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Abstract 

A critical review of the literature found a number of characteristics of parental conflict that are 

associated with psychological problems in children exposed to conflict. There are no surprises in 

this review. Parental conflict marked by greater frequency, greater intensity, is more physically 

aggressive than not, with conflict content that is child directed and little of no conflict 

explanation by parents, and is characterised by little or no conflict resolution, is associated with 

child adjustment problems. Social learning and trauma theory are important in understanding the 

effects of exposure to conflict on children. A cognitive-context model and an emotional security 

model provide explanations of some of the effects of exposure. The characteristics, theories, and 

models help to inform clinical judgement and guide treatment plans, however without the 

support and involvement of the conflictual parents, treatment of a child’s adjustment problems 

alone would be challenging.  
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The characteristics of conflict between parents and there effects on exposed children 

Introduction 

Conflicts are a regular occurrence in most families and may include any dispute, 

argument, or difference of opinion. However, destructive ways of managing these conflicts are 

prevalent as evidenced by the high rates of interparental dissolution and dissatisfaction in intact 

marriages (Davies, Harold, Goeke-Morey, & Cummings, 2002). Adverse psychological 

consequences suffered by children as innocent bystanders to such conflict are common. Frequent 

exposure increases the child’s risk of a wide variety of psychological problems, including 

emotional, behavioural, social, and academic difficulties (Davies et al., 2002). Providing 

interventions for children who live in conflictual situations is challenging. For example, 

treatment effectiveness may be limited by, the parent’s willingness to engage in the process, even 

at the psychoeducational level, and the child’s characteristics such as culture, age, gender, and 

education. The contributory factors that affect the child’s reaction to parental conflict may 

include how conflicts are resolved, the frequency, the level of violence, and the verbal or non-

verbal content. Understanding these factors such as there role as mediators between parental 

conflict and child adjustment problems would be important for informing clinical understanding 

of the child’s psychological wellness and guiding psychotherapeutic treatments.  

Treatment plans would also be influenced by the clinician’s understanding of the 

theoretical basis of a child’s reaction and psychological adjustment to parental conflict. While 

there is considerable literature on the effects of exposure to conflict two main explanatory 

models have emerged namely, the cognitive-contextual (Grych & Fincham, 1993) and the 

emotional security models (Davies et al., 2002). Underlying these models are theoretical 
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explanations such as, social learning theory (Bandura, 1973; Mihalic & Elliott, 1997), and 

trauma theory (e.g. Brewin & Dalgleish, 1996).  

Assessment of the nature and extent of a child’s problems is also important in treatment 

planning. As children spend much of their time at school with peers under the supervision of 

teachers, assessment tools that include reports by teachers would also be an important 

consideration. The parent’s contribution to assessment is important in understanding the 

conflictual environment at home, and the exhibited behaviours that the child displays in the 

home environment. The Child Behaviour Check List [CBCL] (Achenbach & Edelbroack, 1983) 

that includes a teacher and a parent report form has been extensively used as a research tool and 

a screen for problem behaviours in the clinical setting. The CBCL would be complemented by 

clinical interviews and diagnostic tests that tap symptoms of common mental health disorders 

associated with exposure to parental conflict.  

This paper aims to inform clinical judgment in case formulation and development of 

management plans for children presenting with psychological problems thought to be due to 

exposure to parental conflict. This will be achieved by a critical review of the literature with a 

focus on the contributing factors around the conflictual environment. Firstly will be a brief 

discussion of terminology and prevalence of child maladjustment resulting from parental 

conflict.  

The labels for children from abusive homes have included, ‘witnesses’, to or ‘observers’ 

of parental conflict which may be more accurately described inclusively as being ‘exposed’ to 

conflict (Holden, 1998). Terminology concerns exist around what to call ‘violence’ or ‘conflict’ 

between the man and woman. Because men are the perpetrators of violence on women in the vast 

majority of the cases (McDonald & Jouriles, 1991) a preferred term could be ‘wife abuser’. 
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However, as this term fails to capture the importance of the parent-child relation it is not used 

here. The terms ‘violence’ and ‘aggression’ have been used in the literature to describe specific 

aspects of a conflictual parental relationship, however a more inclusive term is simply ‘conflict’. 

Various studies use the term ‘interparental’ and ‘parental’ conflict interchangeably, for simplicity 

the term ‘parental’ is used here. The term ‘parent-child’ conflict is used in the literature to 

describe a specific situation where aggression or violence is directed by a parent to a child, 

which is also used here. For simplicity, here the term ‘children’ is considered inclusive of both 

children and adolescents. 

Violence and destructive conflict both physical and psychological is endemic in most 

societies. Australian figures of children being exposed to parental conflict are unavailable. It has 

been estimated that between the ages of 3 and 17 years some 3.3 million United States (US) 

children are exposed to family conflict but other estimates put this figure upward at 10 million 

children (Holden, 1998). Assuming a similar prevalence to the US, 4 percent of Australia’s 

population represents a staggering 800,000 children exposed to parental conflict. Of the children 

exposed to conflict a reasonably high percentage have been reported with clinical level 

behavioural problems. Again, Australian data is unavailable, however the US experience 

indicates about 10% to 20% of children in non-clinic, community comparison samples, are 

reported to exhibit behavioural problems at clinical levels. In comparison some 25% to 75% of 

the children exposed to parental conflict have been reported to display clinical level behavioural 

problems (e.g. Rosenbaum & O'Leary, 1981).   

Effects of Exposure 

There seems no argument that a child’s reaction to being exposed to conflictual parents is 

clear in their expression of emotions such as, anger, crying, freezing, becoming distressed, 
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avoiding, escaping, or report anger, sadness, fear, guilt shame, or worry. They may also react 

physiologically, become aggressive, withdrawn or become embroiled as a third party in the 

parental conflict (E. M. Cummings, 1998). Battered wives as the mothers of such children may 

also display emotional, physiological, and behavioural reactions to their child’s situation 

(Jouriles et al., 1998). The prevalence data indicates that not every parental conflict results in a 

child’s psychological maladjustment as described above, and that there must be characteristics of 

conflict, mediational and indirect effects, and family characteristics that impact the relationship 

between conflict and maladjustment.  

The research in this area began with the first article published in 1975 in the United 

Kingdom and during the period 1975 to 1995 some 56 related articles were published (Holden, 

1998). A recent meta-analysis of age, gender and the type of violence in conflictual couples, 

which examines children’s internalising and externalising problems using raw CBCL 

(Achenbach & Edelbroack, 1983) data of multiple studies (n = 1870), suggests that published 

articles have been slowly increasing (Sternberg, Baradaran, Abbott, Lamb, & Guterman, 2006). 

Much of the research has sought to examine the associations between parental conflict and 

children’s emotional and behavioural adjustment. This body of research indicates the successful 

linking of exposure to parental conflict and a range of behavioural problems (e.g. Davies et al., 

2002; Holden, 1998).  

Understanding the effects of exposure 

According to Fincham & Osborne (1993) many clinicians initially faced a dilemma of 

where to focus their efforts when confronted with serious marital and child problems; on the 

child problems or on the parental relationship. The early research was inconclusive with a 

disparity between clinical observations and research findings (Fincham & Osborne, 1993). 



 Dr Paul Spencer - Child & adolescent exposure to parental conflict 7 

Marital quality as a parent self-reported measure that included reports of parental conflict did not 

tap the relationship with child functioning. Marriages that were typical of disengaged parents 

while quite different from marriages in constant turmoil and conflict would receive a similar 

score on a marriage quality inventory. Because children are more exposed to the conflictual type 

of relationship this became the commonly researched marital model. Thus, this bias has meant 

that disengaged parental style (or the neutral case) has not received as much research attention as 

the conflictual parental relationship in terms of associations with child maladjustment.  

The difficulty of obtaining accurate and consistent data from both parent and child self-

reports of the child’s exposure to parental conflict may have also contributed to inconclusive 

research. Fincham and Osborne (1993) posit that children may perceive some parental 

disagreements as conflictual even when parents do not experience conflict, and vice versa. 

Parents may not be aware when the child experiences exposure to conflict and the child’s 

response to conflict may be mediated by their cognitive appraisal of it (Grych & Fincham, 1993). 

However Grych and Seidel (1992) showed that only child and not parent reports of parental 

conflict correlated with child adjustment assessed across different informants. Children’s 

exposure to parental conflict does not usually result in adverse outcomes, particularly when the 

parents engage in reasoned discussion to resolve disagreements, and may even be beneficial for 

example, to help the child model their own conflict resolution behaviour. It is argued that these 

methodological problems of conflict characteristics measurement continue.    

There is much variability of magnitude of association found between parental conflict 

and child maladjustment. The moderating factors in this association have been found to include 

gender of child, age of child, source of data (single verses multiple sources), and sample [clinic 

sample verses a non-clinical sample] (e.g. Fincham & Osborne, 1993; Sternberg et al., 2006). 
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However results for these variables were not always consistent and may have been due to 

methodological issues, small sample sizes, variability and unreliability of measures, restricted 

response ranges and an incomplete conceptualisation of what was being investigated (e.g. 

Sternberg et al., 2006). Factors like parent depression and parent-child relations also covary with 

the association. In a study of separated parents Shaw and Emery (1987) found that parental 

conflict did not explain a significant proportion of the variance in child internalising problems 

when parental depression was present.  

Frequency of exposure to parental conflict 

Fincham and Osborne (1993) posit that frequency, meaning, intensity, mode of 

expression, content, explanation, and resolution of conflict are each implicated and have the 

potential to cause behaviour problems for the child. Frequency is understood to mean that 

children exposed to more frequent conflict react more intensely when exposed to further 

conflictual situations. Based on the observational learning, imitation, and modeling hypotheses 

of social learning theory (Bandura, 1973), children’s exposure to frequent and severe conflict 

serves to legitimise their aggressive, argumentative behaviour and may also transmit the notion 

that such behaviour yields rewards for them. Consistent with this theoretical framework, research 

conducted with domestically violent families indicates that children's exposure to frequent and 

severe parental conflict relates to children's externalising behaviour problems (Jouriles & 

Norwood, 1995) on the CBCL. However, there is a counter explanation that is accounted for by 

trauma theory (e.g. Brewin & Dalgleish, 1996). An explanation based on this theory would 

suggest that frequency is not as significant as are other factors around a single traumatic event. In 

a single traumatic event a hyperarousal state is induced, fear, and avoidance of the place and 

context becomes salient and intrusive sensory-perceptual memories such as flashbacks rather 
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than autobiographical memories (memories encoded in time and context) of an event are evident. 

However studies reported by Graham-Bermann's (1998) meta-analysis indicate that trauma for 

at-risk children in conflictual families is usually repeated over a long period of time, which 

suggests that the one-off traumatic conflictual event is probably unlikely to occur.  

On another but related theoretical tact, increased exposure to parental conflict (the 

traumatic stimulus) would lead to reactions that are indicative of either habituation or 

sensitisation. A habituation hypothesis would suggest that children exposed to greater amounts 

of conflict would show a decrease in reactivity to conflict, and the reverse would be the case for 

the sensitisation hypothesis. However, according to Laumakis, Margolin, and John (1998) the 

data clearly supports a sensitisation hypothesis such that children become more vulnerable to 

being repeatedly exposed to conflict.  

The emotional security model (Davies et al., 2002) and a cognitive-contextual model 

(Grych & Fincham, 1993) have similar assumptions that children react to the meaning of family 

violence, and that this meaning is shaped by children’s appraisals and emotional response to the 

conflict. These cognitive appraisals and emotional responses have been conceptualised both as 

mediators and moderators of the association between abuse and child well being (Davies et al., 

2002). In the emotional security hypothesis the observable signs of insecurity are reflected in 

emotional reactivity (e.g. fear, vigilance), regulation of exposure to parent affect, and internal 

representations of interpersonal relations. Thus, following on from the mentioned sensitisation 

hypothesis negative internal representations are thought to increase with greater exposure to 

conflict (Davies et al., 2002). Also this theory posits that if security exists for the child, exposure 

to conflict may not necessarily be destructive. That is, everyday conflict in relationships occur 
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and for the child that is exposed to such conflict adapting is an important process that mitigates 

adjustment problems and promotes long term functioning. 

Intensity of parental conflict  

It has been shown that physical aggression, as a more intense form of parental conflict, is 

more upsetting to children than less intense forms of conflict (J. S. Cummings, Pellegrini, 

Notarius, & Cummings, 1989). However this study did not examine responses across age groups 

but examined only a group of 2 to 5 year-olds. When a social-cognitive developmental 

perspective was taken, Smetana (1989) found that there was considerable variance in reasoning 

about issues of family conflict. This study examined seemingly stable two-parent families and 

not those families of battered wives in which children of all ages would be exposed to conflict 

and its traumatic effects. Smetana (1989) found that preadolescent to late adolescent families 

generally agreed that conflicts occurred over the mundane, everyday details of family life, but 

they did not agree on their interpretation. Adolescents understood but rejected their parents' 

conventional interpretations of conflicts, reasoning instead in terms of personal choice. In 

general however, there seems to be consensus in the literature that when conflict reaches violent 

proportions, whether a single event or repeated, there are significant negative psychological and 

physiological consequences for children who either witness or who are direct victims of violent 

acts between parents (Sternberg et al., 2006). Also, according to O'Brien, Margolin, John, and 

Krueger (1991) in their study of emotional reactions to simulated conflicts they found that 

children exposed to intense parental conflict do not fully process the event. They also found they 

are likely to engage in responses that involve them in conflict such as direct intervention with 

their parents, or confronting them. 
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Mode of expression of parental conflict  

Studies have found that the severity and intensity of a conflict covary with the mode of 

conflict expression. For example, in a recent meta-analysis Kitzmann, Gaylord, Holt, and Kenny 

(2003) found that children who witness repeated domestic violence have significantly more 

behavioural and emotional problems than children who have not witnessed domestic violence. 

However witnesses had significantly worse outcomes than non-witnesses but witnesses did not 

differ significantly from physically abused victims or physically abused witnesses. This suggests 

that children exposed to these three types of conflict are similarly affected.  

The mode of expression of parental conflict may take physical, verbal, nonverbal (non-

physical) forms. Absence of open discussion may result in nonverbal conflict taking longer to 

resolve and may lead to chronically tense households. On the assumption that verbal conflict 

allows the child to appraise the nature of the conflict and cognitively process the content of the 

conflict (Grych & Fincham, 1993), the presence of nonverbal conflict may lead to greater 

ambiguity and uncertainty for children. With respect to a child’s unique conflict evaluation and 

attribution characteristics, some children may be more sensitive to social cues than others. These 

individual differences would also be expected across the developmental pathway.  

Content, explanation and resolution factors of parental conflict  

The content or what parents fight about is important in understanding its impact on 

children (Fincham & Osborne, 1993). Child-related conflicts seem to be more distressing for 

children as they leave children with the burden that they are in some way responsible for the 

parental conflict. This idea that the child may be overwhelmed and not be able to fully process 

the information and social cues of parental conflict is plausible from a cognitive-developmental 

perspective. Also E. M. Cummings (1998) suggest, that although unsupported in the literature, 
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there may be some conflicts containing messages children find as disturbing as marital violence. 

In their development of the cognitive-context model (Grych & Fincham, 1993) examined 

children’s appraisals of marital conflict by their cognitive, affective, and coping responses to 

conflicts varying in content and intensity. They found that when the conflict involved the child, 

more shame and fear of being drawn into to the conflict was reported. Grych and Fincham 

(1993) also found that more intense conflicts led to greater negative affect and perceived threat. 

Grych and Fincham (1993) conducted a study of 12-year-olds responses to conflicts, which 

included a parent-blaming, or a child-blaming explanation, or no explanation for the conflict. 

They found explanations that absolved the children of blame for the conflict decreased their fear 

of becoming involved in the conflict and their desire to intervene in it. This study confirms that 

the meaning of a conflict to the child is an important determinate of how it affects the child.  

Consistent with Grych and Fincham's (1993) study, other studies have shown that relative 

to no explanation, when parents provide explanations for disagreement it decreases the child’s 

fears of becoming involved and their belief that they could end the conflict (Davies & 

Cummings, 1994). This in effect is endorsement for the children’s coping responses and positive 

modeling of healthy prosocial behaviour. Finally, successful resolution of conflict by parents 

provides a positive model of problem-solving which seems to increases the child’s social 

competence (Davies & Cummings, 1994). These two findings may be explained in part by the 

notion that one of a child’s greatest fears is parent abandonment. Rather then unexplained and 

unresolved conflicts that challenge the child’s cognitive capacity and increase their fears and 

anxiety, a parent’s explanation to the child of the nature of the conflict and a resolution to their 

conflict serves to promote and reinforce conflict resolution as a form prosocial behaviour (Vasta, 
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Miller, & Ellis, 2004). It may also help illuminate and strengthens the link between parents and 

the child and thereby serve to eliminate concerns, such as abandonment.  

Summary 

The characteristics of parental conflict, which include frequency, mode of expression, 

intensity, content, and explanation and resolution, have been found to contribute to a child’s 

adjustment problems. The focus here has been to critically review the literature on the 

characteristics of parental conflict and the related effects on children. This review sought to 

inform clinical understanding, formulation, and judgment of children presenting with reported 

conflictual family environments and observed internalised and externalised behavioural 

problems. This review of the literature provided no surprises in terms of the characteristics of 

conflict and the resultant impact on the child. Parental conflicts marked by greater occurrence, 

greater intensity, more physically aggressive, with content directed at the child, with little or no 

explanation and no resolution were found to have a relationship through association with child 

maladjustment. Treatment efforts that can both address a reduction in these parental conflictual 

behaviours while also targeting the child’s underlying symptoms that result from this conflictual 

family environment would be the preferred intervention. However, in reality such a treatment is 

probably idealistic and in reality the therapist may at best only be given the chance to engage the 

child and possibly a non-violent parent, which in most cases would be the mother.  
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