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As professionals interacting with families, we understand the obligation to address emotions, needs, and 
interests with parents who are struggling with co-parenting decisions. It is a relatively new idea to consider 
how money and financial factors affect conflict between co-parents. Frequently, both the professionals and 
the parents are unprepared to approach problem-solving from this prospective. Professionals may overlook 
financial factors in attempting to help parents confront their disagreements. There are some basic points 
related to money that practitioners should keep in mind when trying to help co-parents resolve conflict and 
disagreements. 
 

1. Talking about money is really difficult. 
Both parents and the professionals who are trying to help them have a difficult time talking about 
money. About 44% of us see money as the most challenging topic to talk about with other people; 40% 
of couples don’t discuss money before marriage.  

 
2. Decisions made by parents concerning their children are influenced by a parent’s perception of risks 

and benefits for their children. 
Economics is essentially the study of how people make decisions. When people make decisions, they 
should consider outcomes and the potential costs, risks, and benefits of the decision. Most parents  
are unaware of many of the factors that affect their decisions related to money. Recent studies 
indicate that parents are influenced by how they sense the world will likely affect their child in the 
future, what others expect from their parenting efforts, and the values and routines they learned  
from their parents. 

 
3. As the difference between the wealthiest and the least wealthy grows, many parents perceive that 

their children are in a competition where the stakes are high. 
In the United States, people who earn in the top 10% income bracket, earn 38 times what those in  
the lowest 10% income bracket earn. This is otherwise known as the wage gap or wealth gap. This  
gap between high- and low-income earners has doubled in the last 40 years. Parents sense this gap, 
and many believe that the stakes are high for their child’s future. They believe that their child will 
either be a “winner” or a “loser.” Therefore, many parents have adopted very competitive strategies 
for child rearing. 

 
  



4. In response to this perceived competition, parents have shifted to more intensive parenting styles. 
Parents of the 1960s and 1970s often adopted a passive parenting style, allowing the child’s 
personality and interests to guide academic and career choices. As a result of the growing wealth gap 
and perceived competition for education and success, parents have shifted to more intensive 
parenting styles where they interfere more frequently in the child’s choices and behavior. 
Authoritarian and, particularly, authoritative styles have become more common for parents who think 
that their direction and structuring of the child’s future will ensure socio-economic success. In 
countries like the US, where the wealth gap is one of the greatest in the world, research indicates that 
parents tend to value hard work over independence and imagination. In countries where the wealth 
gap is small, parents are more inclined to value independence and imagination.  

 
5. This growing perception of competition has occurred concurrently with increases in spending on 

education and enrichment activities. 
Between the 1970s and late 2000s, as wages remained relatively flat, parents increased their spending 
on child-related expenses more rapidly than other household expenses. Spending on children has 
increasingly focused on education, enrichment activities, and sports. Parents in the lowest income 
brackets have increased child-focused spending as a percentage of their income even more than 
middle- and upper-class parents. 

 
6. Increased child-focused spending has corresponded with the acceptance of household debt. 

Since the 1970s, people in the US have less in savings and the amount of debt, as a percentage of  
the US Gross National Product, has nearly tripled. The average household credit debt in the US is 
$16,000 and the average student loan debt is $48,000. Acceptance of debt over the last 30 years 
means parents frequently fill the gap between flat wages and increased child-related expenses by 
increasing their debt.  

 
7. Changes in the economy and significant economic events, like the Great Recession, have affected the 

generations of parents raising children differently. 
Late baby boomer parents (“Jones generation”) statistically have underfunded their retirement savings 
and are often conflicted in the need to save for retirement and their expectation of paying for higher 
education for their children. Gen X and Millennials, who statistically have high debt, including 
substantial levels of student debt, often feel hopeless about their economic future. Many believe that 
they will never be financially stable. In addition, millennials do not trust financial institutions and 
statistically earn less than their parents did at the same age. All three generations face difficult choices 
between their own current and future needs and the pursuit of strategies that address the perceived 
socio-economic survival of their children. Such choices may cause conflict between parents over 
decisions for their children and feelings of shame, blame, and fear. 

 
8. Never-married parents may face new challenges as they choose not to combine their household 

economies. 
Post-World War II parents generally decided to start a family after the father obtained a good paying, 
steady job. Obtaining a job essentially established adulthood for men. Today, becoming a parent may 
establish adulthood for many never-married parents. In addition, because never-married parents have 
chosen not to marry, they also have not combined their incomes and finances, thereby saving certain 
otherwise duplicated expenses, like housing. As a result, many parents may be inadvertently choosing 
to live at or below the poverty line. In other words, if never-married parents were to marry, the 
poverty rate might be less. 

  



9. Economic factors contribute to conflict between parents, as well as family stress, both of which 
negatively affect child adjustment and development. 
Differences in parenting styles and each parent’s perceived risks for a child’s future can be a source of 
conflict between parents.  A parent who perceives that the child’s future is at risk due to financial and 
economic factors, and therefore, has adopted a more intensive parenting style, such as authoritarian 
or authoritative parenting styles, may have difficulty accepting or reaching agreement with a parent 
who does not perceive the same risk and has adopted a passive parenting style.  Such parents may 
experience increased conflict as well as an inability to make decisions about education and activities. 
Parenting conflict and family stress, including stress that results from financial and economic stressor 
like unmanageable debt or poverty, affects child adjustment and development negatively. 

 
10. Parents frequently fail to recognize that they are motivated by economic and financial factors and 

lack the skills and information to overcome the consequences. 
Many parents do not have a basic understanding of their own finances and do not possess budgeting 
and planning skills. This makes it very hard for parents to appreciate the consequences of their 
decisions to spend money and assume additional debt. When parents have positive and practical 
financial behavior, such as paying bills on time and avoiding unnecessary debt, family economic stress 
can be reduced. Additionally, children who observe such behavior from their parents, gain knowledge 
and skills that enable them to avoid unnecessary debt, limit their spending, and stick to a budget  
in adulthood.  

 
We can help parents confront the financial and economic sources of conflict and stress by helping them 
recognize how their decisions are affected by economic and financial factors, normalizing these challenges, 
and helping them to incorporate budgeting and planning in the process of problem-solving and making 
decisions. 
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