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Intergencrational Transmission of Pareuting

Earlier thearies on the origins of maltrearment often took the form of main ef-
fect models in which childhood experiences of maltreatment were regarded as
being the predominant, averpowering force that drove individuals to become
maltreating parents (e.g., Steele, 1976), At the other extreme, other research-
ers have concluded thar the intergenerational transmission of parenting distur-
bances is a “myth to be placed aside” (Kaufman & Zigler, 1989, p. 135),
Which view is correct? Most developmental psychopathologists eschew either
of these extreme views in favor of the conclusion that there appears to be a
modest transmission of parenting disturbances across generations. However,
the key to understanding this transmission from a developmental psychopath-
ology perspective lies not only in ascertaining the magnitude of effect, but also
in focusing on answers to questions that specify context and process. Cn_:ntr-.il
questions include the following: (1) For whom and under what cunduliuns
does the risk of experiencing maltreatment carry over and affect an individ-
ual’s role as a parent? Alternatively, (2) can we identify the people and condi-
tions that are most likely to break the cycle of maltreatment? (3) Why or
through whar specific channels does this intergenerational tmnsmi_ssiun_ of
parenting distress operate? The first two questions are geared toward niefmfy—
ing the intrapersonal (e.g., personality, temperament, coping styles) and inter-
personal (e.g., social support, family instability, marital qualiry) mnd‘crarors
that strenpehen (i.e., potentiating facrors) or weaken {i.c., protective factors)
the linkage of parenting problems across generations. The final question fo-
cuses on the complementary task of identifying the processes that play a medi-
ating role in maintaining developmental continuity of parenting disturbances.
Thus, these are the directions and avenues indicared by the devclnprq:nml
psychopathology perspective for furure research on undersmndi_ng the inter-
generational transmission of parenting practices associated with maltreat-
ment.

CONCLUSION

A salient theme in our review of parenting from a developmental psychopath-
ology perspective is the need for broader contextual models of parenting asan
influence on child development. Moreover, it is evident that certain additional
aspects of parental behavior in families (e.g., the quality of marital rel.arions_ or
the lack thereof), in particular, merit consideration as dimensions of parenting
{i.e., significant parental influences on children within families), Thus, in addi-
tion to supporting broader, familywide models of influences on chi]drlen,
Chapters 8 and 9 are also relevanr to future directions in the conceptualiza-
tion of parenting as a factor in children’s development in families.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Children and the
Marital Subsystem

Models of family and child development have focused on parent—child
relationships. While these relationships are primary influences on develop-
ment, it is increasingly apparent that other family factors also affect children’s
adjustment in families (Belsky, 1984; see Figure 11.1). Research over the past
two decades provides substantial support for the proposition that
interparental relations have considerable influence on children’s development
in families. Given their relevance for conceptualization of family influences on
children, the issues raised by a developmental psychopathology approach to
the study of families and children merits consideration ar the outser,

The study of marital functioning and child development provides seriking
examples of the need for more complex models of relations between human
development and contexts of development provided by the developmental
psychopathology approach. For example, scores of studies, with the earliest
published in the 1920s and 1930s (e.g., Towle, 1231; Warson, 1925), docu-
ment relations berween marital discord and child adjustment (Emery, 19824
Grych & Fincham, 1990). Dozens of studies have also documented thar chil-
dren are distressed by exposure to marital conflict. A summary of these stud-
ies is shown in Table 8.1, indicating that there is ample evidence based upon
carefully controlled studies to document the idea that exposure to aduls’ an-
ger and conflict is disturbing to children.

Research based on parents’ reports of children's reacrions to marital con-
flict in the home also documents these associations. The following example is
based upon a mother’s report of the reactions of a 20-month-old child

“I was very upset about, well, I still had the flu virus and I wasn't feeling very
well. And the house was a shambles, where the children had been running and
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TABLE 8.1. Studies Showing Exposure to Marital Conflict Is Distressing

for Children

Study Sample

Comparison

Response

Studies of bel

Cummings, Zahn- 24 children

Waxler, and Radke-  berween 10 and

Yarrow (1981) 20 months of age;
behavior in the
hame reported over

a period of % months

Cummings, lannotti, 90 2-year-olds
and Zahn-Waxler
(1985)

Cummings (1987) 83 S-year-olds

El-Sheikh, Cummings, 34 4- to S-year-
and Goersch (1989 olds

40 first- 1o third-

Klaczynski and
grade boys

Cummings (1989}

anger > naturally
occurring affecrion

ioral emotional responding

Narurally occurring  Distress, no attention

and response

Adules” anger > Diseress

adulis’ positive

emorions

MNegative emorions,
positive emorions,
precccuparion

cmotions

Freezing, facial
distress, postural
distress, verbal

Adules/ anger >
adults’ positive

emotions
cancern, anger,
smiling, preoccupation
Adules” anger > Facial distress, postural
adults’ positive distress, freezing
emotions

Studies of self-reported emotions

Cummings, Vogel, 121 4 to 9-year-
Cummings, and olds

El-Sheikh {1989)

Ballard and 35 6- 1o 10-year-
Cummings {1990} olds

Commings, Ballard, 98 5- and 19-year-
El-Sheikh, and olds
Lake (1991}

Cummings, Ballard, 60 9- and 19-year-
and El-Sheikh olds
{1992)

Hostile verbal and  Negative emorional
nonverbal anger all "L'j‘""ls'-" {anger, fear,
friendly interactions 5% ness)

Verbal, indirect Anger, distress
nonverbal,
destrucnive, and
aggressive anger all
friendly interactions
Unresolved anger
partially resolved
anger friendly
interacnions
Hostile, verbal, and Negative emotional
nonverhal anger all  responses (anger, fear,
friendly interactions  sadness)

Anger, sadness, fear

Nate. From Commings and Zahn-Waxler (1992}, Copyright 1992 by Springer-Verlag, Adapred by permission.

pulling out toys, and the dishes had not been done, and there were clothes on
the floor {they played mommies). So the house was in bad shape. 5o [ put Clara
to bed and 1 made Tommy go to his room to rest. And then I ran down to :he
kitchen o put away some of the things that were our of the refrigerator in
there, and things that would spoil. And Dick was in the kitchen and | velled at
him, ‘I don’t care if this house stays a mess forever, Lam not picking up another
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damn thing.” And | screamed ro the top of my Jungs, I was mad and | was furi-
ous. . .. And in a squeaky voice . . . Theard Clara say, ‘Mommy, shur up.’ She
said this about three times, The whole incident didn’t last longer than 13 sec-
onds." (Cummings, Zahn-Waxler, & Radke-Yarrow, 1981, p. 1276)

Hr:w_cver, matters are far less clear-cut than simply that the occurrence of
marital discord directly affects children’s adjustment. As we will see, research
on the effects of children’s exposure to marital conflict aptly demonstrates the
importance of multidimensional assessment of both interparental conflice and
children’s reactions to discord. For example, nor all forms of marital conflict
are distressing for children to observe as bystanders. Whereas conflicts that in-
clude physical aggression between the parents are highly disturbing ro chil-
dren, those that are fully resolved, or constructive, may not be distressing at
all (Cummings, Ballard, El-Sheikh, & Lake, 1991; Jenkins & Smith, 1991). As
a reflection of the relevance of holism to the assessment of children’s reac-
tions, research indicates that children’s reactions are indicated by emotional
cognitive, social, and even physiological responding (EI-Sheikh, Cummings, &;‘
Goetsch, 1989; Katz & Gottman, 1993a), bur no one response dimension in
isolation is necessarily a reliable index of the impact of marital conflicr. Thus
some children do nor show distress behaviorally when faced with mariral con:
flict but report covert feelings of anger or distress. Other children even smile
or laugh during conflicts, then larer act our aggressively toward peers, suggest-
ing that the exposure induced considerable negat.ive emotional arousal
(Cummings, 1987).

However, it has clearly been shown that one must look beyond direct re-
lations berween exposure to marital conflict and children’s reactions to under-
stand the effects of these events on children within families. This illustrates
even further the value of a holistic perspective. In particular, parenting prac-
tices are affected by high marital conflict, with parents from confliceual mar-
ringcs more likely ro evidence lax or inconsistent discipline, hostility, emo-
tional unavailability or unresponsivity toward children, or other parenting
deficits (Erel & Burman, 1995). Moreover, the emotional relationship or ar-
tachment between parents and children may be undermined by high marital
conflict, with children from conflicrual homes more likely to develop insecure
a_rtachmcnrs (Davies & Cummings, 1994), Interestingly, a recent meta-analy-
sis on relations berween marital discord, parenting, and child adjustment su.g-
gested thar good parent—child relations do not moderate the effects of high
marital conflict on children; that is, a buffering hypothesis, despite its appeal
{Emery, 1982), failed to find support in an important meta-analysis (Frel &
Burman, 1995) of the substantial literature in this area.

_ There is also evidence for the importance of the active organism assump-
tlonl; that is, characteristics of individual children are factors in OUICOMEs re-
sulting from marital discord. Thus, boys and girls may reacr quite differently
1o conflict (Cummings, Tannorti, & Zahn-Waxler, 1985), and these reactions
may be mediated by quite different processes of responding to these events
le.g., threat, self-blame; Cummings, Davies, & Simpson, 1994; Grych, Seid, &
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Fincham, 1992; Kerig, 1997). As another example 0.f the relevance GF'IndWid.
ual child characteristics, children who show aggression as a p::rs_ona!l;r.y char-
acteristic are more prone fo react to conflict exposure }vlrh L_'mori?na] .Jrluguss;.L
(Klaczynski & Cummu;gs, 1989) ::md aggressivity (Cummings et al., 5)
children who are less aggressive.
'hf'“A‘-::ﬂ:rﬂ fundamental '.lSE’I.Il‘l‘IpIiUI'I of developmental P.S-‘"'_“’P""l“’l"ﬁ?l’a‘h°
pinciple of direcrionaliry, is illustrared_by the Fepeated Iﬁndmg -rhflt:'lf-i“ ren
are sensitized by repeated exposure to hlgrh marital conflict. Th;sl. children re-
peatedly exposed to intense marital conflict are more emotionally Ee,g:,.. Iaini;:y,
distressed) and behaviorally (aggressive, prone o medmnr- in I.mji.'m']. , is-
putes) reactive to these events and report cognitive reactions in 1F:?L|IVL of
greater threat and self-blame (Cummings, 19.94]‘ Helg_htened reactivity to
conflict, in turn, has been related to increased risk for'ndmstmcnr problems in
children. Accordingly, there is evidence for a cpmuhri\re ?ffcc: crf exposure to
marital conflict on children, which is hypprhrstzed to set in monl;;n more E;’.-;_
eral processes that underlie the greater risk for adjustment pro _emsl in chil
dren from these home environments (i.e., a greater sense of emorional insecu-
rity abour family functionings Davies Bc Cummings, 1994), Over tl‘rne,. it :s}
presumed that these cumulative effects influence pathways :md ;ra;tuor;es o..
development, including risk for psychopathology and specific forms of psy-
Lth%:::?fﬁ:;; is evidence that the broader family en\lrironmcn_t q‘mdr:r:u:cs :I]n-
effects of mariral conflict on children, further illusrmm}g a hnll':._nc ;:lL‘I‘SchTI\::
on risk factors and children’s adjustment. Notably, the I'IS%( for adjustment E'r“ -
lems associared with marital conflict may vary asa fu_ncrmn of parlenirl-.!] adjust-
ment, quality of interparental armclu?‘lents, andl family emofr;m!il ;: imate, in-
cluding emotional expressiveness. Sociocconomic and other rmiy :i;tcrs may
also play a role, although these issues have only begun to be exp uth. i
Finally, if we are to agree with Sroufe (1990) that considering ¢ eia lnor_
mal and normal together is the “essence” of developmental ps}:’cthﬂF u; OBY,
then the study of marital conflict is inherently a ggod fiey thfll is, mariral hcm?-
flict is, ar the same time, normal and ahncrma_l. It is normal in the sense that it
is inevitable, taking place in virtually all marriages, and by no means neu:cs:il:!:rl—l
ily dysfunctional or problemaric. In fact, the :\I\’(}IdﬂT‘ICE off I.:llp(‘lr‘[:l.l'lt rrtlg:“-
and family issues may be far more pml—_u!mmrlc than their discussion >
man, 1994). Marital discussion of significant andqrcla‘l areas of dls:;l.;ér;;rﬂenrI
which qualifies it as a “conflict” event by most definitions {Shnan;,‘ : h:. c:r‘
be beneficial, helpful, and even necessary, with good outcomes for both p[ 3
ents and children. On the other hand, some forn1s of conflict are c:;usxti: 3‘
marriages, poisonous for children, :md_a major source of e‘mfytilona anmatu
justment problems for parents and children alike. Thus, it is 1n"|por;*.15 =
study all forms of conflict in relation to each o_rher. and to examine the o .
comes of the many ways that families handle disagreements to d:tern;me t e
forms are ultimately constructive and “normal,” and those that are destru

tive and “abnormal.”
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We provide a template from a developmental psychopathology perspec-
tive for the marters to be considered in much greater depth as the chaprer un-
folds. As an introduction, we present a topical overview of whart is to come.
To stress the importance of these issues for understanding children's normal
and psychopathological development, we briefly examine general relations be-
rween marital functioning and child adjustment, with a focus on marital con-
flict, which has been most closely linked with children’s adjustment problems.
Highlighting the importance of studying the normal and abnormal together,
we consider evidence suggesting that the effects of marital conflict vary as a
function of the risk status of families and children; thus, risk status is 2 moder-
aror of the effects of marital conflict on children (see Chapter 5).

Next, we introduce a developmental psychopathology framework for un-
derstanding children’s development as a function of marital conflict and dis-
cuss a variery of pathways through which marital conflicts affect children, ex-
amining direct effects of marital conflict on children, including identificarion
of the dimensions of marital conflict associated with risk and vulnerability,
and protection and compensation. We then consider indirect effects, that is,
effects due to the impact of marital conflict on parenting and family function-
ing, then examine imporrant moderators of effects (e.g., parental psychopath-
ology, children’s gender). Consistenr with a holistic emphasis on understand-
ing patterns and processes at an overall level of analysis, we review theoretical
models that serve to unify the study of mediating and moderating processes
associated with marital conflict. This discussion focuses on the “emotional se-
curity hypothesis™ as an example of a model that has received empirical sup-
port. Finally, we look at a relatively new area for research, that is, research
concerning pathways of development associated with marital conflict, and
briefly outline future directions. Consistent with the notion that the develop-
mental psychopathology tradition and corresponding research on childhood

disorders are only beginning to emerge, we see that the parameters defining
comprelensive models of factors linking marital conflict to children’s adjust-
ment are only beginning to be articulated. Throughout, we note key principles
and issues from the developmental psychopathology perspective as they relate
to understanding the impact of marital conflict on children.

MARITAL CONFLICT AND THE DEVELOPMENT
OF PSYCHOPATHOLOGY IN CHILDREN

Positive marital relations form a powerful foundarion for healthy family fune-
tioning. The importance of the support and positive foundarion for optimal
parenting and family functioning that is provided by healthy, happy, intact
marriages merits emphasis ar the outser. Thus, marital satisfaction is linked
with secure parent—child arrachmenr and with positive father—child and
mother—child relationships (Cummings & O'Reilly, 1997). Recent research
suggests thar secure interspousal relations compensate when marital partners
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have had insccure attachments to their own parents in childhood, and, as a
consequence, foster the development of secure attachments with their own
children (Colin, 1996). There are also numerous correlates of intact marital
relations {e.g., more optimal parenting practices) that serve to foster the
healthy socioemotional development of children.

On the other hand, conflict-ridden marital relations have been consis-
tently linked with children’s adjustment problems, which makes such behay-
jors immediately relevant to developmental psychopathology models for chil-
dren’s development in families. As we have noted, support for the association
berween marital conflicr and child adjustment has been consistent over the
years (Baruch & Wilcox, 1944; Gassner & Murray, 1969; Jouriles, Bourg, &
Farris, 1991; Porter & O’'Leary, 1980; Rutter, 1970) and is also reporred
cross-culturally (Lindahl & Malik, 1999) (extensive reviews are provided by
Cummings & Davies, 1994a; Grych & Fincham, 1990). However, early re-
search simply established relations hetween general marital adjustment and
adjustment problems in children. The findings did not necessarily implicate
marital conflict per se as the causal agent, or clarify the nature of the processes
involved. Other aspects of dysfunctional marriages also might contribute to
adjustment problems in children, for example, partners’ unhappiness with
cach other or the absence of intimate communication berween them (Jouriles,
Bourg, & Farris, 1991). Recent work, however, identifies marital conflict as a
particularly important aspect of marital functioning with regard to children’s
development. First, marital conflict has been shown ro be rypical of distressed
marriages. Second, it has been found to be a better predictor of a wide range
of children’s problems than general mariral distress. Finally, marital conflict is
more closely associated with children’s problems than other individual aspects
of distressed marriages (Cummings & Davies, 1994a).

Thus, the notion that “problem” marriages increase the likelihood of
“problem™ children is thus certainly not new. However, recent work suggests
that the way parents handle their differences or conflicts is related to chil-
dren's risk for psychopathology. As a consequence, research is increasingly
concerned with discriminating between constructive and destructive inter-
parental conflict styles from the perspective of the children, on the assumption
that understanding such a distinction holds a key to predicting positive and
negative outcomes for children due to the quality of interparental relations
(Davies & Cummings, 1998). Adult-oriented research on marital guality and
trajectories of marital relations over time have shown the importance of dif-

ferentiating berween constructive and destructive marital conflict styles, both
for the purposes of scientific explanation and as a foundarion for more effec-
tive therapeutic interventions (Gottman, 1994; Notarius & Markman, 1993).
Consequently, reflecting these emphases in the licerature, this chapter carefully
examines children’s vulnerability or protection due to different ways in which
parents handle their differences. Notably, consistent with the view that the
normal and abnormal need to be studied together, recent work suggests that
when marital conflicr is resolved positively, children learn valuable lessons

w
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ahout ]mrlldling their own inevitable conflicts that result in more adaptive so-
cial conﬂlcltlresolu:ion strategies with peers and others; that is. con?licr L:aon
h"’"ei a positive, as opposed to simply a non-negative, outcome {,Beach 1995,
Davies, IIBSSJ. On the other hand, children’s exposure to inuzrparemal‘ lmsr[lj
ity and violence is a significant source of adversity and contributes ro their risk
for psychnpl-.lrhology (Holden, Stein, Ritchie, Harris, & Jouriles, 1998)
Odd]y._dcspm: the evidence on the association between inrerspcusai jviulencr;
and adjustment problems in children, this was nor widely recognized until re-
cently. Accordingly, Jaffe, Wolfe, and Wilson (1990} noted in Cbih;‘mr of Bat-
tered anncn thar “it was not until the past decade that family discord a‘nd
spousal violence reached center stage as possible predeterminants of develop-
mental psychopathology™ (p. 33). d
Relations between marital conflict and children’s adjustment problems
oﬁlen reported in nonclinical samples, are even more robust predicrors oi
childhood Fl'tsurdurs in clinical samples, particularly when there is marital vio-
lence (Jouriles, Bourg, & Farris, 1991); thar is, consistent with the notion that
process relations are best illustrated by examining the normal and abnormal
:ugclrhcr, more powerful effects of marital conflict on children are u|;st:rvud in
fnn-n].y environments that are also otherwise at-risk. While mild to moderate
relations berwucrll marital conflict and child adjustment are found in studies of
norma] community samples, moderate to strong relations are reported when
at-risk samples (e.g., violent marriages) are examined (Fincham & Osborne,
]993;_W0|fc. Jaffe, Wilson, & Zak, 1985). Thus, marital conflict is rn_ urr.r:d‘
asa highly significant factor in children’s adjustment in families with p:lprem-ﬂ
divorce (Amato & Keith, 1991; Emery, 1988, 1994; Hetherington er ni
1992), parental psychopathology, especially depression (Downey & Covn;
1990}, alcoholism (El-Sheikh & Cummings, 1997; West & Prinz 1987) '1n-:I
sexual and physical abuse (Browne & Finkelhor, 1986; jnuri]es‘ B-:lrllin‘ : &
O'Lelary. 1987). Thus, different pictures emerge with regard to t,he cxreﬁ‘r of
rcl:lr{nns berween marital conflict and child adjustment as a function of the
n_:]m:]vc normality of family environments, implicating the broader family en-
vironment as significant to the effects associated with high mariral L‘Unyﬂicl
ff\ccordmg[)'. the magnitude of relations berween marital conflice and child ad:
justment is moderated by the overall adaptiveness and level of resources th
characterize the family environment. - o
Consistent with the point that healthy interparental relations form a
strong ‘foundation for family functioning and child development, the abstnc‘c
of marital relations can present considerably greater problems. A number of
f?cmrs' may account for this, including a severe lack of socioemational and
financial supports for the custodial parent and children; fewer can.sn‘:nt
close adule—child artachment figures for children; reduccc,[ opportunities for
parental warmth and supervision, grearer stress on the remaining parent; and
reduced safe_t)f and educational/societal resources associared with cundi,tions
of lower socioeconomic status (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). However, the
absence of a mariral partner should not be understood to mean rhat children
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radult anger and conflict, or
in their socioemorional environment. Other adule
relatives, or other adults in the context

10 continue or increase the level

in single-parent families are not exposed to inte

violence, for that matter,
partners who do not become spouses,

of unstable family situations may each serve
of conflict and violence in the child's environment. Moreover, conflict may

continue, or worsen, with ex-spouses or ex-partners, despite the absence of
current, or even past, formal and legal relarions (Wallerstein & Blakslee,

1989).
While marital conflict has

Dmllmm
Chver
Time

traditionally been associated with children’s
sorder, and other “externalizing” problems,

risk for aggressiveness, conduct di
in fact, it has repeatedly been lin
children, including behavioral an
personal problems, and school pr
fact, recent research relying on meth
dren’s covert as well as overt proce
conflict may be more closely linked

ked with a variety of other disturbances in
d emotional disturbances, social and inter-
oblems (Cummings & Davies, 1994a). In 55 >
odologies that are more sensitive to chil- 1
sses of adjustment suggests that marital
with internalizing problems of anxiety,
sadness, and insecurity than with “acting-out” disorders per se. In other
words, the impact of marital conflict is pervasive racher than specific to any
particular disorder, supgesting, again, the importance of broadband or holistic
assessments of the effects of these family processes.
On the other hand, it is important to bear in mind that many other fac-

tors in families affect children’s development besides marital conflict. Further-
mare, children are active contributors to their own development and may be
quite resilient even in the face of considerable adversity, including extreme
marital discord and violence. Relaredly, consistent with a developmental psy- 3
chopathology perspective and advancing understanding of pathways of devel- E‘ gg ==
opment, the children who do not develop disorders in highly adverse circum- o]

srances are just as interesting as thase who do. Currently, the emphasis is on
the study of the psychapathological outcomes that occur in these homes, burit
is important also to pay arrention to children who do not develop disorders.
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A FRAMEWORK FOR A PROCESS-ORIENTED PERSPECTIVE
OF THE IMPACT OF MARITAL CONFLICT ON
CHILDREN'S ADJUSTMENT
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As we saw in Chaprer 2,
approach is a focus on the processes that account for relations berween pre-
dictors and outcome variables. A framework that reflects the complexity of

family processes and factors associated with the effects of marital conflict on
children is presented in Figure 8.1, which makes a distincrion berween con-
structive and destructive marizal relations. Marital relations are portrayed as
having not only direct effects on children’s psychological functioning bur also
indirect effects mediated by effects on parenting. Psychological functioning
{i.e., emotional, social, behavioral, cognitive, ph)’sialngical reactions) is hy-
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pothesized as mediating children’s adjustment, with marital ccn_ﬂict processes
cither increasing vulnerability or comperence. Moderaror varmblesl:lre hy-
pothesized to include family contexr (e.g., parental ai':liusrment, f:zmllly emo-
tional climate, socioeconomic scale, and other family factors), and child char-
acteristics (e.g., gender, personality, or temperament), With repard to specific
mediating processes of psychological adjustment, children’s sense of emo-
tional security is represented as one significant class of psychological processes
likely to be affected by marital conflict, either directly, due to exposure to
marital conflict, or indirectly, due to the effects of marital conflict on parent-
ing practices. In Figure 8.1, the relevance of pathways of development is signi-
fied by the notation “developmenr over time.”

The framework in Figure 8.1 thus places emphasis on studying specific
contexts of exposure to marital conflicr and its effects on the family and indi-
vidual differences between children in their reactions to it, including their his-
tories of exposure and the multidimensional nature of coping processes, which
are central, as is the impact of marital conflict on changes in the family sys-
tem’s overall level of functioning. The intent is to caprure a holistic perspec-
tive on marital relations, family functioning, and child development. Recent
findings in the literarure on marital relations and child development have
served to underscore the need for a familywide perspective on influences on
children’s development in families, rather than a focus on any one subsystem
(e.g., parent—child) (Emery, Fincham, & Cummings, 1992). Nonetheless, even
this relatively complex model does not account for all possible pathways u_F ef-
fect. For example, marital conflict may also have effects on children’s relation-
ships with siblings, with implications for processes of adaptation and mal-
adaptation over time. Thus, Stocker and Youngblade (1999) reported that
marital conflict is associated with problematic sibling relationships, and that
the link between marital conflict and sibling rivalry is mediated by children’s
self-blame for inrerparental conflicts.

The model thus provides a basis for conceprualizing multiple pathways
of effect associated with marital conflict and incorporates other forms of
child and family adversity. Consistent with a developmental p!sychop:_n]mio-
py perspective, emphases are placed on dynamic processes of interaction hl:
rween multiple intra- and excraorganismic factors, as contrasted with rradi-
tional, relatively static norions of associations berween relatively glabal
characterizations of marital discord and child outcomes. The study of pro-
cess is assumed to require the examination of multiple domains and
responses (e.g., cognitive, emotional, physiological) and also effects thar
emerge over time (i, “sleeper” effects). For example, with regard
“sleeper effects,” a young child exposed to high marital conflicc may act as
a caretaker for the parents and appear to be functioning well. However,
these undue burdens on the child may contribute to the development of
problems that emerge much later in development, that is, “sleeper effects,”
as illustrated in the vignerte in Chaprer 2.
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DIRECT EFFECTS OF EXPOSURE TO MARITAL CONFLICT:
DIMENSIONS OF MARITAL CONFLICT ASSOCIATED WITH
RISK VERSUS PROTECTION

The effects of exposure to marical conflict on children depend a great deal on
precisely how marital conflict is expressed. Mariral conflict is normal, even in-
evitable. Thus, the issue is not whether marital conflict occurs, but how it oc-
curs. Moreover, it is clear that (a) children react to the perceived meaning of
conflicts for themselves and their families, not the occurrence, or even the
form of the conflict; (b} the meaning is personal and emotional, evident in
children’s cognitive appraisals, emotional reactions, and coping behaviors;
and [.C:I historical as well as current experience with marital conflict influences
reactions.

Moreover, current theory and research suggest thar children’s stress and
coping reactions provide a valuable window inro the meaning of marital con-
flict from their perspective and also reflect broader patterns of response that
mediate development (Cummings 8 Cummings, 1988; Emery, 1989; Davies
& Cummings, 1994, 1998 Grych & Fincham, 1990); that is, marital conflict
induces powerful emorional, cognitive, and behavioral responses in by-
standing children (Cummings & Davies, 1994a). Correlational studies have
long indicated that children’s stress and coping responses are related to their
marital conflict history on the one hand, and their risk for adjustment prob-
lems on the other (e.g., Cummings & Davies, 1994a; Laumakis, Margolin, &
John, 1998; Margolin, Christensen, & John, 1996), Empirical support for
mediational models, albeit limited in the measurement of mediating processes,
is now reported (e.g., Davies & Cummings, 1998; Harold & Conger, 1997;
Harold, Fincham, Osborne, & Conger, 1997). Moreover, recent theory pro-
vides a rich conceptual foundartion for mediational and moderational models
(e.g., Cummings & Davies, 1996; Davies & Cummings, 1994; Emery, 1392;
Grych & Fincham, 1990). Thus, there is evidence thar children’s stress and
L‘uping reactions reflect dynamic, process-level mediators of their adjustment
over time.

Recent research is beginning to clarify the distinction between construc-
tive and destructive marital conflict styles from the children’s perspective. The
former class of marical conflict styles might be considered protective or com-
pensatory in terms of their effects on children and family functioning, whereas
the latter can be regarded as increasing children’s risk for adjustment prob-
lems. In the absence of long-term prospective studies and comprehensive, rig-
orous assessments of critical variables, any conclusions abour distinctions be-
tween constructive and destructive conflict must be regarded as tentative.
Nonetheless, certain tentative conclusions are suggested by currenr research.

Making distinctions berween contexts of development that conrribute to
the emergence of children’s problems versus those elements that foster more
positive outcomes is consistent with the notion that contexts of development
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with children’s adjustment problems in both a marieal therapy and a women's
shelter sample. Furthermore, other, assessed forms of marital aggression still
related to children’s adjustment problems even after controlling for the fre-
quency of marital vialence,

Also, some types of conflicts may contain messages that children find as
disturbing as mariral vialence. Thus, Laumakis, Ma rgolin, and John (1998)
reported that conflicts involving threats to leave physical aggression elicited
similar, high levels of negative reactions from children, Moreaver, conflicts in-
volving threats to leave and physical aggression elicited more negative emo-
tional reactions and predicrions of negative outcomes than conflices with
name-calling, negative voice, or conflicrs wich positive affect. These results
support the notion thar children react 1o the negative implications of marital
conflict for marital and family relationships, and support also the consider-
ation of multiple types and expressions of marital and family conflicr and vio-
lence in models of the effects of extreme marital discord on children.

Nonverbal Conflict or the Silent Treatment

Nonverbal forms of conflict expression are not adequately assessed by any of
the questionnaire instruments used to record rates of different forms of mari-
tal conflict in the home. However, children’s reactions to analogue presenta-
tions of nonverbal conflict, or “the silent treatment,” indicate thar they are
significantly distressed by these behaviors, and, in some studies, reactions are
indistinguishable from reactions to overt verbal conflicts, A disadvantage of
nonverbal conflict expressions is that they are unlikely to lead to resolution of
the possibly significant marital issues that motivated the behavior. A failure to
address marital problems over time is associated with problems both for mar-
riages and for children in families (Cummings & Davies, 1994a).

Intense Conflicts and Conflicts about Child-Related Themes

It makes sense thar more inrense conflices would be more disturbing than less
intense conflicts. Presumably, more intense anger expressions reflece more
negative feelings toward the spouse and are more often accompanied by
highly negative conflict expressions (e.g., contempt; Gortman, 1994). How-
ever, an important caveat is that greater emotionality may sometimes simply
reflect expressiveness and be a marter of personal style of communication
rather than an index of disrespect or anger toward the spouse. In such in-
stances, intensity would not be expected to increase children’s distress given
that they understood the intent of the communication. There is support
(Grych & Fincham, 1993) for the view thar more intense conflicts elicic more
fegative reactions than less intense conflicts, but effects may vary to some ex-
tent as a function of children’s family history. For example, Nixon and
Cummings (1999) found thar children from homes experiencing grearer stress
and distress due o the presence of a disabled sibling had a lower threshold for
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Mutually Respectful, Emotionally Modulated Conflicts

Only one study has examined the issue of mutually respectful conflict styles:
Easterbrooks, Cummings, and Emde (1994) reported that toddlers evidenced
lirtle distress in reaction to conflictual discussions between parents in a sample
that almost always expressed conflicts in mutually respectful, emotionally
well-modulated tones. On the other hand, parental anger expression, which

was relatively uncommon, was associated with negative emotional reactions
by children even in rhis study.

Conflict Resolution

A long series of analogue studies has demonstrated that children’s distress and
other negative reactions are dramatically reduced when conflicts are resolved
{Cummings & Davies, 1994a). In analogue studies, children are exposed to
conflict on video- or audioraped vignertes enacted by actors unknown to
them. Frequently, children are asked ro imagine that the
ents and to respond as they would in the home to such co
highly controlled presentation of stimuli in these analogue studies leaves little
doubrt that conflict resolution, rather than other factors, was responsible for
the reduction in negative responding, which has significant theorerica) impli-
cations regarding the importance of the meaning of conflicts, racher than sim-
ply their occurrence, for children’s reactions (discussion to follow), Moreaver,
a recent field study based on a new questionnaire that assesses conflict resolu-
tion reported that marital conflict resolution is more consistently associared
with child adjusement (i.e., reduced adjustment problems) than even negative
elements of conflict (e.g., frequency, severity) (Kerig, 1995).
Furthermore, conflict resolution may sometimes ameliorate the negative
impace of children’s exposure to marital violence. Thus, Cummings, Simpson,
and Wilson (1993) found ameliorative effects of conflict resolution on chil-
dren’s emotional responses to conflicts that were nonverbal, verbal, or that in-
cluded physical aggression, However, again, it should be noted that children
were responding to analogue presentations in this studies. Also, the actors’
resolutions appeared genuine, and there was no history of prior conflict ro
compromise the apparent sincerity of the resolutions, As we will see later,
children react to the meaning of conflicts for mariral and family relations
based on both their past histories of exposure to conflict, and the narure and
form of current conflict stimuli, Although the question awaits empirical tests,
children’s responses to resolution may not be positive if chronic marital vio-
lence has occurred in the past within the family, even following supposed res-
olutions. On the other hand, conflict resolution may be relatively uncommeon
in high-conflict homes, so that such endings to conflicts might well carry
More, rather than less, weight for such children. Consistent with this notion,
Hennessy, Rabideau, Ciccherti, and Cummings (1994) found thar physically
abused children from high-conflict homes benefited more, rather than less,
from conflict resolution than a comparison group.

actors are their par-
nflict scenarios. The
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loudly. The argument went on and on, with both parents storming abour,
making demonstrarive statements, and slamming kitchen cabinet doors.
Mike was scared, because his own parents never fought in such a manner,
but looking over at Eddie, he could see thar his friend was not concerned
at all. Eddie got up and went into the kitchen. When his parents saw him,
they stopped fighting and the daddy said, “Your morher makes ravioli
the wrong way. My mother did it the right way.” The mother said,
“Well, it is so sweer that your daddy cares so much abour the cooking,”
The Daddy said, “And your Mother is such a great cook.” Next, they
kissed a lot and made up,

Eddie knew that his parents were not really all that mad ar each other: it
was just thar they were both very demonstrative, cared a lor about cooking,
and enjoyed the fun and stimulation of a vigorous back-and-forth on a ropic.
On the other hand, Mike's parents, who also had a happy marriage, were re-
served and undemonstrative in their interactions about everyday problems, If
Mike’s parents had ever fought in the same manner as Eddie’s parents, the
meaning for Mike would have been that his parents’ relationship was in a ter-
rible state. The point is, research suggests thar children are very sensitive o
the meaning of parental communications, even differentiating between rela-
tively subtle nuances of emotional communication and how conflicts end.
However, more than that, children appear to rake into account past histories
of interaction when evaluating how to respond to current events. Thus, in
learning that children respond to specific elements of conflices in certain ways,
we are only beginning to understanding the impact of specific forms of marital
communication on children, Consistent with the developmental psychopathol-
ogy assumption of holism, it is necessary to understand the broader context
and meaning of marital communication in order to understand its effects,
Many of these questions ultimately await the conduct of appropriately dara-
intensive prospective longitudinal research; that is, they are open, empirical
questions. However, as we have shown, considerable information suggests of
what the answers may prove o be.

DEVELOPMENTAL PATHWAYS AND
EXPERIENTIAL HISTORIES

Contextual factors associated with person—environment interactions are as-
sumed ro underlie process. Thus, as we have noted, the meaning and interpre-
tation thar children ascribe to marital conflict and violence in the broader con-
text of the family may be at leasr as significant as the occurrence of particular
interparental behaviors, Conceivably, children may evidence litle negative
outcome if parents are very expressive and emotional during conflicts but usu-
ally resolve their disagreements. On the other hand, children may have diffi-
culty adjusting when parents rarely fight openly, bur any occurrence of con-
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progress has been made in desegregating marital conflicr as a conrext for child
development, it is undoubtedly the case thar other dimensions that have not
vet been articulated are imporrant ro children’s functioning in families and re-
lated to the manner in which parents handle their disputes,

Exposure to Marital Hostility and Vialence:
Persistent, Not Short-Term, Effects

Acts of hostility and violence berween the parents may be relatively rare and
short-lived, even in discordant marriages. However, the effects of exposure to
these events are ot short-lived or limited to the time of exposure to these
events. Children’s fundamental notions of the

quality and safery of marital
and family relations may be profoundly influenced by their relatively infre-

quent exposure to marital conflict and violence. Thus, these events may have
very significant effects on children’s general patterns of emotional, cognitive,
and behavioral functioning, Accordingly, histories of exposure to marital con-
flict and violence have been linked to patterns of emotional, behavioral, and
cognitive coping with stress in other contexts, and these response patterns, in
turn, have been linked to risk for adjustment problems (Cummings & Davies,
1994a). Appreciating the potentially wide-ranging impact of children’s expo-
sure to relatively infrequent acts of interparental conflict and violence is essen-

tial to conceprualizing the mediating processes that may be set in motion by
their exposure to violence,

The Sensitization Hypothesis: Accounting for the
Direct Effects of Exposure to Marital Conflict

A critical question for researchers concerned with the clinic
marital conflict for child development is whether there are cumularive effecrs
of exposure to chronic marital conflict, How or why does exposure result in
the development of adjustment problems over time? Following the assump-
tions of the developmental psychopathology perspective, we would expect to
observe maladaptive behaviors in children’s dynamic interactions with envi-
ronmental contexts of marital conflic that would gradually lead, as a funcrion
of day-to-day responses to these experiences, to what would be classified as
adjustment problems. What would these changes be? At a concrete level, what
would be happening to the children? Consider the following examples:

al implications of

Lois and John came from families with very different relationships be-
tween the parents. Lois’s parents foughe all the time and were very angry
with each other. John's parents discussed areas of disagreement periodi-
cally bur were always mutua lly respectful and resolved most disagree-
ments. One day, Lois’s and John's fathers were both late picking them up
from a first-grade school play. In both cases, the mothers were Very wor-
ried. Both yelled at the fathers, even John’s mom, because she was so up-
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set. Lois got visibly anxious when her mother behaved that way and tried
to make excuses for her father. John, on the other hand, simply went in.
side to play with his toys and did not even look up at his arguing and dis-
tressed parents,

This vignette illustrates a key finding of research on this question. One
might expect at a glance that children would get used to marital conflict if i¢
accurred all the time, and perhaps they do learn not to be as surprised by it as
children wha have little experience with such events. However, they do nor
get used to it. This is the consistent and repeated message of rescarch.llr is im-
portant to bear in mind that marital conflict is a stressor, even for children to
observe as bystanders, and a threatening event in the conrext of the family,
People do not get used to stressors, and repeared stressors, which have even
more serious negative implications for the individuals involved as a function
of their being repeated, become more, and not, less stressful. At a process
level, the repetition of this stressor has effects evidenced by children becoming
more dysregulated emotionally, behaviorally, and in their capacity to appro-
priately control their social behavior. For example, children from high-conflicr
homes are more aggressive than others following exposure to mariral conflict
{Cummings, Hennessy, Rabideau, & Ciccherti, 1994). 3

Thus, the process or mechanism by which exposure to chronic marital
conflict leads to children’s adjustment problems over time appears to have to
do with its effects on children’s regulatory capacities, experiences of stress and
distress, and capacity for appropriate social behavior, particularly when
threatened. Interestingly, some of the research we considered was reviewed in
the section on principles. For example, work by Post and colleagues suggesrs
that even biological systems for regulatory arousal in animals are altered by
repeated exposure to stress (Post & Weiss, 1997; Post, Weiss, & Leverich,
1994). There is no doubt thar marital hostility and violence, and other forms
of marital communication that have negative implications for family inract-
ness, continuity, or effective functioning, are significant stressors for children.

Thus, we know that children’s conflict histories in the home predice their
responses to conflicts; that is, histories of exposure to background anger, mar-
ital conflict, and interparental violence are predictors of children’s greater
emotional (e.g., distress), behavioral (e..g., aggression), social (e.g., mediation
in parental disputes), and even physiological (e.g., heart rate, blood pressure,
galvanic skin responses; El-Sheikh, Ballard, & Cummings, 1994) reactions,
and their own reports of greater perceptions of threat and negativity abour fu-
ture marital interactions. These findings have been observed even in response
to presentations of conflicr that are the same across groups, so that childrer:l's
reactions in relation to other groups must be attributed to their past histories
rather than the current stimuli. The results suggest that conflict histories lower
children’s thresholds for responding negatively and increase their reactivity to
contlict; hence, the phenomenon has come to be termed the “sensirizarion hy-
pothesis.™ This result is reported in field studies of children’s reactions to ac-
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ral marital conflicts (Cummings, Zahn-Waxler, & Radke-Yarrow, 1981,
1984), laboratory simulations of conflict (Cummings, lannorti, & Zahn-
Waxler, 1985), and parental reports of marital conflict histories and chil-
dren’s reactions (e.g., Ballard, Cummings, & Larkin, 1993; Cummings,
Pelligrini, Notarius, & Cummings, 1989; Cummings, Vogel, Cummings, &
El-Sheikh, 1989; Gordis, Margolin, & John, 1997; Myers, 1997; O’Brien, Ba-
hadur, Gee, Balto, & Erber, 1997; O'Brien, Margolin, John, & Krueger,
1991; Rogers & Holmbeck, 1997). Thus, Laumakis ct al. (1998) reported that
children from high-conflict homes evaluated conflicts more negartively than
children from low-conflict homes, with boys exposed ro high-conflict mar-
riages more likely to report an intervention response, particularly in response
to marital physical aggression, As another recent example, Grych (1998} re-
ported that children exposed ro higher levels of conflict berween their parents
perceived the conflicts as more threatening and verbalized more negative ex-
pectations about their own efforrs to intervene in marital conflicts. Histories
of marital violence have been associated particularly with sensitization to pa-
rental conflicts (e.g., Cummings, Pelligrini, er al., 1989), which makes sense
given the likely emotional impact of violence berween the parents on children.
Furthermore, when conflice “histories” are artificially created in the labora-
tory, results are consistent with the predicrions of the sensitization hypothesis
{e.g.. Cummings et al., 1985; Davies, Myers, Cummings, & Heindel, 1999; EI-
Sheikh & Cummings, 1995; El-Sheikh, Cummings, & Reiter, 1996).

These results have important theoretical implications for understanding
the processes that mediate the impact of marital conflict on children’s adjust-
ment, They suggest that emotional, behavioral, and social dysregulation in the
face of parental conflicts (actors or actual parents) at least partially mediares
the direct effects of marital conflict and violence on children; that is, repeated
exposure to destructive forms of marital conflict undermines children’s capac-
ities for regulating their emotional and behavioral functioning. The weight of
the evidence suggests thar the reduction in children’s regulatory capacities is
limited not only to situations of marital conflict but also may be related to a
more general reaction tendency in response to distressing or stressful situa-
tions (e.g., Ballard, Cummings, & Larkin, 1993; see also Davies & Cum-
mings, 1994). Moreover, repeated exposure to certain destructive forms of
conflict is reflected in more negarive representations of cognitions abour the
family. It can be readily seen how such an increased proneness to responses of
emational, behavioral, and cognitive negarivity and dysregulation might con-
tribute to children’s development of problems aver time.

Repeated episodes and instances of dysregulatory funcrioning in multiple
social contexts and situations mighe result in successive changes in functioning
thar constitute a gradual emergence of developmental deviations. Cummings
and colleagues (Cummings & Cummings, 1988; Cummings & Davies, 1994a)
have argued that children’s stress and coping reactions provide a powerful
window into the meaning of marital conflict from their perspective and also
reflect broader patterns of response processes that underlie development, thus
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Traditional models of family and child development have

focused on par-
ent—child relationships and paid sc

ant artention to broader family functioning,
including marital (or interpartner) relations, For example, family violence and
abuse are often considered primarily in terms of parents’ physical abuse of
children. However, marital relarions, including conflict, are central to chil-
dren’s well-being, In facr, evidence thar the quality of marital relations affecrs
the quality of parent—child relations is quite strong (Erel & Burman, 1995).
Thus, marital relations are a significant underlying influence on parenting and
the quality of parent—child emotional relationships, These results underscore
the importance of a holistic perspecrive on family funcrioning and child devel-
opment, consistent with the precepts of a developmental psychopathology
perspective (Emery & Kitzmann, 1995),

Marital Relations and Parenting Practices

Marital relations are predictive of the quality of parenting; that is, the consis-

tency of parenting, the extent to which parenting is hostile or appropriare, the
emotional availability of parents, and other parenting dimensions may be af-
fected by the quality of marital relations. Emotional dimensions and qualities
of parenting practices are particularly influenced by the quality of marital re-
lations (Davies & Cummings, 1994), with support for causal relations be-
tween marital conflice and parenting (Jouriles & Farris, 1992).

For example, relationships marked by the presence of violence or a
high frequency of overt conflice have been linked to inconsistent child rear-
ing and disciplinary behavior (Holden & Miller, 1999; Holden & Ritchie,
1991; Stoneman, Brody, & Burke, 1989). Marital conflict has also been
associated with increased parental negativity and intrusive control (Hether-
ngton et al., 1992) and low levels of parental warmth and responsiveness
(Holden & Ritchie, 1991). Parental rejection has been idenrified as a media-
tor of marital conflict for both externalizing and internalizing problems
(Fauber, Forehand, Thomas, & Wierson, 1990). Specifically, parental be-
haviors such as withdrawal and hostility have contributed to the prediction
of social withdrawal, depression, and anxiery in children {Denham, 1989;
Hoffman-Plotkin & Twentyman, 1984; Perrit & Bates, 1989} and external-
izing problems in children {Bousha & Twentyman, 1984). Marital conflict
can thus be viewed as an important con
ing process, which impacts a variety of
ior and influence,

tributor to disruptions in the parent-
indices of relevant parenting behav-

Marital Relations and the Attachments between Children and Parents

Marital refations are also predictive of the quality of the emotion
attachment that forms berween parents and children, th
curity of the artachment berween parents and children
1994). This fact is particularly important since,

al bond or
at is, the emotional se-
(Davies & Cummings,
as we saw in Chapter 6, the
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quality of arrachment relations predicts children’s outcomes over time, includ-
ing their risk for adjustment problems, Studies show that increases in marital
conflict during the child’s first 9 months or even prenatally (Cox & Owen,
1993}, are linked to insecure actachment at 12 months of age. Another study
found that exposure to high marital conflict at age 1 year predicted insecure
attachment ar age 3 (Howes & Markman, 1989). Moreover, children’s rela-
tionships with their parents may also change because of the negartive effects on
their sense of trust or high regard for parents due to warching them behave in
mean or hostile ways toward each other. Thus, the impact of marital conflice
on parenting may be quite direct (Owen & Cox, 1997). In summary, the re-
search seems to be quite clear thar destruetive conflict has a particularly nega-
tive impact on emotional relationships within the family.

The Co-Occurrence of Marital Conflict, Divoree,
Adversity, and Abuse within the Family

Further highlighting the importance of a holistic perspective on how marital
canflict affects children, marital conflict and violence, adversity, and abuse of-
ten oceur together (¢.g., Cummings & Davies, 1994a; Davies & Cummings,
1994; Emery, 1989; Grych & Fincham, 1990). Mariral conflict is often a fac-
tor in children’s adjustment because they reside in families that are character-
ized as disturbed for other reasons. For example, marital conflict is a signifi-
cant factor in the effects of divorce on children. It may influence children’s
development long before the divorce accurs (Block, Block, & Gijerde, 1986),
and children’s postdivorce adjustment is often related to the extent and form
of marital conflict (Amato & Keith, 1991). The effects of custody arrange-
ments following divorce also vary significantly as a function of the type and
level of marital conflict (Emery, 1994). There may be a recommendation
against joinr custody when there is chronic interparental violence, whereas
joint custody might otherwise be recommended. As another example, marital
conflict and parental depression are highly correlated in both men and women
(Whisman, 2000). Recenr analyses suggest that marital conflict 1s a more sig-
nificant predictor of some forms of adjustment problems than parental de-
pression per se (Cummings, 1995a2; Cummings & Davies, 1994h, 1996;
Downey & Coyne, 1990}, Marital conflict and alcoholism are also interre-
lated. Interparental conflict and violence are among the most disturbing as-
pects of parental alcoholism from the children’s point of view and may be a
predictor of problems in children’s adjustment (El-Sheikh & Cummings,
1997; West & DPrinz, 1987).

In summary, multiple forms of adversity are associated with mariral con-
flict. Minimally, models of family adversity, violence, abuse, and child devel-
opment need to incorporate the effects of the marital (or interpartner} system
on the funcrioning of the family, Including mariral factors in the equation is
likely to increase the prediction of child outcomes, and provide a more sophis-
ticated view of the familial causes of child ourcomes at a conceptual level.
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Marital Conflict Co-Occurs with Dysfunction in Other Family Systems
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dren’s dispositions in influencing the likelihood that children will develop dys-
functional coping responses, Processes, and styles (Davies & Cummings,
1994). Dysfunctional behavioral styles, in turn, are linked with the develop-
ment of psychopathology.

Figure 8.1 also illustrates how multiple family systems may affect com-
mon processes in children. In this regard, it has been proposed, based on a
survey of the lirerature, that “family adversity may affect children’s develop-
ment through its action on common processes and mechanisms. Conse-
quently, .. . joint effects may occur, which could be additive, interactive, or
multiplicative™ (Cummings & Davies, 1994a, p. 108).

Several recent studies further advance our understanding of these issues.
Lindahl {1998} found that dimensions of parental, mariral, and family func-
tioning each distinguished whether boys had no behavioral problems, atten-
tion-deficitthyperactiviry disorder (ADHD), oppositional deviant disorder, or
both ADHD and oppositional defiant disorder {a comorbid group). With re-
gard to marital functioning, oppositional defiant and comorbid groups were
found ro have experienced much greater marital distress and discord than the
control group. In comparing the clinical groups, parenting, marital, and fam-
ily problems were more elevated for the oppositional defiant and the comor-
bid groups in relation to the ADHD group. These results indicate that behay-
ior problems may have quite different familial origins depending upon the
nature of the disorder, again underscoring the relevance of conceprualizing
pathways of development and etiology, including careful differentiations
among predictors, mediating and moderating processes, and childhood our-
comes.

Owen and Cox (1997) provided additional support for the finding that
chronic marital conflict interferes with warm, sensitive, and involved parent-
ing for both mothers and fathers. Chronic marital conflicr predices insecurity
in father—infant attachment and is linked with a particularly disturbed dimen-
sion of attachment relations, that is, the degree of disorganization in both
mother—infant and father—infant attachments (Carlson, 1998). Owen and Cox
atrributed the effecrs of marital conflict on attachment disorganization to chil-
dren’s exposure to frightened or frightening parents in the conrext of repeated
interparental conflict situations. Their results thus supported both direct and
indirect pathways by which marital conflicr can disrupt parenting, Moreover,
while most reports of the direct effects of marital conflict have focused on ef-
fects influencing children’s emotional security about marital functioning, these
results provide evidence for how marital conflict may also directly reduce chil-
dren’s emotional security about their own relations with their parents, as illus-
trated in Figure 8.2, Thus, children’s confidence in the availabilicy and sensi-
tivity of their parents may be reduced by observing parents’ mean and hostile
behavior toward each other (i.e., direct effects) as well as spillover of parental
hostility in terms of behavior toward the children (i.e., indirect effects).

Learning, negative reinforcement, and modeling may also be factors in
the common impact of marital and parent—child systems on children; that is,
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ment (Cummings & O'Reilly, 1997). Thus, an t:m;rglnagnIc;:;r’n;?rfilfﬁgpg:‘;
the notion that marital relations are CE!_'ll‘r:lll to an ur} erst i -bud"e“c I
cesses and events, including the negative impact o cxtrfr:s : i
events such as violence or abuse. Mal:ﬁa] reli:lt_mn; Sefz-;ilv Lol
emotional processes and their regulation within the = i‘s]l‘-]gsociﬂiud b
role in modulating, ameliorating, or exaggerating t Lh rK Uu; R
ler family events. However, an important caveat 15 I:. a S
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A MODEL FOR MEDIATING PROCESSES: AN EMOTIONAL
SECURITY HYPOTHESIS
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pathology perspective is the articulation of rILenrﬂlroamarMCh m e
plex empirical directions that are demanded -}r\;':'l .;;sl1r;nns i
the eriology of children’s ndiusrme‘nt p}‘ob!em:.. L;e!“s.:m g
tal conflict, violence, and children’s adjustment pFE.‘I‘ S A
il recently, there was little progress toward articu at:!-ng, (o abereie
‘c;!“:'nr' roc'c’sses In the case of relations between marital conflict ar:j -
E!L:sriinr rwo major theories have been _prnpnsud: (1) Il?;.wlez r;::;“dmm,s
i;ni]ngs's 11594: emotional security hypothesis, and {2) Grych an
5 itive-conrextual framework. _ o ,
{Ug'f:'}h:soegrr'\lfr:{_n:odels‘ and other recent rhenrcnsa! dlrect:ror;e.9 é(;rﬁlflr:;e&
eng s ]S;ISB‘ 191%;;2&2::‘3?{12;\;{:?5;2& 5irn’i!ur points.
Gottman, 1995), are generally compler g s i s
¢ els highlight children’s reactions ro and )
F?r e::::zlfiséﬂ}]c:ct[ ]}::'dthemfelvfs, the anily,_:lnd the _nmt'n:llgj.[(.i sug,g;;:}l::ﬁ
?ha?i‘: is more than just the occurrence o;f cnzf!:cr rh_:ltn 2{&::;] cr:‘a:::;‘m it
the meaning of conflict is personal and emotional, 3 i Wi
3:::’5 apprnisals%}f the linnﬂig abs well ;::'. %zggirrno?;;n;l 1;:::::1:2:;:){: [{,0;1:
i rold, Fincham, Osborne, & Co - X " :
:E:{ccl]:;u;;;s;size ‘rhc significance of the p-.:rltmul::r mnr‘.e::]:a oiizzir:{_la;rc;‘n{‘]:i;
. Il as present, in children’s ada_plratmn and maladaption; ¢ sk
Bty WF iral conflict and the specific characteristics of any curre
If.illiirtog}::lfnv?;?snie seen as having substantial influence on ch|ldrc;1ks ac:drr:;
functioning according to both Eh.e ccrgn|t1ve-u)ntex;Léalhle?:c:v;':a:har Sy
motional securiry hypothesis. A difference between th rh kit
an Cummings emphasize the importance olf'ernutlcm. whereas Gry
Fincham put more stress on rhe_ role of n:c_gm:nn. i it
We focus here on the emotional security hypothesis,
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also merits examination for further theoretical
cesses. Davies and Cummings (1994) propose th
tions to conflict must be related to and understood within the context of other
developmental and family processes, part of the whole of child and family de-
velopment, and nor a new process unrelated to reactions to other family
events. Based on the data, which in the view of Davies and Cummings suggest
the primacy and immediacy of emotionality in reactions to conflict, and a
funcrionalist perspective positing that emotions serve appraisal and organizing
functions (e.g., Campos, Campos, & Barrett, 1989), an emorional securiry hy-
pothesis describes a key domain of processes mediating relations between

marital conflict, violence, and children’s adjustment. This hypothesis is de-
scribed in further detail.

understanding of these pro-
at, logically, children’s reac-

Theoretical Tenets

The emotional security h

ypothesis specifies a particular meaning against
which children appraise

he implications of marital and family conflict for
themselves and their families, suggests how that meaning is personal, and indi-
cates why children respond emotionally (Davies & Cummings, 1994), In im-
portant respects, this model builds upon and, in particular, complements the
cognitive-contextual model proposed by Grych and Fincham {1990, which
stresses how children’s cognitive processing and coping behaviors are shaped
by the characteristics of marital conflict and contextual factors such as past
experience with conflict, gender, expectations, and mood, However, while
cognition is acknowledged as being important to coping processes, the present
model places greater emphasis on emotionality in the very emotion-laden do-
main of family conflict and, specifically, the significance of emorional securicy
to children’s reacrions to marital conflict. Davies and Cummings’s (1994, p.
387) key theoretical proposition follows:

Children’s concerns about emotional security pl
emotional arousal and organization
marital conflict. Over time these res,
dren’s long-term adjustment,
experience and a primary in
charged events).

ay a role in their regularion of
and motivation to respond in the face of
ponse processes have implications for chil-
Emarional security is seen as a product of past
fluence on future tespanding (to emotionally

Operationalization in Terms of Specific Component
Regulatory Systems

When confronted with marital conflict, children s
Thus, emotional security describes the
face of marital conflict. However,
sumed under the rubric of em
(Cummings & Davies,

eek emorional security.
goal of children’s functioning in the
various specific regularory systems are suh-
otional security as an Operating process
1996). These specific components are separate, but
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also interdependent, in the service of L-rqu_:'lonai security. Tl_n? (l.{::l‘l['l]tlﬁrj‘l;f
emotional security in terms of these specific systems also ?_rmu ates speci “;
measurement requirements and avenues _tuwurcll the _pm;lse[nssesﬁ:_rienEr ?h
emotional security as a mediating process in the face of I’!lilr]l‘:l. _cun;_ 1;“;I :;
component is assumed to be a function of not gnly 'currenit s:mn‘tif:ic mul:ﬁ
past exposures o interparental rclatlnons.‘ In_rct:nr 1eslearc1, spec ha,vc e
method straregies toward the operationalization ?f these cheis;;g; n
proposed {Cummings & Davies, 1996; Davies & Cummings, 2

Emotion Regulation

Consistent with conceprualizations of securiry in a_rl:achment_t};fur)',d:rfls.ecu‘r;[t}-
may be reflected in emotional reactivity clhamc:cm.ed h'_r hl:lg! tene u,-fﬂi’m ;f
tress, vigilance, and covert negarivity. This cnmponer}l is not r;e;;:jre ;,s i
emotional security, bura subset or component of it. [t consists o Chl T iy
tional reactivity and arousal, and their capacity to rcdqce, undufnce, :mb_ T
maintain their emotionality in the face of conflict. Ttcan be 11n llfc.rr;a ,Irogn :uw:l_
tive reports of feelings, overt expression of emation, and pl hysio 01,;51 aa ::s_
Because children from high-conflict homes exhibit more distress, ; .1&1‘, Digvies
sion, and preoccupation in reaction to Purenml cu_nﬂn:ls {Cf-mr.m:,z;"mn ,.O|é
1994), we suggest that emotion regu%anon‘srral:eg[es mny.p aya e g
berween exposure to conflict and children’s emortional reactivity ro it.

Tntermal Representation of Family Relations

While rarely tested, representations u_flmarira!_anci family Ircla_n?;;‘;reﬂzx:
pected to be influenced by marital hostility (Davies & Cgmn‘_lmp.ls_., e : E
resentations most relevant to L‘I'I.lll.'erTl.!i. emotional security Lnn?:s; 0 tf;iectr ;Q,
terpretation of the meaning and pﬂtennql CONsSequences DJ ma;n:a Totr}vdv o
their own well-being. These representations are prolffeln_ 1[;3 < r; Ia[ L},ifdn_.n
curate depictions of family life (Bowlby, 1973}; thus, it fo ows tha “
with histories of negative conflict should be prone to develo?lng m_secure.ﬂeit
resentations of family relations. Childrep‘s u:ntemn] rep‘rcsen;ar;]ons ;-:nin
their appraisals of family events and Ithclr active pruc_csslmg o t:ﬂ:c‘(ion Ugf
that events have for their own well-being. IThelse appraisals ar?? i e
their sense of emortional security and the implication of events ?r emowma'
security. As noted by Grych and Fincham (1990, these :ntcl?nal rep:zé -
tions also include children’s primary assessment of the self-re ev?.hl 't
threat of evenrs, and their secondary appraisal of who is res_pnnsl:.“e, >3
these events are occurring, and whether :hc'{' have aflr:quare c-‘llr"ll:g 5‘1 isg\ e
cure representations, in turn, nre_h\'p_o‘thesucd to mcreas:l chi : ren st;n: -
psychological disturbance. The:c ui IlTI:]l suppa:: ;oﬁr;mépra;;eilsario“s i
ive ions of marital relations serve ediatol :

?\t\:;;nri?;;ss:;afﬁsr and children's adjustment problems (Davies & Cummings,
1998).
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Regulation of Exposure to Family Affect

Children may also attempt to regulate their emotional security by
their exposure to marital conflict. Emorional security
funcrion by guiding children to regulate their exposure to stressful parental
emotion. The issues with regard to an assessment of emotional security in-
clude the repertoire of children’s regulatory activities and behaviors (e.z.,
forms and styles of mediation behaviors), their threshold for onset, and their
appropriateness in specific contexts. Insecurity in this domain may be m,
fested in the “overregulation™ of exposure to parental affect,
overinvolvement, Children’s beh
reflect direct

controlling
serves @ motivational

ani-
shown through
avior as mediators in parental conflict may
attempts to control parental emotions and thereby minimize neg-
ative sequelae for the family. Research has shown thar children from high-
conflict homes more often use intervention in an attempt to allev
{Cummings & Davies, 1994). Moreover, there
in children’s ability ro avoid, confront,
flict and other family dispures.

iate conflicr
are developmental differences
or effectively intervene in marital con-

Specific Theoretical Definition

Emotional security, as a construct, appears to have a shared, implicit meaning
in the literature. However, the concept has rarely been subject to precise defi-

nition. To address this gap, an explicit de n of emotional security is pro-
posed:

Emotional security is a latent construct that can be inferred from the overall

organization and meaning of children’s emotions, behaviors, thoughes, and
physiological responses, and serves as a set zoal by which children regulare
their own functioning in social contexts, thereby direcring social, emorional,
cognitive, and physiological reactions. (Cummings & Davies, 1996, p. 126)

Thus, while recent theory stresses that children react to conflict in terms
of their assessment of its meaning for family functioning and their own well-
being, the emorional security hyporthesis proposes that a particular meaning is
especially important, that is, the emotional security implications of conflicts.
Building upon artachment theory (Sroufe & Waters, 1977a), emotional secu-
tity is seen as a paramount facror in children’s regulation of emotional
arousal, organization of emotion, and metivation to respond in the face of
marital conflict. Emotional security is conceptualized from a contexrual per-
spective, emphasizing the interplay between socioemotional and biological
processes, While emotional security is described as the set goal of regulatory
funcrioning, as noted ealier, various specific regulatory systems are conceptu-
alized as being subsumed within emotional security as an operating process,
that is, emotional regulation, regulation of exposure to family affect, and in-
ternal representations of family relations. Thus, similar levels of emotional in-
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security may be evidenced by different organizations of Em(ftlcl‘{;' an?;:;zh:w
ioral responding in different children, The'rcfn_rf:, one must consider chi rer_s
responding in terms of higher-order organizations :?f rcqundu;g_;}?rr{ﬁ ng ti-
ple domains of funcrioning in order to evaluare their emotional security. Con-

sider the following example:

LeeAnn is a 4-year-old whose parents fight constantdly and r?rely resolve
their differences. Furthermore, the conflicts often escalate from ak rela-
tively conversational discussion of the issues to very hc:i.u!ehremftr If ex-
changed berween the parents. Sometimes LecAnn’s mot Lr'[hrb?'“ ;_t ug;
at the father, and he sometimes pounds the table or wall wir 1; |s.r.k n
several occasions, after particularly angry conﬂ!cti, the molhgr as taken
LeeAnn and her sister, Kris, to their grandn‘mthcr 5 for the mEITt..th r}};.s
point, whenever her parents even begin to discuss a problem, LL” rnn -
comes visibly distressed, sometimes bi:‘gms o cry, bu:.gerjﬁmh} 5;.:1):5
away from her parents as much as possible. She now often tells ;ru er
sister that she doesn’t think thar Mommy and Daddy love each other any-
mare. Even though her parents are warm and responsive rohi__eeﬂnln in
their own interactions with her, she much less often seeks t eui1 e ph in
times of stress and sometimes feels uneasy around them even w cUn t .ey
are being nice to her or each other. On the other hand, LeeAnn 5 1 -},_c.;r—
old sister, Kris, often gets involved in the conflicts wh_c‘n the parl:nrs ight,
trying as best she can to mediate and umpire the d:sclussmin “IE Sminc-
times also becoming overtly angry with one parent or the other. ns.;c 1§s
also become her mother’s confidant, and having taken f:weir_many of the
household responsibilities, is constantly working to m:fli_le I:\lll'lg? go ?E:-
smoothly within the family, even to the point that she has neglecre
own friendships and schoolwork.

Thus, we can conclude that both LeeAnn and Kris experience !!e1ghrnt|::_d
emotional insecurity in the family on a frequent, even daily, basis due to t el:
parents’ frequent and intense conflicts. The ‘Facr that a set go:lzl r}f fmo_nona__
security is not achieved for these girls in Irhlelr day-to-day family “.mgl_:s..zw
dent in their heightened, day-to-day gmormnal aroL}sal levels, [l'EtIEI.I' 0 lIn:m.r:
negative representations of the wcll-bcmlg of the marriage and family, E'IIE'I v::_
ious aspects of how they are clearly rnntwa(_ed o rcgulatle exposure to r.1e P
ents’ conflicts. However, emotional insecurity has m_‘gnmzed different p.‘;nb:;mf
of responding in the two girls and has morw:m:{_i different patterns g_)f v ra;
joral responding in direct reaction to the conflicts. Thus, LeeAnn is ove m}‘
emotionally dysregulated and has clearly dcvel?pcd more negutlvedrcgre;:;il
tions of the parent—child relationships, the marital relationship, and the fami }'
as a source of emotional security, However, LeeAnn dfll!s not _hecnrn: 1:‘
valved in the parents’ conflicts. On the other hand, while Kris is -.l_lsc ;'c }
emotionally dysregulated by the parents’ problems, her sense of emotmu:é_ in
security has motivated very different patterns of behavioral rﬁ}?mf‘ ut]f;
namely, constant efforts to take care of things around the house so thar figl
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do nor start or end as quickly and amicably as possible if they do stare, She
also tries as much as possible not to reveal her own emotional distress overtly
to the parents when they fight, although she sometimes loses control of her
own anger.

The emorional security perspective also has important implications for
the distincrion herween constructive versus destructive conflict from the chil-
dren’s perspective. Contexts of marital conflic are evaluared by children in
terms of their emotional security implications for the child and the family, and
these appraisals in turn serve ro motivate and regulare children’s emotions,
their exposure to marital conflict, and their internal representations of marital
relations. In other words, children react not only to the occurrence of marital
conflict but also to whether marital conflict has destructive versus construc-
rive implications for personal and family functioning from their point of view,
The example of Edie and Mike, described at the outset of the chaprer, illus-
trates this point. Edie’s parents often fought, but she knew from experience
that these conflicts did not have negative implications for the family. Thus,
due to her evaluation, that her set goal of emotional security was not altered
by these events, her functioning did not change due to her parents” conflicts in
terms of her own emorional regulation, representations of family, or efforts ro
regulate exposure to family, The comparison between traditional arrachment
theory, which has focused on emotional security as derived from parent—child
relations, and rthe emotional security hypothesis of Davies and Cummings
merits consideration. According to the emotional security hypothesis, it is lim-
iting to view children’s experiences and representations of emotional security
solely in terms of the attachment relationship as assessed by the Strange Situa-
tion. Children’s emotional security also originates from children’s experiential
histories with interparental emotional events and other interwoven family
factors (e.g., parental adjustment, family emotional climate, child characteris-
tics). Thus, the central hypothesis is that emational security plays a med-
iational role in the impact of parent—child relationships (Sroufe & Warers,
1977a), marital relations (Davies & Cummings, 1994), and other family fac-
tors (e.g., Cummings & Davies, 1999) on children’s adjustment. In particular,
it is proposed that destructive marital conflict increases children’s vulnerabil-
ity to adjustment problems by reducing their emotional security. Children
have sound reasons for being concerned abour destructive marital conflice, Se-
vere incerparental conflict increases insecurity by signifying a loved one’s un-
happiness and possible emotional instability, and raising the possibility of di-
varce or family dissolution, with accompanying hardships. Children may also
fear thar parents will become less emorionally responsive to them or carry un-
resolved hostility from marital conflicts into parent—child interactions.

As we have noted, emotional security is theorized to be a control system
within which interrelations among the three component processes (i.e., mari-
tal relations, parent—child relations, and exposure to marital conflict) operate
with an overarching latent goal of emorional security. Figure 8.2 illustrares
this model. Thus, emotional security is at the same time a set goal and a regu-
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. , ‘ o :
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of conflice. Conflict resolution greatly changes the tamiliz

Y
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orherwise anxiety-arousing social situations. Specifically, conflict resolution
changes the emotional security implications of conflict. Moreover, a similar
point regarding the applicability of the emotional secu Ly construct can be
made for the family climate more generally; that is, other forms of family con-
flict {e.g., parent—child conflict) also induce negative reactions in the children
thac are similarly ameliorated by conflict resolution,

3. The emotional reactivity construct can account for why children
evidence sensitization, rather than habituation, when they have histories of
exposure to high marital conflict in the home, especially violence. Tt malkes
sense thar children from such homes would become more aroused, since these
events are more threatening, realistically, for them; rhar is, when there is high
marital conflict, there is more likelihood thar conflicts will proliferate to in-
clude the children, that a parent will be injured, and that the occurrence of
contlicts will have more negative short- and long-term implications for the
child and family. Even though these children are more distressed, it makes
sense for them ro also be more likely to try to intervene in conflicts, given the
implications (Emery, 1989). In other words, conflicts pose a greater threat ro
their sense of emotional security, Similarly, high rates of parent—child conflice,
especially when conflicts involve physical aggression, induce heightened reac-
tivity in children, that is, sensitization, and this sensitization may pertain to
multiple forms of family conflict (e.g., other forms of conflict involving the
parents; Cummings, Hennessy, Rabideau, & Cicchetti, 1994),

4. Emotional reactions predicr behavioral responses, aggression, self-
reported cognitions and feelings, and even heart rare responses (e.g., Cum-
mings, 1987), whereas other levels of responding thus far have nor, which
SUgBEsts an organizing role of emorionality.

In an analogue test, inducing different emorional states systematically
predicted differences in multiple types of reactions to interadult conflicts, sup-
porting the basic proposition that emotionality, or the emotional ser point,
motivates responding (Davies & Cummings, 1995).

5. The most convincing support is a recent study indicating thar mul-
timethod assessments of emotional security mediated relations between quali-
tative aspects of marital conflict and qualitative differences in child outcomes
(Davies & Cummings, 1998). In this concurrent test, support was found for a
theoretical pathway, whereby negative marital conflict led to children’s ad-
justment problems as mediated by reduced emotional security about marieal
relations. By contrast, greater emotianal security mediated a pathway between
constructive marital conflict properties (e.g., marital conflict resolution) and
reduced adjustment problems (Davies, 1995). Of the components of emo-
tional security, children’s regulation of negative emotionality in reaction to
marital conflict mediated pathways to both internalizing and exrernalizing
(e.g., aggressiveness) disorders, and the children’s representations of the qual-
ity of marital relations also mediared relations berween marital conflicr and
children’s internalizing problems (e.g., anxiety, depression).
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1989). Recent research suggests that cerrain patterns of avoidance in the con-
text of interparental conflicr may possibly signify successful perseveration of
emotional security in the interparental subsystem (O'Brien, Margolin, &
John, 1995). Notably, however, subprocesses of emaorional security are also
conceptualized as subsuming multiple domains and dimensions of responding,
consistent with an organizational perspective on children's adapration.

The Distinction between Process and Outcome Variables

The emotional security hypothesis of Davies and Cummings was explicitly in-
spired by the principles and notions of the developmental psychopathology
perspective, which is another reason for irs emphasis here. A key issue from
the developmental psychopathology perspective is the distinction between
process and outcome variables. This notion merits consideration. Descriprive,
symptom-based classification systems of child outcomes fail to acknowledge
the complex narure of individuals’ adaptations and transactions within their
environments, leaving major gaps with regard ro understanding the processes
underlying the development of psychopathology (Cicchetti & Cohen, 1995a),
Consequently, such static models of the development of psychopathology
have inherent limitations with regard to the adequacy of explanatory models,
and relatedly, the adequacy of models for diagnosis, prevention, and treat-
ment (Jensen & Hoagwood, 1997; Richrers, 1997), Thus, Sroufe (1997, p.
251) has stated that maladapration is not something a person * ‘has’ . . . [but
the complex result of a myriad of risk and protective facrors operating over
time.” Guided by these notions, process-oriented approaches (e.g., Cummings
& Cummings, 1988), or more broadly, the discipline of developmental psy-
chopathology (Cicchetti, Ackerman, & lzard, 1995), aim, as a primary goal,
to identify specific processes and pracess relations-in-context that, over time,
underlic what is broadly conceprualized as normal development, psychopath-
ology, and sympromatology. A distinction is drawn between process variables
(e.g., indices of emorional securiry assessed in the specific context of parental
or marital relations) and outcome variables (e.5., scores on instruments de-
signed to assess general adjustment beyond relational contexts) ar the level of
theory, specificity, and level of assessment. For example, illustrating this dis-
tinction, a significant body of research on relations between emorional secu-
rity in close interpersonal relationships and adjustment problems classifies
emotional insecurity at a different (i.e., process) level of analysis in relation to
outcomes, reflecting that the constructs are distinet domains of functioning in
models of developmental psychopathology (Greenberg, Ciccherti, &
Cummings, 1990a). By extension, this theory reflects a corresponding “sec-
ond generation™ of research on children and marital problems that aims to
move beyond simply documenting correlations berween global notions of
marital relarions and child outcomes, roward understanding the more precise
Processes that account for or mediare the linkage, both at the level of family
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that such conflicts were usually resolved and had no broader negative implica-
tions for the family’s functioning. Moreover, there was a high rate of positive
affect expression berween his parents as well, One possibility, from the per-
spective of the emotional security hypothesis, is that high rates of pasitive af-
fect in the proximal conrext of anger and conflict may reduce children’s emo-
tional insecurity, thereby “freeing”™ them to understand betrer how peaple
effectively manage and resolve disputes (Davies & Cummings, 1994). How-
ever, it was clear that Mike would have been quite distressed if his parents had
behaved in such a manner, since, in the context of his family’s patterns of ex-
pressiveness, such behavior would have indicared problems that could have
serious and negative implications for future family stability and happiness.
Similarly, the quality of emotional bonds hetween the parents has implications
for how parental conflicts should be interpreted. When parents are securely
attached to one another, they are likely to be more effective at parenting, and
there is a greater likelihood thar children will develop secure ateachments to
the parents. This relationship holds even if one of the parents has an insecure
attachment history, which has otherwise been shown to be linked with inse-

cure arrachments between parents and children (Colin, 1996). Other research

provides evidence that insecure attachment between adults and more marital

conflict are associated, and thar parents’ histories in this regard are linked

with children’s functioning in conflict situations (Hall, 1997). Thus, the

broader emotional climate in the family may he a significant moderator of the

effects of marital conflict, and marital relations more generally, on children,

and thus merits consideration in developmental tests of process-oriented mod-

els of childhood disorders.

Children's Characteristics

Children's individual tesmperaments may also affect their responses to marital
conflict and orher marital problems (Emery & Kitzmann, 1995). With regard
to emotional security as a mediator of outcomes, temperament has sometimes
been viewed as weakly related to emotional security. However, other research
suggests a more important role in children’s emotional secu rity (Calkins &
Fox, 1992; Vaughn er al., 1992) and irs interactive effects with attachment an
subsequent social development (Kochanska, 1995). Consequently, tempera-
ment is conceptualized as (1) a possible precursor of susceptibility ro some di-
mensions of insecurity in the face of marital conflict and hostility {e.g., nega-
tive emotional reactivity), or (2) a possible buffer with regard to insecurity,
with implications for subsequent sacial development.

Children’s characteristics may also affect interparental functioning; that
is, there is a bidirectional nature to family environments. This notion is consis-
tent with the assumption of the developmental psychopathology approach
that children actively influence their own adjustment and are nort just passive
recipients of experience. There is evidence that aggressive children respond
with particular arousal to marital conflict or other forms of interadulr con-
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Parent Gender % Child Gender

Differentiaring between children's responses to mothers” and fathers’ marital
conflict behaviors and parenting practices may further advance understanding
of gender differences (Cummings & O'Reilly, 1997). Interparental conflict is
uniquely related o children’s perceptions of the father—child relationship,
even after taking into account perceprions of mother—child relations {Osborne
8¢ Fincham, 1996). More specifically, fathers’ positive qualities appear to be
more likely to deteriorate than those of mothers in the face of marital stress
and conflict (e.g., Amato & Booth, 1991; Howes & Markman, 1989; Jouriles
8¢ Farris, 1992). If so, it is possible thar fathers’ parenting practices play a
more robust role than those of mothers in linkages between marital conflicr
and child adjustment. However, plausible hypotheses for this possible differ-
ence require further examination. For example, women may be better ar com-
partmentalizing the spousal and parental roles, resulting in less carryover
from marital relations to parenting for mothers (Belsky, Youngblade, Rovine,
& Volling, 1991). Another hypothesis is that motherhood is a more funda-
mental role than is fatherhood (Belsky, Gilstrap, & Rovine, 1984),

Further complicating the issue, new evidence suggests that one must con-
sider the match berween the sex of the parents and children. Girls have been
reported to exhibit more negative emotional responses than boys only in re-
sponse to their fathers’ behavior during marital disagreements (Crockenberg
& Forgays, 1996). Fathers’ parenting quality and relationships with their
daughters are particularly prone to decline as marital discord increases
(Belsky, Rovine, & Fish, 1989; Booth & Amato, 1994; Goldberg & Easter-
brooks, 1984; McHale, 1994). On the other hand, interparental conflicr has
been shown to be a better predictor of negativity in mother—son relations than
in mother-daughter and father-son relationships (Osborne & Fincham,
1996). Interestingly, Grych (1998} recently reported thar father-to-mother
and mother-to-father aggression were each independent predictors of chil-
dren’s adjustment. Another intriguing recent finding is that aggressive behav-
ior directed by adolescents toward the mother in interparental conflict pre-
dicted adjustment problems for both boys and girls, but these responses were
most significant predictors for boys when the mother had attacked the father,
whereas they were most significant for girls when the father had initiated con-
flict with the mother (Davis et al., 1998).

Race

Race may relate to differences in family systems, sensitivity to contextual fac-
tors, and differential artributions abour contextual factars. However, there are
no published comparisons of black families and white familics on marital con-
flict and its effects on children. The higher incidence of single parents (ex-
cluded in this study) and extended families in the black community may possi-
bly affect the nature of marital conflice and irs meaning for children. For the
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familywide analysis of current and past family functioning, and not necessar-
ily a reaction to histories of marital conflict per se, although that is clearly the
most commonly reported, and likely the most important, single family predic-
tor of sensitization to marital conflict. On the other hand, children’s distress
in response to other stresses may be related to marital conflice. For example,
El-Sheikh (1997) reported that in comparison to children from low-marital-
conflict homes, children from high-marital-conflict homes were more dis-
tressed by mother—child disputes. These findings also suggest thar there may
be significant interactions between interparental and other conflict histories in
the family in predicting children’s adjustment over time {Grych, 1998).

STUDYING DEVELOPMENTAL PATHWAYS PROSPECTIVELY:
A DIRECTION FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

As noted in Chaprer 4, the study of developmental pathways is a crirical ele-
ment of the developmental psychopathology perspective. However, most stud-
ies, particularly studies that comprehensively test multiple dimensions of chil-
dren’s stress and coping with marital conflict, and thar disaggregare the forms
of expression of marital conflict, have been based on cross-sectional designs;
thar is, data-intensive assessmenrs of multidimensional, multidomain, and
multimerhod assessments of the effeces of marital conflicts on children have
typically been based upon cross-sectional research, which has limired capacity
to support causal inferences about the course of development over time. Mari-
tal conflict has been shown, prospectively, to predict children’s adjustment
problems (e.g., Block, Block, & Morrison, 1981), but such tests have been
based upon limited model testing and assessments with regard to constructs
concerning marital relations and children’s adjustment (e.g., Harold, Finch-
am, Osborne, & Conger, 1997; Howes & Markman, 1989). These studies are
even more limited in rerms of assessing mediating processes and moderating
factors that link marital conflict and child outcomes.

While there is not yet firm evidence on developmental pathways associ-
ated with marital conflict, some points can be made abour age effects based on
research to date. The evidence concerning how children are affected early in
life by exposure to marital conflict is quite remarkable. Thus, observational
studies based on children’s reactions to marital conflict in the home indicate
that even 1-year-olds react, often with vigorous emotional and behavioral re-
sponses as bystanders to their parents’ conflicts, including overtly angry, even
aggressive displays, crying, yelling, distressed vocalizations, and sadness or
scared facial expressions (Cummings, Zahn-Waxler, & Radke-Yarrow,
1981). Even at this age, children sometimes try to intervene in their parents’
conflicts. For example, in one case, a 1-year-old heard his parents arguing in
the kitchen and then urgently cried, “Mommy, mommy!” Hearing her son’s
cries, the mother had to break off her argument with her husband and go to
the living room to see how her son was. The child’s response was to smile
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of the developmental psychopathology approach to uncavering the processes
that underlie children’s development and risk for adjustment problems (Cum-
mings & Cummings, 1988; Cummings & El-Sheikh, 1991; Davies & Cum-
mings, 1994), Thus, the grear progress in understanding thar has ra
over the past 10-15 years is a tribute to the utiliry of this approach for making
scientific progress on questions thar are complex and quite difficul to study.
As we have shown in the course of our discussion, multiple facrors and path-
ways have been implicated as possibly important and as therefore meriting
inclusion in future research designed 1o study these questions. Prospective,
lengitudinal research is required, and urgently needed, for testing causal path-
ways over time, including models of mediating and moderating processes. As
we have seen, information abour pathways of development constirutes a sig-
nificant gap in our understanding of relations berween marriages, children,
and families. The potential significance for clinical science and practice of
more sophisticated and complex studies for an adequare developmental psy-
chopathology of families and children is notable given the clear links with
childhood disorders, In addition, more complex models of mediating and
moderating processes that examine development over time are needed, and
these fic well with the principles outlined in the developmental psychopatholo-
gy perspective. Thus, this area of research and theory should have obvious
practice implications and, thus, should be a proving ground, in a sense, for the
promise of cthis approach if we are to advance to a second generation of re-
search on the study of childhood disorders.

For example, longirudinal research needs to examine changes in children
and marital funcrioning over time. Thus, it will be especially important to in-
vestigate how stability and change in marital conflict forecase change in chil-
dren’s behavior problems, an issue heretofore never systemarically scudied.
Children whose parents reduce marital conflict {or learn to manage it better)
should show diminished difficulties. When conflict begins or is exacerbated,
there is likely to be an escalation in children’s emotional difficulties. The study
of these quesrions has particularly importanr clinical implications, especially
when studies provide insights into the critical processes underlying childhood
outcomes. Research thar aims ro test the tenets of the emotional security hy-
porhesis further is thus especially promising given the already developed theo-
retical and empirical foundation for the tenets of this model. Fortunately, sev-
eral laboratories, including investigators with considerable experience in this
area, are now undertaking such complex longitudinal scudies. Armed with the
extensive body of research that has accumulated in recent years about process
relations berween marital conflict, children's functioning, and child adjust-
ment, investigators in the area of marital relations and children’s development
are poised to undertake research that comprehensively addresses the questions
and issues ar hand.

Finally, since the quality of interparental relations has such significant
implications for children’s development and is a function of the parents’

behavior, marital relarions might properly be conceprualized as another di-

ken place
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B CHAPTER NINE

Applications of Developmental
Psychopathology:
Parental Depression, Families,

and Children’s Development

In this chapter, we consider yet another approach used by developmen-
tal psychopathologists in the study of children and families; that is, instead of
being concerned with a specific family subsystem, this chapter examines mul-
tiple family processes thar affect a specific group of children. Developmental
psychopathology is often focused specifically on groups of children at risk for
psychopathology.

We illustrate this facr of developmental psychopathology by examining a
particular group of children at risk, that is, children of depressed parents,
Over the past two decades, parental personality and adjustment have increas-
ingly been regarded as a one of the determinants of a multiplicity of processes
linked with family functioning and broader ecological contexts (Belsky, 1984;
see Figure IL1). Specifically, we focus on children at risk for adjustment prob-
lems as a function of the constellation of familial variables associated with pa-
tental depression. Consider the following cases:

Joe’s father had been diagnosed with major unipolar depression. Joe's pa-
ternal grandfarher had also experienced episodes of depression. Nonethe-
less, Joe’s parents were both attentive and responsive as parents, and
Joe’s father spent a great deal of time with him when he was growing up,
Even during his bouts of depression, Joe's father remained attentive and
emotionally warm toward Joe except when his sympromatology was par-
ticularly severe. Joe's mother was very supportive of her husband, and
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