Assessing the Effect of Parental Marital Conflict on Adult Child Relationship Outcomes:

Does the Apple Fall Far from the Tree?

Constance T. Gager, Ph.D.
Department of Family and Human Development

Arizona State University

Mary Holland Benin, Ph.D.
Department of Sociology

Arizona State University



Abstract

This research aims to better understand how parental relationship status and
marital quality influence adult child relational outcomes. Specifically, we examine the
effect of parent’s level of conflict and marital satisfaction on adult children’s current
relationship with their own dating, cohabiting, or marital partner. We use waves 1 and 2
of the National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) to capture our main predictor
variables: level of conflict between parents and parental marital satisfaction. We also use
these two waves to construct a history of parent relationship transitions and family
structure, which should have a large effect on adult relational outcomes. We use NSFH3
to capture our main outcome variables, adult child reports of their relationship
satisfaction and the level of disagreement with their current partner. In sum, we will
examine the effect of parental relationship quality and/or discord during childhood on

adult children’s relational outcomes.



Introduction

The consequence of divorce for children’s outcomes has received much research
and media attention. Most of the research has focused on the consequences of divorce on
children’s short-term outcomes (Amato & Keith, 1991a; Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan,
2002), while valid findings on the long-term effects of childhood divorce, especially on
adult child outcomes, have been constrained by a lack of longitudinal data from
nationally representative data sets (Amato & Keith, 1991b; Hetherington, Cox, & Cox,
1977; Wallerstein, 1984). The most established finding in this literature is that children of
divorce are more prone to divorce themselves (Amato & Booth, 1991; Bumpass, Martin,
& Sweet, 1991; McLanahan & Bumpass, 1988) although Wolfinger (1999) finds that the
rate of this transmission has declined over time. In addition, most of this research
compares children who experienced a divorce to those who remained in an intact family.
Researchers have argued that it is not the divorce per se that causes many of the adverse
outcomes for children of divorce, but rather conflict between parents that may have
begun long before the divorce (Cherlin et al, 1991; Peterson & Zill, 1986). Thus, little
research has examined a broader range of marital circumstances within intact marriages
(Peterson & Zill, 1986). This research suggests we need to better understand the effect of
growing up in an intact family characterized by discord, disagreement, or stress on adult
children’s relationship outcomes.

Research on post divorce conflict shows adverse effects for child well being and
sex differences in those effects. Amato and Rezac (1994) find that when parents continue
to fight after a separation or divorce, boys show more behavioral problems when they

continue to see the non-custodial parent regularly than less often, while no effect was



found for girls. Thus, research is needed to understand adult child relational outcomes
vary by sex. Specifically, we will focus on how adult children’s current relationships with
their dating, cohabiting partner, or their spouse are associated with their parents’
relationship models.

Theory
How is marital discord transmitted to children?

Do children who grow up in families with successful, positive relationships have
better adult personal relationships and conversely does growing up in a family filled with
discord mean children will experience similar discordant relations as adults? What is the
mechanism through which parental discord is transmitted to children in a way that later
affects children’s adult relational ability? First, observational learning theory suggests
that children learn a variety of behaviors by observing adult relationships especially those
of their parents with whom there is frequent opportunity for observing such relations
Bandura, 1986). Researchers find that children from intact families who are exposed to
high, persistent conflict exhibit behavioral problems. Higher parental conflict has also
been related to negative effects on children’s relationships with peers and siblings
(Stocker & Youngblade, 1999). Recent research supports the assumption that children
exhibit similar conflict resolution and affective styles, as well anger levels, as their
parents (Dadds, Atkinson, Turner, Blum, & Lendich, 1999; Jenkins, 2000; Katz &
Gottman, 1994). Although they are limited by the use of cross sectional data, research has
linked childhood exposure to marital violence, to both higher likelihood to be physically

violent or to be victimized as adults. Thus, observational learning theory and previous



empirical findings suggest a plausible avenue through which adult children may emulate
the conflictual interpersonal style of their parents.

Observational learning theory suggests several hypotheses: First, children who
grow up with parents who exhibited successful conflict-resolution strategies and
displayed mutually supportive relations will likely have a more highly developed
relational “tool box” which lead to more successful, long-term interpersonal
relationships. Conversely, children who observed more negative, conflictual parent
relationships are more likely to reach adulthood with a poorly developed set of
relationship skills.

Attachment Theory

Attachment theorists posit that children’s early experiences guide later
perceptions, behaviors, and interactions via “internal working models” of attachment. In
other words, children store knowledge or cognitive representations of relationships that
guide future interactions, all of which are interpreted and processed according to these
childhood representations. Most importantly, these internalized working models of close
relationships are primarily based on their relationships with their parents (Bowlby, 1969)
More recent research suggests that attachment is stable (Waters, Weinfeld, & Hamilton,
2000). Further, patterns developed during infancy are linked to the quality of
relationships with other people in their lives. Thus, attachment theory suggests that
children who form weak attachments to their parents may have impaired ability to form
successful personal relationships with peers and adult partners. However, the process
through which early attachment relationships lead to later disorders is not well

understood or empirically tested.



We posit a potential association between parents who had high levels of conflict
with their spouse and the likelihood that a parent may have a more negative emotional
attitude toward their child. This, in turn, may lead to poor attachment, poor working
models among their children, and therefore, a lower likelihood for those children to
develop successful personal relationships as adults.

Socialization theory departs from observational learning and attachment theories
by suggesting that while individuals are oriented by their childhood relationships,
childhood orientations are not fixed but rather are fluid, changing as people come into
contact with new experiences, social institutions, or confront major social change. In
other words, socialization is a lifetime process. For example, an individual who observed
a positive relations between their parents when quite young, might later exhibit negative
relationship skills if they experienced a deterioration of their parents’ relationship or
divorce. Thus, we need to take into account life course transitions, which are also
correlated with adult relationship outcomes. These include whether or not their parents
remained married, divorced, or remarried or cohabited following a divorce. Teachman
(1982) argues that all these life course transitions are characterized by three dimensions,
number, timing, and sequencing — all of which have important implications for the
development of relationship skills. For example, the timing of divorce has important
implications for children’s relationship skill acquisition. On the one hand, some research
shows younger children are more likely to have lasting effects of divorce compared to
adolescents or adult children. On the other hand, if parents did divorce when children
were young, children would have less time to observe negative relations between their

parents as research shows conflict is higher in families that divorce compared to intact



families (Cherlin et al., 1991; Shaw, Emery, & Tuer, 1993). Further, although divorced
parents have a greater likelihood of finding a more satisfying partner and to provide a
positive relational role model for their children, than those who remain in a conflictual
intact marriage, they could also expose children to a second negative relationship or a
repeated pattern of negative relations. For example, Peterson and Zill (1986) find that
girls have more behavioral outcomes after their mother remarries. Thus, it is important to
control for adult children’s parent’s relationship history.
Sex differences in intergenerational transmission

Family scholars provide empirical evidence documenting significant gender
variation in the expectations, experiences, and implications of marriage among men and
women (for a review, see Thompson & Walker, 1989). Therefore, we also plan to
examine whether the effect of growing up in discordant families on adult relational
outcomes varies by sex of the child. In other words, are daughters and sons equally
affected by parental discord? Again, previous research on parental divorce may shed light
on the relationship between parental discord and children’s outcomes. Researchers find
that parental divorce is negatively associated with parent-child relationship quality and
has a greater adverse effect on father-child versus than mother-child relations. However,
this finding is usually attributed to the fact that contact with noncustodial fathers declines
over time (Furstenberg & Nord, 1985, Seltzer & Bianchi, 1988).

Only a few studies to date have examined sex differences in the transmission of
parental marital discord to their offspring’s relational reports. Du Feng et al. (1999) find a
significant association between fathers’ and mothers’ positive reports of marital

interaction with their sons’ reports of their own marital quality 20 years later. However,



while father’s positive reports are associated with sons more positive reports, mother’s
positive reports are associated with more negative reports of marital interaction by son.
Furthermore, they find no relationship between mothers and daughters reports of marital
interaction. However, the analysis is based on a sample of less than 70 respondents, thus
the findings are not conclusive. Amato and Booth (2001) assess the relationship of
parent’s marital discord and adult children’s marital happiness ad psychological well-
being and find that parents’ conflict has similar effect on boys and girls, although
parents’ conflict was slightly stronger for boys’ psychological stress and self-esteem. The
authors suggest that their mixed results certainly merit further research attention on this
topic. Accordingly, more research is needed on this area using a larger nationally
representative sample.

Sex differences may have important implications if as Hochschild (1989) argues,
women do more of the emotion and caring work in marriage, and tend to be more
expressive and intimate than their husbands (Chodorow, 1978; Marini, 1990; Umberson,
Chen, House, Hopkins, & Slaten 1996). Therefore, the question to be asked is are girls
more disadvantaged by having poor relational tool boxes than men, as men are less likely
to be the relational gatekeepers. In other words, adult men, although they may have poor
relational skills, might be in a better position as adults because they can rely more on
their female partners to make the partnership work, whereas women with poor skills may
not be able to rely on their male partners to the same degree. Thus, we expect that
growing up with poor role models will be more significant for poor relational outcomes
in adult relationships for women than for men as women are still expected to be the

“relational gatekeepers.” While we expect that growing up in discordant families will



significantly affect male interpersonal relational success, we expect that the effect will be
stronger for women. Consequently, because research shows women do more of the
emotion work in personal relationships, we expect that having a female partner with less
developed relational skills will be associated with more negative outcomes than if only
the man has relational deficits associated with poor parental role models.

Certainly other life experiences also have an impact on the quality of personal
relationships. For example successful adult marital and cohabiting relationships depends
on a number of factors including 1) when did child leave parental home — which will
affect the degree to which they were exposed to positive or discordant relationship of
parents, and 2) whether or not the parents divorced, 3) socioeconomic status, measured as
income and other independent factors such as age, race, and educational level.

Data

Until recently, examining the effect of parental discord/relationship success on
adult children’s own relational outcomes has been limited to two national longitudinal
data sets (the NLSY and the Marital Instability over the Life Course). However, recently
the National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) has completed data collection
of a third wave of data, which follows main respondents and a randomly selected focal
child (who was age 3 to 18 at NSFH1) into adulthood. The design permits the detailed
description of parents’ relationship satisfaction, level of conflict, and relationship
transitions at time 1 and time 2, as well as the characteristics and experiences of an adult
focal child’s including their current relationship status and quality, and their
psychological well-being growing up and currently (Sweet & Bumpass, 1996; Sweet,

Bumpass, & Call, 1988).



Outcome variables

We use the NSFH3 focal child data, to capture our main outcome variables:
adult child reports of their level of global happiness and happiness with specific aspects
of their current dating, cohabiting, or marital relationship and the frequency of open
disagreements on several topics. Focal children were first asked the question:

“Now I'd like to ask you a few questions about your relationship.

Taking all things together, on a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 means

really bad and 10 means absolutely perfect, how would you describe

your relationship/ marriage?
A second question is asked which measures global relationship happiness using a 7 point
scale previous waves of the NSFH:

“On a scale of 1 to 7, where 1 is very unhappy and 7 is very

happy, taking things all together, how would you describe your

current relationship?”
We will use regression analysis to predict relationship quality and happiness if the
responses to the questions involve the full range of values (0-10 and 1-7). If the data are
highly skewed and clustered around only a few values, we will recode these variables
into limited categories and use ordered logistic regression for these analyses.

Last, a set of questions are asked to assess happiness with specific aspects of the
current relationship:

“Now I'd like to ask you how happy you are with the following aspects of your
relationship. On a scale of 1 to 7, where 1 is very unhappy and 7 is very happy,

how happy are you with 1) the understanding you receive from your partner, 2)
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love and affection you get from your, 3) the amount of time you spend with your
partner, 4) the demands your partner places on you, 5) the way your partner
spends money , 6) the time you spend with him or her, 7) your sexual relationship,
and 8) the work your partner does around the house.
We create an additive index and will predict level of happiness across these relationship
dimensions and assess the degree to which these reflect various dimensions of
relationship satisfaction. We will first conduct a reliability analysis to determine whether
or not all eight items load well on the same scale. We will use the standard Crohnbach
alpha’s = .70 as a cut-off for acceptability.

Those who were currently cohabiting or married were asked the overall
relationship quality question as well as a questions about the frequency of disagreements:
“How often have you had an open disagreement about: 1) household tasks 2) money, 3)
spending time together, 4) sex, and 5) your in laws. Would you say 1) never, 2) less than
once a month, 3) several times a month, 4) about once a week, 5) several times a week, or
6) almost every day?” We create an additive index using these 5 questions on
disagreements (see Sanchez & Gager, 2000). We will use OLS regression to predict
disagreement among married and cohabiting respondents.

Predictor Variables

Our main predictor variables report of the frequency of disagreement level of
conflict between parents and parental marital satisfaction -- will come from waves 1 and
2 of the National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH). These are measured
similarly to the questions asked of focal children described above. We will also use these

two waves to construct a history of parent relationship transitions and family structure, as

11



well as the timing of children’s home leaving, which should have a large effect on adult
relational outcomes. In addition we will examine the effect of children’s sex, race, age,
education level as well as the socioeconomic status of the family of origin. Thus, the
longitudinal nature of the NSFH is ideally suited to study the effect of parental
relationship quality and/or discord during childhood on adult children’s relational
outcomes.

We will examine the effect of parents’ relationship quality on children’s
relational outcomes with their current partner. Similar to research documenting that
children of divorce are more likely to experience a divorce themselves, we expect that
growing up in a family with discordant parental relations will increase the likelihood that
children have discordant, less satisfying personal relationships when they reach
adulthood. Thus, we extend previous research on the intergenerational transmission of
divorce by examining a broader range of parental relationship characteristics in intact
marriages, including marital satisfaction and level of conflict, on their adult children’s

relationship outcomes.
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