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This study longitudinally investigated transmission: Can the way adolescents resolve conflicts
with their parents be explained by the way parents resolve conflicts with each other?
Questionnaires about conflict resolution styles were completed by 282 young adolescents
(mean age � 13.2) and their parents. Path analyses with cross-lagged effects indicated that
transmission of conflict resolution styles from marital relationships to adolescent–parent
relationships occurs: Conflict engagement and positive problem solving in marital relation-
ships were significantly related to, respectively, conflict engagement and positive problem
solving in adolescent–parent relationships 2 years later. No significant longitudinal effects
emerged with regard to withdrawal. Thus, the study shows that the way marital conflicts are
handled affects how adolescents deal with conflicts.
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Research indicates that marital relationships and parent–
child relationships are linked to each other (Cox, Paley, &
Harter, 2001; Engfer, 1988; Erel & Burman, 1995). Among
the aspects of marital relationships, marital conflict has
emerged as particularly significant with regard to its effects
on parent–child relationships (Cummings, Goeke-Morey, &
Graham, 2002). Findings regarding the effect of marital
conflict on parent–child relationships indicate that it is not
whether but how parents fight that matters (Cummings et
al., 2002; Cummings, Goeke-Morey, & Papp, 2001). It has
been suggested that exposure to parents who use construc-
tive conflict resolution styles with each other has a different
effect on children than exposure to parents who use hostile,
emotionally destructive conflict resolution styles (Davies &
Cummings, 1994). In the current study, we investigated
transmission of conflict resolution styles from marital rela-
tionships to adolescent–parent relationships over time.
More specifically, we longitudinally investigated whether
the way adolescents resolve conflicts with their parents can
be explained by the way parents resolve conflicts with each
other.

As early adolescence is a time of heightened parent–
adolescent conflict (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992; Galam-
bos & Almeida, 1992; Laursen, Coy, & Collins, 1998;
Steinberg, 2001) and new ways of handling conflicts might
evolve, our research focused on this age period. Ideally, the

renegotiation process starts in early adolescence, and
parent–adolescent relationships start to become more egal-
itarian (Russel, Pettit, & Mize, 1998). In this process, more
mature ways of conflict resolution between parents and
adolescents, characterized by more compromising and per-
spective taking, should develop. However, as conflict inten-
sity (Laursen et al., 1998) and disengagement from conflicts
(Laursen & Collins, 1994) tend to increase during adoles-
cence, conflict resolution with parents might also be char-
acterized by fighting and arguing or withdrawal. The extent
to which adolescents use compromising and perspective
taking, fighting and arguing, or withdrawal in conflicts with
their parents might depend on the extent to which parents
use these conflict resolution styles in their marital relation-
ship. The current study focused on various conflict resolu-
tion styles that adolescents could use in conflicts with their
parents—namely, positive problem solving, conflict en-
gagement, and withdrawal. Positive problem solving in-
volves trying to understand the others’ position and using
constructive reasoning tactics to work out compromises.
Conflict engagement involves being verbally abusive, an-
gry, defensive, or attacking or losing self-control. With-
drawal involves avoiding the problem, avoiding talking, and
becoming distant.

Different theoretical perspectives suggest a link between
marital conflict resolution and adolescents’ conflict resolu-
tion with their parents. First, according to social learning
theory (Bandura, 1977), transmission goes through a pro-
cess of modeling, in which adolescents observe their par-
ents’ attempts to resolve conflicts in the marital relationship
and imitate those behaviors in their own conflicts. Second,
observing how parents handle conflicts with each other is
also likely to influence adolescents’ internal working mod-
els of relationships (Bowlby, 1969; Fincham, Grych, &
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Osborne, 1994), which could then have consequences for
their own social interactions. Third, family systems theory
regards the family as a social system, consisting of several
subsystems (e.g., the marital subsystem, the parent–child
subsystem). Each subsystem influences and is influenced by
other subsystems (Minuchin, 1985). Moreover, according to
family systems theory, families are hierarchically arranged,
suggesting that parents’ behaviors influence adolescents’
behaviors more strongly than the reverse (e.g., Erel &
Burman, 1995). This suggests that the way parents resolve
conflicts with each other influences the way adolescents
resolve conflicts with their parents more strongly than the
other way around. In sum, different perspectives predict that
conflict resolution in marital relationships might influence
the way adolescents resolve conflicts with their parents.

Several studies have found a relation between conflict
resolution styles used in marital relationships and the same
conflict resolution styles in parent–adolescent relationships
(Noller, Feeney, Peterson, & Sheehan, 1995; Noller, Feeney,
Sheehan, & Peterson, 2000; Reese-Weber, 2000; Reese-
Weber & Bartle-Haring, 1998; Rinaldi & Howe, 2003).
Together, these studies have found support for the relation
between conflict resolution styles in marital and parent–
adolescent relationships for various conflict resolution
styles: positive problem solving, conflict engagement, and
withdrawal. However, whereas some of these studies have
used only the adolescents’ perception of conflict resolution
styles for both marital and parent–adolescent relationships
(Reese-Weber, 2000; Reese-Weber & Bartle-Haring, 1998),
others have used only the perception of the parents (Noller
et al., 1995, 2000). Rinaldi and Howe measured both ado-
lescents’ and parents’ perceptions of the way parents re-
solve conflicts with each other and with adolescents but
only found a significant relation between the two sub-
systems when parents’ perceptions were used. Therefore,
the aforementioned studies have been unable to exclude
reporter bias as an explanation for their results. The studies
of Noller and colleagues (1995, 2000), however, have also
found several significant relations when one parent rated
conflict resolution in the marital relationship and the other
parent rated conflict resolution in the parent–adolescent
relationship, thereby strengthening their findings. In our
study, we therefore used independent reports for measuring
conflict resolution styles in the marital relationship and for
measuring conflict resolution styles in the adolescent–parent
relationship.

Although the aforementioned studies have provided sup-
port for the link between conflict resolution styles in marital
relationships and parent–adolescent relationships, the cross-
sectional results do not allow conclusions regarding trans-
mission over time. Moreover, in these studies parent–
adolescent conflict resolution has been measured as the
combined score of adolescents’ conflict resolution with
parents and parents’ conflict resolution with adolescents.
Therefore, the link between conflict resolution styles in
marital and parent–adolescent relationships could indicate
both an effect on adolescents’ conflict resolution styles with
parents and an effect on parents’ conflict resolution styles
with adolescents. We explicitly wanted to examine whether

transmission to adolescents’ conflict resolution styles with
parents occurs and thus investigated whether the conflict
resolution styles adolescents use over time can be explained
by the way parents handle marital conflicts. We call this
transmission, that is, the process of transfer of mood, affect,
or behavior from one person to another person (Bolger,
DeLongis, Kessler, & Wethington, 1989; Larson &
Almeida, 1999). Although sometimes this process has been
labeled spillover (Erel & Burman, 1995; Larson & Almeida,
1999), according to the original definition, spillover refers
only to the direct transfer of mood, affect, or behavior
within one person from one setting to another (Bolger et al.,
1989; Repetti, 1987) and is therefore more applicable to the
link between fathers’ conflict resolution styles with mothers
and fathers’ conflict resolution styles with adolescents as
well as mothers’ conflict resolution styles with fathers and
mothers’ conflict resolution styles with adolescents.

However, family systems theory also stresses the mu-
tual influences between family relations. That is, it also
highlights the importance of examining how parent–
adolescent relationships affect marital relationships (Cox
et al., 2001) and suggests the possibility that the way
adolescents resolve conflicts with their parents affects the
way parents resolve conflicts with each other over time.
Although the aforementioned studies that have found a
link between marital and parent–adolescent relationships
(Noller et al., 1995, 2000; Reese-Weber, 2000; Reese-
Weber & Bartle-Haring, 1998; Rinaldi & Howe, 2003) all
suggest that marital relationships influence parent–
adolescent relationships, they cannot, because of their
cross-sectional design, rule out the possibility that
parent–adolescent relationships influence marital rela-
tionships or that both subsystems influence each other.

In sum, we longitudinally investigated whether the way
adolescents resolve conflicts with their parents can be ex-
plained by the way parents resolve conflicts with each other.
Because we used a longitudinal design, we were able to
draw conclusions about the direction of effects: Does the
way parents resolve conflicts with each other influence the
way adolescents resolve conflicts with their parents or vice
versa, or do both family subsystems influence each other?
We investigated how positive problem solving, conflict
engagement, and withdrawal in marital relationships are
related to, respectively, positive problem solving, conflict
engagement, and withdrawal in adolescent–parent relation-
ships 2 years later. We used independent perspectives, as
marital conflict resolution styles were measured by both
fathers’ and mothers’ perceptions, and adolescent–parent
conflict resolution styles were measured by adolescents’
perceptions of their conflict resolution styles with both
fathers and mothers. We tested whether the conflict resolu-
tion styles parents use with each other were significantly
related to the conflict resolution styles adolescents use with
their parents over time. Moreover, we tested whether the
path from marital conflict resolution to adolescent–parent
conflict resolution was significantly stronger than the re-
verse path.
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Method

Participants

Participants in this study came from the family sample
of the CONAMORE longitudinal study (Conflict and
Management of Relationships; Meeus et al., 2004). In the
main study of CONAMORE, 938 young adolescents
(mean age � 12.4 years, SD � 0.6, range � 10 –15 years)
and 393 middle adolescents (mean age � 16.7 years,
SD � 0.8, range � 16 –20 years) from 12 high schools
located in the province of Utrecht, the Netherlands, an-
nually filled out a battery of questionnaires at school. At
the first measurement, the Dutch young adolescents re-
ceived a letter including an invitation to participate with
both parents during annual home visits as well. Of the
families invited, 491 families initially agreed to partici-
pate. Because of our restriction of including only two-
parent Dutch families, 90 one-parent families who agreed
to participate were not able to take part in this additional
research project. Of the remaining 401 families, 323
families were randomly selected to participate from
Wave 2 onward. We refer to this sample as the family
sample. Of these 323 families, 320 families participated
at Wave 4 (attrition was less than 1%). In our analyses we
used only families with complete data on two measure-
ment waves over a 2-year time interval, so the final
sample consisted of 282 adolescents and their parents.
We refer to Wave 2 as Time 1 and to Wave 4 as Time 2.

Of the adolescents who participated in the family sample,
138 were boys (48.9%). At the first measurement wave of
the family sample, the mean age of the adolescents was 13.2
years (SD � 0.5, range � 11–15 years); the mean age of the
fathers and mothers was, respectively, 46.9 years (SD � 5.1,
range � 35–65) and 44.2 years (SD � 4.1, range � 34–55
years). Most adolescents named Dutch as their main ethnic
identity (99.3%) and lived with both parents (98.6%).

Adolescents were relatively highly educated with approx-
imately 50% of the adolescents at schools preparing for
university, 35% of the adolescents at schools preparing for
higher education, and 15% of the adolescents at schools
preparing for blue-collar work (because some classes are
combination classes of different school levels, exact num-
bers cannot be provided). The educational level of the
fathers and mothers could be differentiated as 27.3% and
32.0% low–middle, and 72.7% and 68.0% high, respec-
tively.

Analyses were performed to test whether there were
differences between the adolescents who participated in the
family sample and those who did not. When selecting the
comparison group, we controlled for the fact that only
adolescents from intact Dutch families were invited to take
part in the family sample. A multivariate analysis of vari-
ance showed no differences between participants in the
family sample and nonparticipants on age, gender, and
adolescents’ conflict resolution styles with fathers and
mothers at Wave 2, F(8, 634) � 2.20, p � .01.

Procedure

Before the study, both adolescents and their parents re-
ceived written information and, if the adolescent wished to
participate, were required to provide written informed con-
sent. Interviewers visited the schools and asked participat-
ing adolescents to gather in classrooms to fill out a ques-
tionnaire. Interviewers also visited the families at home.
During these home visits, adolescents filled out an addi-
tional questionnaire and both parents also filled out a ques-
tionnaire. The adolescents and their parents were instructed
to fill out the questionnaire independent of each other.
Results were processed anonymously. Each wave, families
received €27 ($35.95), for participating and adolescents
received an additional amount of €10 ($13.32), for partici-
pating at school.

Measures of Conflict Resolution Styles

Conflict resolution styles were measured by Kurdek’s
Conflict Resolution Style Inventory (Kurdek, 1994). The
scores on three conflict resolution styles were used for this
study: conflict engagement, positive problem solving, and
withdrawal. Fathers and mothers rated the conflict resolu-
tion styles they used in conflicts with each other at both
measurement waves. Adolescents rated the conflict resolu-
tion styles they used in conflicts with both fathers and
mothers, also at both measurement waves. Each style was
measured by five items, and these items were rated on a
5-point Likert-type scale with response options ranging
from never to always. Conflict engagement was measured
by items such as “getting furious and losing my temper,”
and “letting myself go and saying things I do not really
mean.” Positive problem solving involved making compro-
mises (e.g., “negotiating and trying to find a solution that is
mutually acceptable”) and discussing the conflict effectively
(e.g., “sitting down and discussing the differences of opin-
ion”). Items used to measure withdrawal were, for example,
“not listening anymore,” “refusing to talk any longer,” and
“withdrawing from the situation.”

Factor analyses showed the expected three-factor struc-
ture with all loadings greater than .36, both for marital and
adolescent–parent conflict resolution styles. With regard to
the marital relationship, this factor structure was also found
by Kurdek (1994). The temporal stability of the conflict
resolution styles in the marital and adolescent–parent rela-
tionship was moderately high, ranging from .48 to .72 (see
Table 1). The stability coefficients that were found in the
marital relationship are comparable to previous findings
(Kurdek, 1994), although there the 1-year stability was
computed. Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .85 to .94, .76 to
.84, and .78 to .86 for adolescents’ conflict resolution with
parents on positive problem solving, conflict engagement,
and withdrawal, respectively. For fathers’ and mothers’
conflict resolution styles with each other, Cronbach’s alphas
ranged from .85 to .88, .74 to .79, and .81 to .83 on positive
problem solving, conflict engagement, and withdrawal, re-
spectively.
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Results

To answer our research question, we performed path
analyses with cross-lagged effects for each conflict resolu-
tion style separately by means of structural equation mod-
eling using AMOS (Arbuckle, 2003). A latent model was
constructed for each conflict resolution style separately (i.e.,
positive problem solving, conflict engagement, and with-
drawal). Conflict resolution in marital relationships was
measured as a latent variable with fathers’ conflict resolu-
tion style with mothers and mothers’ conflict resolution
style with fathers as indicators. To ensure the same influ-
ence of fathers’ and mothers’ style on the construct, we
fixed all factor loadings to 1. Conflict resolution of adoles-
cents with parents was measured as a latent construct with
adolescents’ conflict resolution style with mothers and fa-
thers as indicators. Again, all factor loadings were fixed to
1 to ensure equal importance of the conflict resolution style
in adolescent–father and adolescent–mother relationships.
Corresponding measurement errors of each observed vari-
able at Time 1 and Time 2 were allowed to correlate across
the two time points. For example, the error of mothers’
conflict resolution style with fathers at Time 1 was allowed
to correlate with the error of mothers’ conflict resolution
style with fathers at Time 2. The conceptual model is shown

in Figure 1. The correlations between the indicators of
marital and adolescent–parent relationships at each mea-
surement wave are presented in Table 1.

To evaluate the fit of each model, we used the goodness-
of-fit index (GFI), the nonnormed fit index (NNFI), and the
root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA). For
values of GFI and NNFI, values above .90 indicate accept-
able fit and values above .95 indicate good fit (Hu &
Bentler, 1999). RMSEA values up to .06 represent a close fit
of the model. The coefficients in the figures are standardized
estimates.

Figure 2 represents the maximum-likelihood results of
the model for positive problem solving. This model pro-
vided a good fit to the data. Compared with a model without
the cross-lagged paths, this model provided a significantly
better fit, ��2(2) � 10.06, p � .05. The results of this model
showed a very high stability of positive problem solving in
marital relationships over the two measurement waves (� �
.96, p � .01). The stability of positive problem solving in
adolescent–parent relationships was moderately high (� �
.53, p � .01). At Time 1, a significant relation was found
between positive problem solving in marital relationships
and positive problem solving in adolescent–parent relation-
ships (r � .25, p � .05). Moreover, positive problem

Table 1
Intercorrelations Between Indicators of Conflict Resolution Styles in Marital Relationships and Adolescent–Parent
Relationships at Time 1 (T1) and Time 2 (T2)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Positive problem solving

1. Mothers with fathers, T1 —
2. Fathers with mothers, T1 .24** —
3. Adolescents with mothers, T1 .15* .10 —
4. Adolescents with fathers, T1 .07 .11 .76** —
5. Mothers with fathers, T2 .64** .34** .12* .12* —
6. Fathers with mothers, T2 .20** .64** .08 .08 .32** —
7. Adolescents with mothers, T2 .17* .17** .54** .46** .14* .16** —
8. Adolescents with fathers, T2 .20** .22** .44** .48** .16** .22** .75** —

Conflict engagement

1. Mothers with fathers, T1 —
2. Fathers with mothers, T1 .29** —
3. Adolescents with mothers, T1 .11 .06 —
4. Adolescents with fathers, T1 .11 .05 .81** —
5. Mothers with fathers, T2 .68** .27** .08 .02 —
6. Fathers with mothers, T2 .36** .72** .02 .05 .29** —
7. Adolescents with mothers, T2 .13* .13* .59** .54** .14* .13* —
8. Adolescents with fathers, T2 .07 .12* .44** .50** .08 .09 .74** —

Withdrawal

1. Mothers with fathers, T1 —
2. Fathers with mothers, T1 .30** —
3. Adolescents with mothers, T1 .19** .11 —
4. Adolescents with fathers, T1 .15** .10 .78** —
5. Mothers with fathers, T2 .60** .29** .23** .16** —
6. Fathers with mothers, T2 .23** .63** .04 .05 .36** —
7. Adolescents with mothers, T2 .15* .05 .52** .54** .19** .04 —
8. Adolescents with fathers, T2 .19** .09 .48** .59** .24** .07 .74** —
* p � .05. ** p � .01.
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solving in marital relationships was significantly related to
positive problem solving in adolescent–parent relationships
2 years later (� � .24, p � .01). The path from positive
problem solving in adolescent–parent relationships to pos-
itive problem solving in marital relationships was not sig-
nificant (� � –.05). Critical ratio (CR) comparisons of these
coefficients showed that the path from marital to
adolescent–parent relationships was significantly stronger
than the reverse path (CR � –2.900, p � .01, one-tailed).
Thus, positive problem solving of adolescents with parents
can be explained over time by the use of positive problem
solving by parents in conflicts with each other.

The results for the relation between conflict engagement
in marital relationships and adolescent–parent relationships
are shown in Figure 3. When we tested this model, a
negative disturbance term for marital conflict engagement
appeared. Because this value is not possible, we decided to
set this value to .01. This model provided a good fit to the
data. Compared with a model without the cross-lagged
paths, this model provided a significantly better fit,

��2(2) � 6.694, p � .01. Again, the results of this model
showed a high stability of the conflict resolution style used
in marital relationships over the two measurement points
(� � .95, p � .01). The stability of conflict engagement in
adolescent–parent relationships was moderately high (� �
.61, p � .01). At Time 1, no significant relation was found
between conflict engagement in marital relationships and
conflict engagement in adolescent–parent relationships (r �
.15). However, conflict engagement in marital relationships
was significantly related to conflict engagement in
adolescent–parent relationships 2 years later (� � .17, p �
.05). The reverse path, from adolescent–parent conflict en-
gagement to marital conflict engagement, was not signifi-
cant (� � –.07). Furthermore, critical ratio comparisons of
these coefficients indicated that the path from marital to
adolescent–parent relationships was significantly stronger
than the reverse path (CR � –2.465, p � .01, one-tailed).

Figure 4 shows the results of the model for withdrawal.
As with the other two models, this model provided a good
fit to the data. However, compared with a model without the

Figure 1. Model estimated to assess the longitudinal association between conflict resolution styles
in marital and adolescent–parent relationships. E � measurement error; D � disturbance.
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cross-lagged paths, this model did not provide a signifi-
cantly better fit, ��2(2) � 1.409, p � .05. Nevertheless, in
order to be able to compare the different conflict resolution
styles, we report the results of the model with the cross-
lagged paths. Stability of withdrawal in marital and
adolescent–parent relationships was, respectively, very high
and moderately high (� � .81, p � .01, and � � .64, p �
.01). The relation between withdrawal in marital relation-
ships and adolescent–parent relationships was significant at
Time 1 (r � .28, p � .01). However, withdrawal in marital
relationships was not significantly related to withdrawal in
adolescent–parent relationships 2 years later (� � .09). The
relation between withdrawal in adolescent–parent relation-
ships and withdrawal in marital relationships 2 years later
was also not significant (� � .00).

Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to investigate
whether the way adolescents resolve conflicts with their
parents could be explained by the way parents resolve
conflicts with each other or, in other words, whether trans-

mission of conflict resolution styles from marital to
adolescent–parent relationships occurred. The results
clearly show that the use of positive problem solving and
conflict engagement by adolescents in parent–adolescent
relationships can be explained longitudinally by the use of,
respectively, positive problem solving and conflict engage-
ment in marital relationships. Although it has been sug-
gested that the negative always has more impact on human
behavior than the positive (Baumeister, Bratslavsky,
Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001), we found that transmission
occurred for both positive and negative conflict resolution.

To our knowledge, this is the first study that examined the
relation between marital conflict resolution styles and
adolescent–parent conflict resolution styles longitudinally.
Our study found support for the notion that conflict resolu-
tion styles in marital relationships influence adolescents’
conflict resolution styles with parents over time after con-
trolling for concurrent relations between conflict resolution
styles in marital relationships and adolescent–parent rela-
tionships. By focusing on adolescents’ own conflict resolu-
tion styles in relationships with parents, our results allow us

Marital
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χ2 (15, N = 282) = 19.7 
 p = .18 
χ2 /df = 1.31 
GFI = .98 
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*p < .05. **p < .01 

Figure 2. Relation between positive problem solving in marital and adolescent–parent relation-
ships. GFI � goodness-of-fit index; NNFI � nonnormed fit index; RMSEA � root-mean-square
error of approximation.
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Figure 3. Relation between conflict engagement in marital and adolescent–parent relationships.
GFI � goodness-of-fit index; NNFI � nonnormed fit index; RMSEA � root-mean-square error of
approximation.
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to conclude that the effects found from marital relationships
to adolescents’ relationships with parents over time are
transmission effects from parents to adolescents and not
spillover effects of parents from one relational context to
another. The use of independent reports for marital conflict
resolution and adolescent conflict resolution further
strengthens this conclusion and ensures that reporter bias
could not explain the relation we found.

Our results might be explained by family systems theory,
which indicates that subsystems within the family are hier-
archically arranged, with the largest influence being that of
the marital relationship. Our finding that marital conflict
resolution styles influence adolescent–parent conflict reso-
lution styles more strongly than the other way around is in
line with this hierarchical organization. However, family
systems theory also emphasizes the importance of bidirec-
tionality, and therefore the idea that adolescents’ conflict
resolution styles with parents might also influence the way
parents resolve conflicts with each other (Cox et al., 2001).
However, when it comes to conflict resolution styles, we
found no indication for bidirectionality between the marital
and adolescent–parent subsystem. The consequences of
marital conflict for children’s and adolescents’ adjustment
have been extensively examined (for reviews, see Davies &
Cummings, 1994; Grych & Fincham, 1990; Zimet & Jacob,
2001). Our research extends these results, in that we found
that conflict resolution styles in marital relationships also
have consequences for the way adolescents handle conflicts
with their parents over time. An alternative explanation for
our findings may be that the effects we found are, at least to
some extent, developmental in nature. It is possible that the
genetic resemblance to parents becomes apparent in adoles-
cence (e.g., Plomin et al., 1993).

Although we distinguished transmission from spillover
effects, spillover effects might still play a role in explaining
the transmission of conflict resolution styles from marital to
adolescent–parent relationships, albeit in a more indirect
way. The fact that marital conflict spills over to parents’
behavior in the parent–child relationship has been widely
acknowledged (Erel & Burman, 1995; Krishnakumar &

Buehler, 2000). In our study, it is possible that when parents
use a certain resolution style with each other during con-
flicts, this might spill over to conflict resolution styles
fathers and mothers use during conflicts with their adoles-
cents. As a consequence, adolescents might reciprocate that
same resolution style. Thus, although we distinguished the
conflict resolution styles of adolescents and parents, the
conflict resolution styles parents use in conflicts with their
adolescents might still mediate the relation we found be-
tween conflict resolution styles in marital relationships and
adolescent–parent relationships.

No significant result emerged for the conflict resolution
style characterized by withdrawal. Although two studies
(Reese-Weber & Bartle-Haring, 1998; Rinaldi & Howe,
2003) found a significant relation between withdrawal in
marital and parent–adolescent relationships, we found this
relation only concurrently and were unable to find this
relation longitudinally. An explanation for this nonsignifi-
cant result regarding transmission of withdrawal might be
that withdrawal in the marital relationship is less visible for
adolescents than the other conflict resolution styles and thus
it is less likely that adolescents imitate this style or construct
internal working models of this style. Withdrawal might
also conceal the underlying conflict. For adolescents, it
might appear as if their parents have no conflicts, and thus
it is also less probable that this conflict resolution style will
be transmitted to adolescent–parent relationships. Results of
a meta-analysis by Krishnakumar and Buehler (2000) indi-
cate that the spillover effect from marital conflict to parent-
ing behaviors was the strongest for overt conflict between
parents. This suggests that more covert conflict resolution
styles by parents, like withdrawal, might affect parent–
adolescent relationships less strongly. The same might be
true for transmission of covert conflict resolution styles.

Although our study provides interesting findings regard-
ing the transmission of conflict resolution styles between
family subsystems, it also has a number of limitations. First,
we used self-reports only to assess conflict resolution styles.
More objective data would be obtained when using, for
instance, observations or reports from more than one per-
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Figure 4. Relation between withdrawal in marital and adolescent–parent relationships. GFI �
goodness-of-fit index; NNFI � nonnormed fit index; RMSEA � root-mean-square error of approx-
imation.
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son. Second, by focusing on multiple conflict resolution
styles at the same time, we were unable to examine whether
transmission of conflict resolution styles that were predom-
inantly used occurs. However, research on adolescents’
conflicts with parents found that the use of several conflict
resolution styles by the same person is quite common
(Rubenstein & Feldman, 1993). Third, future research
should extend our findings to other types of families, for
example, less well-functioning families, and should con-
sider transmission of conflict resolution styles to other fam-
ily subsystems, for example, sibling relationships. There is
an indication that transmission from parent–adolescent to
sibling relationships might occur, for these family sub-
systems have been found to be related (Noller et al., 1995,
2000; Reese-Weber, 2000; Rinaldi & Howe, 2003). Fourth,
future research might differentiate transmission of conflict
resolution styles for the four dyads, that is, the daughter–
mother, daughter–father, son–mother, and son–father dyad.
Finally, it might be interesting to investigate the moderating
role of both marital and parent–adolescent conflict on the
transmission process.

In conclusion, the current study clearly shows that the
way adolescents resolve conflicts with parents can be ex-
plained longitudinally by the way parents resolve conflicts
with each other. When parents use more positive problem
solving during marital conflicts, adolescents will also use
this style more when facing conflicts with parents. On the
other hand, when parents use more conflict engagement
during marital conflicts, they will also encounter conflict
engagement by their adolescents in their conflicts. Thus, for
parents, it is an important lesson to handle conflicts better
for the sake of their children and for themselves. Moreover,
by focusing on adolescent conflict resolution styles in
parent–adolescent relationships, we were able to provide a
more accurate picture of how marital and parent–adolescent
relationships are related. This increases our knowledge
about the mechanism behind the relation of conflict resolu-
tion styles between family subsystems.
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