48
0.34

35954
35960
35604
35923

0.16
0.14
0.10

0.36
0.34
0.29

27525
27493
27522

0.15
0.14
0.10

0.35
0.35
0.30

35952
35904
35945

3.40
3.63

0.74
0.60

27482
26804

3.45
3.41

0.70
0.69

35902
34960

3.36
3.49
3.55
3.62

0.74
0.75
0.77
0.73

27270
27238
27310
27295

3.34
3.46
3.55
3.64

0.74
0.75
0.76
0.69

35605
35533
35655
35634

1.43
1.52
2.03
2.16

0.53
0.81
0.82
0.73

27701
27031
27404
27594

1.47
1.58
2.10
2.16

0.55
0.85
0.83
0.75

36153
35121
35579
35963

2.10
1.96

0.97
0.89

25793
25765

2.21
2.01

1.02
0.92

33371
33353

3.59
3.75

0.68
0.49

23667
27728

3.39
3.60

0.81
0.58

31304
36220

4.55
4.62

0.72
0.68

27742
27678

4.37
4.28

0.88
0.90

36225
36203

4.68
4.42
4.13
3.92

0.61
0.67
0.86
0.95

27776
27779
27734
27648

4.61
4.48
4.09
3.99

0.68
0.67
0.90
0.95

36251
36251
36210
36060
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Measures
Socioeconomic status (SES): Used as a covariate, this latent construct was assessed with three
items: anyone in the household employed at least 50 weeks (0 = no, 1 = yes), income-poverty
partitioned into eight levels based on the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services guidelines (0
= at or below 100% of poverty to 8 = above 400% poverty level), and parental education categorized
into three levels (0 = less than high school to 3 = more than high school).
Perceptions of Neighborhood Structural Characteristics and Social Processes (NSCSP)
Subjective questions were used to assess the distinct dimensions of NSCSP. Subjective
assessments are advantageous over aggregate census data because they examine respondents own
perceptions and focus on aspects of the neighborhood that may be salient to respondents (Cummins,
Macintyre, Davidson, & Ellaway, 2005). As well, aggregate data may not accurately reflect
neighborhoods as experienced by residents as conditions may change between periods of collecting
aggregate data (Hadley-Ives et al., 2000).
Neighborhood resources: Neighborhood physical resources, such as libraries and parks, have
been found to contribute to healthy development (Anthony & Nicotera, 2008) and play a role in
shaping observations and interactions with other residents (Curley, 2010). Four items asking about the
availability or presence of: (a) sidewalks or walking paths, (b) parks of playgrounds, (c) recreation,
community center, or clubs, and (d) library or bookmobile were used as indicators of the latent
construct of neighborhood resources. These items have been found to be a reliable means to assess the
physical environment (Echeverria, Diez-Roux, & Link, 2004; Ross & Mirowsky, 2001). Questions
were answered no (0) or yes (1).
Neighborhood quality: Objective, aggregate data like crime rates do not measure the quality of
neighborhood life as experienced by residents (Buron & Patrabansh, 2008; Mast, 2010). The construct
of neighborhood quality was indicated by three questions answered no (0) or yes (1) that asked about
the following: (a) litter or garbage in street or sidewalks, (b) poorly kept or rundown housing, and (c)
vandalism — broken window glass or graffiti in the neighborhood. These items have been used in prior
research and found to be associated with increased crime (Coulton, Pandey, & Chow, 1990; HadleyIves et al., 2000) and adverse developmental outcomes (Coley, Leventhal, Lynch, & Kull, 2013).
Higher scores indicate a perception of poorer neighborhood quality.
Neighborhood safety: Survey questionnaires that measure respondents’ assessments of their
neighborhood have been used (Booth et al., 2012; Molnar, Gortmaker, Bull, & Buka, 2004), and found
to be reliable and to be associated with objective indicators of neighborhood safety (Echeverria et al.,
2004). Two questions that asked about (a) feelings of safety in community or the neighborhood and (b)
feeling safe at school were used to indicate this latent construct. These questions were answered on a 4point scale, from 1 (never) to 4 (always). Higher scores indicate feelings of safety.
Neighborhood social cohesion: The items included in the construct are indicative of the
expectation of the willingness of neighborhood residents to act in support of each other (Larsen, 2013;
Sampson et al., 1997, 1999), a sense of trust, and the extent to which neighbors help each other
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(Larsen, 2013; Henry, Gorman-Smith, Schoeny, & Tolan, 2014). The questions used as indicators of
social cohesion asked respondents their level of agreement with the following statements: (a) people in
the neighborhood help each other out, (b) we watch out for each other’s children, (c) there are people I
can count on, and (d) there are adults nearby whom I trust to help. The responses, on a 4-point scale
were reverse-coded, from 1 (definitely disagree), to 4 (definitely agree), such that a higher score
represents increased neighborhood social cohesion.
Perceptions of Parenting and Family Constructs
Parenting stress: Parenting stress was assessed with four questions that asked about the
parenting experiences and the negative impact of the focal child on feelings about parenting (Abidin,
2012). Thus, there is an implication that challenges presented by the child are associated with parenting
stress (Baker et al., 2003). The questions asked about (a) coping with the demands of day-to-day
parenting, (b) if child is much harder to care for than most children, (c) if child does things that really
bother parent a lot, and (d) how often parent felt angry with child. These four questions were answered
on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (very well) to 4 (not very well at all). Higher scores indicate increased
parenting stress.
Parental well-being: Two questions that asked about (a) parental emotional and mental health
and (b) the general health status of parent were used to indicate this factor. Parents rated their
emotional and mental and physical health on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (excellent) to 5 (poor).
Higher scores indicate poorer parental well-being.
Parent–child interactions: The items loaded on this factor can be said to represent elements of
parental monitoring, investment, and warmth — a proxy for family processes (Cuellar et al., 2015); and
involves sensitivity to the child’s interest and affect, and active participation on the part of the parent
(Rosenberg, Robinson & Beck, 1986). The two questions asked were: (a) frequency of parental
attendance at child events past 12 months, rated on a 4-point scale from 1 (never) to 4 (always), and (b)
how well parent and child talk about things that matter, reverse-coded on a scale from 1 (not very well
at all) to 4 (very well). Higher ratings are indicative of more positive parent–child interactions.
Perceptions of Psychosocial and Academic Outcomes
Social Adjustment: This is a global and multifaceted construct, and can be conceptualized as
the ability to get along with others and be liked (Blumberg, Carle, O’Connor, Moore, & Lippman,
2008). Behaviors indicative of social adjustment occur in particular contexts (Oppenheimer, 1988);
thus, it is important to assess multiple competencies: affective (understanding others’ feelings),
behavioral (getting along with others), and cognitive (conflict resolution; Blumberg et al., 2008; Caplan
& Weissberg, 1988). Four questions were used to indicate social adjustment: (a) child shows respect
for teachers and neighbors, (b) child gets along well with other children, (c) child tries to understand
other people’s feelings, and (d) child tries to resolve conflicts with classmates, family, or friends. These
questions were answered on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Higher ratings
indicate an increased display of socially competent behaviors.
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School Engagement: Two aspects of school engagement were assessed: behavioral and
cognitive (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). Behavioral engagement involves participation in
school-related activities and involvement in academic or learning tasks, whereas cognitive engagement
consists of an investment in learning and a desire to master difficult skills (Fredricks et al., 2004).
School engagement was indicated by two questions: (a) child cares about doing well in school, and (b)
child does all required homework, responded to on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5
(always). Higher ratings indicate increased levels of engagement.
Two caveats regarding the measures used in the present study are in order. First, the questions
or items used to measure the different constructs in this study are limited in scope (not broad enough);
the narrow focus of these items enables the assessment of large samples in a large nationally
representative survey. That, however, has the disadvantage of not being able to capture all aspects that
may be germane to each construct. Second, as is common with most large surveys that aim to be
nationally representative, the data comes from a single source – parents or guardians of children and
adolescents. Thus, as the accuracy of results depends on the extent to which parents or guardians are
accurate in their descriptions of children and adolescents experiences, this study may suffer from a
single source bias.
Analytic Approach
A multigroup SEM was conducted using AMOS 16.0 program with maximum likelihood
estimation procedures (Arbuckle, 2005). A three-step analysis was used to examine three issues:
configural, measurement, and structural invariance. In terms of configural invariance, the question
investigated was: Is the structural pattern of causal associations among the constructs similar for
children and adolescents? The issues of measurement (factorial) and structural invariance assessed
whether or not parts of the measurement model, structural model, or both were invariant across agegroups. The unconstrained full model (step 1) was used as a baseline model against which ensuing
(nested) models in steps 2 to 3 were compared using the chi-square (χ2) difference test (a significant χ2
means the groups differ in some manner; Byrne, 2001). In step 2 (invariant factor weights), all the
factor loadings were constrained equal across groups, and the fit of this model was then compared to
the baseline model. In step 3 (invariant structural weights) cross-group equality constraints were
imposed on structural paths, and the fit of this model was then compared to the baseline model. These
steps (2 to 3) are analogous to testing for moderation effects in multiple regression.
The χ2 statistic was used to assess overall model fit; however, the χ2 value is affected by sample
size increasing the likelihood that a target model would be rejected. But, a significant χ2 is not a reason
by itself to modify a model; alternative fit indices have to be considered to determine if they provide a
good fit to the data (Kline, 1998). Consequently, the comparative fit index (CFI), the root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA), and probability of close fit (PCLOSE) were used to augment the χ2
index. For a good fit, Hu and Bentler (1999) suggested a CFI value of at least .95 and RMSEA of p <
.06; and Loehlin (1998) argued for PCLOSE of p > .05. MacCallum, Browne, and Sugawara (1996)
have used RMSEA values of .01, .05, and .08 to indicate excellent, good, and mediocre fit,
respectively. Marsh, Hau, and Wen (2004) contend that there is no golden criteria for cutoff values for
fit indices, consequently, multiple criteria should be used.
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Results
Configural Invariance (Baseline) Model
The baseline model was used to investigate whether the associations among the latent
constructs in the hypothesized model were equivalent across age groups (6–11 years vs. 12–17 years;
see Tables 3 & 4). Given the large sample size, the chi-square test (χ2 [746, N = 63,985] = 33912.05, p
< .001; CFI = .92; RMSEA = .026; PCLOSE = 1.00; see Model 1, Table 3) showed that the model
differed slightly from the data. Also, the CFI value was slightly less than the recommended .95.
However both the RMSEA and PCLOSE values suggest that model is reasonably consistent with the
data (that is, has a good fit), which implies that the pattern of factor loadings and structural associations
among the latent constructs is reasonable. The constructs in the model (see Figure 2) explained 65% of
the variation in perceived social adjustment for children and 63% for adolescents. Where school
engagement was concerned, the factors explained 44% of the variation for children and 37% for
adolescents.
Table 3 Goodness-of-fit Tests
Goodness of fit

Test of close fit

Df

χ2

p

CFI

RMSEA

PCLOSE

Model 1: Unconstrained model

746

33912.05

< .001

0.92

0.026

1.00

Model 2: Invariant factor weights

766

34413.66

< .001

0.92

0.026

1.00

Model 3: Invariant structural weights

790

34859.53

< .001

0.92

0.026

1.00

Modeling Steps/Labels

Table 4 Comparsion of Model 1 with Model 2 and Model 3
Comparative Test of Fit
Models

Δdf

Δχ2

p(d)

Model 2 versus Model 1

20

501.61

< .001

Model 3 versus Model 1

44

947.48

< .001

Covariate (SES) Effects
For both children and adolescents, higher SES was positively associated with perceptions of
increased levels of neighborhood resources (children: β = .16; adolescents: β = .13), social cohesion
(children: β = .28; adolescents: β = .27), and neighborhood safety (children: β = .23; adolescents: β =
.27), and negatively with poorer neighborhood quality (children: β = −.32; adolescents: β = −.33). A
comparison of unstandardized coefficients suggested that the effect of SES on perceptions of
neighborhood safety was stronger for adolescents than for children.
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Figure 2. Model of associations among constructs for children (ages 6–11) and adolescents (ages 12–
17). Standardized coefficients (top for children and bottom for adolescents) and R2 for outcomes are
reported.
* p < .05, ** p < .01.
The results focus on perceptions of parents (or guardians) regarding NSCSP, the stress
associated with parenting and their own well-being, as well as the quality of parent–child relations and
child outcomes. To limit the repetition of the words “perception” and “perceived”, all constructs are to
be understood as based on parental or guardian perceptions only, and not on objective measures or
information from multiple sources. Results for research question 5, which deals with the moderation of
pathways by age, are included in the discussion of results for research questions 1 through 4.
Research questions 1 and 2: Associations of NSCSP with parental stress and well-being, and
with social adjustment and school engagement, are shown in Figure 2. Increased neighborhood
resources was negatively associated with higher levels of parenting stress (children: β = −.02;
adolescents: β = −.03) and poorer parental well-being (children: β = −.11; adolescents: β = −.10), and
positively associated with higher levels of social adjustment (children: β = .03; adolescents: β = .03)
and school engagement (children: β = .02; adolescents: β = .02). Higher levels of neighborhood social
cohesion were negatively associated with higher levels of parenting stress (children: β = −.07;
adolescents: β = −.07) and poorer parental well-being (children: β = −.13; adolescents: β = −.13).
However, the positive relations between higher levels of neighborhood social cohesion and social
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adjustment (children: β = .03; adolescents: β = .06) and school engagement (children: β = .01, ns;
adolescents: β = .03) were a bit weaker for children than for adolescents (z = −2.82, p < .01) and (z =
−2.68, p < .01), respectively.
For children (β = .04), but not adolescents (β = .0004, ns), poorer neighborhood quality was
associated with increased levels of parenting stress; for both children and adolescents, poorer
neighborhood quality was correlated with poorer parental well-being (children: β = .14; adolescents: β
= .13). The associations between poorer neighborhood quality and social adjustment (children: β =
−.001, ns; adolescents: β = .02, ns) and school engagement (children: β = −.004, ns; adolescents: β =
.01, ns) were non-significant, but also reversed the direction of coefficient for adolescents only.
Increased neighborhood safety was negatively associated with higher levels of parenting stress
(children: β = −.21; adolescents: β = −.25) and poorer parental well-being (children: β = −.20;
adolescents: β = −.23), but was positively associated with social adjustment (children: β = .03;
adolescents: β = .04), and had no significant association with school engagement (children: β = .01, ns;
adolescents: β = .02, ns).
Research questions 3 and 4: Associations of parental stress and well-being with parent–child
relations, and of parent–child relations with social adjustment and school engagement are shown in
Figure 2. Higher levels of parenting stress were negatively associated with better parent–child relations
(children: β = −.71; adolescents: β = −.80), but the effects were weaker for children compared with
adolescents (z = −9.55, p < .001). Poorer parental well-being was negatively associated with better
parent–child interactions (children: β = −.09; adolescents: β = −.05), but the effects were stronger for
children than for adolescents (z = 2.34, p < .01). Better parent–child interactions were associated with
an increase in social adjustment (children: β = .79; adolescents: β = .77) and school engagement
(children: β = .65; adolescents: β = .60). However, the effect of parent–child interactions on social
adjustment was stronger for children than for adolescents (z = 8.11, p < .001), whereas its effect on
school engagement was stronger for adolescents than for children (z = 9.33, p < .001).
Discussion and Conclusion
The current study used data from a national sample of children and adolescents to investigate
the processes through which NSCSP are correlated with children and adolescents’ social adjustment
and school engagement via parental stress and well-being and family processes. Integrating ideas from
social disorganization theory, family stress theory, and environmental psychology, several questions
were investigated: how are distinct aspects of NSCSP associated with parental stress and well-being,
and with youth social adjustment and school engagement? Are parental stress and well-being linked
with family processes, and are family processes predictive of youth social adjustment and school
engagement? Finally, does age moderate the associations linking NSCSP to perceived developmental
outcomes via parenting stress, parental well-being, and family processes? In totality, the findings
supported the hypothesized pathways, after adjusting for the effects of SES. Higher SES was associated
with perceptions of increased levels of neighborhood resources, social cohesion, and neighborhood
safety, but negatively with poorer neighborhood quality. These findings suggest that higher SES affects
the resources neighborhoods have (e.g., parks or libraries), and the social cohesion and sense of safety
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experienced by residents. Conversely, those with higher SES are less likely to reside in neighborhoods
that experience physical decay (litter or garbage in the street or on the sidewalk, or poorly kept or
rundown housing).
In regard to the questions investigated: First, increased levels of neighborhood resources, social
cohesion, and safety (but not neighborhood quality) were directly associated with higher scores on
perceived social adjustment; the effects of social cohesion on perceived social adjustment and school
engagement were stronger for adolescents than they were for children. Second, higher levels of
neighborhood resources, but not neighborhood quality or safety, were directly correlated with higher
ratings on school engagement for children and adolescents. These patterns of findings, in relation to
how distinct aspects of NSCSP were related to perceived social adjustment and school engagement,
suggest that it is important to parse out contextual factors to understand their unique associations with
different developmental outcomes. Furthermore, the observed moderation effect between neighborhood
social cohesion on the one hand, and perceived social adjustment and school engagement on the other,
suggests that effects of neighborhood social cohesion on developmental outcomes may vary based on
individual characteristics. Specifically, the level of social cohesion of a neighborhood may be more
beneficial to the perceived social adjustment and academic outcomes of adolescents compared with
children. That may be the case because neighbors are more likely to assist and intervene before
adolescent issues get out of hand (Byrnes et al., 2013; Cantillon, 2006). Additionally, the lack of
significant direct associations (noted previously) could also indicate that the paths between these
factors and perceived developmental outcomes were fully mediated by parenting stress, parental wellbeing, and parent–child interactions (Baron & Kenny, 1986). Together, these results provide support
for the extant literature linking NSCSP to developmental outcomes (Caughy et al., 2012; Kohen et al.,
2008; McNulty & Bellair, 2003; Tolan et al., 2003)
In relation to the effects of NSCSP on parenting, higher levels of neighborhood resources,
social cohesion, and perception of neighborhood safety were associated with lower levels of parenting
stress and better parental well-being, whereas poorer neighborhood quality was linked with higher
levels of parenting stress and poorer parental well-being. These results are consistent with evidence
from other researchers showing that the structural characteristics and social processes of neighborhoods
can have an effect on parental functioning and well-being (Chung & Steinberg, 2006; Kohen et al.,
2008; Kotchick et al., 2005; Law & Barber, 2007; White et al., 2009). Higher levels of parenting stress
and poorer parental well-being were associated with poorer parent–child relations. However, the effect
of higher levels of parenting stress on parent–child interactions was stronger for adolescents than for
children. Conversely, the effect of poorer parental well-being on better parent–child relations was
stronger for children than for adolescents. Furthermore, better parent–child interactions were associated
with perceived improvements in social adjustment and higher levels of school engagement. But the
association between better parent–child interactions and perceived social adjustment was stronger for
children than for adolescents, whereas the effect of better parent–child interactions on higher levels of
school engagement was stronger for adolescents than for children.
These findings, in concert, are consistent with research on economic distress (Conger et al.,
1992; Gonzales et al., 2011; Kohen et al., 2008; Kotchick et al., 2005; McLoyd, 1990) and
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neighborhood disadvantage (Chung & Steinberg, 2006; McNulty & Bellair, 2003; Tolan et al., 2003)
and their impacts on parenting and family functioning. Specifically, these lines of evidence suggest that
economic or neighborhood structural disadvantages place parents under increased stress, thus
compromising their emotional well-being. Additionally, parental stress and emotional difficulties are
detrimental to family functioning, with adverse effects on youth development (Conger et al., 1992;
Gonzales et al., 2011; McLoyd, 1990; McNulty & Bellair, 2003; Tolan et al., 2003). Consistent with
Bronfenbrenner and Ceci’s (1994) and Bronfenbrenner and Evans’ (2000) contention that the parental
and family context interacts with child characteristics to influence developmental outcomes, the present
study found that (a) the effects of higher levels of parental stress compromise positive parent–child
interactions to a greater extent among adolescents than among children; (b) the effects of diminished
parental well-being on positive parent–child interactions had a stronger adverse impact on perceived
well-being of children compared to adolescents; (c) the effects of higher levels of parent–child
interactions on perceived social adjustment were stronger for children than for adolescents; and (d) the
effects of higher levels of parent–child interactions on increased school engagement were stronger for
adolescents than for children.
Although the present study adds to the existing literature, there are some limitations worth
noting. First, because the study was a secondary analysis of survey data, it suffers from the limitations
one usually encounters when using pre-existing data. For example, NSCH was not designed to measure
parent–child interactions in their entirety; consequently, the construct of parent–child interactions
utilized in the study fails to capture many relevant dimensions. Second, the study suffers from having a
single source of information: all measures used in the study were provided by parents. As a corollary,
the constructs were measured at the individual level, so may not reflect aggregate measures of NSCSP.
Third, the study was cross-sectional, thus it cannot address issues related to the direction of effects;
specifically, how NSCSP influence development. The study did not consider reciprocal effects between
parenting and perception of child outcomes, nor can it rule out the possibility that constructs omitted
from the model, or equivalent models with different variables and links, could also account for the
variation observed (Raykov & Penev, 1999). Given these limitations, it would be of interest to examine
the model using aggregated measures of NSCSP to determine whether the findings are supported.
Notwithstanding these limitations, this study investigated the associations among perceptions of
NSCSP, parenting and parent–child interactions, and children and adolescents’ social adjustment and
school engagement in a way not previously tried. Specifically, it examined how distinct aspects of
NSCSP were associated with positive developmental outcomes via parenting stress, parental wellbeing, and parent–child interactions. This study contributes to the literature by focusing on positive
developmental outcomes, and reveals that the effects of NSCSP on development may be diverse rather
than singular: these associations are mediated by parenting stress, parental well-being, and family
processes, and moderated by the age of the child. The results presented in this study have implications
for programs or interventions that are directed toward families; they suggest that such programs should
also focus on dimensions of the neighborhood or context because of their salutary effects on
ameliorating parental stress, improving parental well-being, and consequently parent–child interactions,
which ultimately impacts the developmental outcomes of youth.
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