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Abstract 

The aim of the present study was to investigate association(if any) between parent- 

child conflict, marital hostility (conflict) and stressors of the situation among adolescents. 

The participants of the study were 100 adolescents (boys & girls) in the age-group of 11-

15years. The tools used were Parent- child conflict tactic scale to measure the parent child 

conflict, conflict tactic scale (CTS2) to measure the marital hostility (inter-parental conflict) 

and Q-sort version 3.15 to measure the stressors of the situation. The obtained results indicate 

that there is a positive association between parent-child conflict and marital hostility (inter-

parental conflict), between marital hostility (inter-parental conflict) and stressors of the 

situation and also between parent-child conflict and stressors of the situation. 
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Introduction 

Technically, adolescence is the period from the beginning of sexual maturity 

(puberty) to the completion of physical growth. Some who have studied adolescence view it 

as a period of “storm and stress.” This was the view of G.Stanley Hall, an American 

psychologist whose 1904 book, Adolescence, helped make this age period a focus of 

scientific study. 

The literature has clearly suggested that disruptive, stressful family environments are 

associated with difficulties during social interactions and interpersonal deficits (Stark et al., 

1993).According to Bogels, Van Oosten, Muris&Smulders (2001), individuals first learn 

about appropriate social behaviour within the family milieu. The family environment also 

provides an atmosphere where individuals better learn about and understand themselves as 

social beings. 

It has been demonstrated that during the transition to adolescence, parents and children 

experience increasing conflicts and greater discrepancies in perceptions and expectations 

(Collins, 1990; Holmbeck& O’Donnell, 1991). 
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Consistent with Emery’s (1982) theory, there is a large body of research that suggests that 

inter-parental conflict (marital hostility) affects child/ adolescent maladjustment through its 

effect it has on parenting style (Erel&Burman, 1995). It has been widely reported that inter- 

parental relationship affects the overall quality of family life through a critical association 

with the parent- child relationship (Belsky, 1981; Grych&Fincham, 1990). This connection is 

fundamental in family studies (Erel&Burman, 1995). 

Marital hostility (inter-parental conflict) is defined as a marital relationship characterized by 

high levels of exchanges of overt conflict behaviours between spouses (Buehler, 

Krishnakumar, Anthony, Tittsworth, & Stone, 1994). Overt conflict style includes verbally 

and physically hostile interactions between spouses. It involves behaviours such as name 

calling, hitting each other and yelling at each other. 

Parent-child conflict: Harsh parenting / harsh discipline is conceptualized as punitive / power-

assertive parenting practices that are physically or verbally aggressive in controlling 

children’s behaviours. This negative form of behavioural control involves spanking, hitting 

and yelling. 

Psychological control is defined as negative form of parenting practices that is 

psychologically intrusive in manipulating and constraining children’s positive psychological 

and emotional experiences and expressions (Barber, 1996; Barber& Harmon, 2002). 

Psychologically controlling parents use excessive personal control, which impedes the 

development of autonomy and threatens child security and self-esteem (Mills& Rubin, 1998). 

Parental psychological control includes constraining verbal expressions, invalidating feelings, 

personal attacks, guilt induction, love withdrawal and inconsistent emotional expression 

(Barber, 1996; Stone, Buehler& Barber, 2002). 

Stressors of the situation are provoking situations which provoke the individual (adolescent) 

to be aggressive. Stressors instigate the process that may result in a poor or maladaptive 

outcome; the term stressor refers to any circumstance that causes physiological and emotional 

arousal. Stressors most frequently investigated in stress literature are life events, chronic 

strains and daily hassles (Thoits, 1995). Life events, that are undesired, unscheduled, non-

normative and uncontrollable are the most stressful (Pearlin 1989). Chronic strains are 

persistent or recurrent problems and threats that people face in their daily lives over a 

prolonged period, whereas hassles are frustrating events that occur during the course of the 

day (Thoits, 1995).Chronic strain includes interpersonal conflicts within role sets, such as 

conflict between parents and their children, or “ambient” strain (cutting across roles), such as 
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residing in a high-crime neighbourhood (Pearlin, 1989).The stress paradigm assumes that as 

stressors accumulate, the individual’s ability to cope is overwhelmed, physical and 

psychological resources are depleted and the probability of injury, illness, and psychological 

distress or disorder increases (Thoits, 1995). 

Situation can also be defined as a micro- social interaction that occurs in a specific place at a 

specific time. Situations involve a temporal element of social interaction. A drunken 

neighbour spilling alcohol on your shirt at a neighbourhood party is an example of a situation. 

Situations reflect micro- social interactions and as such are intimately sociological. Further, 

situations are made up of social interactions between groups of people with varying 

perceptions and backgrounds. Understanding how these perceptions and backgrounds 

influence behavioural responses to situational stimuli can provide important insights into the 

dynamics of social interaction more generally. 

In the present study it was proposed that there is a positive association between parent-child 

conflict and marital hostility (inter-parental conflict), there is positive association between 

marital hostility (inter-parental conflict) and situation stressors,and there is a positive 

association between parent-child conflict and situation stressors 

 
Method: 
Participants: 

An incidental sample of 100 adolescents (boys & girls) 

Inclusion criteria for the participants were as follows: 

Age-group- 11-15 years 

Class- 7th, 8th, 9th standard 

Board- S.S.C (secondary school certificate) 

Medium of instruction- English 

Exclusion criteria for the participants were as follows: 

Other educational boards 

Adolescents with psychiatric or medical condition were excluded. 

 

Materials:  

a) Measure of parent-child conflict- Parent-child conflict tactic scale (CTSPC) 

(parent-child relationships) questionnaire developed by Straus Murray, (1998) measures 

parent child relationships. It has a list of things from A to V done by the parents to discipline 
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the child. The parent has to rate each statement using numerical values from 0 to 7 

representing the frequency with which it is done with the child.  

b) Measure of marital hostility(inter-parental conflict)- Revised conflict tactic scale (CTS2) 

developed by Straus Murray, (1979) measures marital hostility (inter-parental conflict). It has 

68 questions with options where parents of the adolescents have to circle any one option.  

c) Measure of stressors of the situation: Riverside situational Q. sort version 3.15 developed 

by Sherman et al., (2010), is a measure of psychological properties of situations and consists 

of 89 items to be responded by the adolescents with reference to the situation encountered by 

them. 

 

Procedure: 

The study was conducted in a school in Mumbai. The principal was approached and 

consent was obtained. Group testing of the students was done. Parents were contacted 

personally and requested to fill up the rating scales. The instructions were explained to them, 

doubts were cleared. The testing required approximately45 minutesto one hour per session. 

Informed consent was taken from the participants. Participants were assured of 

confidentiality of the results. 

 
Results and Discussion:  
Table 1.1: Correlation between parent-child conflict, marital hostility (inter-parental conflict), 
stressors of the situation. 
 Parent-child conflict Marital hostility(inter-

parental conflict) 
Stressors of the 

situation 

Parent-child conflict 
 

1   

Marital hostility(inter-
parental conflict) 

0.57* 1  

Stressors of the situation 
 

0.26* 0.16 1 

*significant at 0.05 
The study was conducted to test the following hypothesis i.e. there is a positive association 

between parent-child conflict and marital hostility (conflict) 

The obtained results indicate high positive correlation between parent-child conflict and 

marital hostility (inter-parental conflict) 

With reference to table 1.1 it was found that there is a highest correlation of 0.57, df-98, sig. 

0.05 between parent –child conflict and marital hostility (inter-parental conflict) 
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 Researchers have suggested indirect or mediating effects of marital conflict on child 

functioning through its impact on parenting behaviours (e.g. Conger et al, 

1992;Krishnakumar, Buehler& Barber, 2003). Parents who are in conflict situations in their 

marriage are characterized as inconsistent in disciplining (e.g. Holden& Richie, 1991), show 

rejection and withdrawal (e.g. Fauber et al, 1990), and use coercive disciplining technique 

(e.g. Conger et al, 1994;Crockenberg& Covey, 1991; Emery& O’Leary, 1984). 

Researchers examining the association between marital conflict and child problem behaviours 

have generally revealed negative parenting behaviours in families with marital discord 

(Erel&Burman, 1995; Fauber et al, 1990; Holden &Ritchie, 1991; Jung & Krishnakumar, 

2001;Krishnakumar& Buehler, 2000). Erel and Burman (1995) conducted a meta-analysis of 

68 studies on the association between the marital relationship and parenting behaviours. 

Findings from the studies have been consistent with the spill-over hypothesis, which states 

that when the quality of marriage is poor; difficulties in marital relationship may spill over to 

the parent-child relationship (Erel&Burman, 1995). 

Katz and Gottman (1993) found some support that parents having difficulty in marital 

relationship suffer from increased stress and energy requirements that may deplete to some 

degree their resources for parenting. Parents who are unhappy in their marriage tend to be 

less attuned or emotionally available to their children due to anger expended, increased stress, 

and exhaustion from marital conflict (Cox et. al, 2001). Other family therapy concepts such 

as triangulation, scapegoating and boundary dissolution have been suggested as mechanisms 

by which the marital- parenting linkage affects children. For example, parents may pull their 

children into their conflicts or take out their anger at one another on their children. 

The second hypothesis tested in the study was that there is a positive association between 

marital hostility (inter-parental conflict) and stressors of the situation 

The obtained results indicate a moderate correlation between marital hostility (inter-parental 

conflict) and stressors of the situation. 

With reference to table 1.1 it was found that there is moderate correlation of 0.26, df -98, sig. 

0.05, between marital hostility (inter-parental conflict) and stressors of the situation  

American studies focusing on the impact of daily stressors on marital interaction yield a 

similar negative emotion spill-over effect. There have been many studies reporting the 

relationship between the work stresses of husbands and their marital interactions. Husband 

who reported higher work related stresses interacted with their spouses more negatively 

(Krokoff, Gottman& Roy, 1988). Other study also reported similar finding that husbands’ 
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work related stresses were associated with less positive interactions with family members 

(Repetti, 1987). 

Among a few studies reporting the relationship between daily hassles and marital 

relationships, the findings were inconsistent. Lee and Lee (2000) have examined the factors 

related to marital satisfactions in 146 married couples in Korea. Daily hassles were negatively 

related to the couple’s marital satisfaction. In contrast, Jeon (2000) has reported that daily 

hassles of husbands were related to their interactions with their spouses while daily hassles of 

wives were not related to their interaction with their spouse in Koren families. 

The third hypothesis tested in the study was that there is a positive association between 

parent-child conflict and stressors of the situation 

The obtained results indicate a negligible correlation between parent-child conflict and 

stressors of the situation. 

With reference to table 1.1 it was found that there is negligible correlation of 0.16, df-98, n.s. 

between parent-child conflict and stressors of the situation 

Researchers repeatedly have demonstrated that parents who experience negative interchanges 

within their social environments are likely to interact negatively with their children 

(e.g.Crnic& Booth, 1991; Crnic& Greenberg, 1990; Patterson, 1983; Repetti& Wood, 1997; 

Spicer& Franklin, 1994). 

Spicer & Franklin(1994) investigated whether the amount and intensity of daily hassles was 

related to parents’ use of conflict tactics towards their children. As the perceived frequency 

and intensity of daily hassles increased, the parents’ use of verbal aggressiveness increased. 

Parents who experience frequent and intense daily hassles may become exhausted in coping 

strategies and decrease in appropriate problem solving skills (Spicer& Franklin, 1994). In 

these stressful situations, adaptive parenting behaviours would be replaced by maladaptive 

behaviours such as coercive and controlling parenting behaviours. The findings supported the 

notion that negative parenting is a stress-related outcome associated with the parents’ attempt 

to cope with multiple aversive events in his or her environment (Spicer& Franklin, 1994). 

Parents’ inferences regarding control over caregiving situations influence their interpretation 

and behavioural responses to children’s behaviour (Bugental, 1987; Dix&Grusec, 1985). 

Child behaviours that are perceived as being outside parental control may be seen as 

potentially threatening (Wolfe, 1987). Bugental et al (1989a) propose that individuals with 

low perceived control are inclined to respond with heightened efforts to regain control when 

confronted with a child who challenges their sense of control. This is consistent with 
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reactance theory (Gilbert&Mangelsdorff, 1979). Perceptions regarding loss of control may 

provide the basis for negative parent – child interactions, resulting in elevated rates of 

aggressive behaviour towards their children (Bugental et al; 1980; Bugental&Shennum, 

1984), including physical abuse (Friedrich& wheeler 1982; Milner& Chilamkurti,1991; 

Rosenberg&Reppucci, 1983; Tzeng, Jackson&Karlson, 1991). 

 

Conclusion: 

Hypothesis one i.e. there is a positive association between parent-child conflict and 

marital hostility (conflict) is supported. Hypothesis two i.e. there is a positive association 

between marital hostility (inter-parental conflict) and stressors of the situation is supported. 

Hypothesis three i.e. there is a positive association between parent-child conflict and stressors 

of the situation is supported. 

Social contribution or relevance of the present study:  

Adolescent aggression is a major issue. Study supports a positive association between parent-

child conflict and marital hostility, between marital hostility (inter-parental conflict) and 

stressors of the situation and also between parent-child conflict and stressors of the situation. 

There is a need to consider the family relations as well as the social environment of the 

adolescent in order to reduce aggression in adolescents. 
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