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Abstract: 

Socioeconomic stress has long been found to place youth at risk, with low family income 
conferring disadvantages in adolescents’ school achievement and success. This study 
investigates the role of socioeconomic stress on academic adjustment, and pinpoints family 
obligation as a possible buffer of negative associations. We examined direct and interactive 
effects at two time points in the same sample of Asian American adolescents—early high school 
(N = 180 9th–10th graders; 60 % female) and 2 years later in late high school (N = 156 11th–
12th graders; 87 % of original sample). Results suggest that socioeconomic stress is indeed 
associated with poor academic adjustment, measured broadly through self-reported GPA, 
importance of academic success, and educational aspirations and expectations. Family obligation 
was positively related to adjustment, and also was found to buffer the negative effects of 
socioeconomic stress, but only during adolescents’ later high school years. Adolescents reporting 
more family obligation experienced less of the negative effects of financial stress on academic 
outcomes than those reporting lower obligation. Cultural and developmental implications are 
discussed in light of these direct and moderating effects. 

Keywords: Socioeconomic stress | Family obligation | Academic adjustment | Asian American 
adolescents 

Article: 

Introduction 

Theoretical models of family economic stress have long associated socioeconomic hardship with 
risk factors in child and adolescent development, including chronic experiences of stress and 
diverse indicators of poor psychosocial well-being (Conger et al. 1992; Garcia Coll 1990; 
McLoyd 1998). More specifically, socioeconomic stress has been consistently linked to 
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adolescents’ academic adjustment, with low family income conferring disadvantages in school 
achievement and success (Brody et al. 1995; Sirin 2005). Although a relatively large body of 
literature has established such maladaptive links, aside from a few exceptions (e.g., Mistry et 
al. 2009), prior research pinpointing negative effects of socioeconomic stress on academic 
outcomes predominantly has focused on adolescents from European American and African 
American backgrounds to the exclusion of adolescents from immigrant backgrounds, and 
particularly those with Asian ancestry. Our work extends the current literature on how 
socioeconomic stress shapes adolescents’ lives by focusing on an understudied sample of Asian 
American youth; using a risk and resilience framework to not only document negative effects of 
socioeconomic stress on academic adjustment (broadly measured through self-reported GPA, 
importance of academic success, and academic aspirations and expectations) but to also identify 
family obligation as a potentially protective factor in adolescents’ lives; and comparing direct 
and interactive effects of socioeconomic stress and family obligation at two different 
developmental periods, namely, during the early years of high school and again in adolescents’ 
later high school years. By identifying risk and protective factors associated with academic 
adjustment, and considering developmental differences related to family processes, we can 
extend existing knowledge and ultimately determine ways to best foster Asian youths’ 
adjustment. 

Socioeconomic Stress Among Asian American Youth 

Immigrant youth from under-researched Asian backgrounds represent a particularly interesting 
case for studying both socioeconomic stress and academic adjustment given that the model 
minority stereotype presumes that each of these areas are highly relevant to their group, but not 
especially problematic (Oyserman and Sakamoto 1997). In terms of socioeconomic status, a 
common misperception is that Asian families are generally well-adjusted and do not suffer from 
financial hardships as much as families from other ethnic minority groups. Official accounts do 
suggest that Asian American households report a relatively high median income (65,469, 
compared to51,861 for non-Hispanic whites) (U.S. Census 2011). However, these average 
income levels do not preclude the fact that socioeconomic stress, if experienced, can still 
negatively impact outcomes. Moreover, it is important to note that these same federal reports 
also suggest that 12 % of Asian American families live below the poverty line, which is actually 
similar to the rates found among non-Hispanic whites. It is also critical to acknowledge that 
individuals from Asian backgrounds represent a highly diverse panethnic group and the degree to 
which each family experiences socioeconomic adversity likely depends on factors such as 
specific country of origin, individual reasons for immigration, and refugee or citizenship status. 
As one example of such ethnic variability, recent reports document a substantial difference 
between the yearly median income for South Asian Indians (90,711) and Bangladeshis(48,471) 
(U.S. Census 2011). Hence, rather than assume that socioeconomic stressors are not universally 
salient for Asian American families, it seems critical to examine how financial struggles can in 
fact influence these adolescents’ lives and ultimate adjustment. 



There are a variety of reasons to expect adverse associations between socioeconomic stress and 
adolescents’ academic outcomes. Drawing from research with other ethnic minority groups, 
poverty can influence cognitive and socioemotional functioning, which have direct repercussions 
on school achievement (McLoyd 1998). A number of indirect influences also can be seen. For 
example, socioeconomic stress might contribute to adolescents’ feelings of distress or 
hopelessness, as well as family conflict, which can then have indirect effects on children’s 
academic commitment and success (Eamon 2002). Family economic stress also might require 
adolescents to assist their families or work at a part-time job thereby potentially interfering with 
their academics (Lillydahl 1990; Schill et al. 1985). Collectively, based on prior research that has 
identified both direct and indirect effects of socioeconomic stress, we anticipated that, for Asian 
American youth, experiencing more stress would be related to lower academic adjustment. We 
considered a range of academic outcomes (e.g., GPA, importance of academic success, academic 
aspirations and expectations) to demonstrate the diverse implications that socioeconomic stress 
can have on adolescents’ development. 

The academic arena itself plays a particularly prominent role in the lives of Asian youth. 
Children from immigrant families are often socialized to believe that education is a major key to 
economic mobility; hence, among these families there tends to be a strong emphasis on school 
achievement (Portes and Rumbaut 2001). Similarly, for many immigrant youth, excelling in 
school might be perceived as one way to help their family succeed and ultimately achieve the 
“American Dream” (Fuligni et al. 1999). Given the cultural importance of education among 
Asian immigrant families, identifying possible obstacles or risk factors in adolescents’ academic 
success is crucial; yet, this group in particular is often overlooked in terms of resources and 
concerns over academic adjustment. Referring again to the model minority myth, these cultural 
stereotypes might come into play in the wrongful assumption that most Asian youth are largely 
high achievers, hard workers, academically motivated, and well-adjusted (Suzuki 2002). There 
are numerous implications in terms of having to face such a stereotype (Choi 2007), and most 
relevant to the current study is the fact that some adolescents may be mistakenly ignored in terms 
of the academic and other struggles that they actually encounter. We thus address these pressing 
concerns and notable gaps in the literature by explicitly focusing on both socioeconomic stress 
and academic outcomes among Asian youth, and identifying family obligation as a putative 
moderator of such stress. 

Family Obligation as a Protective Buffer 

A resiliency framework pinpoints specific features that protect against risk and encourage 
healthy adjustment, adaptation, and social and psychological competence despite stress or 
adversity (Luthar and Cicchetti 2000; Masten 2001). In the face of socioeconomic stress, what 
resiliency factors might counteract any negative effects and promote healthy outcomes? 
Paradoxically, family financial stressors might present youth with a greater need to help out 
around the house and assist their families as best they can which could then lead to positive 
outcomes. Indeed, a familistic orientation and positive attitudes toward family obligation, which 



can be broadly defined as values and expectations regarding family assistance and support, have 
been implicated as culturally-protective factors in youth development, perhaps because they 
promote social support and close family relationships (McHale et al. 2005; Organista et al. 2003; 
Umana-Taylor et al. 2011). Assisting one’s family might also contribute to internal feelings of 
purpose or meaning, which could then permeate other forms of achievement or academic goals 
(Kiang 2012). 

Family cultural values are particularly relevant to Asian youth (Lieber et al. 2004; Phinney et 
al. 2000). Prior research has found that Asian Americans report high levels of family obligation 
and often view school success as one of the most important and meaningful ways that they can 
assist and help their families advance, socially and economically (Fuligni et al. 1999; 
Fuligni 2001). In the literature, positive links between family obligation and adolescents’ 
academic outcomes have been demonstrated among diverse immigrant samples (Fuligni et 
al. 2005b). Moderating effects also have been found. For instance, among Latinos, who also tend 
to report strong familistic connections, family obligation buffered adolescents from negative 
effects of stress on risky behaviors and depression (Umana-Taylor et al. 2011). Although 
economic stress was included in their conceptualization of risk, academic adjustment was not 
examined as an outcome. 

Taken together, based on prior research supporting the benefits of family obligation (Fuligni et 
al. 2005a; Umana-Taylor et al. 2011), we similarly expected to find positive associations 
between these family attitudes and academic outcomes. Although, to our knowledge, family 
obligation has not yet been examined as protective factor in terms of the detrimental effects of 
socioeconomic stress on academic adjustment, we also expected that family obligation would act 
as a resiliency factor and weaken the negative impact of socioeconomic stress. Furthermore, one 
additional layer of complexity that we explored was whether associations among socioeconomic 
stress, family obligation, and academic outcomes might vary based on adolescents’ 
developmental status (e.g., year in high school). 

Developmental Considerations 

Longitudinal associations between adolescents’ experiences of socioeconomic stress and their 
academic achievement have been documented (Duncan et al. 1998). However, rather than model 
change over time, multiple waves of data can be used to determine whether direct and interactive 
effects of socioeconomic stress and family obligation are more or less relevant to the same youth 
but at different times in their lives. In terms of academic outcomes, we might expect a 
developmental shift in the salience of educational aspirations and importance attributed to 
academics as youth more seriously contemplate their pending high school graduation and plans 
for the future. The developmental context of late high school would then differentially influence 
the relationship between socioeconomic struggles, family obligation, and these academic 
outcomes, especially as youth have to make decisions about whether to stay home, enter the 
workforce, or go to college. In contrast, the developmental context of younger high school 



students could be more concerned with the transition to high school and focus less on pressing 
graduation concerns. Moreover, younger adolescents might also be more limited in the actual 
support that they can readily provide to their families (e.g., less likely to have a job outside of the 
home, not able to drive to help run errands). 

Some empirical work does support differences in the extent to which socioeconomic stress 
affects development. Educational disparities associated with family income and backgrounds 
tend to increase as students advance in school (Caro et al. 2009). Other studies argue that family 
economic conditions in early and middle childhood are more important for shaping ability and 
achievement than are economic conditions during adolescence (Duncan et al. 1998), perhaps 
because family socioeconomic status tends to increase as children get older. To shed light on 
these key and competing developmental concerns, we used our data to determine whether the 
effects of socioeconomic stress and family obligation on academic adjustment are different for 
adolescents when they are in early versus late high school years. Given our range of outcomes 
included, we also explored whether the impact of developmental stage would be particularly 
strong for those outcomes focused on the future (e.g., educational aspirations) compared to more 
immediate concerns (e.g., grades). 

The Present Study 

The present research seeks to examine whether socioeconomic stress hinders adolescents’ 
academic outcomes, as well as to identify family obligation as a possible moderator of any 
negative effects. Based on prior research (Brody et al. 1995; McLoyd 1998; Sirin 2005), we 
expected that socioeconomic stress would be associated with lower academic adjustment among 
our sample of adolescents from Asian American backgrounds. Consistent with recent work that 
points to positive benefits of family obligation (Fuligni et al.2005a; Umana-Taylor et al. 2011), 
we expected that family obligation would be linked positively to academic adjustment, both 
directly and via moderation against negative effects of socioeconomic stress. We also explored 
whether direct and interactive associations found are consistent across different periods of 
development, namely, for adolescents who are in the earlier versus later years of high school. We 
contribute to the literature by examining understudied Asian American youth, considering 
multiple indices of academic outcomes, and using two waves of data to explore developmental 
variations in effects. In addition, previous research commonly has measured socioeconomic 
stress according to variables created from family income, parental education, and/or parental 
occupational prestige (Caro et al. 2009; Radziszewska et al. 1996). Rather than rely on such 
proxies, we used a more direct measure of family economic strain as our primary independent 
variable. 

Methods 

Participants 



Participants at the initial time of recruitment were 180 9th (48.3 %) and 10th grade Asian 
American adolescents (60 % female). The average age was 14.97 (SD = .84). Approximately 
74 % of the sample was US-born or second-generation. The remaining 26 % were first-
generation or foreign-born. An open-ended, self-report item indicated that adolescents 
represented a range of specific ethnic identifications including: Hmong (28 %), multiethnic 
(within Asian groups; e.g., Cambodian and Chinese) (22 %), South Asian (e.g., Indian, 
Pakistani) (11 %), Chinese (8 %), and pan-ethnic (i.e., Asian) (8 %). The remaining 23 % 
represented small clusters of ethnicities such as Montagnard, Laotian, Vietnamese, Filipino/a, 
Japanese, Korean, and Thai. 

Procedures 

Using a stratified sampling procedure, public high schools in the Southeastern U.S. were targeted 
for recruitment. Adolescents were ultimately drawn from six schools that varied in terms of 
academic achievement and ethnic diversity. For initial recruitment, all 9th–10th grade students 
who were identified through school enrollment forms as Asian were convened in small groups 
and invited to participate in a study on their culture and daily lives. Parental consent and 
adolescent assent forms were distributed. Researchers returned for a follow-up visit and those 
students who returned their forms were given a packet of questionnaires, which took about 35–
40 min to complete. Upon completion, adolescents were given instructions and materials for a 
two-week daily diary study, not reported on here. At the end of the daily diary period, 
researchers returned to schools to collect materials and to give adolescents $25 for participating. 

Adolescents were asked to participate in follow-ups in consecutive years that consisted of the 
questionnaire packet only. The current study focuses on data collected in the first wave of the 
study, when students were in 9th–10th grades (Wave 1), and two years later when students were 
in 11th–12th grades (labeled Wave 2 for the current article). Data for the follow-up were 
collected during school visits and students who were absent or no longer enrolled in the school 
were sent questionnaires through the postal mail. Approximately 87 % of the original sample 
was retained in W2, and these participants did not differ from those who participated only in W1 
on any demographic or key study variables, using a p < .01 cutoff given the number of tests run. 
In W2 of the study, adolescents were given $15 for participating. 

Measures 

Socioeconomic Stress 

Socioeconomic stress was measured using an index of family economic strain or financial 
insecurity (Brumbach et al. 2009). On a 0 = no to 1 = yes scale, adolescents were asked to 
indicate whether their families experienced economic stressors. We included five items (e.g., 
were without home telephone service or cell phone service because there was not enough money, 
were worried whether food would run out before there was more money to buy more). 
Adolescents were instructed to think about the past 12 months in their responses. Responses 



were summed across all items. The internal consistencies found in the present study were .67 and 
.69 at Waves 1 and 2, respectively, which are similar to those found in prior research on 
adolescents (e.g., α = .68; Brumbach et al. 2009). 

Family Obligation 

A 12-item scale was used to assess adolescents’ attitudes toward family obligation and the 
provision of family assistance (Fuligni et al. 1999, 2002). Adolescents were asked to determine 
how important each item is on a five-point scale ranging from Not At All Important to Very 
Important with higher scores reflecting higher family obligation. Sample items include, “Help 
take care of brothers and sisters,” “Run errands that the family needs done,” and, “Help out 
around the house.” Items concerning attitudes toward future support and obligation were also 
presented using a six-item scale. Samples include, “Help your parents financially in the future,” 
“Spend time with your parents even after you no longer live with them,” and, “Help take care of 
your brothers and sisters in the future.” Following prior research (e.g., Kiang and Fuligni 2009), 
both scales were combined and averaged to reflect an overall index of family obligation 
(α = .86–.88). 

Self-Reported Grade Point Average (GPA) 

Adolescents were asked to write-in their current Grade Point Average. Although a recent meta-
analysis suggests that self-reports of GPA may be systematically inflated and should be used 
with caution, they still generally predict outcomes to a similar extent as actual GPA (Kuncel et 
al. 2005). Indeed, as shown in Table 1, patterns of association between our measure of GPA and 
other academic outcomes were as expected. Further, in a follow-up study in which school reports 
of GPA were collected on a small subset of this sample (N = 46), self and official reports of GPA 
were significantly correlated (r = .85, p < .001). However, due to some missing data and 
undecipherable responses (e.g., “98”, “9/10”), analyses with this variable were conducted with a 
more limited sample. 

[Table 1 Omitted] 

Importance of Academic Success 

Importance of academic success was assessed through a six-item scale asking adolescents to 
place importance on doing well and succeeding in school. This measure was based on research 
from Eccles (1983) and has been used successfully in prior work (e.g., Fuligni et al. 2005a). On a 
scale ranging from 1not important to 5 very important, students reported how important the 
following things are to them: that you do well in school, that you get good grades, that you get an 
‘A’ on almost every test, that you go to college after high school, that you be one of the best 
students in your class, that you go to the best college after high school. Items were averaged and 
the internal consistencies were .85–.86. 



Educational Aspirations and Expectations 

Also drawn from Eccles (1983), to assess educational aspirations, adolescents were asked, “How 
far would you like to go in school?” Response options were 1 = finish some high school, 
2 = graduate from high school, 3 = graduate from a 2-year college, 4 = graduate from a 4-year 
college, 5 = graduate from law, medical, or graduate school. One item was similarly used to 
assess educational expectations. Adolescents were asked, “How far do you think you actually 
will go in school?” Identical response options as for educational aspirations were used. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Bivariate correlations among primary study variables are shown in Table 1, stratified by study 
wave. As shown, in both earlier and later years of high school, high socioeconomic stress was 
consistently associated with poor academic outcomes, as defined by all four indices of GPA, 
importance of academic success, and educational aspirations and expectations. In both waves of 
the study, family obligation was positively associated with adolescents’ reported importance of 
academic success. In wave W1, family obligation was also linked with higher educational 
expectations, although this association was only marginally significant. In W2, family obligation 
was significantly associated with higher educational aspirations. As would be expected, all 
academic outcome variables were significantly associated with each other. Remaining relations, 
though not statistically significant, were in expected directions. 

Means and SDs are also shown in Table 1. Variable means appeared to be generally stable over 
time. In W2, significantly higher levels of socioeconomic stress were reported 
[t(147) = −2.21, p < .05] compared to W1. Higher GPA at W2 was also reported 
[t(73) = −2.58, p < .05]. Remaining means did not significantly vary across the two waves of the 
study [ts(145–147) = 1.38–1.92, ns]. Each measure at W1 was significantly correlated with 
measurements at W2, which further suggests temporal stability among the constructs. These 
correlations ranged from .47 to .69, p < .001. 

Main and Interactive Effects of Socioeconomic Stress and Family Obligation on Adjustment 

To examine main and interactive effects of socioeconomic stress and family obligation on 
adolescents’ academic adjustment, a series of hierarchical multiple regressions were conducted. 
Main effects of socioeconomic stress and family obligation were entered first, followed by their 
interaction. Variables were centered before creating the interaction term. Gender was also 
entered in the initial step as a covariate given that prior research has documented gender 
differences in academic adjustment among Asian American youth (Kiang et al. 2012; Qin 2006). 
Regressions were conducted separately for each outcome and within W1 and W2. 

Early High School (9th–10th Grades) 



Results for W1 are shown in Table 2. As expected, and consistent with bivariate correlations, 
socioeconomic stress was negatively associated with all four academic adjustment outcomes. 
Main effects of family obligation were also found in terms of positive links with importance of 
academic success and educational expectations. These initial models accounted for 11–15 % of 
the variance in outcome variables. No other main effects or interactions were found, but an 
interaction between socioeconomic stress and family obligation approached significance in terms 
of adolescents’ importance of academic success. 

[Table 2 Omitted] 

Late High School (11th–12th Grades) 

Table 3 illustrates regression results from W2 of the study. Again, main effects of socioeconomic 
stress were found for all four adjustment variables. Main effects of family obligation were also 
found with respect to importance of academic success and educational aspirations. With the 
exception of GPA, the initial models themselves were significant, explaining between 9 and 
18 % of the variance in adjustment. In addition, three interactive effects were found. 

[Table 3 Omitted] 

Specifically, as shown in Fig. 1, strong attitudes toward family obligation protected youth from 
the negative effects of socioeconomic stress. Simple slopes analyses suggested that experiencing 
socioeconomic stress was associated with lower importance of academic success, but only for 
adolescents who reported low levels of family obligation (b = −.29, p < .001). For adolescents 
who indicated strong importance towards helping and assisting their families, the association 
between socioeconomic hardships and academic importance was not statistically significant 
(b = −.10, ns). Similar buffering effects were found for educational aspirations (Fig. 2) and 
expectations (Fig. 3). Although simple slopes for adolescents who reported both high and low 
levels of family obligation were significant, the effect of socioeconomic stress on aspirations 
appeared stronger for adolescents with low (b = −.48, p < .001) compared to high 
(b = −.20, p < .05) endorsements. In terms of expectations, the effect of socioeconomic stress 
was statistically significant for adolescents who reported low levels of family obligation 
(b = −.30, p < .001), but not for those with high obligation (b = −.12,ns), which again supports 
the protective role of family obligation on adolescents’ academic adjustment. 

[Figure 1 Omitted] 

[Figure 2 Omitted] 

[Figure 3 Omitted] 

 

 



 

Discussion 

The impact of socioeconomic stress on the adjustment of adolescents from Asian American 
backgrounds has not been a topic of much attention, especially when compared to research 
focusing on these themes among other ethnic groups. The primary aim of the current study was 
to address this gap in the literature by examining whether experiencing family financial hardship 
is associated with poor academic adjustment, widely measured through multiple outcome 
variables including GPA, importance of academic success, and educational aspirations and 
expectations. In the face of these negative influences, we also were interested in pinpointing 
family obligation as a possible buffer and considering whether main and interactive effects of 
socioeconomic stress and family obligation might developmentally vary over time. 

In line with prior research with other ethnic groups (Brody et al. 1995; McLoyd 1998; 
Sirin 2005), we found that socioeconomic stress is indeed a significant risk factor in Asian 
American adolescents’ academic outcomes. Although average levels of socioeconomic stress 
were relatively low for the sample as a whole, more experiences of household financial stress 
were associated with lower self-reported GPA, lower valuing of academic success, and lower 
educational aspirations and expectations. These negative associations were consistent for 
adolescents in both early (9th–10th grades) and late (11th–12th grades) high school years. It thus 
appears that socioeconomic struggles can be critical issues for American adolescents with Asian 
ancestry, who are often widely presumed to be the model minority and generally well-adjusted 
(Oyserman and Sakamoto 1997; Suzuki 2002). Notably, gender also had a main effect on several 
academic outcomes, which is consistent with prior work that points to females faring better than 
males in the academic arena (Kiang et al. 2012; Qin 2006). 

Providing some resilience in the face of stress, we found family obligation to act as a positive 
resource in adolescents’ lives. Direct effects were found whereby family obligation was 
associated with various indicators of positive academic adjustment in both early and later years 
of high school. These results are congruent with previous research documenting the virtues of 
family obligation (McHale et al. 2005; Organista et al. 2003; Umana-Taylor et al. 2011), and 
positive links between family obligation and academic outcomes more specifically (Fuligni et 
al. 2005a). Moreover, in the later high school years, family obligation buffered the negative 
effect of socioeconomic strain on adjustment variables such as importance of academic success 
and educational aspirations and expectations. More specifically, the academic risks that were 
associated with socioeconomic stress were attenuated in older adolescents who endorsed the 
importance of family assistance compared to those who reported low levels of family obligation. 

Although these results demonstrate that family obligation can serve as a resiliency factor in 
helping older adolescents deal with the negative effects of socioeconomic stress, several 
unanswered questions remain. For example, one important topic for future research is to explore 



whether the protective effect of family obligation also extends to other negative experiences 
(e.g., acculturative stress, normative stress, discrimination). Similarly, do the positive effects of 
family obligation generalize to adolescents’ from diverse ethnic groups? Our focus on an Asian 
sample was important in addressing a dearth in the literature, but also limits the generalizability 
of our results. Constructs of family assistance and closeness might be especially meaningful to 
adolescents from Asian backgrounds (Lieber et al. 2004; Phinney et al. 2000), but whether or not 
its benefits are equally noteworthy among other samples, particularly in light of protecting 
against socioeconomic stress, remains largely unknown. Notably, recent evidence does point to 
family obligation as being associated positively with academic adjustment among both European 
American and Chinese adolescents (Pomerantz et al. 2011), and as an effective moderator 
against stress among Latino samples (Umana-Taylor et al. 2011). More work along these themes 
would be informative. 

The specific mechanisms by which such family cultural values have a positive effect are also 
unclear. Perhaps helping to maintain family functioning and generally assisting one’s family 
promotes family closeness, which is beneficial in and of itself (Dmitrieva et al. 2004). 
Alternatively, it is possible that family obligation affects other areas in adolescents’ lives which 
can then protect against risks to achievement and boost academic success. In line with this idea, 
recent research suggests that daily acts of family assistance is directly related to adolescents’ 
purpose or meaning in life (Kiang 2012). Such purpose could then help to promote adolescents’ 
academic aspirations, goals, and achievements, despite their experience of obstacles that might 
thwart those positive outcomes. 

Developmentally, moderating effects of family obligation were only found for adolescents in 
later years of high school. In fact, although the interactions between family obligation and 
socioeconomic stress among early high school students were not statistically significant, several 
of the interaction terms were in opposite directions compared to those found in later high school. 
One explanation for these differences is that family obligation tends to become increasingly 
salient as adolescents mature, are able to take on more responsibilities, and gain more practical 
ways to assist their families (Fuligni and Pedersen 2002). For example, although virtually all 
children can help with various household chores, it is not until the later years of high school that 
children can drive, which may make it easier to run errands for the family, take on an afterschool 
job, or engage in more diverse assistance behaviors. It is also possible that, with impending high 
school graduation, issues such as socioeconomic stress and family obligation are in the forefront 
of adolescents’ lives and come together in more marked ways to impact their academic 
adjustment. A third explanation is that socioeconomic stress may interact with family obligation 
differently when it is experienced at a more chronic level. By the time adolescents reach the later 
years of high school, they presumably have had a longer opportunity to experience 
socioeconomic stress and it is thus possible that these experiences of chronic stress differentially 
interacted with family obligation to predict academic outcomes. Notably, average levels of 
socioeconomic stress were also significantly higher in later years of high school than in earlier 



years. These mean differences could be potentially due to older adolescents being more aware of 
their family’s financial situations, and perhaps the moderating effect of family obligation does 
not become relevant until adolescents gain such awareness and/or socioeconomic stress reaches a 
certain threshold. It is also notable that interactive effects were not found for GPA, which could 
have been due to limitations in self-reports of the construct or the idea that the interactive effects 
of socioeconomic stress and family obligation are more salient for academic outcomes that are 
more future-oriented (e.g., aspirations, importance of academics) rather than those that are more 
immediate in nature. Clearly, more research is needed to better disentangle the differential 
developmental patterns that we found. 

Although the focus of this article was on concurrent reports examined at two different 
developmental periods, multiple waves of data also can be used to investigate longitudinal 
associations among constructs. For example, using our data in a different way, we conducted 
post hoc analyses to help shed light on the developmental differences that we found. We ran a 
series of regressions using W1 reports of socioeconomic stress and family obligation to predict 
W2 outcomes, after controlling for outcomes at W1. With the exception of one interactive effect 
that approached significance in terms of GPA (b = .65, p = .07), and one main effect of W1 
socioeconomic stress predicting importance of academic success at W2 (b = −.15,p < .01), no 
other main effects or interactions were found. Given that early reports had little influence on later 
outcomes, these results confirm our overall findings that suggest that socioeconomic and family 
constructs are more salient in later versus earlier years of high school. These results also suggest 
that family stress and resilience processes function in a more temporally proximal manner rather 
than over time, which supports our initial framework in examining the immediate impact of 
family obligation and its relevance across differential phases of development. 

It was somewhat surprising that socioeconomic stress and family obligation were not correlated 
with each other. It would be reasonable to expect that more financial hardships would be related 
to adolescents’ obligations to step in and assist their families, either by their working at a part-
time job to contribute to family income, or by helping out around the house while parents work. 
One explanation is that our measure of family obligations assessed attitudes toward assistance 
behaviors rather than the behaviors themselves. Nonetheless, the fact that these are independent 
constructs supports the need to further examine how such family attitudes are socialized or 
learned. Prior work suggests that family obligation is a culturally-based construct that may be 
tied closely to cultural values and ethnic identity (Kiang and Fuligni 2009). Perhaps examining 
ethnic identity development as one potential pathway towards family obligation would be an 
interesting avenue for future research. Indeed, our results highlight the benefits of cultivating 
attitudes toward family obligation as a resiliency factor. Determining how individual differences 
in family obligation develop would be helpful in understanding ways to enhance such attitudes 
and thus promote adolescent outcomes. 

Taken together, there are several important implications regarding the main effects found and the 
manner in which socioeconomic stress and family obligation interacted in predicting academic 



outcomes. Our results suggest that assuming that Asian Americans adolescents are uniformly on 
a path to high achievement seems unreasonable and potentially flawed. However, many teachers 
and other school staff may observe such a phenomenon with Asian youth performing well. To 
reconcile these perspectives, our findings speak to the possibility that high family obligation, 
which is often found among Asian youth (Lieber et al. 2004; Phinney et al. 2000), helps to 
compensate for the negative effects of socioeconomic stress and maintain the high achieving 
stereotype. In addition, given that the actual buffering effects of family obligation did not emerge 
as statistically significant until the later high school years, future research and intervention 
efforts that are focused on somewhat younger high school students might allow more of an 
opportunity to observe adverse effects of low family socioeconomic stress and to subsequently 
intervene early in order to promote better academic outcomes. Indeed, the model minority 
stereotype involves a complex interplay between adolescent characteristics and both in-school 
and out-of-school experiences (Lee 1994), and our work contributes to the understanding that 
Asian youths’ school achievement is considerably multifaceted. 
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