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Abstract
As college costs rise in the United States, many parents are forced to make difficult decisions about how to pay for their 
children’s higher education. Stress and conflict accompany financial issues and play a role in the financial picture for many 
families. Using Hill’s (Hill, Social casework 39:139–150, 1958) ABC-X model of family stress as a framework, this study 
describes results of a national survey of parents contributing to student loan payments for their child’s education and explores 
how this experience may play a role in familial conflict. Findings suggest marked gender differences in the relationship 
between contribution reason and the experience of conflict. Results also carry implications for financial professionals, sug-
gesting a need for family-focused and gender-conscious financial education both before and during the student loan repay-
ment process.
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Introduction

Student loan borrowers in the United States owe over $1.5 
trillion in outstanding student loan debt (Federal Reserve 
Bank of New York, 2019). With students unable to meet 
rising college costs, a growing portion of this debt is owed 
by parents who are repaying loans for a loved one’s higher 
education (Houle, 2014; Walsemann & Ailshire, 2016). 
Paying for children’s college education has traditionally 
been viewed as a transformative asset from parent to child 

(Gicheva & Thompson, 2015), although the specific reasons 
parents choose to contribute vary, ranging from a sense of 
obligation, to a strategic exchange for power or services, 
to an altruistic desire to help their children (MacDonald & 
Koh, 2003; Steelman & Powell, 1991). While for some par-
ents, preparing for adult children’s college costs may take 
the form of regular saving towards a college fund, many 
cannot afford to do so, or intend to utilize scholarships or 
loans from the start (Price, 2015). Further, federal loan 
options such as PLUS loans provide the temptation of easy 
to acquire financial assistance geared toward parents (Wang 
et al., 2012). Research shows, however, that repaying student 
loans for children can affect parents’ personal, professional, 
and financial goals (Cha et al., 2005; Danziger & Ratner, 
2010; Miller, 2019).

Prior research has identified a link between financial 
stress and conflict within family relationships, suggest-
ing that the experience of carrying and managing different 
types of debt can lead to conflict and strained relationships 
(Masarik & Conger, 2017). Thus, it is important to iden-
tify the predictors and protective factors of financial con-
flict within families to mitigate negative outcomes within 
family relationships. To date, the effects of student loan 
debt on the experience of family conflict remain unknown. 
Moreover, no research has specifically explored mothers’ 
and fathers’ experiences accruing and repaying student loans 

This is one of several papers published together inJournal of 
Family and Economic Issues on the “Special Issue on Couples, 
Families, and Finances”.

 *	 Alexa Balmuth 
	 abalmuth@mit.edu

	 Julie Miller 
	 jmiller1@mit.edu

	 Samantha Brady 
	 sambrady@mit.edu

	 Lisa D’Ambrosio 
	 dambrosi@mit.edu

	 Joseph Coughlin 
	 coughlin@mit.edu

1	 MIT AgeLab, Cambridge, MA, USA

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0465-1858
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10834-021-09761-9&domain=pdf


336	 Journal of Family and Economic Issues (2021) 42:335–350

1 3

for children. Building on previous research and gaps in the 
literature, this study uses Hill’s (1958) ABC-X model of 
family stress to explore how mothers and fathers experi-
ence loan repayment for their children’s education, with a 
focus on protective resources and perceptions related to the 
loans that contribute to the experience of family conflict. 
Following quantitative analysis, qualitative analysis further 
explores the themes of reported family conflict, deconstruct-
ing the nature of marital conflict between parents, as well 
as parent–child conflict. Finally, implications for financial 
professionals are discussed.

Literature Review

Gender and Financial Issues

Prior research about gender and finances more generally sug-
gests that men and women in the same household may per-
ceive and experience financial matters differently (Atwood, 
2012; Zagorsky, 2003). Notably, the negative impacts of 
financial strain may be augmented for women in particular 
(Dunn & Mirzaie, 2012; Thorne, 2010). In a study of indi-
viduals experiencing bankruptcy, Thorne (2010) found that, 
for women, bankruptcy was associated with psychological 
harm, though men in the study did also express negative 
sentiments to some extent. Similarly, in Dunn and Mir-
zaie’s (2012) investigation of debt and psychological effects, 
women reported higher levels of stress. However, Almeida 
and Kessler (1998), found in their study of daily stressors 
among married couples that husbands in their sample expe-
rienced more distress regarding financial issues, although 
wives experienced more distress overall. As one of the few 
studies exploring gender differences in experiences with stu-
dent loan debt specifically, findings from an investigation of 
Canadian borrowers with bachelor’s degrees revealed that, 
when controlling for other factors such as field of study, 
female students perceived repayment to be more difficult 
than male students (Schwartz & Finnie, 2002).

In addition to differing perceptions of financial stress-
ors, another possible explanation for women experiencing 
greater psychological strain with financial issues may stem 
from gender differences in education regarding financial 
matters. Previous research points to gender-based dispari-
ties in financial literacy and knowledge (De Clercq & Venter, 
2009; Gerrans et al., 2014). Specifically, women have dem-
onstrated lower levels of financial literacy compared to men 
across multiple studies (Chen & Volpe, 2002; Lusardi & 
Mitchell, 2008; Taft et al., 2013). However, several research-
ers propose that this gender gap reflects socialized gender 
stereotypes, or a lack of formal financial education or finan-
cial decision-making opportunities, rather than inherent 

differences in capabilities (Driva et al. 2016; Fonseca et al. 
2012; Goldsmith & Goldsmith, 2006).

The disparity in financial knowledge may translate to 
greater conflict for women, as prior research has identified 
financial knowledge to be a protective factor of crisis in 
the case of financial issues (Goff & Smith, 2005; Steen & 
MacKenzie, 2013). In addition to unequal levels of financial 
knowledge, research suggests that the impact of acquiring 
financial knowledge may be distinct for men and women. 
In a study of 5329 high school students, the positive out-
comes of a financial education program differed for men and 
women. While men in the sample “reported achieving their 
financial goals to a statistically greater level than did female 
students” (p. 56), women demonstrated greater improve-
ments in several areas including financial communication 
within their families (Danes & Haberman, 2007, p. 56).

Family Financial Conflict

Spousal Conflict

A good deal of research has established the link between 
financial issues and conflict among spouses. Findings from 
a study of married couples between ages 18–45 revealed 
that consumer debt was positively associated with spousal 
financial conflict (Dew & Stewart, 2012). Gudmunson et al. 
(2007) also investigated this link between money issues 
and spousal conflict among a sample of 4997 married cou-
ples, for whom significant correlations were demonstrated 
between levels of financial strain and disagreements among 
couples. In addition to financial difficulties, other factors 
have been shown to play a role in the occurrence of spousal 
financial conflict as well. Using a sample of 1371 married 
women, Britt et al. (2010) also found that while a lack of 
financial resources was certainly a predictor of marital finan-
cial conflict, general arguments were the strongest predictor.

Financial conflict tends to present negative outcomes for 
spouses. Through an assessment of diary reports by hus-
bands and wives, Papp et al. (2009) found that while finances 
were not the most common topic of spousal conflict, “con-
flicts dealing with money were longer, especially recurrent, 
and held higher present and long‐term significance to part-
ners’ relationships than other conflicts” (p. 99). Further, in 
a national longitudinal survey, Dew (2011) found a positive 
relationship between consumer debt and divorce, such that 
husbands and wives with debt may experience more finan-
cial conflict, and in turn, may be more likely to experience 
divorce. In alignment with this study, Grable et al. (2007) 
found that among a sample of 361 Midwestern participants, 
those with greater financial satisfaction were significantly 
less likely to have recently thought about divorce.
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Parent–Child Conflict

Prior research suggests that such spousal conflict may not 
remain isolated within the mother-father relationship, but 
rather, this tension may lead to issues within parent–child 
relationships as well. Findings from a diary study of mothers 
and fathers revealed a relationship between marital conflict 
and parent–child conflict, such that tension between mothers 
and fathers was associated with subsequent tension between 
parent and child, a concept known as “spillover.” Gender 
differences arose as well, with mothers experiencing more 
frequent parent–child conflict than fathers (Almeida et al., 
1999).

While minimal research has focused on parent–child 
financial conflict specifically, several studies have iden-
tified money as a source of conflict within parent–child 
relationships. Data from the Longitudinal Study of Gen-
erations revealed several distinct types of conflict between 
parents and their adult children. Among parents’ reports, 
parent–child conflict most often related to “differences over 
personal habits and lifestyle choices,” which consisted of 
issues such as how children spend money, “followed by con-
cerns about communication and interaction” (Clarke et al., 
1999, p. 263). Barber and Delfabbro (2000), in a telephone 
study of parents and adolescent children, found that parents 
reported money issues as the second most common source of 
parent–child conflict, after household chores. While focusing 
on younger children, a survey including 1000 parents and 
881 children between ages eight and 14 revealed money as 
source of parent–child conflict as well. When asked how 
often they argue with their children about money, 22% of 
parents said they do so “occasionally” or “frequently” (Price, 
2015).

Family Stress Theory

Family Stress Theory posits that economic stress can nega-
tively impact family relationships, as well as the psyche and 
wellbeing of both parents and children (Masarik & Con-
ger, 2017; Newland et al., 2013; Yoder & Hoyt, 2005). A 
critical component of Family Stress Theory is the ABC-X 
model (Hill, 1958), which highlights four primary compo-
nents contributing to a family’s experience of crisis. The A 
component represents the stressor itself, B represents the 
family’s protective resources or supports, C represents the 
family’s interpretation of the situation, and finally, X repre-
sents the crisis or family outcome, resulting from interac-
tions of all previously stated components of the model (Britt 
et al., 2016; Steen & MacKenzie, 2013). Thus, the ABC-X 
model suggests that families are not merely victim to direct 
effects of a stressor, but rather, the combination of fami-
lies’ protective resources and interpretations of the stressor 
also play a critical role in influencing their experiences 

and family outcomes. In the presence of a stressor, strong 
protective resources or positive perceptions of the stressor 
have the potential to decrease the likelihood of crisis, while 
negative perceptions of the stressor or a lack of protective 
resources have the potential to increase the likelihood of 
crisis. Although outcomes of accruing and repaying student 
loans may be complex in this way, prior literature suggests 
that the impact for mothers and fathers may be distinct.

Theoretical Application

A significant body of research has demonstrated the appli-
cability of the ABC-X model to issues of financial stress 
(Asebedo & Wilmarth, 2017; Britt et al., 2016; Hill et al., 
2017; Steen & MacKenzie, 2013). The ABC-X model was 
deployed in the current study to organize and explore vari-
ous factors influencing the experience of family conflict with 
respect to student loans, specifically spousal conflict and 
parent–child conflict. To account for and explore gender dif-
ferences in the predictors and experiences of student loan 
debt, gender interaction terms were tested. In assessing the 
model through both quantitative and qualitative analysis, the 
following components were explored:

A: Repayment of student of loans for a child’s education 
was identified as the stressor.

B: Family resources explored in the quantitative portion 
of this study included income, prior student loan literacy 
and clarity about loan repayment. Additional protective 
resources are identified and assessed for spousal conflict 
and parent–child conflict through the qualitative section of 
the paper.

C: Mothers’ and fathers’ interpretations of the stressor 
were captured through inclusion of parents’ reasoning for 
taking out the loans. Further insights into mothers’ and 
fathers’ interpretations are explored through the qualitative 
section of the paper.

X: Mothers’ and fathers’ reported occurrence of family 
conflict was the outcome variable, representing family crisis. 
Qualitative analysis deconstructs this variable further, iden-
tifying two distinct types of conflict: parent–child conflict, 
and spousal conflict.

Based on prior research and structured around the ABC-X 
model, we hypothesized that (1) protective resources and 
interpretations of the stressor would moderate the relation-
ship between total principal loan amount and the experience 
of family conflict about the loans; (2) gender would interact 
with protective resources and interpretations of the stressor 
in predicting family conflict about the loans; (3) higher lev-
els of component B’s protective resources—income, prior 
student loan literacy, and loan repayment clarity—would 
each be negatively associated with family conflict; and (4) 
parents who took on loans for children out of obligation—a 
negative interpretation—would report more family conflict, 
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while those who contributed out of a desire to help—a posi-
tive interpretation—would report less family conflict, as cap-
tured in component C.

Methodology

Study Design

The MIT AgeLab conducted a study of student loan bor-
rowing in the context of family dynamics and longevity 
planning. The study utilized a sequential exploratory mixed-
methods design with a series of focus groups followed by a 
national survey. The current study utilizes data solely from 
the national survey, consisting of both multiple-choice, 
and open-ended responses. Participants were recruited by 
Qualtrics, and the survey (N = 1874) was administered via 
the Qualtrics online survey platform between February 27, 
2019 and April 16, 2019. The study was reviewed by The 
Committee on the Use of Humans as Experimental Subjects 
(COUHES) at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
(Protocol 674923).

Variables

Sociodemographic and Control Variables

Gender, age, race/ethnicity, current marital status, and 
number of children were included as sociodemographic and 
control variables. Age was included as a continuous vari-
able, calculated from participant birth date and the date of 
survey completion. Gender (male = 0, female = 1), race/
ethnicity (non-White = 0, White = 1), current marital sta-
tus (not married = 0, married = 1), and number of children 
(one child = 0, more than one child = 1) were recoded and 
included as binary variables.

A: Total Principal Loan Amount

In order to account for differences in conflict due to vari-
ability in debt burden, total principal loan amount was 
measured using the survey question “Thinking about all 
the student loans for which you make payments, what 
was the approximate total principal student loan debt bal-
ance?” Total principal loan amount was treated as a con-
tinuous variable, and response options were recoded onto a 
0–1 scale (0 = less than $50,000; 0.25 = $50,000–$99,999; 
0.5 = $100,000–$149,999; 0.75 = $150,000–$199,999; and 
1 = $200,000 or more).

B: Income, Prior Student Loan Literacy, and Clarity

Household income level was included as a key measure of 
family resources. Participants were asked, “What is your 
total annual household income before taxes?” Income 
was treated as continuous variable, and response options 
were recoded on a 0–1 scale (0 = $50,000–$99,999; 
0.33 = $100,000–$149,999; 0.66 = $150,000–$199,999; and 
1 = $200,000 or more).

Prior student loan literacy—participants’ perceived 
knowledge about the loans prior to their accrual—was 
included in place of a measure of general financial literacy. 
Anderson et al. (2018) suggest that discrepancies may exist 
between borrowers’ general financial literacy and loan lit-
eracy, as the “Big Three” financial literacy scale developed 
by Lusardi and Mitchell (2011) does not specifically cap-
ture an understanding for the mechanisms of student loans. 
Further, respondents were asked to recall their student loan 
literacy prior to accrual to capture how knowledge may 
play into the decision-making process. Prior student loan 
literacy was measured using the survey question “Before 
you took out student loans or started to make any student 
loan payments, how knowledgeable were you about the stu-
dent loans in general (e.g., how to take out student loans, 
student loan interest rates, types of student loans, repayment 
plans, etc.)?” A 5-point Likert scale (with options ranging 
from not at all knowledgeable to extremely knowledgeable) 
was used. Prior student loan literacy was treated as a con-
tinuous variable, and answers were re-coded on a 0–1 scale 
(0 = not at all knowledgeable, 0.25 = slightly knowledgeable, 
0.50 = moderately knowledgeable, 0.75 = very knowledge-
able, and 1 = extremely knowledgeable).

As an additional dimension of knowledge about the stu-
dent loans at the time of accrual, participants were asked 
about clarity regarding the loan repayment plan with the 
question, “Was it clear from the beginning that you would 
ultimately be contributing what you are now to the loans for 
your child/grandchild’s education?” Answers were coded as 
0 representing no and 1 representing yes.

C: Initial Loan Contribution Reason

As a measure of mothers’ and fathers’ initial perceptions 
of the student loans, initial loan contribution reasons were 
included in analysis. Participants were asked, “Initially, why 
did you decide to contribute to student loan payments for 
your child/grandchild’s education? Select all that apply.” 
Among the nine total response options, the top positive and 
negative responses were included in analysis as dummy vari-
ables: “Desire to help” (0 = did not contribute out of a desire 
to help, 1 = did contribute out of a desire to help) and “I felt 
obligated to do so” (0 = did not contribute out of obliga-
tion, 1 = did contribute out of obligation). “Desire to help” 
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represented a positive interpretation of the stressor and “I 
felt obligated to do so” represented a negative interpreta-
tion of the stressor. All additional response options were 
excluded due to a low number of participants selecting the 
remaining options.

X: Family Conflict

The dependent variable, family conflict, was measured using 
the binary survey question “Has there been any conflict or 
friction in your family related to student loans?” Answers 
were coded as 0 representing no and 1 representing yes. In 
a follow-up question for those who answered “Yes,” partici-
pants were also asked to “Please briefly explain the nature of 
conflict or friction in your family related to student loans.” 
While this open-ended follow-up question was not incorpo-
rated into the primary quantitative analysis, it was used to 
preliminarily investigate general themes and explanations for 
the experiences of spousal and parent–child conflict related 
to student loans. Qualitative findings from this open-ended 
question will be discussed following quantitative analysis.

Sample

Inclusion criteria for the national survey required partici-
pants to be between ages 25–75 and currently contributing 
to student loan payments for their own or a family member’s 
undergraduate or graduate education. To be eligible for the 
study, the participants’ loans were required to be for a non-
profit college or university located in the United States. Indi-
viduals with loans for for-profit institutions were excluded 
due to the disproportionately lower degree completion rates, 
higher loan amounts, and higher default rates compared with 
non-profit institutions (Deming et al., 2013; Steele & Baum, 
2009). Additionally, those with loans for associate degrees 
rather than bachelor’s and graduate degrees were excluded 
to achieve consistent outcomes; typically, associate degrees 
correspond with less student loan debt and lower degree 
completion rates (Baum et al., 2011). Quotas were also 
used for income to ensure varied representation from higher 
income brackets was achieved, given that college graduates 
have historically demonstrated higher earnings (Emmons 
et al., 2019).

This paper draws on a subset of the national survey 
sample (n = 700) consisting of parents who were currently 
contributing to student loan payments for an adult child’s 
higher education, with only one parent sampled per family. 
The total sample consisted of slightly more women (58%) 
than men (42%). Sample characteristics for the total sample, 
mothers and fathers are reported in Table 1.

In the total sample, the mean age was 59 years old and the 
majority identified as White (84%). Most participants were 
married (79%) and had more than one child (85%). Total 

principal loan amounts varied, with an average of 0.2 on a 
scale of 0–1. In general, participants were above the national 
median income level of $61,937 (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2019). Average household income was 0.3 on a scale of 0–1, 
with a majority of the sample (60%) reporting an income of 
at least $100,000, and 12% reporting an income of $200,000 
or more. The sample was moderately knowledgeable about 
the loans on average (0.4 on a scale of 0–1), and most (86%) 
said their contribution amount was clear from the beginning. 
Seventy-four percent of the sample initially decided to con-
tribute to loan payments out of a “desire to help,” and 34% 
“felt obligated to do so.” Just under a quarter of the sample 
(24%) reported experiencing conflict or friction in their fam-
ily related to the loans.

Notably, the samples for mothers and fathers differed 
from each other in several regards. Men were older and had 
higher incomes than women on average, and were more 
likely than women to be White, married, have higher prior 
loan literacy, and contribute to student loans out of obliga-
tion. Additionally, women in the sample were more likely 
than men to experience family conflict about the loans.

Data Analysis

IBM SPSS version 25 was used for the download, clean-
ing, and analysis of data. Because the dependent variable, 
family conflict, is dichotomous, binary logistic regressions 
were used for quantitative analysis. To test for moderation as 
described in hypothesis 1, an initial regression analysis was 
performed with the inclusion of two-way interaction terms 
for total principal loan amount and all variables included in 
components B and C of the ABC-X model. Then, to explore 
the interacting role of gender as described in hypothesis 2, a 
second regression analysis was performed with the inclusion 
of two-way interaction terms for gender and all variables 
included in components A, B and C of the ABC-X model. 
Finally, to ease interpretation of any main effects for vari-
ables in the ABC-X model (hypotheses 3 and 4), non-signif-
icant interaction terms were removed from both models, and 
a final model was constructed. The Hosmer–Lemeshow test 
revealed a X2 (8) of 13.87 and was not significant (p > 0.05), 
suggesting that the final model is a good fit for the data used.

In addition, preliminary qualitative analysis assessed 
the nature of conflict about student loans for mothers and 
fathers. Responses were coded by respondent gender, fam-
ily member dyad involved in conflict (parent–child, spousal, 
both, or other), and by variable of the ABC-X model. Gen-
eral themes described do not intend to capture the full nature 
of conflict for all participants, but rather to provide prelimi-
nary insight into common themes of parent–child conflict 
and spousal conflict related to student loans. Themes were 
highlighted to both strengthen confidence in factors used in 
the regression analysis and to illustrate the ways in which 
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family conflict and its predictors may manifest within fami-
lies, as well as to identify important factors of conflict for 
future work.

Results

Regression Results

Regression results testing for the moderating effects of 
resources and interpretations of the stressor (hypothesis 1) 
are reported in Table 2, regression results testing for possible 
gender interactions (hypothesis 2) are reported in Table 3, 
and results for the final regression model incorporating the 
significant interaction term identified in the prior two mod-
els, and testing direct effects of resources and interpretations 
of the stressor on family conflict (hypotheses 3 and 4), are 
reported in Table 4.

A: The Stressor

Total principal loan amount was a significant predictor of 
conflict in the final regression model (B = 0.998, p < 0.01).

B: Family Supports and Resources

Income did not moderate the relationship between total prin-
cipal loan amount and family conflict about the loans, and 
was not significantly associated with family conflict. Prior 
loan literacy did not moderate the relationship between total 
principal loan amount and family conflict about the loans, 
but was a significant predictor of family conflict about the 
loans such that higher prior loan literacy was associated with 
less family conflict about the loans (B = − 0.723, p < 0.05). 
Clarity did not moderate the relationship between total prin-
cipal loan amount and family conflict about the loans, but 
was a significant predictor of family conflict. Participants 
who said their contribution to the loans was clear from the 
beginning reported significantly less family conflict than 
those who said it was not clear (B = − 1.444, p < 0.01).

C: Interpretations of the Stressor

Neither contribution reason moderated the relationship 
between total principal loan amount and family conflict 
about the loans; however, individuals who contributed out 
of obligation were significantly more likely to experience 
family conflict about the loans than those who did not con-
tribute out of obligation (B = 0.574, p < 0.01). Addition-
ally, the interaction between contributing out of a desire 
to help and gender was significant (B = 1.153, p < 0.05). 
Following up on this finding, chi-square tests revealed that 
fathers who contributed out of a desire to help (15.0%) were 

significantly less likely to report family conflict than fathers 
who did not contribute out of a desire to help (30.4%), X2 
(1, N = 295) = 8.26, p < 0.01) but there was no significant 
difference for mothers.

Sociodemographic and Control Variables

Age, number of children, and marital status were not sig-
nificantly associated with family conflict. Race was a sig-
nificant predictor of family conflict, with White participants 
reporting significantly more family conflict than non-White 
participants (B = 0.967, p < 0.01).

Gender did not interact significantly with total principal 
loan amount, income, clarity, prior loan literacy, or contrib-
uting out of obligation. Although the conditional effect of 
gender on family conflict in the final regression model was 
not significant, chi-square tests following up on the signifi-
cant interaction between gender and desire to help revealed 
that although gender does not predict family conflict among 
individuals who did not contribute out of a desire to help, 
mothers who did contribute out of a desire to help (26.7%) 
were significantly more likely than fathers who contributed 
out of a desire to help (15.0%) to report family conflict about 
the loans, X2 (1, N = 511) = 10.08, p < 0.01).

Qualitative Results—Nature of Conflict

Participants who reported experiencing family conflict about 
student loans were also asked to “Please briefly explain the 
nature of conflict or friction in your family related to stu-
dent loans” in an open-answer format. In total, 54 male 
responses and 104 female responses to this question were 
collected. Forty-seven responses noted parent–child conflict, 
30 noted spousal conflict, and three noted both spousal and 
parent–child conflict. The remaining 78 responses either did 
not explicitly state the family members involved, or cited 
conflict with a family member other than a spouse or child. 
The following results focus on general themes extracted 
from responses relating to parent–child conflict and spousal 
conflict. While the nature of both types of family conflict 
referred to factors in the ABC-X model of family stress, 
the specific resources and interpretations of the stressor dif-
fered between the two types of conflict. In alignment with 
hypotheses 3 and 4 of the current study, these results illus-
trate the ways in which various protective resources (or a 
lack thereof) and interpretations of the stressor may con-
tribute to parents’ experiences of spousal and parent–child 
conflict about the loans.

Parent–Child Conflict

When mothers and fathers explained the nature of par-
ent–child conflict related to the loans, they most often 
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referred to component B of the ABC-X model: the family’s 
protective resources.

Financial Resources  The lack of financial resources was a 
major cause of parent–child conflict for parents. In some 
cases, parent–child conflict relating to a lack of resources 
stemmed from children’s difficulty in the job market, with 
several parents citing a child’s inability to enter a satisfac-
tory career as the nature of conflict. One father explained 
that “my kid graduated and hasn’t found a job.” According 
to one mother, “not having found a job in my daughter’s 
field after graduation and having to pay a huge loan off is 
frustrating to say the least.” Another woman stated that con-
flict stemmed from “pressure for my son to get a high paying 
job with his degree. Instead, he got a minimum wage job 
that did not even require a degree. I am angry and disap-
pointed.”

Others explained more generally how their child strug-
gled financially, unable to pay their expected share of the 
loans. One mother shared that “we have to repay because 
son can’t afford it,” while another stated that her “daughter 
is suppose help pay and instead has to support her three 
children.”

For some parents, conflict arose from an inability to 
stretch financial resources across multiple children. One 
father shared that he was “unable to give equal support to 
2nd student,” while another explained how his “child that 
got student loan did not get job worthy of the investment and 
sibling was jealous he was not able to receive same level of 
parental support due to parents debt load.”

Loan Literacy and Clarity Resources  In addition to a lack of 
financial resources, several parents cited a lack of knowledge 
about the loans or understanding of the repayment plan from 
the time of accrual. One mother explained that her “children 
were aghast at how much they owed upon graduation. They 
did not grasp what they had taken for loans themselves. At 
first, they held my husband and I responsible and felt we 
should pay their portion, until we showed them the huge 
amount we owed in comparison.” Similarly, a father shared 
that his “daughter feels we were not honest with her about 
the debt in her name with us as co-signors.” In other cases, 
parents attributed the lack of understanding to institutions 
outside of the family. One shared that “children are as angry 
as I am about the misinformation I was given and the under-
handed way the loans were handled,” while another mother 
explained that “we were misled at the college financial aid 
sessions.”

Spousal Conflict

When mothers and fathers described spousal conflict related 
to the loans, some responses gave insight into the family’s 

protective resources, while others noted component C of the 
ABC-X model: the family’s interpretation or definition of 
the stressor.

Perceptions of Loan Repayment  The most common nature 
of spousal conflict related to parents’ reasoning for repay-
ing the loans, often taking the form of mothers’ and fathers’ 
differing perceptions of the student loans. Several mothers 
demonstrated a desire to financially help their children pay 
for school, while fathers did not perceive repayment the 
same way. One father explained that “I did not want to co-
sign any student loans. I wanted my son to work this out on 
his own. My wife felt we owed it to him and had to…It has 
created extreme tension between my wife and I.” Several 
mothers cited a similar disagreement regarding perceptions 
of the loans—one stated that “my husband didn’t want to 
take out loans for school, but I felt we should provide some 
help,” while another woman said “I want to pay for chil-
dren’s education because my parents paid for mine. Hus-
band does not agree.”

Clarity Resources  In several cases, parents referred to the 
absence of clear agreement or discussion about repayment 
responsibility specifically. Mothers described challenges 
such as “arguing with spouse about who should pay them,” 
and “spouse not in full agreement for paying the loans,” 
while one father explained that his “wife upset at monthly 
payments thinks we should have done it differently.” Con-
flict for some stemmed from the feeling of student loans 
unexpectedly falling into one parent’s lap, rather than being 
anticipated from the beginning. One woman explained that 
“My husband was not happy when we had to take over pay-
ments of my daughter’s student loan and it caused prob-
lems in our marriage.” Another mother shared that “My 
husband left me 2 months after I consolidated our students 
loans to save money. He stopped paying, now I am legally 
obligated.” This report of an ex-husband reneging on repay-
ment responsibility was mirrored by other mothers as well, 
in some cases leading to strain in other domains of life as 
well. According to one mother, it “requires me to work more 
causing stress and my ex-husband refuses to help.”

Relationship Quality and  Communication Resources  Sev-
eral parents—most of whom were women—cited broader 
relationship problems such as those noted above in describ-
ing the nature of conflict about the loans. For some, the issues 
related to trust, while for others, a lack of communication 
was the root issue. One mother explained that an “untrust-
worthy husband makes life more difficult.” The theme of 
broader relationship issues was particularly pertinent among 
divorcees. One mother shared that “her father/ my ex is the 
one who researched and provided the info for the loan. We 
trusted him and he ended up creating a huge financial mess 
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for my daughter.” Regarding a lack of communication, one 
father mentioned his “ex-wife that has alienated my children 
making any kind of reasonable financial discussion impos-
sible.”

Discussion

This study aimed to discover the factors influencing mothers’ 
and fathers’ experiences with student loan repayment for 
children, particularly in relation to their experiences of par-
ent–child conflict and spousal conflict related to the student 
loans. Family Stress Theory highlights that the experience 
of family crisis, in this case family conflict, is influenced 
not only by the primary stressor, but also by the presence of 
a family’s protective resources or supports, as well as their 
interpretation of the situation. In alignment with this theory, 
the current study uncovered critical resources for families 
experiencing student loan debt, and ways in which mothers 
and fathers interpret financial stress and conflict differently 
in the context of student loan accrual and repayment.

A: The Stressor

While all participants shared the same key stressor—loan 
repayment for a child’s education—the stressor’s magnitude 
did play a role in the experience of family conflict. This 
finding is not surprising, as higher debt amounts tend to 
be associated with greater impacts to borrowers (Bozick & 
Estacion, 2014; Schwartz & Finnie, 2002).

B: Family Supports and Resources

In contrast to prior literature suggesting than higher earnings 
may buffer negative impacts of debt (Schwartz & Finnie, 
2002; Tay et al. 2017), income was not a significant predic-
tor of family conflict for the current sample, nor did it mod-
erate the relationship between total principal loan amount 
and family conflict about the loans. This may be explained 
by the disproportionately high income levels of participants 
in the current study.

Prior student loan literacy arose as an important factor in 
parents’ experiences of family conflict such that those with 
higher levels of knowledge about the loans prior to accrual 
experienced less family conflict than those with lower levels 
of knowledge. Additionally, clarity about loan contributions 
from the beginning was associated with less family con-
flict, suggesting that in addition to baseline understanding 
of loan mechanisms, knowledge of one’s specific repay-
ment plan is critical. Importantly, prior loan literacy and 
clarity about the loans had a direct effect on the experience 
of family conflict about the loans and did not moderate the 
effect of total principal loan amount, suggesting that having 

a robust understanding of student loans may be beneficial 
regardless of the quantity of loans being borrowed. These 
findings are consistent with Allgood and Walstad’s (2011) 
work, which revealed that in the context of credit card man-
agement, perceived financial knowledge—rather than actual 
financial knowledge—may more accurately predict financial 
outcomes.

Open-answer responses regarding parent–child conflict 
were consistent with this finding as well, as several mothers 
and fathers described a lack of clear information about the 
loans prior to their accrual. For these parents, parent–child 
conflict could be directly attributed to the lack of accurate or 
substantial information about the loan mechanisms or repay-
ment prior to their accrual.

C: Interpretations of the Stressor

The current study suggests that mothers and fathers may 
differ not only in their reasons for contributing to loans, but 
also in the degree to which contribution reason prevents 
family conflict about the loans. Gender moderated the effect 
of contributing out of a desire to help; fathers who contrib-
uted out of a desire to help were significantly less likely to 
report family conflict than fathers who did not contribute 
out of a desire to help, but such a difference did not exist for 
mothers. Further, contributing to the loans out of obliga-
tion was significantly associated with greater family conflict, 
regardless of parent gender. These findings are consistent 
with prior Family Stress Theory literature, suggesting that 
negative perceptions of the stressor—in this case viewing 
loan contributions as an obligation rather than something 
desirable to do—may increase the likelihood of family cri-
sis (Rosino, 2016). It should also be noted that—as was the 
case with family supports and resources—interpretations of 
the stressor did not moderate the relationship between total 
principal loan amount and family conflict, suggesting that 
viewing the student loans positively or negatively, regard-
less of the true quantity of the loans, may directly relate to 
parents’ experiences of family conflict about the loans.

Similar findings arose among open-answer responses 
as well, particularly in relation to spousal conflict. Several 
parents referenced the idea of being forced or obligated to 
contribute to repayment when they did not want to. A further 
layer of complexity that arose in these cases was inconsist-
ency within couples regarding a desire to help. Sometimes, 
spousal conflict arose when the mother felt a desire to help, 
but the father did not. While this is the first study to investi-
gate gender differences in family conflict related to student 
loans, these findings are consistent with prior literature sug-
gesting that men and women tend to perceive and experience 
financial issues differently (Atwood, 2012; Zagorsky, 2003).

Further, themes that arose in open-ended responses 
about the nature of conflict suggest that mothers’ and 



343Journal of Family and Economic Issues (2021) 42:335–350	

1 3

fathers’ interpretations of student loan contributions may 
differ as well. This was particularly true for spousal conflict, 
where women often viewed the loans as a vehicle to assist 
their children, while men viewed them as something to be 
avoided. This finding aligns with descriptive statistics for 
the sample, in which fathers were significantly more likely 
than mothers to contribute to loans because they felt obli-
gated to do so. While minimal literature has explored gender 
differences in reasons for contributing to children’s educa-
tion costs, one explanation may be that in the context of 
large expenses, women tend to be more altruistic than men 
(Andreoni & Vesterlund, 2001), and due to social norms 
related to caring for family, mothers may more often expect 
to assist children with education costs (Goldscheider et al. 
2001; Lye, 1996).

Demographic and Control Variables

Race was a significant predictor of family conflict, such 
that White respondents reported significantly more family 
conflict than non-White respondents. This finding should be 
interpreted with caution, given the lack of racial minority 
representation in the current sample. Despite prior research 
demonstrating that African Americans tend to have higher 
student debt burdens and lower financial resources, (Houle, 
2014; Jackson & Reynolds, 2013) other work suggest that 
cultural differences may exist regarding expectations and 
goals of paying for children’s education—with racial minor-
ity groups placing a greater importance on saving for chil-
dren’s education (Ouyang, 2019; Steelman & Powell, 1993).

Although marital status was not a significant predic-
tor of family conflict in the regression model, qualitative 
analysis suggests that strength of the relationship may be 
an important factor, particularly for mothers, to explore 
for future research on spousal financial conflict. In align-
ment with prior literature identifying positive family rela-
tionships as a protective factor (Hill, 1958; Rosino, 2016), 
mothers in the sample who did experience spousal conflict 
mentioned relationship issues or divorce as a contributing 
factor. In several cases, divorce precipitated fathers reneging 
on repayment responsibility, causing increased financial or 
emotional strain for mothers. Several studies have supported 
this notion that parents—particularly fathers—tend to finan-
cially contribute less following divorce (Teachman, 1991; 
White, 1992). Further, past research suggests that divorce 
is associated with more severe financial impacts for women 
than men (Gadalla, 2008).

Number of children was not a significant predictor of 
family conflict related to the loans in the regression model. 
This contradicts prior literature that suggests that number 
of children may influence families’ experiences paying for 
children’s higher education (Grundy & Henretta, 2006; 
Sandefur, 2006). Despite this, a number of parents who 

experienced parent–child conflict did allude to the idea of 
thinned or unequal financial resources between their children 
in their open-ended responses, and in some cases, how this 
caused resentment from a child who received less support. 
While in some cases, it could be expected that more chil-
dren would result in a thinning of financial resources and 
in turn, greater effects of loans on the family (Fingerman 
et al., 2015), the current study’s sample consisted of gener-
ally higher-income parents, which may have buffered this 
effect for families.

As discussed above in relation to interpretations of the 
stressor, gender significantly moderated the effect of con-
tributing out of a desire to help in the regression model, a 
finding consistent with prior literature suggesting men and 
women perceived financial issues differently (Atwood, 2012; 
Zagorsky, 2003). Further, although gender did not predict 
family conflict among individuals who did not contribute 
out of a desire to help, mothers who did contribute out of a 
desire to help were significantly more likely than fathers who 
contributed out of a desire to help to report family conflict 
about the loans. This finding for parents who contributed out 
of a desire to help aligns with prior literature describing how 
women may experience greater financial stress and more 
difficulty with loan repayment than men (Dunn & Mirzaie’s, 
2012; Schwartz & Finnie, 2002).

Limitations

This study has several limitations. Given that this study uti-
lizes primarily self-report measures, an inherent risk to the 
validity of responses may exist (Chan, 2009). Further, sev-
eral survey questions required participants to answer ques-
tions regarding an earlier time in their lives. The items for 
prior student loan literacy, for example, asks participants to 
remember their knowledge about the loans in the past. For 
some participants, this could have required thinking back 
several years in the past. Given that memory fades with time, 
these measures may result in less accurate responses for 
some respondents. Further, people tend to recall memories 
from the past in a more positive light than they may have 
occurred, a phenomenon called positivity bias (Skowronski, 
2011); consequently, it is possible that a larger portion of the 
sample did, in fact, experience family conflict earlier in the 
loan accrual or repayment process.

In addition, the binary measure of family conflict used 
for regression analysis captured the experience of family 
conflict generally, and thus parent–child conflict and spousal 
conflict could not be distinguished. A more nuanced meas-
ure asking parents if they had experienced conflict with a 
child, or with a spouse, about the loans would be necessary 
to achieve this.

Findings from this study cannot be generalized due to 
the lack of a nationally representative sample in several 
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ways. Although intentionally focused to develop a picture 
of this specific, previously unstudied subset of individuals 
contributing to student loan payments, a wider and more 
diverse national sample would be necessary to achieve 
generalizability.

Implications for Future Research

Findings from the current study suggest the need for future 
research in related areas. While the importance of early 
financial training will be critical for parents accruing and 
repaying student loans for children, a review of these pro-
grams will be equally important to assess their effective-
ness, as well as to determine which modules and topics 
specifically provide the best outcomes. Additionally, while 
this study highlights the commonality of conflict related to 
loans among parents and families, more research is needed 
to deconstruct the experiences of parent–child conflict and 
spousal conflict specifically, and to explore the content and 
themes of these unique types of conflict, as well as the areas 
of comfort and discomfort in related discussions. Future 
studies should test for the role of marital relationship qual-
ity, and should investigate further how married and divorced 
couples navigate these issues differently. In exploring these 
additional variables, utilization of path analysis would also 
be beneficial to further explore potential interactions and 
relationships among components of the model. Further, 
future work should consider inclusion of additional demo-
graphic information on the child loans are for, such as child 
age and gender. The inclusion of child gender would allow 
for a more nuanced exploration of gender differences, par-
ticularly related to how the loan repayment experience may 
vary for different parent–child dyads. Finally, considering 
the current study’s lack of a representative sample, it would 
be critical to explore how experiences of conflict vary across 
racial groups, as well as broader income and asset levels.

Implications for Practice

The significance of loan knowledge prior to accrual and clar-
ity about the loans suggests the need for earlier financial 
education about student loans. Equipping people of all ages 
with the knowledge and tools to understand the mechanisms 
of funding a higher education may help mitigate the nega-
tive effects of debt later on, such as harmful conflict within 
families. Both prospective students as well as parents should 
fully understand the options that they have for paying for 
their own or their child’s education. While resources and 
priorities may be unique to each family, it is crucial that full 

understanding and clarity is achieved well before making 
any decisions about funding a higher education in any case.

Findings from this study suggest that there is a strong 
need for financial education and support in order to help 
mothers and fathers fully understand their options prior 
to taking out loans for children. The gender differences 
revealed by this study also reinforce the importance of 
making these tools available to and geared towards women, 
who have historically possessed lower levels of financial 
knowledge and have been shown to suffer greater psycho-
logical effects from the loans (Lusardi & Mitchell, 2008). 
Particularly for divorced mothers who may be experiencing 
greater financial strain and shifting financial responsibili-
ties, financial education and support is paramount. It is criti-
cal that mothers and fathers receive financial training both 
prior to and throughout the loan repayment process to ensure 
they are well-equipped to plan for and manage higher educa-
tion costs. Ensuring equal access to these resources across 
genders will be critical to mitigating historically prevalent 
inequities in outcomes.

This study also highlights the importance of family-cen-
tered support when deciding how to finance an education. 
The primary finding of this study regarded the occurrence 
of conflict within families, thus it is clear that not only the 
individual repaying loans experiences its effects, but the 
entire family. Further, gender differences in contribution 
reasons as well as parents’ disclosures about the nature of 
parent–child and spousal conflict suggest that while some 
themes are consistent for parents contributing to loans in 
general, mothers and fathers may not see eye to eye with 
their spouses. In turn, financial professionals or other insti-
tutions providing information and support for student loan 
borrowers should include family members in the discussion 
to promote improved knowledge and clarity from the start.

Conclusion

Results from this study forge new insights about mothers’ 
and fathers’ experiences repaying loans for children’s higher 
education. Though the sentiment of financial strain and fam-
ily conflict were expressed by many participants, parents’ 
individual experiences with loan accrual and repayment are 
nuanced, differing across domains such as gender, reason for 
initially contributing, and knowledge and clarity about the 
mechanisms of and plans for loan repayment. Notably, find-
ings from the current study suggest that rather than moderat-
ing the relationship between total principal loan amount and 
family conflict about the loans as the ABC-X model might 
suggest, families’ protective resources and interpretations of 
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the stressor may be directly associated with the experience 
of family conflict—highlighting their importance regardless 
of the quantity of student loans one might have. As college 
costs continue to rise nationally, families will likely continue 
to grapple with the challenges and tensions associated with 
funding a child’s higher education. Insights from this study 
provide actionable implications for financial professionals 

Table 1   Sample characteristics 
for variables included in binary 
logistic regression models

For continuous variables, values represent mean (SD). For all other variables, values represent n (%)

Component Variables Total N (%) Female N (%) Male N (%)

Sociodemo-
graphic and 
control

Age 58.53 (SD = 8.33) 56.14 (SD = 7.90) 61.82 (SD = 7.78)
Race
 White 584 (83.9%) 316 (78.6%) 268 (91.2%)
 Not white 112 (16.1%) 86 (21.4%) 26 (8.8%)

Marital status
 Married 551 (78.7%) 292 (72.5%) 259 (87.2%)
 Not married 149 (21.3%) 111 (27.5%) 38 (12.8%)

Number of children
 One 102 (14.6%) 66 (16.4%) 36 (12.1%)
 More than one 598 (85.4%) 337 (83.6%) 261 (87.9%)

Gender
 Male 297 (42.4%)
 Female 403 (57.6%)

A Total principal loan amount 0.22 (SD = 0.27) 0.20 (SD = 0.26) 0.24 (SD = 0.28)
B Income 0.33 (SD = 0.33) 0.30 (SD = 0.32) 0.37 (SD = 0.35)

Prior loan literacy 0.41 (SD = 0.29) 0.39 (SD = 0.29) 0.44 (SD = 0.28)
Clarity
 No 94 (13.8%) 61 (15.5%) 33 (11.4%)
 Yes 589 (86.2%) 332 (84.5%) 257 (88.6%)

C Contribution reasons
 Desire to help 517 (73.9%) 290 (72.0%) 227 (76.4%)
 Felt obligated to do so 239 (34.1%) 111 (27.5%) 128 (43.1%)

X Family conflict
 Yes 162 (23.5%) 107 (27.1%) 55 (18.6%)
 No 528 (76.5%) 288 (72.9%) 240 (81.4%)

and highlight the need for future research in this area, to 
ultimately improve outcomes for the multitude of parents 
repaying student loans for children.

Appendix

See Tables 1, 2, 3 and 4.
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Table 2   Testing for moderators of total principal loan amount in predicting family conflict about student loan debt

Nagelkerke R square = 0.189, N = 644
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Component Variables B SE EXP(B)

A Total principal loan amount − 0.400 1.158 0.670
B Income 0.106 0.436 1.112

Clarity (no)
 Yes − 1.598** 0.373 0.202

Prior loan literacy − 1.409** 0.523 0.244
C Contribution reasons

 Desire to help − 0.180 0.306 0.835
 Felt obligated to do so 0.159 0.292 1.172

Demographic and control Age − 0.014 0.013 0.986
Race (not white)
 White 1.046** 0.341 2.845

Marital status (not married)
 Married 0.494 0.277 1.640

Number of children (one)
 More than one 0.093 0.301 1.098

Gender (male)
 Female 0.627** 0.231 1.872

Interaction effects Total principal loan amount × income − 0.493 1.008 0.611
Total principal loan amount × clarity 0.545 1.062 1.724
Total principal loan amount × prior loan literacy 2.225 1.194 9.256
Total principal loan amount × desire to help − 0.356 0.796 0.700
Total principal loan amount × felt obligated to do so 1.206 0.747 3.339
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Table 3   Testing for gender 
interactions in predicting family 
conflict about student loan debt

Nagelkerke R square = 0.196, N = 644
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Component Variables B SE EXP(B)

A Total principal loan amount 1.792** 0.546 6.000
B Income − 0.298 0.513 0.742

Clarity (no)
 Yes − 1.343** 0.446 0.261

Prior loan literacy − 0.287 0.624 0.750
C Contribution reasons

 Desire to help − 1.038** 0.371 0.354
 Felt obligated to do so 0.768* 0.350 2.154

Demographic and control Age − 0.015 0.013 0.985
Race (not white)
 White 0.969** 0.338 2.636

Marital status (not married)
 Married 0.513 0.280 1.670

Number of children (one)
 More than one 0.136 0.301 1.145

Gender (male)
 Female 0.598 0.684 1.819

Interaction effects Gender × total principal loan amount − 1.410 0.739 0.244
Gender × income 0.416 0.651 1.517
Gender × clarity − 0.205 0.556 0.814
Gender × prior loan literacy − 0.605 0.774 0.546
Gender × desire to help 1.196* 0.472 3.306
Gender × felt obligated to do so − 0.286 0.449 0.751

Table 4   Final binary logistic 
regression model predicting 
family conflict about student 
loan debt

Nagelkerke R square = 0.186, N = 644
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Component Variables B SE EXP(B)

A Total principal loan amount 0.998** 0.362 2.713
B Income − 0.033 0.324 0.968

Clarity (no)
 Yes − 1.444** 0.267 0.236

Prior loan literacy − 0.723* 0.367 0.485
C Contribution reasons

 Desire to help − 0.974** 0.360 0.378
 Felt obligated to do so 0.574** 0.216 1.775

Demographic and control Age − 0.013 0.013 0.987
Race (not white)
 White 0.967** 0.335 2.630

Marital status (not married)
 Married 0.503 0.278 1.654

Number of children (one)
 More than one 0.147 0.300 1.158

Gender (male)
 Female − 0.138 0.387 0.871

Interaction effects Gender × desire to help 1.153* 0.462 3.168
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