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University of California–Berkeley
Using data from a socioeconomically diverse sample of Chinese American children (n ⫽ 258, aged 6 –9
years) in immigrant families, we examined the concurrent relations among neighborhood economic
disadvantage and concentration of Asian residents, parenting styles, and Chinese American children’s
externalizing and internalizing problems. Neighborhood characteristics were measured with 2000 U.S.
Census tract-level data, parents (mostly mothers) rated their own parenting styles, and parents and
teachers rated children’s behavioral problems. Path analysis was conducted to test two hypotheses: (a)
parenting styles mediate the relations between neighborhood characteristics and children’s behavioral
problems, and (b) children’s behavioral problems mediate the relations between neighborhood and
parenting styles. We found that neighborhood Asian concentration was positively associated with
authoritarian parenting, which in turn was associated with Chinese American children’s higher externalizing and internalizing problems (by parents’ reports). In addition, neighborhood economic disadvantage was positively related to children’s externalizing problems (by parents’ reports), which in turn
predicted lower authoritative parenting. The current results suggest the need to consider multiple
pathways in the relations among neighborhood, family, and child adjustment, and they have implications
for the prevention and intervention of behavioral problems in Chinese American children.
Keywords: neighborhood, parenting styles, behavioral problems, immigrants

including those from African American and Latino families (e.g.,
Gonzales et al., 2011; Roche, Ghazarian, Little, & Leventhal,
2011; Roche, Ensminger, & Cherlin, 2007; Roosa et al., 2005), it
has largely ignored children from Asian American families (Zhou
et al., 2012), the second largest foreign-born population in the
United States (Hoeffel, Rastogi, Kim, & Shahid, 2012).
Using a socioeconomically diverse sample of 258 Chinese
American school-age children in immigrant families, we examined
the concurrent relations of neighborhood (economic disadvantage
and concentration of Asian residents) and parenting styles (authoritative and authoritarian parenting) to children’s externalizing and
internalizing problems. On the basis of previous research on the
family stress theory (Conger, Conger, & Martin, 2010), the transactional model of development (Sameroff, 2009), and cultural
perspectives on parenting (Zhou et al., 2012), we tested two
hypotheses: (a) neighborhood characteristics predict parenting
styles, which in turn predict children’s behavioral problems, and
(b) neighborhood characteristics predict children’s behavioral
problems, which in turn predict parenting. By testing multiple
pathways involved in neighborhood, parenting, and children’s
adjustment in Asian American immigrant families, this study can
inform the development and dissemination of culturally competent
mental health interventions serving this population.

Neighborhood and family are two of the most important developmental contexts affecting children’s psychological adjustment.
In existing research, neighborhood economic disadvantage has
been consistently linked to children’s higher behavioral problems.
By contrast, the association between neighborhood ethnic density
(a culturally salient factor for ethnic minority children) and children’s adjustment has been less consistent. Researchers have highlighted family processes, such as parenting and the parent– child
relationship, as potential mechanisms underlying the influence of
neighborhood on children’s adjustment. Although this line of
research has sampled children from diverse cultural backgrounds,
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Neighborhood Economic Disadvantage and
Ethnic Density
Neighborhood Economic Disadvantage
Neighborhood economic disadvantage refers to hardship due to
the simultaneous absence of economic, social, and family re202
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sources in the residential neighborhood (Ross & Mirowsky, 2001).
Neighborhood economic disadvantage is commonly assessed by
objective indicators from census data such as the proportion of
families living in poverty, the percentage of families receiving
public assistance, and the unemployment rate (McBride Murry,
Berkel, Gaylord-Harden, Copeland-Linder, & Nation, 2011; Xue,
Leventhal, Brooks-Gunn, & Earls, 2005). The corrosive effects of
neighborhood economic disadvantage on children’s psychological
adjustment have been well documented (see Leventhal & BrooksGunn, 2000 and McBride Murry et al., 2011, for reviews). Although earlier studies focused on late childhood and adolescence
(Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000), recent studies have shown
links between neighborhood economic disadvantage and children’s behavioral problems in early and middle childhood (Edwards & Bromfield, 2009; Georgiades, Boyle, & Duku, 2007;
Odgers et al., 2009; Xue et al., 2005).

Neighborhood Ethnic Density
Although economic disadvantage is a common risk factor affecting children regardless of ethnicity and culture, ethnic density
(i.e., the number of same-ethnicity members in one’s neighborhood; Juang & Alvarez, 2011) might be a culturally salient factor
for ethnic minority children. With regard to the association between ethnic density and children’s adjustment, various hypotheses have been proposed with different findings reported in the
literature. One hypothesis is that a higher ethnic density is beneficial for residents’ psychological adjustment because of greater
social support and social cohesion as well as better access to
cultural resources in ethnic communities (Halpern, 1993). Consistent with this perspective, ethnographic research conducted with
Chinese and Korean American immigrants residing in ethnic enclaves (e.g., Chinatown) revealed that living in ethnic communities
may nurture Asian American residents’ ethnic identity and decrease their pressure to assimilate (Zhou & Kim, 2006). Moreover,
the cultural resources (e.g., ethnic language schools and afterschool programs, churches, and community centers) in ethnic
communities provide valuable academic and social support for
children of Asian American immigrants (Zhou & Kim, 2006).
Consistent with the hypothesized beneficial or protective effect,
Georgiades et al. (2007) found that higher neighborhood immigrant concentration was associated with fewer emotionalbehavioral problems among Canadian children (aged 4 –11 years)
in immigrant families, whereas the reverse was true for children in
nonimmigrant families. Moreover, neighborhood Hispanic composition attenuated the link between early pubertal timing and
depressive symptoms in Mexican-origin adolescent girls (White,
Deardorff, & Gonzales, 2012).
An alternative hypothesis is that greater ethnic density might
have some adverse effects on residents’ psychological adjustment.
First, because neighborhood immigrant and ethnic concentration
tend to be highly and positively correlated with neighborhood
poverty (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000), ethnic density may
serve as a proxy for adverse economic, physical, and social conditions in neighborhoods and thus increase residents’ exposure to
stressors (Mair et al., 2010). Second, living in neighborhoods with
a high concentration of coethnic members may heighten ethnic
minority residents’ awareness of racial/ethnic discrimination
(Juang & Alvarez, 2011) and cultural alienation (Miller et al.,
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2009), which may in turn put them at risk for mental health
problems.
The empirical evidence regarding the adverse effect of ethnic
density is mixed. For example, neighborhood ethnic density positively predicted Chinese American adolescents’ perceived discrimination (Juang & Alvarez, 2011). Living in a neighborhood
with a higher percentage of residents of the same race/ethnicity has
been associated with more depressive symptoms in African American male adults, but fewer depressive symptoms in Hispanic
males and Chinese females (Mair et al., 2010). The mixed findings
suggest that the relation between ethnic density and individual
adjustment is complex and likely varies by race or ethnicity, age
(e.g., children or adolescents vs. adults), and type of adjustment
outcome (e.g., academic attainment vs. mental health problems).
Moreover, because of the frequent coexistence of immigrant and
minority concentration and economic disadvantage, it is important
to test their unique relations with children’s adjustment.

The Role of Parenting in the Links Between
Neighborhood and Children’s Behavioral Problems:
The Family Stress Model and the Transactional Model
To further understand how neighborhood affects child adjustment, it is important to study the mediating processes. The family
stress model provides a heuristic framework for understanding
how economic hardship influences family relationships, parenting,
and children’s adjustment (Conger et al., 2010). According to this
theory, economic hardship indirectly escalates children’s emotional and behavioral problems by increasing interparental conflicts and parents’ own psychological distress, which are in turn
associated with disruptions in parenting (e.g., harsh, inconsistent,
or uninvolved parenting). Thus, parenting is considered a key
process mediating the relation between economic hardship and
children’s behavioral problems (Conger et al., 2010). Because
economic hardship and neighborhood disadvantage often co-occur
(Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000), the family stress model has
been extended to understand the role of neighborhood disadvantage in children’s adjustment (e.g., Barnett, 2008; Leventhal &
Brooks-Gunn, 2000; White, Roosa, & Zeiders, 2012). Specifically,
the stressors associated with living in economically disadvantaged
neighborhoods (e.g., exposure to crime and violence, lack of
access to resources) are thought to undermine parental warmth and
use of effective discipline with children, which in turn put children
at risk for behavioral problems (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000).
Consistent with this theory, parent– child conflict mediated the
relation between neighborhood disadvantage and school-age children’s externalizing problems in Anglo and Mexican American
families (Roosa et al., 2005). Likewise, negative parenting (inconsistent and harsh discipline and low nurturance) mediated the
relation between neighborhood poverty and African American and
Caucasian preadolescents’ externalizing problems (Mrug &
Windle, 2009). In addition, immigrant families residing in poor
neighborhoods may be at heightened risk because of acculturative
stress and pressure to adapt to local norms (Jung, Fuller, &
Galindo, 2012; Weisner, 2002), which may undermine their ability
to enact effective parenting practices.
Although empirical tests of the family stress model have primarily focused on the influence of parenting on children’s adjustment, the transactional model of development (Sameroff, 2009)
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highlights the role of children’s behaviors in shaping parenting. In
support of the child-driven effect on parenting, longitudinal studies
have shown that children with higher externalizing problems or
higher dispositional anger/frustration elicited parents’ higher use
of physical discipline or authoritarian parenting (e.g., Choe, Olson,
& Sameroff, in press; Lee, Zhou, Eisenberg, & Wang, 2013). Thus,
two simultaneous processes are likely involved in the relations
among neighborhood, parenting, and children’s behavioral problems: (a) the process in which neighborhood characteristics influence parenting, which in turn affects children’s behavioral problems, and (b) the process in which neighborhood characteristics
shape children’s behavioral problems, which in turn affect parenting.

Cultural Perspectives on Parenting in Asian and
Asian American Families
Authoritative parenting and authoritarian parenting are two
broad dimensions of parenting styles widely studied among children from European American and East Asian backgrounds (see
Steinberg, 2001, and Sorkhabi, 2005, for reviews). Authoritative
parenting is characterized by warmth and acceptance, encouragement of children’s autonomy, discipline through setting reasonable
limits on children’s behaviors, and the use of reasoning and induction. Authoritarian parenting is characterized by a lack of
warmth, restricting children’s autonomy, and frequent use of verbal hostility, physical coercion, and other punitive disciplinary
strategies (Baumrind, 1996; Maccoby & Martin, 1983).
Because of the cultural emphasis on parents’ firm control and
filial piety in traditional East Asian societies (Wu et al., 2002), the
cultural norms of and values toward parental authoritarian control
are higher in East Asian than Western cultures (Lansford et al.,
2005). Indeed, cross-national and cross-ethnic comparative studies
reported that on average, parents of East Asian cultures scored
higher on authoritarian parenting and lower on authoritative parenting than European American parents (e.g., Chao, 2001; Dornbusch, Ritter, Leiderman, Roberts, & Fraleigh, 1987; Supple &
Small, 2006). However, despite the mean differences in parenting
styles, the direction of the relations between authoritative and
authoritarian parenting and child adjustment in East Asian families
has been shown to be largely similar to those in European American families (see Sorkhabi, 2005, and Zhou et al., 2012, for
reviews). Together, these findings suggest that cross-cultural commonalities and differences coexist in how authoritative and authoritarian parenting styles are linked with children’s adjustment.
An important limitation of this line of research is that researchers have tended to focus on cross-nation or cross-ethnicity comparisons, and little attention has been paid to within-group differences among Asian American parents. For Asian American
immigrant parents, the neighborhood concentration of Asian residents might be a proximal indicator of the cultural context of
neighborhood; that is, ethnic cultural values and norms on parenting may be transmitted to immigrant parents through parents’
interactions with their neighbors. Thus, by examining the associations between neighborhood Asian concentration and parenting
styles among Asian American immigrant parents, we can gain a
better understanding of the processes through which cultural factors shape parenting practices.

The Present Study
We aimed to integrate the family stress model, the transactional
model, and cultural perspectives on parenting by examining the
associations among two neighborhood features (economic disadvantage and Asian concentration), two parenting styles (authoritative and authoritarian parenting), and school-age children’s behavioral problems in Chinese American immigrant families.
Specifically, we tested two models: (a) the model in which parenting styles mediate the relations between neighborhood conditions and children’s behavioral problems (see Figure 1), and (b) the
model in which children’s behavioral problems mediate the relations between neighborhood conditions and parenting styles (see
Figure 2). On the basis of the family stress model, we hypothesized
that neighborhood economic disadvantage would be associated
with higher authoritarian parenting and lower authoritative parenting, which in turn would be associated with higher behavioral
problems in Chinese American children. On the basis of crosscultural perspectives on parenting, we hypothesized that neighborhood Asian concentration would be associated with higher authoritarian parenting and lower authoritative parenting, which in turn
would be related to children’s higher behavioral problems. According to the transactional model, we hypothesized that neighborhood economic disadvantage would be associated with higher
externalizing problems in children, which in turn would be associated with higher authoritarian and lower authoritative parenting.
Although longitudinal data would allow for more robust tests of
mediated effects, the present cross-sectional study is an important
first step to study these relations among Asian American children,
an understudied population in neighborhood research.

Method
Participants
Data came from the Wave 1 assessment (conducted between
November 2007 and May 2009) of an ongoing study of Chinese
American children in immigrant families (Chen et al., 2013; Ly,
Zhou, Chen, Chu, & Chen, 2012; Tao, Zhou, Lau, & Liu, 2013).
A sample of 258 Chinese American children and their parents and
teachers were recruited from schools and neighborhoods from four
counties within the San Francisco Bay Area. These counties had
between 16% and 36% of their population who identified as Asian
alone or in combination with one or other races (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2010). The children in this sample (51.9% boys) were in
first and second grade and were between the ages of 5.81 and 9.14
years (M ⫽ 7.38 years, SD ⫽ 0.71). Twenty-four percent of
children were first generation (i.e., born outside of the United
States) and 76% were second generation (i.e., born in the United
States to immigrant parents). Because mothers were asked to
participate in the study if possible (if the mother was not available,
then the father was asked to participate), most parents in this
sample (n ⫽ 211, 81.8%) were mothers. The parents ranged from
27.92 to 54.75 years of age (M ⫽ 39.53 years, SD ⫽ 5.19). Most
participating parents (97%) were born outside of the United States,
and the mean time since their immigration was 11.82 years (range ⫽
0 –50 years). Detailed sample statistics on parent and family characteristics are presented in Table 1. The sample was diverse in
parental education and family income. Fifty-seven percent of chil-
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Figure 1. The path-analytic model testing parenting styles as mediators of the relations between neighborhood
characteristics and children’s behavioral problems. The model tested all of the paths from neighborhood
variables to parenting styles, from parenting styles to behavioral problems, and from neighborhood variables to
behavioral problems. However, only the statistically significant paths are shown. The bolded lines represent
significant indirect paths. The numbers above the parentheses are unstandardized path coefficients, and the
numbers in parentheses are standardized path coefficients. The effects of covariates (child age, gender, and
generation status; parent education; and family income) on all parenting and behavioral problem variables are
controlled, although only significant paths are shown. ⴱ p ⬍ .05, ⴱⴱ p ⬍ .01, ⴱⴱⴱ p ⬍ .001.

dren were eligible for free or reduced-price school lunch. On the
basis of geographic coding of participants’ home addresses, the
families were distributed across 127 census tracts, with a range of
1–10 families per tract (the average number of families per tract
was 2.0).
Using census data for the four counties from which the sample
was recruited (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000), we compared the parent
sample to the local Chinese American population in regard to
language preference, education level, employment status, and family income. Our sample had a higher percentage of families with
income less than $50,000, a lower percentage of parents with a
bachelor’s degree or higher, and a lower percentage of parents who
are employed than the local Chinese American population.

Procedures
Families were recruited using multiple strategies, including
(a) on-site recruitment fairs at shopping centers and grocery
stores within Asian and Chinese American communities (63.6%
of the sample), (b) distribution of flyers at public and private
schools with a large proportion of Asian American students
(17.4%), and (c) referrals from community organizations (e.g.,
afterschool programs, churches, nonprofit organizations) serv-

ing Chinese Americans (19.0%). Given our goal of studying
underserved families, we intentionally oversampled lowincome families by concentrating our recruitment efforts in
Asian American communities with high economic disadvantage
(e.g., Chinatowns). During recruitment, the project was described as a research study examining Chinese American children’s psychological adjustment and achievement. Interested
parents provided their phone number, and staff members conducted a follow-up prescreening phone interview to determine
eligibility. The eligibility criteria were as follows: (a) the child
was in first or second grade at the time of screening, (b) the
child lived with at least one of his or her biological parents, (c)
both biological parents were ethnic Chinese, (d) the child was
either a first- or second-generation Chinese American, and (e)
the parent and child were able to understand and speak English
or Chinese (Mandarin or Cantonese). Of the 380 children whose
parents expressed an interest (i.e., parents who filled out a
contact form at recruitment events or contacted our office), 353
were screened; of those screened, 291 were eligible. Of those
who met the eligibility criteria, 258 children were assessed.
There were no significant associations between recruitment
methods and participants’ family demographic characteristics.
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Figure 2. The path-analytic model testing child behavioral problems as mediators of the relations between
neighborhood characteristics and parenting styles. The model tested all of the paths from neighborhood variables
to behavioral problems, from behavioral problems to parenting styles, and from neighborhood variables to
parenting styles. However, only the statistically significant paths are shown. The bolded lines represent
significant indirect paths. The numbers above the parentheses are unstandardized path coefficients, and the
numbers in parentheses are standardized path coefficients. The effects of covariates (child age, gender, and
generation status; parent education; and family income) on all parenting and behavioral problem variables are
controlled, although only significant paths are shown. ⴱ p ⬍ .05, ⴱⴱ p ⬍ .01, ⴱⴱⴱ p ⬍ .001.

The parent– child dyad completed a 2.5-hr laboratory assessment that consisted of one-on-one interviews, questionnaires, psychological testing, and behavioral tasks. A team of graduate students and undergraduate research assistants administered the
assessments. Interviews were conducted in the participant’s preferred language (i.e., English, Mandarin, or Cantonese), and all
written materials were offered in English, simplified Chinese, or
traditional Chinese characters. Most (83.3%) parents completed
the questionnaires in Chinese. At the end of the laboratory visit,
parents were paid $50 and children were given a small prize. In
addition, the child’s main classroom teacher was asked to complete
a survey by mail. In the event that classroom teachers were not
available, afterschool teachers/coaches (0.8%) or relatives/family
friends (3.1%) completed the teacher report. Teacher data were
collected for 85.3% of children. Teachers were paid $20 for each
student. The average time lag between the laboratory visit and the
return of the teacher survey was 3 months (range ⫽ 0 –12 months
for 94% of children with teacher data).

Measures
Neighborhood Economic Disadvantage (Census Data). We
used tract-level data from the 2000 U.S. Census to assess neighborhood. Although this study was conducted in 2007–2009, at the
time of our data analysis, tract-level data from the 2010 U.S.
Census had not yet been made available to the public. Three

tract-level variables were used as indicators of neighborhood economic disadvantage: percentage of residents who receive public
assistance, percentage unemployment, and percentage poverty.
These indicators are commonly used in prior empirical work as
measures of neighborhood disadvantage (e.g., Roosa et al., 2005;
Xue et al., 2005). The three variables were highly correlated with
each other in the present sample (rs ⬎ .70). After the procedure
commonly used in neighborhood studies (e.g., Deng et al., 2006;
Liu, Lau, Chen, Dinah, & Kim, 2009), we converted each indicator
to a standardized value according to the current sample’s scores
and then averaged them to create a neighborhood disadvantage
composite. Four percent of families in this sample lived in neighborhoods with poverty rates equal to or higher than 40%, 25%
lived in neighborhoods with poverty rates between 20% and 40%,
and 68% lived in neighborhoods with poverty rates lower than
20%.
Neighborhood Asian Concentration (Census Data). We
used a single variable calculated from census data: percentage of
residents who self-identified as being of Asian-only descent.
Twenty-eight percent of families in the present sample lived in
ethnic enclaves with Asian densities greater than 50%, and 22%
lived in neighborhoods with Asian densities less than 20%.
Child Behavioral Problems (Parent and Teacher Report).
Parents completed the Externalizing Problems and Internalizing
Problems subscales of the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL;

NEIGHBORHOOD AND PARENTING STYLES

Table 1
Parent and Family Characteristics as Percentages of the Study
Sample (Census Data in Parentheses)
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Parent and Family Characteristics
Parent birthplace
United States
Mainland China
Hong Kong
Taiwan
Other
Parent language preferencea
English
Chinese
Parent education levelb
Junior high and below
Some high school
High school or GED
Technical/associate’s degree/some college
Bachelor’s degree or higher
Parent employment statusc
Employed (full- or part-time)
Unemployed
Homemaker

Family incomed
ⱕ$25,000
$25,001–$50,000
$50,000

Participating Participating
Mothers
Fathers
(n ⫽ 211)
(n ⫽ 47)
1.4
75.8
10.0
3.3
9.5

6.4
68.1
4.3
2.1
19.1

20.4 (17.7)
79.6 (82.3)

21.3 (17.7)
78.7 (82.3)

10.1 (21.4)
5.7 (9.9)
38.7 (14.4)
25.3 (19.2)
20.1 (35.0)

9.1 (15.5)
4.5 (6.6)
31.8 (12.7)
22.7 (19.6)
31.9 (49.1)

78.3 (94.6)
10.6 (5.4)
11.1
Sample
(n ⫽ 258)

88.1 (93.9)
11.9 (6.1)
0.0
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internal consistency (␣s ⬎ .80) and test–retest reliability (rs ⬎ .80)
in previous studies of native Chinese children (Liu et al., 1999,
2000). In the present sample, the ␣ values for externalizing problems were .87 (33 items) and .85 (27 items) for parents’ and
teachers’ reports, respectively; the ␣ values for internalizing problems were .80 (31 items) and .79 (32 items). Parents’ and teachers’
reports of externalizing problems were significantly and positively
related (r ⫽ .21, p ⫽ .003), and so were their reports of children’s
internalizing problems (r ⫽ .21, p ⫽ .002).
Authoritative and Authoritarian Parenting (Parent Report).
Parents rated their own authoritative and authoritarian parenting
styles in the Parenting Styles and Dimensions Questionnaire
(PSDQ; Robinson, Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995) using a
5-point scale (1 ⫽ never to 5 ⫽ always). The authoritative scale
includes four subscales: warmth/acceptance, reasoning/induction,
easygoing/responsiveness, and encouragement of child’s democratic participation. The authoritarian scale includes four subscales: nonreasoning/punitive strategies, corporal punishment, verbal hostility, and directiveness. The PSDQ is available in English
and Chinese languages, and it has shown an invariant two-factor
structure in samples of native Chinese and U.S. parents (Wu et al.,
2002). In this sample, the ␣ values for authoritative parenting (26
items) and authoritarian parenting (17 items) were .83 and .84,
respectively.

28.0 (9.8)
37.4 (18.9)
34.6 (71.3)

Results

Note. All of the census data were calculated for the ethnic Chinese
(alone) population across the four counties where the sample was recruited.
a
Census data for language preference were by household and refer to the
language spoken in the home by all residents ages 5 and older. b Census data for
education level were for females and males ages 25 and older. c Census data for
employment status were for females and males ages 25 and older. d Census data
for family income were for families with two parents and children younger
than 18 years.

Achenbach, 2001a) in the laboratory. Teachers completed the
corresponding subscales of the Teacher Report Form (TRF;
Achenbach, 2001b) by mail. The Chinese versions of the CBCL
externalizing and internalizing subscales have demonstrated good

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analyses
The descriptive statistics are presented in Table 2. Variables
were first screened for normality. Using the cutoffs of two and
seven for skewness and kurtosis, respectively (West, Finch, &
Curran, 1995), with the exception of teachers’ reports of children’s
externalizing problems, which was slightly positively skewed, all
of the other neighborhood, parenting, and adjustment variables
were normally distributed. Twelve children were missing neighborhood data because either information on their home addresses
was not available or their home addresses could not be coded into
census tracts. Forty-four children were missing teacher-reported
data because their teachers did not return questionnaires. We

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics of Neighborhood, Parenting, and Child Behavioral Problems
Variable
Neighborhood environment (census)
Percentage Asian residents
Percentage unemployment
Percentage of residents receiving public assistance
Percentage poverty
Child behavioral problemsa
Externalizing problems (parent report)
Externalizing problems (teacher report)
Internalizing problems (parent report)
Internalizing problems (teacher report)
Parenting styles
Authoritative parenting (parent report)
Authoritarian parenting (parent report)
a

Range

Mean (n)

SD

Skewness

Kurtosis

1.21–93.54
0.00–15.31
0.00–27.27
1.72–52.07

38.42 (246)
3.89 (246)
6.82 (246)
14.51 (246)

21.70
2.50
5.55
10.18

.68
1.88
1.17
1.28

⫺.004
5.13
1.43
1.70

.00–21.00
.00–23.00
.00–26.00
.00–25.00

4.82 (253)
2.54 (214)
3.97 (253)
3.69 (214)

5.09
4.29
4.61
4.30

1.20
2.48
1.84
1.70

.60
6.34
4.00
3.42

4.07 (254)
2.14 (252)

.48
.43

–.60
1.40

1.37
4.55

2.00–4.93
1.26–4.61

For parents’ and teachers’ reports of externalizing and internalizing problems, the total raw scores were reported.
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using a sandwich estimator (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2008).
Given the study’s modest sample size (at the individual and
neighborhood level) and the large proportion of neighborhood
clusters with a single individual (65%), this analytic approach is
considered more appropriate than multilevel modeling (BellEllison, Ferron, & Kromrey, 2008).
The model with parenting styles as mediators (see Figure 1) fit
the data well, 2(df ⫽ 14, N ⫽ 246) ⫽ 7.34, p ⫽ .92, Comparative
Fit Index (CFI) ⫽ 1.00, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA) ⫽ 0.00, Standardized Root Mean Residual (SRMR) ⫽ .02,
Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) ⫽ 10,915.32. Regarding the
effects of covariates, more educated parents reported higher authoritative parenting than less educated parents, and mothers reported
higher authoritative parenting and higher child externalizing problems
than fathers. Parents and teachers rated boys higher on externalizing
problems than girls. Teachers rated second-generation children higher
on internalizing problems than first-generation children. Controlling
for the covariates, neighborhood Asian concentration positively predicted authoritarian parenting, which in turn positively predicted parents’ reports of externalizing and internalizing problems. Although
neighborhood variables did not predict authoritative parenting, authoritative parenting negatively predicted parents’ reports of externalizing and internalizing problems. In addition, neighborhood disadvantage had a positive and significant direct path to parents’ reports of
externalizing problems.
The model with children’s behavioral problems as mediators
(see Figure 2) also fit the data well, 2(df ⫽ 16, N ⫽ 246) ⫽ 23.88,
p ⫽ .09, CFI ⫽ .97, RMSEA ⫽ 0.045, SRMR ⫽ 0.044, AIC ⫽
10,930.56. The effects of covariates were similar to the model in
Figure 1. Controlling for covariates, neighborhood disadvantage
was positively associated with parents’ report of children’s externalizing problems, which in turn was negatively associated with
authoritative parenting. In addition, neighborhood Asian concentration had a positive and significant direct path to authoritarian
parenting.
To test the significance of the mediated/indirect effects in Figure
1 (neighborhood ¡ parenting styles ¡ child behavioral problems)
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compared the children who were missing neighborhood or teacher
data (n ⫽ 54) with those who were not (n ⫽ 204) on demographic
and parent-reported variables and found no differences.
The zero-order correlations among neighborhood, parenting,
child behavioral problems, and child and family demographic
characteristics are presented in Table 3. There are several significant correlations between participants’ demographic characteristics and neighborhood, parenting, or child adjustment variables.
Thus, child age, gender, and generation status and parent education, gender, and family income were included as covariates in
subsequent analyses.

Path Analysis
To test the hypothesized relations among neighborhood variables, parenting styles and children’s behavioral problems, we
conducted path analysis in Mplus 5.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–
2008). Two models were tested: (a) the model in which parenting
styles mediate the relations between neighborhood variables (economic disadvantage and Asian concentration) and children’s behavioral problems (see Figure 1), and (b) the model in which
children’s behavioral problems mediate the relations between
neighborhood variables and parenting styles (see Figure 2). In both
models, the effects of covariates (child age, gender, and generation
status; parent education, gender, and family income) on all parenting and child behavioral problem variables were controlled.
Because parents’ and teachers’ reports of behavioral problems
were weakly correlated, they were tested as separate dependent
variables rather than indicators of latent factors. The models were
estimated with Mplus 5.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2008) using
full information maximum likelihood to handle missing data and
the maximum likelihood robust (MLR) estimator for adjustment to
correct standard errors for non-normality. Because participants
were clustered in census tracts, the models were estimated using a
special feature (i.e., TYPE ⫽ COMPLEX) in Mplus 5.2 (Muthén
& Muthén, 1998–2008), which takes into account the nonindependence of observations: parameters are estimated by maximizing a
weighted log-likelihood function and standard errors are computed

Table 3
Zero-Order Correlations Among Neighborhood, Parenting, Child Adjustment, and Covariates
1
1. Percentage of Asian residents in
neighborhood (census)
2. Neighborhood economic disadvantage
composite (census)
3. Internalizing problems (teacher report)
4. Externalizing problems (teacher report)
5. Internalizing problems (parent report)
6. Externalizing problems (parent report)
7. Authoritative parenting (parent report)
8. Authoritarian parenting (parent report)
9. Child gender (0 ⫽ girls, 1 ⫽ boys)
10. Child generation (0 ⫽ first, 1 ⫽ second)
11. Child age
12. Parent education
13. Parent gender (0 ⫽ dads, 1 ⫽ moms)
14. Family per capita income ⫽a
a

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

—
⫺.004
⫺.05
⫺.004
.13ⴱ
.07
⫺.09
.17ⴱⴱ
⫺.03
⫺.18ⴱⴱ
.01
⫺.26ⴱⴱⴱ
.02
⫺.26ⴱⴱⴱ

—
⫺.04
⫺.05
.12⫹
.17ⴱ
⫺.10
.04
.02
⫺.003
⫺.05
⫺.28ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.002
⫺.27ⴱⴱⴱ

—
.33ⴱⴱⴱ
—
.25ⴱⴱⴱ .12⫹
.21ⴱⴱ
.24ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.11
⫺.02
.08
.13⫹
⫺.03
.18ⴱⴱ
.11
.01
⫺.07
.04
.003 ⫺.03
⫺.11⫹ ⫺.14ⴱ
.02
.03

—
.68ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.22ⴱⴱ
.27ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.04
⫺.01
.04
⫺.11⫹
⫺.001
⫺.07

—
⫺.23ⴱⴱⴱ
—
.30ⴱⴱⴱ ⫺.08
.14ⴱ
.05
⫺.08
.12⫹
⫺.04
⫺.12⫹
⫺.07
.17ⴱⴱ
.10⫹
.23ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.08
.13ⴱ

—
.10
⫺.10
⫺.04
⫺.10
.04
⫺.08

—
⫺.06
—
⫺.06 ⫺.06
—
⫺.02 .13ⴱ ⫺.13ⴱ
—
⫺.03 ⫺.003 ⫺.07 ⫺.04
—
⫺.02 .24ⴱⴱⴱ ⫺.16ⴱ .63ⴱⴱⴱ ⫺.02

Family per capita income was calculated by dividing the total family income for the past year by the number of individuals living in the household.
p ⬍ .10. ⴱ p ⬍ .05. ⴱⴱ p ⬍ .01. ⴱⴱⴱ p ⬍ .001.

⫹

This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

NEIGHBORHOOD AND PARENTING STYLES

and Figure 2 (neighborhood ¡ child behavioral problems ¡
parenting styles), we used the bias-corrected bootstrap confidence
interval approach (Mackinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 2004).
Because the bootstrap confidence interval approach is not yet
available for models estimated with the TYPE ⫽ COMPLEX
option in Mplus 5.2 (for handling clustered data), we conducted
the mediation analyses using the nonclustered option. For the
model in Figure 1, there were two statistically significant indirect
paths: (a) the indirect path from neighborhood Asian concentration
to parents’ reports of externalizing problems via authoritarian
parenting (95% confidence interval [CI] ⫽ [0.001, 0.023]), and (b)
the indirect path from neighborhood Asian concentration to parents’ reports of internalizing problems via authoritarian parenting
(95% CI ⫽ [0.001, 0.022]). For the model in Figure 2, the indirect
path from neighborhood economic disadvantage to authoritative
parenting via parents’ reports of externalizing problems was significant (95% CI ⫽ [⫺0.049, ⫺0.005]).

Discussion
To our knowledge, this is the first study to simultaneously test
the relations among neighborhood characteristics, parenting styles,
and Chinese American school-age children’s behavioral problems.
We found partial support for two hypotheses. First, consistent with
the hypothesis that parenting styles mediate the relation between
neighborhood and child adjustment, we found that neighborhood
Asian concentration was positively associated with authoritarian
parenting, which was in turn associated with Chinese American
children’s higher externalizing and internalizing problems. Second, consistent with the hypothesis that children’s behavioral
problems mediate the relations between neighborhood and parenting styles, we found that neighborhood economic disadvantage
was associated with children’s higher externalizing problems,
which were in turn associated with lower authoritative parenting.
Together, the findings point to the need to consider multiple
contextual (e.g., socioeconomic and cultural) factors and multiple
processes (e.g., family stress and transactional processes) in studying children’s behavioral adjustment in ethnic minority and immigrant families.

Neighborhood Economic Disadvantage
Our finding on the positive association between neighborhood
disadvantage and Chinese American children’s externalizing problems (by parents’ reports) is consistent with previous findings on
neighborhood economic disadvantage or poverty conducted with
child or adolescent samples from other ethnic groups (McBride
Murry et al., 2001). However, parenting styles did not mediate the
relation between neighborhood disadvantage and Chinese American children’s behavioral problems. This result is in contrast to
previous findings testing the family stress model, which showed
that neighborhood poverty was indirectly associated with children’s higher risk for behavioral problems partly by undermining
effective parenting (e.g., Mrug & Windle, 2009; Roosa et al.,
2005). There are two potential interpretations for the discrepancy.
First, the discrepancy might be because we sampled families from
low- to moderate- (but not high) poverty neighborhoods because
few families in our sample lived in high-poverty neighborhoods
(defined by ⱖ40%). Disruptions in parenting related to neighbor-
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hood might emerge only in neighborhoods with high concentrated
poverty, which are characterized by high crime and disorganization. Second, because previous studies were conducted with Latino
(Roosa et al., 2005) and predominantly African American (Mrug
& Windle, 2009) families, the discrepancy suggests that the processes underlying the adverse effect of neighborhood disadvantage
on children’s adjustment might differ by ethnicity. For example,
extant research suggests that Chinese American immigrant parents
living in disadvantaged neighborhoods may have other resources
to support their child rearing (e.g., social support from extended
families, friends, or community organizations). Indeed, Kamo and
Zhou (1994) found that elderly Asian Americans are more likely
than their European American counterparts to live in extended
family households, particularly in their married children’s homes,
suggesting that grandparents might be an important source of
social support for Asian American parents.
Although residing in an economically disadvantaged neighborhood did not have a direct association with parenting styles, we
found support for a different pathway: neighborhood disadvantage
increases parents’ perceptions of their children’s externalizing
problems, which in turn decreases their authoritative parenting.
Indeed, researchers previously showed that neighborhood disadvantage might escalate children’s externalizing problems through
promoting their association with deviant peers (Roosa et al., 2005).
Although the significant path from children’s externalizing problems to authoritative parenting is generally consistent with the
developmental transactional theory (Sameroff, 2009), there are
some differences between our findings and previous studies on
bidirectional relations between parenting and child behaviors. Specifically, although researchers previously found that aggressive,
explosive, and disruptive behavioral and temperament tendencies
in children were associated with more coercive and punitive parenting behaviors (e.g., Choe et al., in press; Lee et al., 2013), we
found that children’s externalizing behaviors uniquely predicted
lower authoritative parenting but not higher authoritarian parenting. It is important to note that the correlation between externalizing problems and authoritarian parenting (by parents’ reports)
was significant in the positive direction. Thus, the lack of a
significant path in the model is likely due to overlap between child
externalizing problems and other predictors (e.g., neighborhood
Asian concentration). Moreover, Choe et al. (in press) and Lee et
al. (2013) used longitudinal data and controlled for prior levels of
parenting when testing the prediction by child behaviors, which is
more advantageous for testing bidirectional relations than the
present cross-sectional design.

Neighborhood Ethnic Density
An interesting result in our study is that neighborhood Asian
concentration was unrelated to neighborhood disadvantage, which
is in contrast to the findings from other ethnic groups (Leventhal
& Brooks-Gunn, 2000). Our finding is consistent with a report
from U.S. Census data showing that, compared with other ethnic
minority groups in the United States, Asian Americans are less
concentrated in areas of high poverty (Bishaw & U.S. Census
Bureau, 2011). The relative independence of neighborhood disadvantage and coethnic concentration among Asian Americans provides a rare opportunity to isolate the effects of neighborhood
cultural factors from socioeconomic factors.
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Overall, there were no direct relations between neighborhood
Asian concentration and children’s behavioral problems. However,
neighborhood Asian concentration had indirect positive associations with Chinese American children’s externalizing and internalizing (by parents’ reports) problems through authoritarian parenting style. Thus, one pathway through which living in
neighborhoods with a higher concentration of Asian residents
might be associated with Chinese American children’s increased
risk for behavioral problems is children’s greater exposure to
authoritarian parenting. This result mirrors the findings from crossnational and cross-ethnic group comparative studies, which
showed that Chinese or Chinese American parents tend to endorse
higher authoritarian parenting than European American parents
(e.g., Chao, 2001; Dornbusch et al., 1987; Supple & Small, 2006).
The cross-cultural differences in how frequently parents use certain parenting practices may be associated with cultural differences
in perceived normativeness (Gershoff et al., 2010; Lansford et al.,
2005). It is important to note that our results suggested that
neighborhood might be a proximal context through which cultural
influences on parenting are transmitted to families. It is possible
that neighborhoods vary in the normativeness of authoritarian
parenting, such that in neighborhoods with a high Asian concentration, the perceived normativeness of authoritarian parenting is
higher than in neighborhoods with a low concentration of Asian
residents. It is also possible that living around other Asian residents reinforces Chinese American parents’ value of firm control,
which in turn might promote their use of authoritarian parenting
(Lau, 2010). However, because we did not assess neighborhood
differences in perceived normativeness of authoritarian parenting
or parents’ cultural values of firm control, the above interpretations
are speculative and cannot be tested in the study presented here.
Our finding that Chinese American children living in neighborhoods with higher Asian concentrations are at higher risk for
behavioral problems due to greater exposure to authoritarian parenting seems inconsistent with the ethnographic research showing
the benefits of ethnic communities for Asian American children’s
academic achievement (Zhou & Kim, 2006). In addition to the
differences in research methodology (quantitative vs. qualitative),
it is important to point out that our study and that of Zhou and Kim
(2006) focused on different domains of child adjustment (mental
health or behavioral problems vs. academic achievement). Qin,
Rak, Rana, and Donnellan (2012) recently found that highachieving Chinese American adolescents reported lower levels of
psychological adjustment compared with their peers from other
ethnic groups, showing a paradoxical pattern of development
among Chinese American adolescents. Thus, the cultural and
educational resources in ethnic communities that are conducive to
Asian American children’s academic achievement may not confer
similar benefits for Asian American children’s mental health adjustment. Moreover, because we only used a single indicator of the
percentage of Asian residents in neighborhood, which does not
accurately capture neighborhood variation in the availability of
cultural resources, our study may have failed to detect the potential
protective roles of ethnic communities in Chinese American children’s psychological adjustment.
An integration of results from the two models (i.e., neighborhood ¡ parenting ¡ child behaviors and neighborhood ¡ child
behaviors ¡ parenting) suggests that neighborhood economic
disadvantage and Asian concentration might influence Asian

American families through different pathways. Specifically, neighborhood economic disadvantage seemed to have a direct effect on
children’s externalizing problems, which in turn affected parents’
use of authoritative parenting. By contrast, neighborhood Asian
concentration seemed to have a direct effect on authoritarian
parenting, which in turn affected children’s behavioral problems.

Differential Predictions Between Parents’ and
Teachers’ Reports of Behavioral Problems
The use of multiple informants (parents and teachers) to assess
children’s behavioral problems is one strength of this study. However, parents’ and teachers’ reports of externalizing and internalizing problems were weakly correlated with each other in the
sample presented here. Informant discrepancies in ratings of child
psychopathology are common in clinical child research and have
been found in samples encompassing diverse ethnic and cultural
backgrounds (see De Los Reyes & Kazdin, 2005, for a review).
Informant discrepancies may be related to multiple factors, including differences in the contexts and perspectives of informants and
differences in informants’ attributions of child’s behavioral problems (De Los Reyes & Kazdin, 2005). In our study, informant
discrepancies were also shown in the relations between objective
measures of neighborhood and ratings of children’s behavioral
problems: neighborhood disadvantage and Asian concentration
were more strongly related to parents’ ratings of child behavioral
problems than teachers’ ratings. Because parents have direct contact with their neighborhoods, their ratings of child psychopathology may be more sensitive to the variation in neighborhood than
teachers’ ratings. It is also possible that neighborhood disadvantage has a greater influence on parents’ perceptions of children’s
behaviors than children’s actual behaviors because of its effect on
parental stress (Roosa et al., 2005).

Limitations and Conclusions
This study had several limitations. First, the cross-sectional
design did not allow us to draw conclusions on the directionality of
relations among neighborhood, parenting, and child adjustment. It
is important to test the mediation pathways with longitudinal data.
Second, our sample contained a small number of families in each
census tract, which might lead to underestimated neighborhood
effects (Duncan, Connell, & Klebanov, 1997). Third, because the
study was based on a convenience sample recruited from an urban
area with a high concentration of Asian American residents, the
findings might not generalize to Chinese American families living
in other geographical regions. Despite our efforts to oversample
low-income families, our sample included a small percentage of
families living in high-poverty neighborhoods. Thus, our findings
are most applicable for families living in neighborhoods with low
to moderate levels of poverty. Fourth, because the parenting style
measure used was originally developed based on European American families, it does not fully capture indigenous aspects of
parenting in Asian families (e.g., training; Chao, 1994). Future
research should incorporate measures that assess culturally common and culturally unique dimensions of parenting. Fifth, the use
of 2000 U.S. Census data did not allow us to assess current
neighborhood conditions; however, the fact that neighborhood
conditions assessed 7– 8 years earlier had significant relations to
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children’s adjustment suggests that there is some stability in the
neighborhood environment of our study participants. Finally, census measures of neighborhood quality might not capture more
subjective and specific neighborhood ratings (e.g., culturally salient features of neighborhood for Chinese American immigrant
families, the specific level of interactions between neighbors, the
length of time each family resided in that census tract). Future
research could incorporate qualitative methods to assess Chinese
American residents’ subjective perceptions and experiences of
neighborhood, which may help identify culturally significant features of neighborhood for this population.
Despite these limitations, the study extends the applicability of the
family stress model and transactional model of development to an
Asian American immigrant population and contributes new knowledge on how culture shapes child development. Our findings suggest
that effective interventions for reducing children’s behavioral problems in Asian American families living in ethnic Asian communities
can target authoritarian parenting as a putative mediator.
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