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ABSTRACT
Using data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Cohort (N = 9,799), this
study examines racial-ethnic disparities in mothers’ parenting stress in two developmental stages.
In kindergarten, black mothers report more parenting stress than white mothers due to structural
disadvantages and, to a lesser degree, authoritarian parenting styles. From kindergarten to third
grade, parenting stress increases more for blacks than other mothers, and black mothers’ higher
stress than other mothers’ in third grade remains even after controlling for structural factors and
parenting styles. Hispanic mothers, albeit immigrants only, report more parenting stress than
white mothers in both years, largely due to structural disadvantages. Asian mothers differ little
from white mothers. Unexpectedly, American Indian mothers report less stress regardless of
structural disadvantages. Results indicate that racial and ethnic differences in parenting stress are
largely due to economic disparities, although black and American Indians show unique race and
ethnicity effects.
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Researchers on social stress generally argue that racial and ethnic minorities tend to be
exposed to greater stress than whites (George and Lynch 2003; Williams and Harris-Reid 1999).
Yet, surprisingly little research has examined racial and ethnic disparities in roles strains, or
difficulties in major social roles, despite the importance of role strains in social roles as key
stressors that influence mental health (Pearlin 1989). In particular, although there are some
studies that have investigated racial disparities in job stress (Bartel 1981; Greenhaus,
Parasuraman, and Wormley 1990) and marital stress (Broman 1993; Bulanda and Brown 2007),
we know very little about racial and ethnic differences in parenting stress. Because parenthood
continues to be one of the most important social roles for U.S. adults (Nelson 2010) and
parenting stress has negative consequences on the well-being of adults (Avison, Ali, and Walters
2007; Greenfield and Marks 2006) and children (Goldberg et al. 1997; Wakschlag and Keenan
2001), it is important to examine disparities in parenting stress across racial and ethnic groups in
order to advance our understanding of racial and ethnic disparities in stress and mental health.
Using data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study—Kindergarten Cohort (ECLSK), this paper explores racial and ethnic differences in mothers’ parenting stress in two
developmental stages, kindergarten and third grade, among whites, blacks, Hispanics, Asians,
and American Indians. We expect that racial and ethnic minority mothers report more parenting
stress than white mothers, in part because of structural disadvantages, authoritarian parenting
styles, and immigration. In addition, we predict that although parents in all racial and ethnic
groups experience increases in parenting stress from kindergarten to third grade, the degree of
such increase is greater for racial and ethnic minority mothers than for white mothers. By
investigating differential exposure to parenting stress, this study provides new insight for
understanding racial and ethnic disparities in social stress and health.

4
BACKGROUND
Determinants of Parenting Stress: Structural Factors and Parenting Styles
Though parenting stress has been defined in several ways (Deater-Deckard 2004), a
dominant approach is a role strain perspective (Pearlin 1989) that defines parenting stress as a
sense of difficulties experienced in the parenting role because the demands associated with the
parenting role exceed the resources available to meet those demands (Abidin 1992; Cooper,
McLanahan, Meadows, and Brooks-Gunn 2009). Demands of parenting include time-based
demands (e.g., time caring for children) and strain-based demands (e.g., interpersonal conflict).
Resources of parenting can be material (e.g., money, skills, knowledge), social (e.g., social
support), and psychological (e.g., feeling esteemed or meaningful activities). To understand the
sources of demands and resources that influence levels of parenting stress, prior research has
examined factors in three domains, including parent characteristics, child characteristics, and
contexts surrounding parents and children such as marital quality, job conditions, and social
support (Abidin 1992; Deater-Deckard 2004). Little research has examined racial and ethnic
differences in parenting stress, however.
There are reasons for why we expect variations in parenting stress across racial and
ethnic groups. In the United States, race and ethnicity reflects unequal structural positions
(Williams and Collins 1995). In addition, it manifests cultural traditions that emphasize different
parenting styles (Chao and Kanatsu 2008; Dixon, Brooks-Gunn, and Graber 2008). Structural
factors and parenting styles influence the levels of demands and resources of parenting, which
may result in observed racial and ethnic disparities in parenting stress. Below, we first discuss
how structural factors and parenting styles are related to parenting stress, which will help us
predict the association between race and ethnicity and parenting stress.
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Structural conditions, such as mother’s demographic characteristics, family structure, and
socioeconomic status (SES), are related to different levels of parenting stress. Younger mothers
typically have fewer resources and thus are more likely to report parenting stress than older
mothers (Nomaguchi and Brown 2011; Ross and Van Willigen 1996). Having more children in
the household means more daily parenting demands for mothers and thus is related to more
parenting stress (McBride et al. 2002; Nomaguchi and Brown 2011). Single mothers are more
likely to report higher parenting stress, as they have no partner available to assist with household
duties (Avison et al. 2007). Higher SES, such as higher family income, means more resources
are available for mothers to deal with parenting demands (McLeod and Nonnemaker 1999) and
thus is related to lower parenting stress (Mulsow et al. 2002). Full-time employed mothers tend
to report less parenting stress than homemakers (Goldsteen and Ross 1989; Nomaguchi and
Brown 2011). The link between education and mother’s parenting stress is more complex,
however. Although highly educated mothers have more resources that help them reduce daily
demands of parenting, they tend to feel more role captivity due to higher expectations of success
in their careers (Nomaguchi and Brown 2011).
Different styles of parenting are also related to different levels of demands and resources
in the parenting role. Parents with authoritarian parenting styles tend to regard the parent-child
relationship to be hierarchical, demand respect and obedience from their children, and attempt to
control their children’s behavior through coercive methods including directives and physical
punishment (Lareau 2003; Nelson 2010). Such parents’ attempts to control their children’s
behavior tend to result in a more frequent parent-child conflict (Dixon et al. 2008), a major
source of psychological demands of parenting. In contrast, parents with authoritative parenting
styles tend to treat children as equals, allow them to negotiate family rules, and clearly
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communicate with them about expectations about how they should behave (Lareau 2003). Such
parenting style allows parents to be more confident about their parenting (Ohan, Leung, and
Johnston 2000) and maintain a close relationship with their children (Nelson 2010). The sense of
competence and a close parent-child relationship are psychological resources that may help
parents deal with stressful aspects of parenting. Empirical studies have shown that authoritarian
parenting styles are related to higher parenting stress than authoritative styles (Deater-Deckard
and Scarr 1996; Nomaguchi and Brown 2011).
Racial and Ethnic Differences in Exposure to Parenting Stress
Turning to specific racial and ethnic minority groups, we now discuss how each group
differs in structural positions and parenting styles from whites, and thus experience differential
exposure to parenting stress than whites. We focus on four racial and ethnic minority groups,
including blacks, Hispanics, Asians, and American Indians.
Black mothers. Black mothers exhibit several structural disadvantages that are related to a
higher level of parenting stress. Black mothers are more likely than white counterparts to have
children at an early age (Mathews and Hamilton 2009), to have more children, and to have more
nonmarital births (Hummer and Hamilton 2010; Martinez, Daniels, and Chandra 2012). In
addition, black mothers have lower family incomes (Aud, Fox, and KewalRamani 2010) than
white mothers, although they are more likely to be employed (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
2011), a factor that is related to less parenting stress. With regard to parenting styles, black
mothers are more authoritarian than white mothers. Black mothers are more likely than white
mothers to expect obedience and respect from their children, provide more strict rules (Chao and
Kanatsu 2008; Dixon et al. 2008; Hill and Tyson 2008; Pinderhughes and Hurley 2008), and use
physical discipline (Gershoff et al. 2012; Lansford et al. 2004; Slade and Wissow 2004). All in
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all, we expect that black mothers will report more parenting stress than white mothers, because
of structural disadvantages and more authoritarian parenting style.
Hispanic mothers. Structural and cultural patterns for Hispanics, which reflect
characteristics of large subgroups such as Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and Dominicans, show more
disadvantages than those for whites. Hispanic women tend to have children at an earlier age
(Mathews and Hamilton 2009), have more children than white women (Raley, Durden and
Wildsmith 2004; Martin et al. 2011), and are more likely to have nonmarital births (Hummer and
Hamilton 2010; Martinez et al. 2012). They tend to have a lower level of education and lower
income (Aud, Fox, and KewalRamani 2010) and are less likely to be employed than white
mothers (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2011). Reflecting a culture that emphasizes
interdependence and loyalty to one’s family, Hispanic parents tend to provide their children with
higher levels of controls and restrictions than white parents (Bulcroft, Carmody, and Bulcroft
1996; Chao and Kanatsu 2008; Dixon et al. 2008). Hispanic mothers are more likely to use
physical punishment than white mothers (Gershoff et al. 2012), although some research shows
no differences in frequency of the use of spanking between Hispanic and white parents (Slade
and Wissow 2004). In sum, we expect that Hispanic mothers will show more parenting stress
than white mothers because of structural disadvantages and more authoritarian parenting style.
Asian American mothers. Unlike other racial and ethnic minority groups, Asians—
dominant subgroups include Chinese, Filipino, and Indian—are generally similar to or more
advantaged than whites in structural conditions. Asian women are little different in age at first
birth (Matthews and Hamilton 2009) and the number of children (U.S. Census Bureau 2012) than
white women and are less likely to have nonmarital births (Hummer and Hamilton 2010). On
average, Asians have higher levels of family income than whites (U.S. Census Bureau 2012),
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although Asian mothers are less likely to be employed than white mothers (U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics 2011). In terms of parenting style, Asian American parents are more authoritarian than
white parents, emphasizing loyalty toward the elderly, obedience to parents, self-sacrifice to gain
the well-being of the family, self-control, and academic achievement (Julian, McKenry, and
McKelvey 1994; Shariff 2009). Whether Asian American parents tend to spank their children
more than white parents is unclear with inconsistent empirical findings (Gershoff et al. 2012;
Julian, McKenry and McKelvey 1994), however. In sum, we expect that Asian American
mothers will show more parenting stress than White mothers because of more authoritarian
parenting style.
American Indian Mothers. American Indian mothers show disadvantages in several ways.
They are more likely than white mothers to have children at an earlier age, have more children
(Sandefur and Liebler 1997), and be single mothers (Sandefur and Liebler 1997). They tend to
experience economic difficulties with a high unemployment rate and lower educational
attainments (MacPhee, Fritz, and Miller-Heyl 1996). American Indian culture emphasizes
different childrearing values from the mainstream white culture. American Indian parents
emphasize respect for elders and conformity rather than autonomy (Parke and Buriel 2002) and
place less emphasis on extensive language use (MacPhee et al. 1996). However, they tend to
avoid spanking, but rely more on psychological control such as shaming misbehavior (MacPhee
et al. 1996; Pettit 1990). In sum, we expect that American Indian mothers will show more
parenting stress than white mothers because of structural disadvantages and more authoritarian
parenting style.
Separating Immigration Effects
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Hispanic and Asian populations have a high percentage of foreign-born persons (Motel
and Patten 2012; Pew Research Center 2012). Little research has examined the influence of
immigration on parenting stress, although some studies show that foreign-born mothers
experience more parenting stress than native-born mothers (Raphael et al. 2009). Foreign-born
mothers are more likely to have fewer material resources than native-born counterparts, as
foreign-born men and women tend to earn less than native-born counterparts with the same
levels of education (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2012). Also, immigrant mothers tend to face
unique challenges in parenting such as parent-child conflict due to differences in levels of
acculturation between their children and themselves (Leidy, Guerra, and Toro 2010; Zhou 1997).
Thus part of observed differences in parenting stress between Hispanic or Asian mothers and
white mothers, if any, may be attributed to the higher percentages of immigrants within these
groups.
Variations by Developmental Stage
Prior research has shown that levels of parenting stress vary by the child developmental
stage (Fagot and Kavanagh 1993). Most research has focused on early childhood and less is
known about how parenting stress changes as children are grown far into school age. Some
research suggests that parenting stress may increase as children get older. As children’s social
world expands, parents’ perceived quality of the relationship with their children tends to decline
from preschool to school-age (Galinsky 1987; Nomaguchi 2012), in part because of the increase
in peer influences that mothers tend to see as negative (Edin and Kefalas 2005). Thus we expect
that parenting stress increases from kindergarten to third grade for mothers in all racial and
ethnic groups.
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A life course perspective of development (Elder 1998) emphasizes the possible
interaction between social contexts and developmental stage on individuals’ life experiences.
This perspective suggests that racial and ethnic differences in parenting stress may vary by
child’s age. We expect that the increase in parenting stress as children get older would be greater
for racial and ethnic minority mothers than for white mothers. First, as peer influence gets more
salient, children may do or say things that their parents regard as inappropriate or disrespectful.
As noted earlier, racial and ethnic mothers’ authoritarian parenting styles may set the stage for
more frequent conflict with their children over children’s misbehavior (Chao and Kanatsu 2008;
Dixon et al. 2008). Second, as children move from preschool to school-age, racial and ethnic
minority mothers are more concerned about how to protect their children from harsh experiences
of racism (Hughes et al. 2006). Research has shown that black mothers’ and Hispanic mothers’
higher levels of attempts to control their children’s behavior than white mothers’ are more
pronounced as children get older (Bulcroft et al. 1996; Hill and Tyson 2008; Pinderhughes and
Hurley 2008).
THE PRESENT STUDY
This paper examines racial-ethnic differences in mothers’ parenting stress in two
developmental stages. We expect that black, Hispanic, and American Indian mothers are more
likely to report higher parenting stress than white mothers because of more disadvantaged
structural positions, and more authoritarian parenting styles. We also expect that Asian mothers
are more likely to report higher parenting stress than white mothers because of more
authoritarian parenting styles. For Hispanic and Asian mothers, we predict that higher parenting
stress than white mothers is in part due to a higher rate of foreign-born mothers. Finally, we
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expect that racial and ethnic minority mothers are more likely to increase parenting stress from
kindergarten to third grade than white mothers.
METHODS
Data
Data were drawn from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Cohort
(ECLS-K), a longitudinal, nationally representative study of American children conducted by the
National Center for Education Statistics. This sample of children entered kindergarten in
1998/1999 and is followed through their 8th grade year (Tourangeau, Nord, Lê, Sorongon, and
Najarian 2009). Data were collected from the children, their families, teachers, and school
administrators. We use data from fall kindergarten (W1), spring kindergarten (W2), spring first
grade (W4), and spring third grade (W5) years when questions regarding parenting stress and
other relevant information were collected. The base-year sample size was n = 21,260. By W5,
5,955 children were dropped from the study (n = 15,305, 72.0%). We selected cases where
parent interview data were present for all the four waves we used (n = 10,998, 51.7%). Finally
we selected cases where the “primary parent” was the child’s mother in all the four waves (N =
9,799, 46.1%). Those who dropped from the sample are more likely to be nonwhite, less
educated, and single mothers. To adjust for the sample attrition, we used a longitudinal weight
for cases where the parent interview was answered in W1 to W5 that was provided in the ECLSK. Most variables had few missing data, but the largest was 22.4% for frequency of spanking in
W5. For missing values, we used the multiple imputation technique suggested by Allison (2002)
with five replicates of the dataset.
Measures
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Mothers’ parenting stress is the average of four questions derived from the Aggravation
in Parenting Scale which is created based on Abidin’s parenting Stress Index (Abidin 1990),
including (a) “CHILD does things that really bother me”; (b) “CHILD seems harder to care for
than most”; (c) “I often feel angry with CHILD”; and (d) “I find myself giving up more of my
life to meet CHILD’s needs than I ever expected.” (1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree).
The alphas for parenting stress are .53 and .56 for wave 2 and wave 5, respectively. This scale
has been used in national surveys such as the Child Development Supplement to the Panel
Survey of Income Dynamics (PSID-CDS) and the National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH)
and widely used in prior research (e.g., Kim, Viner-Brown, and Garcia 2007; Moore et al. 2007).
Mothers’ race and ethnicity is a series of dummy variables, based on self-reports,
including non-Hispanic white (reference), non-Hispanic black, Hispanic, Asian and Pacific
Islander, American Indian, and multiracial.
Foreign-born is a dichotomous variable measured in W4 where mothers who were born
outside the United States were assigned 1s and others 0s. ECLS-K did not ask foreign-born status
until W4.
Structural conditions include seven indicators. Mothers’ age was measured in W1.
Mothers’ education was measured in W1 as dummy variables including less than high school,
high school diploma (reference), some college, college degree, and advanced degree. Family
income was measured in W1 and W5 as 13 categories indicating the respondent’s total income
over the past year. Mothers’ employment status was measured as dummy variables, not
employed, employed part-time, employed full-time (reference), in W1 and W5. The ECLS-K did
not have information about mothers’ employment in W2. Mothers’ marital status was a dummy
variable measured in W2 and W5 (1 = married). We used a dichotomous variable, because there
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was no detailed information such as cohabiting, divorced, never-married in W2. The number of
siblings in the household was measured in W2 and W5.
Parenting styles include two indicators. Open communication, which indicates a more
contemporary mainstream method of childrearing (Lareau 2003), was measured in W4 as the
average of four questions (α = .68), including: “I discourage {CHILD} from talking about
{his/her} worries because it upsets {him/her}” (reverse coded); “I encourage {CHILD} to talk
about {his/her} troubles”; I encourage {CHILD} to tell me about {his/her} friends and
activities”; “I encourage {CHILD} to express {his/her} opinions”. Spanking, which indicates
more traditional, authoritarian parenting (Lareau 2003), was measured in W2 and W5,
“Sometimes kids mind pretty well and sometimes they don't. About how many times, if any,
have you spanked {CHILD} in the past week?”
Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for variables in the analysis. Racial and ethnic
compositions were 62.3% white, 15.4% black, 17.3% Hispanic, 3.1% Asian, and 1.4% American
Indians. Although we identified 0.6% of the mothers as “multiracial”, we do not focus on results
for this group. About 16% of mothers were foreign-born. The average age was 33.2 years old.
Levels of education include 14.2% less than high school, 30.4% high school graduates, 32.6%
some college, 17.4% college degrees, and 5.4% advanced degrees.
[Table 1 about here]
Analytic Plans
First, we examine differences in parenting stress and explanatory variables among racial
and ethnic groups at a descriptive level. Second, to examine whether the associations between
race and ethnicity and parenting stress differ by developmental stage, we used a pooled time
series technique (Allison 2005; Johnson 1995). This approach allows us to examine change in
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parenting stress as well as change in racial and ethnic differences in parenting stress over time.
The two waves of data were pooled (“pooled data”) where data were structured in the way that
each wave of observation for each individual was represented by a separate record. Thus the total
sample size for the pooled data was the number of individuals multiplied by two. We used
random-effects models, rather than fixed-effects, because race and ethnicity, the focus of the
present study, was a time-invariant variable. Third, given that the pooled time series models
indicated that the associations between race and ethnicity and parenting stress are different by
developmental stage, we examined a series of ordinary-least-squared (OLS) regressions for
kindergarten and third grade years separately. For each developmental stage, four models were
conducted to examine how foreign status, structural positions, and parenting styles are linked to
racial/ethnic differences in parenting stress.
RESULTS
Table 2 presents racial-ethnic differences in parenting stress and explanatory variables at
a descriptive level. The levels of parenting stress vary across racial and ethnic groups in both
kindergarten and third grade. The average parenting stress score was higher for black, Hispanic,
and Asian mothers than for white mothers. Unexpectedly, American Indian mothers rated lower
than white mothers. As expected, racial and ethnic groups differ markedly in rates of foreignborn, structural conditions, and parenting styles at the descriptive level. The majority of Hispanic
and Asian mothers are foreign-born. Black, Hispanic, and American Indian mothers tend to be
younger and less educated than White mothers, while Asian mothers are older and more
educated. In both waves, the majority of black mothers and roughly half of American Indian
mothers were unmarried. Black, Hispanic, and American Indian mothers all report lower family
income compared to whites. In both years, black mothers are more likely to be employed than
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white mothers, whereas Hispanic mothers are less likely to be employed. Asian and American
Indian mothers are more likely to be either full-time employed or not employed compared to
white mothers. In both waves, all racial and ethnic minority groups report more children in the
household than do whites. With regard to parenting styles, racial and ethnic minority groups
score lower on encouragement for open communication than do whites. In the kindergarten
wave, black, Hispanic, and Asian mothers score higher on spanking than white mothers.
However, in the third grade wave, Hispanic mothers score lower on spanking than white
mothers.
[Table 2 about here]
Next, we examined whether the associations between race and ethnicity and parenting
stress vary by developmental stage to determine whether analyses should be done separately for
each year. Table 3 presents results from random-effects models using the pooled data. Model 1,
the main effect model, indicates that parenting stress is higher when children are in the third
grade than when they are in kindergarten (b = .055, p < .001). Our main focus here is on the
interaction effects in Model 2, which show that the interaction between third grade and black was
significant and the sign was positive (b = .144, p < .001). The effect of third grade for black
mothers was .035 + .144 = .179. This result suggests that black mothers experienced a greater
increase in parenting stress from kindergarten to third grade years than white mothers. In
contrast, the interaction between third grade and American Indian was significant and the sign
was negative (b = -.105, p < .05). The effect of third grade for American Indian mothers was
.035 - .106 = -.061. This result suggests that, unexpectedly, American Indian mothers experience
decline in parenting stress from kindergarten to third grade.
[Table 3 about here]
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Given the above results that the associations between race and ethnicity and parenting
stress differ between kindergarten and third grade years at least for some racial and ethnic
groups, we examined multivariate analyses for racial and ethnic differences in parenting stress
for kindergarten and third grade years separately. Results for the kindergarten year are presented
in Table 4. The main effects model (Model 1) shows that black and Hispanic mothers report
more parenting stress than white mothers. Contrary to predictions, Asian and American Indian
mothers show little difference from white mothers.
Model 2 added foreign-born status to the main effects model, which shows that foreignborn mothers reported more parenting stress than native-born mothers. By adding this variable,
the coefficient for Hispanics became smaller and nonsignificant, suggesting that the greater
parenting stress among Hispanics compared to whites was largely due to a higher rate of
immigrants among Hispanics. A supplemental analysis (available upon request) indicates that
this is largely because of a lower level of family income for foreign-born mothers. Black mothers
remain showing more parenting stress than white mothers, which is not surprising as a very small
percent of black mothers are foreign-born.
Model 3 shows several structural conditions were related to parenting stress. Lower
education was related to more parenting stress, whereas higher education was also related to
more parenting stress. Older mothers, married mothers, and mothers with more family incomes
were more likely to report less parenting stress. Part-time employment was related to more
parenting stress. Having more children at home was related to more parenting stress. When
structural variables were included in the model, the coefficient for black mothers became much
smaller and nonsignificant, indicating that the greater parenting stress for black mothers than
white mothers was mostly due to disadvantaged structural positions of black mothers. A
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supplemental analysis (data not shown) indicates that this is mostly due to lower family income
and a greater proportion of single mothers among black mothers. When controlling for structural
variables, the coefficient for American Indian became significant with a positive sign, indicating
that at the same structural positions, American Indian mothers report lower parenting stress than
white mothers. According to a supplemental analysis (available upon request), the lower level of
parenting stress among America Indian mothers was suppressed by lower family income and
more single parenthood among them.
Finally, Model 4 shows that two variables indicating parenting styles and styles are
related to parenting stress. Mothers who encourage open communication to children tend to
report less parenting stress. Mothers who spank children for discipline tend to report more
parenting stress than mothers who do not use spanking. By adding these variables, the coefficient
for blacks and Asians became larger but stayed nonsignificant.
[Table 4 about here]
Turning to third grade (Table 5), Model 1, the main effects model, suggests that, as found
in kindergarten, black and Hispanic mothers report more parenting stress than white mothers.
Unlike in kindergarten, American Indian mothers report less parenting stress in the main effects
model. Like in the kindergarten year, Hispanic mothers’ greater parenting stress than White
mothers was mostly due to foreign-born status (Model 2). This was due to disadvantages in
structural positions among foreign-born mothers. Unlike in kindergarten, black mothers’ greater
parenting stress than white mothers remained significant even after controlling for structural
positions (Model 3), and parenting (Model 4). Similar to the pattern in the kindergarten year,
Asian mothers show little difference from white mothers in the level of parenting stress.
[Table 5 about here]
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DISCUSSION
Race and ethnicity reflects structural and cultural positions that provide parents with
unequal levels of demands and resources of raising children. This paper explored racial and
ethnic disparities in mother’s parenting stress in kindergarten and third grade, focusing on how
observed differences are shaped by different structural positions and parenting styles. In addition,
we examined variations by developmental stage in the disparities. Shedding light on parenting
stress, a role strain in one of major social roles, this study extends our understanding of racial
and ethnic disparities in stress and health.
Our findings indicate that black mothers experience higher levels of parenting stress than
white mothers in somewhat different ways by developmental stage. In kindergarten, black
mothers report more parenting stress than white mothers because of disadvantaged structural
positions, especially lower family income and higher rates of single motherhood, higher rates of
children’s problems, and, to a lesser extent, more authoritarian parenting styles. In contrast, in
third grade, black mothers report more parenting stress than white mothers even after controlling
for structural, parenting, and child factors. Additionally, we found that black mothers, but not
other racial ethnic minority mothers, experience a greater increase in parenting stress from
kindergarten to third grade than did white mothers, net of structural conditions and parenting
styles.
What might explain the greater increase in parenting stress from kindergarten to third
grade for black mothers than white mothers, the pattern that we did not find for other racial and
ethnic minority mothers? One possibility is mothers’ perceptions of racism and attitudes toward
assimilation with the mainstream culture. Some researchers argue that blacks differ from other
racial ethnic minorities in that blacks do not assimilate with white culture at the same rate as
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Hispanics and Asians (Lee and Bean 2004). Black parents are more likely than other racial and
ethnic minority parents to consciously include preparation of their children’s awareness of
discrimination especially when children get older (Hughes et al. 2006), perhaps because they are
more concerned about the possible influence of racism on children. Future research should
investigate the role of perceived racism in influencing parenting stress among racial and ethnic
minority parents.
Hispanic mothers report more parenting stress than white mothers in both kindergarten
and third grade. We found that this is because of the higher rate of immigrants among Hispanic
mothers and it is structural disadvantages, rather than cultural differences, that contribute to
higher parenting stress among Hispanic immigrants. Hispanic immigrant mothers must use
various adaptive strategies to overcome challenges in raising children in a new environment
(Perreira, Chapman, and Stein 2006). It would be more difficult to cope with such challenges if
they lack financial resources.
We found that Asian mothers are not different from white mothers in the level of
parenting stress. Given that Asian mothers tend to be similar to or even higher than white
mothers in their SES positions, this is not surprising. The vast majority of Asian mothers in our
sample were foreign-born. Although many of these foreign-born mothers may face challenges of
cultural adjustments that white mothers may not have to (Shariff 2009), like Hispanic immigrant
mothers, having such challenges does not seem to result in greater parenting stress among Asian
mothers, perhaps because of better financial resources. One caveat is that the majority of Asian
American mothers in our sample were Filipinos (data are available from the authors). With the
influence of Spanish culture, the majority of people in the Philippines are Catholic and English is
used primary in schools (Eng et al. 2008). Thus Filipinos are more assimilated to mainstream
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U.S. culture than other Asian ethnic groups. Future research is warranted to investigate variations
in parenting stress among Asian Americans by countries of origin.
Results for American Indian mothers are most unexpected. They report less parenting
stress than white mothers in kindergarten when structural positions are taken into account, and in
third grade, even before these factors are controlled for. In addition, American Indian mothers,
but not mothers in other racial ethnic groups, experienced less parenting stress in third grade than
kindergarten. Why do American Indian mothers report less parenting stress than white mothers,
despite their disadvantages in structural positions? As Pearlin (1989) suggests, it may be due to
the role of culture. Prior research has indicated that American Indian families generally have
close kinship networks and childrearing tends to be communal (MacPhee et al. 1996). It is
possible that American Indian mothers do not feel as much pressure as sole responsibilities for
how their children will turn out as white mothers do. Alternatively, American Indian culture
might discourage parents from expressing negative emotions (Williams and Harris-Reid 1999).
Future research on American Indian parenting and its implications for adult well-being is
warranted.
Overall, our findings suggest that differences in structural conditions, particularly family
income and single motherhood, are strongly related to racial and ethnic disparities in parenting
stress. Some of our findings, including black mothers’ higher stress and American Indian
mothers’ less stress in third grade, indicate that structural conditions alone do not explain all
racial and ethnic differences in parenting stress, however. Although results of the present
analysis suggest that parenting styles contribute little to racial-ethnic differences in parenting
stress, it could be because our measures of parenting styles (i.e., open communication and
spanking) might not be ideal to tap different cultural traditions or adaptive strategy to racial and

21
ethnic discrimination. Future research is warranted to investigate the role of racism, cultural
parenting beliefs, and cultural differences in emotion norms, in influencing how stressful
mothers feel about raising children.
In addition to some issues that we already discussed, there are a few limitations in the
present study that future research should address. First, we focused on mothers’ parenting stress
due to data limitation. A national survey on children tends to include information about parenting
only from the “primary” parent who tends to be the focal child’s mother. Researchers should
consider including questions for both mothers and fathers asking about their experiences of
parenting stress in a national survey. Second, ECLS-K, a representative sample of children in a
particular cohort, is not a representative sample of parents. Future research using a nationally
representative sample of parents is warranted in order to understand patterns of disparities in
experiences of parenting across racial and ethnic groups. Third, we were unable to examine how
racial and ethnic differences in parenting stress may change as children grow into adolescence
and young adults due to data limitations. It would be interesting to examine racial and ethnic
disparities in trajectories of parenting stress from preschool to young adulthood.
In sum, we found that black mothers and foreign-born Hispanic mothers report more
parenting stress than white mothers when children are in kindergarten largely due to fewer
structural resources, particularly lower family income and single parenthood. We also found
some indications of unique effects of race and ethnicity. When children are in third grade, black
mothers experience more parenting stress than other racial and ethnic mothers even after
controlling for structural conditions and authoritarian parenting styles, whereas American Indian
mothers report less parenting stress despite their structural disadvantages. Understanding
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disparities in strains in major social roles such as parenting stress would advance our
understanding of how racial and ethnic minority status shapes one’s health and well-being.
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Table 1. Means (standard deviations) or Percentage Distributions for Independent
and Control Variables (N = 9,799).
M (Std)
% Missing
Mother’s race/ethnicity
White
62.25%
0.0
Black
15.40%
0.0
Hispanic
17.25%
0.0
Asian
3.06%
0.0
American Indian
1.43%
0.0
Multiracial
0.61%
0.0
Mother foreign-born
16.26%
0.2
Structural conditions
Mothers' education
Less than high school
14.16%
0.0
High school diploma
30.40%
0.0
Some college
32.61%
0.0
College degree
17.40%
0.0
Advanced degree
5.43%
0.0
Mother’s age (18-83)
33.16 (6.34)
0.1
Married in W2
70.65%
0.0
Married in W5
70.90%
0.1
Family income in W1 (1-13)
7.63 (3.23)
0.0
Family income in W5 (1-13)
8.04 (3.23)
23.1
Mother’s employment status in W2
Full-time
45.41%
0.4
Part-time
22.12%
0.4
Nonemployed
32.47%
0.4
Mother’s employment status in W5
Full-time
50.41%
1.7
Part-time
22.12%
1.7
Nonemployed
27.47%
1.7
The number of siblings in W2 (0-14)
1.48 (1.12)
0.0
The number of siblings in W5 (0-11)
1.58 (1.12)
0.0
Cultural factors
Open communication (1.25-4)
3.60 (0.45)
0.4
Spanking in W2 (0-30)
0.53 (1.15)
20.8
Spanking in W5 (0-25)
0.27 (0.72)
22.4
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Variables by Race/Ethnicity (N = 9,799)
White
Black
Hispanic
Asian/P.I.
American Indian
67.1%
10.6%
14.8%
5.4%
1.4%
M
Std
M
Std
M
Std
M
Std
M
Std
Dependent variables
Parenting stress in W2
Parenting stress in W5
Mother foreign-born
Structural conditions
Mother’s education
Less than high school
High school diploma
Some college
College degree
Advanced degree
Mothers' age
Married in W2
Married in W5
Family income in W1
Family income in W5
Mother’s employment status
in W2
Full-time
Part-time
Nonemployed
Mother’s employment status
in W5
Full-time
Part-time
Nonemployed
The number of siblings in
W2

1.55 (0.40)**
1.58 (0.37)**
73.6%***

1.44 (0.48)***
1.37 (0.44)***
0.0%***

Multiracial
0.7%
M
Std

1.52 (0.46)
1.54 (0.49)
3.2%

1.58 (0.65)***
1.73 (0.70)***
6.2%***

1.59 (0.61)***
1.59 (0.53)***
63.3%***

6.9%
28.9%
34.7%
21.9%
7.6%
33.69 (5.61)
79.4%
78.2%
8.68 (2.74)
9.04 (2.74)

15.9%***
35.9%***
37.1%***
9.8%***
1.3%***
32.45 (9.80)***
36.2%***
39.0%***
5.37 (3.69)***
5.74 (3.83)***

39.9%***
30.9%***
21.8%***
6.2%***
1.2%***
31.75 (6.55)***
70.2%***
73.0%***
5.86 (3.11)***
6.48 (3.14)***

43.3%
25.8%
30.9%

59.8%***
14.2%***
26.0%***

38.6%***
17.9%***
43.5%***

49.0%***
17.4%***
33.6%*

53.1%***
12.5%***
34.4%*

40.6%
23.4%
36.0%*

47.2%
26.3%
26.5%

64.1%***
12.2%***
23.7%***

47.5%***
17.5%***
35.0%***

60.1%***
18.1%***
21.8%***

56.0%***
13.1%***
30.9%**

47.9%
27.3%
24.8%

1.38 (0.95)

1.59 (1.56)***

1.68 (1.30)***

1.53 (1.04)***

2.01 (1.69)***

1.34 (0.92)

10.1%***
15.2%***
30.3%
28.0%***
21.8%***
43.5%***
28.8%***
10.9%***
9.0%*
2.4%***
34.84 (4.18)*** 32.14 (6.59)***
84.0%***
47.4%***
80.3%*
53.4%***
8.20 (2.25)***
6.06 (3.34)***
8.75 (2.18)***
6.34 (3.61)***

1.62 (0.45)***
1.56 (0.49)
10.5%***

6.1%
39.9%***
32.4%
20.3%
1.3%***
31.11 (7.15)***
69.1%***
69.6%***
7.96 (2.79)***
8.18 (2.89)***
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The number of siblings in
W5
1.47 (0.97)
1.70 (1.57)***
1.80 (1.21)***
1.68 (1.04)***
2.13 (1.73)***
1.54 (1.08)
Cultural factors
Open Communication
3.69 (0.38)
3.45 (0.61)***
3.47 (0.55)***
3.42 (0.41)***
3.62 (0.41)***
3.60 (0.44)***
Spanking in W2
0.45 (1.05)
0.83 (1.78)***
0.57 (1.13)***
0.56 (0.73)***
0.35 (0.82)**
0.51 (0.93)
Spanking in W5
0.24 (0.65)
0.44 (0.94)***
0.22 (0.83)*
0.38 (0.64)***
0.25 (0.61)
0.39 (1.07)***
*p < .05; ** p< .01; *** p <.001.
Note: Significance tests for differences between means or proportions for whites versus blacks, Hispanics, Asian Americans, or American
Indians.
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Table 3. Random-Effects Models Predicting Interactions Between Race and
Ethnicity and Developmental Stage on Parenting Stress (N = 19,598 person-years).
Model 1
Model 2
b
SE
b
SE
a
Developmental stage
Third grade
.055 .006 ***
.035 .007 ***
a
Mother’s race and ethnicity
Black
.060 .015 ***
-.156 .028 ***
Hispanic
-.009 .016
.002 .028
Asian
.000 .026
-.024 .055
American Indian
-.114 .037 **
.046 .080
Multiracial
.058 .055
.178 .120
Mother’s race and ethnicity x
developmental stagea
Black x third grade
.144 .016 ***
Hispanic x third grade
-.008 .015
Asian x third grade
.016 .032
American Indian x third grade
-.106 .047 *
Multiracial x third grade
-.079 .071
Mother foreign-born
.033 .016 *
.034 .016 *
Structural factors
Mothers' educationa
Less than high school
.049 .016 **
.049 .016 **
Some college
-.004 .011
-.004 .011
College degree
.032 .014 *
.032 .014 *
Advanced degree
.097 .021 ***
.097 .021 ***
Mother’s age
-.003 .001 ***
-.003 .001 ***
Married
-.017 .010
-.019 .010
Family income
-.011 .002 ***
-.011 .002 ***
a
Mother’s employment status
Part-time
.024 .009 **
.025 .009 **
Nonemployed
.016 .009
.015 .009
The number of siblings
-.022 .004 ***
-.022 .004 ***
Cultural factors
Open communication
-.097 .010 ***
-.097 .010 ***
Spanking
.053 .004 ***
.054 .004 ***
a
Omitted reference groups are: White, kindergarten, white x kindergarten, high
school diploma, and full-time employed
*p < .05; ** p< .01; *** p <.001.
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Table 4. Coefficients from Ordinary-Least-Squares Regression Models Predicting the Associations Between
Race and Ethnicity and Parenting Stress: Kindergarten (N = 9,799).
Model 1
Model 2
Model 3
Model 4
b
SE
b
SE
b
SE
b
SE
Mother’s race and
ethnicity
White
----------------Black
.063 .015 *** .061 .015 *** .005 .016
-.026 .016
Hispanic
.073 .015 *** .024 .018
-.022 .019
-.025 .018
Asian
.032 .030
-.026 .033
-.019 .033
-.044 .032
American Indian
-.076 .044
-.073 .044
-.105 .044 *
-.090 .043 *
Multiracial
.101 .066
.096 .066
.074 .065
.068 .064
Mother foreign-born
.082 .019 *** .074 .019 ***
.067 .019 ***
Structural conditions
Mother’s education
Less than high school
.041 .018 *
.033 .018
High school diploma
--------Some college
-.015 .013
-.004 .013
College degree
.037 .017 *
.047 .017 **
Advanced degree
.086 .026 ***
.092 .026 ***
Mother’s age
-.005 .001 ***
-.004 .001 ***
Married in W2
-.036 .014 **
-.042 .013 **
Family income in W1
-.016 .002 ***
-.011 .002 ***
Mother’s employment
status in W2
Full-time
--------Part-time
.044 .014 **
.048 .014 ***
Nonemployed
.005 .012
.003 .012
The number of siblings
in W2
-.027 .005 ***
-.029 .005 ***
Cultural factors
Communication
-.096 .012 ***
Spanking in W2
.067 .004 ***
Intercept
1.519 .006 *** 1.516 .007 *** 1.863 .031 *** 2.126 .053 ***
2
.005***
.007***
.030***
.059***
R
*p < .05; ** p< .01; *** p <.001.
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Table 5. Coefficients from Ordinary-Least-Squares Regression Models Predicting the Associations Between
Race and Ethnicity and Parenting Stress: Third Grade (N = 9,799).
Model 1
Model 2
Model 3
Model 4
b
SE
b
SE
b
SE
b
SE
Mother’s race and
ethnicity
White
----------------Black
.195 .015 *** .193 .015 ***
.135 .016 *** .108
.016 ***
Hispanic
.053 .014 *** .026 .018
-.019 .019
-.024
.019
Asian
.042 .031
.010 .034
.014 .034
-.019
.034
American Indian
-.169 .044 *** -.167 .044 *** -.209 .044 *** -.206
.044 ***
Multiracial
.023 .067
.020 .067
.004 .067
-.012
.066
Mother foreign-born
.045 .020 *
.034 .020
.034
.020
Structural conditions
Mothers' education
Less than high
school
.037 .018 *
.033
.018
High school diploma
--------Some college
-.018 .014
-.009
.014
College degree
.017 .017
.027
.017
Advanced degree
.103 .026 *** .117
.026 ***
Mother’s age
-.003 .001 *** -.003
.001 ***
Married in W5
-.025 .014
-.028
.014
Family income in W5
-.016 .002 *** -.014
.002 ***
Mother’s employment
status in W5
Full-time
--------Part-time
-.005 .014
-.002
.014
Nonemployed
.015 .013
.012
.013
The number of
siblings in W5
-.014 .005 **
-.015
.005 **
Cultural factors
Communication
-.091
.012 ***
Spanking in W5
.081
.009 ***
Intercept
1.537 .007 *** 1.536 .007 *** 1.827 .033 *** 2.119
.054 ***
2
R
.020***
.020***
.037***
.055***
*p < .05; ** p< .01; *** p <.001.

