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Adolescents’ and mothers’ conflict management
constellations: Links with individual and relational
functioning
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Abstract
In the present multi-informant study, we examined dyadic combinations of adolescent and maternal conflict
management styles through stepwise latent class analysis. We investigated how these dyadic conflict classes related to
adolescents’ and mothers’ perceptions of individual and relational functioning (depressive symptoms, self-esteem,
conflict frequency, relationship satisfaction, parenting), both concurrently and over time. Four conflict styles were
investigated: positive problem solving, withdrawal, conflict engagement, and compliance. Questionnaires were
completed by 526 adolescents and mothers. Findings pointed to four meaningful conflict management constellations:
Dyadic Positive Management, Unbalanced Management, Adolescent Negative Management and Dyadic Negative
Management. These constellations were differentially related to individual and relational factors. This study emphasized
the importance of a typological dyadic approach in examining conflict management.

“Where on earth were you? Why didn’t
you answer your phone?” “It was on silent
mode, mum! I was watching a movie.” “You
could have called me back afterwards!”
“Jesus, mum, I’m not a child anymore!”

OR

“Where on earth were you? Why didn’t
you answer your phone?” “It was on silent
mode, mum! I was watching a movie.”
“Ooh, I didn’t know that… I was really
worried about you. Could you send me a
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quick text next time just to let me know
you’re ok?” “Sure, mum, I’ll try to keep it
in mind, but you also got to realize I’m not
a child anymore.” “That’s true.”

Both of these interactions are quite common
between adolescents and their mothers. In
adolescence, parent–adolescent relationships
undergo important changes resulting in a
potential increase in conflicts about everyday
issues, especially with mothers (Chung, Flook,
& Fuligni, 2009; Collins & Laursen, 2004).
Some theorists argue that conflicts are not
necessarily detrimental for adolescent devel-
opment and may be functional because they
stimulate adolescents’ autonomy and identity
development (Collins & Steinberg, 2006). In
contrast, other theorists stress the long-term
negative impact of intense, reoccurring, and
dysfunctional conflicts on adolescents’ and
parents’ individual and relational function-
ing (Moed et al., 2014; Tucker, McHale, &
Crouter, 2003). The positive or negative con-
sequences of conflicts may depend on the way
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conflicts are handled, as conflict management
is potentially more important than conflict fre-
quency (Adams & Laursen, 2007). With regard
to the two examples previously mentioned, the
first interaction between mother and teenager
evolves in a more dysfunctional way as the
mother and teenager argue with little mutual
understanding. In the second example, the
mother explains her concerns and the teenager
expresses his or her need to act independently
in a more constructive dialogue.

Conflict management is defined as the
behaviors people enact during a conflict. The
dual-concern model (Pruitt & Carnevale, 1993)
states that conflict management behaviors can
be situated along two dimensions, namely, con-
cern for the self and for others. Based on this
theoretical framework and the empirical litera-
ture on marital and parent–adolescent conflict
management (Kurdek, 1994; Rubenstein &
Feldman, 1993; Van Doorn, Branje, & Meeus,
2008), we focused on four conflict manage-
ment styles that adolescents and parents use
when they have disputes with each other.
Positive problem solving involves trying to
understand the other’s point of view and
negotiating the conflict effectively to find a
compromise, reflecting high concern for the
self and others. Conflict engagement involves
destructive behaviors, including attacking
the other verbally, being defensive, or losing
self-control, reflecting high concern for the
self and low concern for the other. Withdrawal
involves avoiding the problem, avoiding talk-
ing, and becoming distant, reflecting low
concern for the self and the other. Compliance
involves giving in to the other party without
expressing one’s point of view, reflecting low
concern for the self and high concern for the
other.

The majority of studies on parent–
adolescent conflict management examined the
associations between different conflict styles
and several correlates using a variable-centered
approach and with an almost exclusive focus
on adolescents’ conflict styles. These studies
have provided valuable information on how
adolescents’ conflict styles are related to their
psychosocial functioning (e.g., Van Doorn
et al., 2008), but their analytical approach
assumes that similar mean-level effects apply

to all individuals in the sample. However, we
know from family system theories (e.g., Min-
uchin, 1985) that conflict styles are not used in
isolation (Branje, Van Doorn, Van der Valk, &
Meeus, 2009), that family members influence
each other during conflict interactions, and
that families differ from one another in their
ways of dealing with conflicts. Drawing from
this systemic perspective, the main aim of
this study was to identify types of naturally
occurring mother–adolescent dyads that have
a similar pattern of conflict styles and that dif-
fer systematically from other types of dyads.
This study adds to the current literature in at
least two ways. First, by incorporating four
different conflict management styles from
both adolescents and mothers, we introduce a
dyadic typological approach instead of focus-
ing on separate styles from one partner only,
hereby complementing the current knowledge
of mother–adolescent conflict management
based on variable-centered approaches. A
typological approach groups individuals, or in
this case dyads, into different clusters based
on differences on a set of constructs. Each
cluster contains dyads who are similar to each
other on these constructs and different from
dyads in other clusters (Muthén & Muthén,
2000). Second, we link these dyadic conflict
management constellations to relational and
individual aspects of adolescents’ and mothers’
functioning, from both the adolescent and the
mother perspective. In addition, adolescents’
individual and relational functioning was
assessed at two yearly time points, allowing
us to examine possible over-time changes in
these variables in the different dyadic conflict
constellations. By doing so, we aim to gain a
better understanding of the conflict manage-
ment constellations in terms of differential
mother and adolescent functioning. The vast
majority of studies on this topic have primarily
focused on the impact of conflict variables on
adolescent adjustment, but have neglected the
impact on mothers’ adjustment (Caughlin &
Malis, 2004a). Because conflict management
is a dyadic process, conflict management is
related not only to adolescents’ perceptions of
individual and relational functioning, but also
to mothers’ functioning and perceived rela-
tionship quality. Several scholars have argued



Adolescents’ and mothers’ conflict management constellations 839

that mothers suffer more from conflictual
interactions than their adolescents (Steinberg,
2001).

Constellations of adolescents’ and mothers’
conflict management styles

Conflict management is a dyadic process
wherein both partners interact and use dif-
ferent strategies to deal with conflicts. Most
research on conflict management has focused
on the unique effects of management styles on
adolescents’ functioning from the perspective
of the adolescent. However, a few studies
have adopted a dyadic perspective using a
typological approach or by combining specific
adolescent and parental conflict styles. For
instance, a study by Van Doorn et al. (2008)
used a priori theorized conflict combinations
in relation to adolescent delinquency, namely,
adolescent and parental conflict engagement
(reciprocal hostility), and adolescent with-
drawal and parental conflict engagement
(demand–withdraw). In this study, the combi-
nations were constructed as interaction terms
in a regression analysis. Another study by
Branje et al. (2009) identified five clusters
based on the conflict styles adolescents used
with their mothers and fathers. This latter
study demonstrated that conflict styles are not
used in isolation and that the effect of a specific
conflict management strategy might depend
on the constellation of strategies in which it is
used. When withdrawal was the only strategy
used to resolve conflicts with parents, con-
flict frequency was more strongly related to
externalizing problems, but when withdrawal
was used in combination with other styles,
conflict frequency was more strongly related to
internalizing problems (Branje et al., 2009). In
addition, according to family system theories
(Cook & Kenny, 2005; Lollis & Kuczynski,
1997), both partners in a dyadic relationship
influence each other and contribute to personal
and relationship adjustment. Thus, adoles-
cents’ ways of dealing with conflicts evoke
certain maternal conflict styles and vice versa.

Based on previous work on parent–
adolescent and marital relationships, we
can expect at least three constellations to
emerge when combining conflict management

styles of adolescents and mothers. First, Pat-
terson’s coercion theory (1982) emphasizes
the bidirectional nature of parent–adolescent
interactions and has revealed a constellation
of mutual hostility between parents and chil-
dren characterized by angry and coercive
interactions. Negative and hostile interactions
from one partner can elicit similar interactions
from the other party. Gottman (1994) also
identified these negative reciprocal interac-
tions in couples and argued that couples who
often get stuck in these types of interactions
might end up in an “absorbing state” that
hinders constructive outcomes. In the recent
parent–adolescent conflict literature, evidence
was found for a coercive cycle between parents
and adolescents characterized by high levels
of angry affect and conflict escalation (Moed
et al., 2014; Van Doorn et al., 2008).

Second, the demand–withdraw pattern has
received substantial attention in the literature
on marital relationships (Sillars, Canary, &
Tafoya, 2004) and has been related to poor mar-
ital adjustment (Caughlin & Huston, 2002).
This interaction sequence refers to conflict sit-
uations wherein one partner is criticizing or
demanding and the other partner reacts with
avoiding behaviors. This sequence has also
been described in a small number of stud-
ies on parent–adolescent conflicts (Caughlin
& Malis, 2004a, 2004b; Van Doorn et al.,
2008). Third, given that many families func-
tion well and this remains the case during
adolescence (Eisenberg et al., 2008; Smetana,
Campione-Barr, & Metzger, 2006), a constel-
lation characterized by relatively high levels of
mutual positive problem solving and moderate
to low levels on the other three conflict styles
might also emerge. According to the social
problem-solving model (Jaffee & D’Zurilla,
2003), adolescents and parents with adequate
problem-solving skills deal with interpersonal
conflicts in a more appropriate and construc-
tive manner and this is hypothesized to relate
to various domains of psychosocial adjustment
(Van Doorn et al., 2008).

Because this is the first study including
the four conflict styles mentioned above of
both adolescents and mothers in a typological
approach, other constellations of adolescent
and maternal conflict management might
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emerge as well. For instance, based on the
finding that early adolescents have a tendency
to comply or be avoidant during conflicts
with mothers (Laursen, 1993), we might also
discover a conflict management constellation
characterized by moderate to high scores
on maternal problem solving and adolescent
compliance and/or withdrawal.

Conflict management constellations
and relational and individual functioning

The social relational model considers conflicts
as important catalysts for relationship and
autonomy development (Collins, Laursen,
Mortensen, Luebker, & Ferreira, 1997).
This theory also states that the quality of
parent–adolescent conflict interactions plays
a crucial role in this development. Positive
and constructive conflict interactions represent
an open climate wherein several options are
explored and relate to more satisfying rela-
tionships and individual well-being. Negative
and hostile interactions hinder autonomous
exploration and relate to dissatisfying rela-
tionships and reduced well-being (Laursen
& Collins, 2009). Therefore, the dyadic con-
stellation of conflict management behaviors
is thought to have important implications for
parent–child relationship quality and individ-
ual psychosocial adjustment. Drawing from
this social relational model, we distinguish
three important markers of relationship func-
tioning (i.e., parenting dimensions, conflict
frequency, and relationship satisfaction) and
two markers of individual functioning (i.e.,
depressive symptoms and self-esteem).

Conflict management behaviors of ado-
lescents and mothers are embedded in their
relationship functioning. A first factor that
might be related to mother–adolescent con-
flict management constellations is maternal
parenting. Because conflicts are emotional
events (Jones, 2001), we focus on three par-
enting dimensions that reflect the affective
quality of parent–adolescent relationships
(Duriez, Soenens, & Vansteenkiste, 2007).
The first dimension, responsiveness, is the
parents’ capacity to attune to children’s needs
and to react in a warm and involved manner
in times of distress. The second dimension,

psychological control, can be described as the
use of manipulative techniques, such as guilt
induction, conditional loving, or shaming,
that intrude in the child’s psychological world
(Barber, 1996). The third dimension, auton-
omy support, refers to parents’ sensitivity to
and support for adolescents’ own values and
interests (Grolnick, 2002).

To date, no study has addressed the associa-
tions between the constellations of adolescent
and maternal conflict management styles
described earlier and these three parenting
dimensions. However, some studies have
investigated associations between simi-
lar parent–child relationship variables and
conflict-related behaviors. Adequate fam-
ily problem-solving skills, characterized by
compromise and low avoidance, have been
positively associated with responsive and
consistent parenting. Maladaptive family
problem-solving skills, characterized by hos-
tile behaviors, have been related to rejecting
and controlling parenting (Capaldi, Forgatch,
& Crosby, 1994; Rubenstein & Feldman,
1993; Rueter & Conger, 1995; Tucker et al.,
2003). Autonomy supportive parenting has not
been empirically related to parent–adolescent
conflict management behaviors, but it has
been linked to more social competence in the
peer context (Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2005).
As conflict management in the parent–child
relationship has been found to be related
to conflict management in friendships (Van
Doorn, Branje, VanderValk, De Goede, &
Meeus, 2011), we might expect a positive
association between mutual problem solving
and autonomy supportive parenting. When
mothers respect and promote their children’s
decision making, conflicts may be dealt with
in a more constructive dialogic manner. In
general, positive parenting may create a
trustful relational context, which allows ado-
lescents and mothers to handle their conflicts
constructively (Van der Giessen et al., 2015).

Conflict frequency, a second important
aspect of the parent–adolescent relationship,
may also be related to conflict management of
mothers and adolescents. Conflict frequency
has often been considered a predictor for
adolescent internalizing and externalizing
problems (Shek, 1997; Tucker et al., 2003).
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Adolescents and mothers who use more pos-
itive problem solving may be better able to
reduce conflicts and cultivate a more egalitar-
ian relationship (Collins & Laursen, 2004). In
the relatively few studies that addressed the
associations between conflict frequency and
management styles, a positive association was
found between conflict frequency and negative
management tactics between adolescents and
mothers (Branje et al., 2009; Eisenberg et al.,
2008). Similarly, Rueter and Conger (1995)
demonstrated that effective family conflict
management was predictive of fewer conflicts.
Further research is needed to examine how
conflict management by both dyad members is
related to conflict frequency.

A third important contextual factor is
relationship satisfaction. In the literature on
marital relationships, there is strong support
for a link between conflict styles and marital
satisfaction (Cramer, 2000; Driver, Tabares,
Shapiro, Nahm, & Gottman, 2003). In the
parent–adolescent literature, some studies
showed links between family communication
quality, being broader than conflict styles, and
relationship satisfaction (e.g., Sillars, Koerner,
& Fitzpatrick, 2005). Only a few studies have
examined specific conflict styles in relation to
parent–adolescent relationship satisfaction.
Children were more satisfied with the quality
of the relationship when using a compromis-
ing or complying conflict style (Zhang, 2007),
whereas destructive styles characterized by a
demand–withdraw interaction were associated
with lower relationship satisfaction for both
parents and adolescents (Caughlin & Malis,
2004b; La Valley & Guerrero, 2012). In a
daily diary study by Van Doorn, Branje, Hox,
and Meeus (2009), adolescents’ relationship
satisfaction with mothers was greater on days
with constructive conflicts than on days with
destructive conflicts. Thus, our study can
provide insight into how naturally occurring
dyadic conflict management constellations
relate to maternal and adolescent relationship
satisfaction.

In addition to relational aspects of adoles-
cents’ and mothers’ functioning, two aspects
of individual adjustment were examined in this
study: depressive complaints of adolescents
and mothers and adolescents’ self-esteem.

Several studies have focused on the associa-
tions between conflict styles and internalizing
problems, predominantly focusing on ado-
lescent adjustment. Higher levels of conflict
avoidance and attack were positively associ-
ated with adolescents’ internalizing problems,
whereas compromise was related to fewer
problems (Rubenstein & Feldman, 1993).
Effective conflict management with mothers
was associated with lower levels of adolescent
depression and higher levels of self-esteem
(Tucker et al., 2003). According to Leary’s
(2005) sociometer theory of self-esteem,
rejection by significant others is related to
lowered self-esteem. Caughlin and Malis
(2004b) indeed found inverse associations
between demand–withdraw patterns in the
parent–adolescent relationship and adoles-
cent and parental self-esteem. The authors
argued that withdrawing and demanding (i.e.,
criticizing and nagging) behaviors during con-
flicts can be interpreted as a form of rejection
and, hence, have an impact on the partner’s
self-esteem. Drawing from findings in the
marital literature indicating that avoiding con-
flict strategies are related to wives’ depressive
symptoms (Marchand & Hock, 2000), it is
reasonable to expect that destructive conflict
management constellations between mothers
and adolescents are associated with mothers’
depressive symptoms.

The present study

To summarize, the following research
questions were addressed in the present
multi-informant study. First, we aimed at
identifying dyadic combinations or constel-
lations of adolescent and maternal conflict
management styles. Second, we expected that
these dyadic conflict style combinations would
relate differentially to adolescents’ and moth-
ers’ perceptions of individual and relational
functioning. Based on the above-mentioned lit-
erature, we tentatively expected the following
combinations and associations with adoles-
cents’ and maternal functioning (see Table 1
for an overview of the hypothesized com-
binations). First, we expected a combination
characterized by high levels of mutual problem
solving and moderate to low levels on all other
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Table 1. Hypothesized classes based on adolescents’ and mothers’ conflict management styles

Conflict style
Dyadic Positive

Management
A demand/
M withdraw

Dyadic Hostile
Management

Positive problem solving A High Low Low
Conflict engagement A Low to moderate High High
Withdrawal A Low to moderate Low to moderate Moderate
Compliance A Low to moderate Low to moderate Low to moderate
Positive problem solving M High Low Low
Conflict engagement M Low to moderate Moderate High
Withdrawal M Low to moderate High Moderate
Compliance M Low to moderate Low to moderate Low to moderate

Note. A= adolescent; M=mother. The A demand/M withdraw might also appear in the opposite direction (M demand/
A withdraw).

conflict styles (Dyadic Positive Management).
This constellation would be associated with the
most favorable profile, namely, higher scores
on responsive and autonomous parenting,
relationship satisfaction, and self-esteem and
lower scores on psychological control, conflict
frequency, and depressive symptoms. Second,
we expected a combination of high scores on
adolescent conflict engagement and maternal
withdrawal (Adolescent Demand/Maternal
Withdraw) and moderate to low scores on
compliance and problem solving. The opposite
pattern might also emerge, namely, high scores
on maternal conflict engagement and adoles-
cent withdrawal. This demand–withdraw
constellation is expected to relate positively
to psychological control, conflict frequency,
and depressive symptoms and negatively to
warm and autonomous parenting, relation-
ship satisfaction, and self-esteem. Third, a
constellation characterized by high levels of
mutual conflict engagement (Dyadic Hostile
Management) and low scores on problem
solving, and low to moderate scores on com-
pliance and withdrawal was expected. This
constellation might be associated with the least
favorable outcome pattern, due to negative and
angry escalation. Therefore, we expected
the highest scores on conflict frequency and
psychological control and the lowest scores on
relationship satisfaction in this hostile conflict
constellation. It is noteworthy to mention that
these hypotheses remain exploratory and that
other conflict management constellations can
emerge as well.

To assess both the concurrent and prospec-
tive implications of the dyadic conflict con-
stellations toward adolescents’ individual and
relational variables, the latter variables were
assessed at two yearly time points. In doing so,
we were able to investigate the extent to which
the dyadic conflict constellations would be dif-
ferentiated by the level of the outcome vari-
ables at the two measurement points. Finally,
we also assessed mothers’ perceptions of con-
flict frequency, relationship satisfaction, and
depressive complaints, but we do not have con-
crete hypotheses about potential differences
between adolescents and mothers based on
conflict management constellations.

Method

Participants and procedure

Participants were drawn from the first two time
points of the Leuven CoMPASS study (Con-
flict with Mothers and Personality in Adoles-
cence: Study of Management Styles), an ongo-
ing longitudinal study of Dutch-speaking high
school students from three schools in Flanders,
Belgium. The first time point was collected in
2013 and consisted of 819 adolescents from
Grades 7–9. Mothers were also invited to par-
ticipate at Time 1 (T1). A total of 625 mothers
participated. The second time point was col-
lected 1 year later in 2014, and 724 adolescents
participated (Mage = 13.83 years, SDage = 0.96,
range= 12 to 17 years; 54% girls). Mothers
were not assessed at Time 2 (T2).
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Our final sample consisted of 525
adolescent–mother dyads (T1). The final
sample was obtained in two steps. First,
we matched the adolescents and moth-
ers at T1. This resulted in a match of 563
adolescent–mother dyads. A total of 62
mothers filled out the questionnaire with-
out their child participating in the study and
were not included. Second, we matched this
sample of 563 adolescent–mother dyads
with the adolescents who participated at
T2. This resulted in the final sample of 525
adolescent–mother dyads (with 525 adoles-
cents participating on two time points). The
mean age of the adolescents was 12.90 years
(SDage = 0.97, range= 11–15 years; 52%
girls) at T1 and 13.83 years (SDage = 0.96,
range= 12–16 years; 54% girls) at T2. A total
of 86.4% of the adolescents lived in intact
families. Mothers’ mean age was 43.02 years
(SDage = 3.82, range= 30–55 years). About
65% of the mothers held a degree of higher
education.

Missing values were estimated in SPSS,
using the EM procedure. Little’s missing com-
pletely at random test (Little, 1988) revealed
a normed χ2(χ2/df ) of 1.20, which indicates
a good fit between scores with and without
imputation (Bollen, 1989). Attrition analyses
revealed some significant differences between
525 adolescents from the final sample and 294
adolescents who participated at T1 but who
were not included in the final sample, Wilks’s
λ= .97, F(11, 745)= 2.13, p< .05. More
specifically, adolescents from the final sample
scored lower on conflict frequency, depressive
complaints, and psychological control and
higher on relationship quality, responsiveness,
and self-esteem than adolescents who were
not included.

Prior to the study, all parents received an
information letter, wherein they could refuse
their child’s participation. This resulted in
exclusion of about 20% of the potential sam-
ple. On the day of the data collection, all
adolescents received an informed consent let-
ter. About 5% of the adolescents did not give
their assent to participate and were excluded.
All participants filled out the questionnaire on
the computer in a classroom under supervision
of a research assistant. At T1, the participants

were asked to give an envelope to their mother,
including the questionnaire and an informed
consent letter. Enclosed envelopes with the
completed questionnaires and informed con-
sent of the mothers were returned within 2
weeks. This procedure was approved by our
university’s Institutional Review Board.

Measures

All questionnaires detailed below were filled
out by the adolescents at T1 and T2. Moth-
ers filled out questionnaires on conflict man-
agement styles, conflict frequency, relationship
satisfaction, and depressive symptoms at T1.

Conflict management styles

Adolescents and mothers completed the
Conflict Resolution Style Inventory (CRSI;
Kurdek, 1994). This questionnaire was
originally designed to measure conflict man-
agement in couples, but was adapted for the
parent–child context (Branje et al., 2009).
The validity of this adapted measure has been
demonstrated in various studies (e.g., Van
Doorn et al., 2008). This questionnaire mea-
sures four conflict management styles (five
items each): positive problem solving, conflict
engagement, withdrawal, and compliance. On
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never)
to 5 (always), mothers and adolescents rated
how often they personally used particular con-
flict management strategies when they had a
quarrel. Sample items included the following:
“Trying to find solutions that are acceptable
for both of us” (positive problem solving),
“Letting myself go, and saying things I don’t
really mean” (conflict engagement), “Not
listening to her anymore” (withdrawal), and
“Not defending my opinion” (compliance).
Cronbach’s alphas for adolescent reports at T1
and T2 were, respectively, positive problem
solving (αs= .82 and .84), conflict engagement
(αs= .81 and .84), withdrawal (αs= .76 and
.77), and compliance (αs= .69 and .71). Cron-
bach’s alphas for mother reports at T1 were
positive problem solving (α= .83), conflict
engagement (α= .75), withdrawal (α= .74),
and compliance (α= .70).
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Conflict frequency

The frequency of conflicts between adolescents
and mothers was measured with an adapted
version of the Interpersonal Conflict Question-
naire (ICQ; Laursen, 1993). This questionnaire
consists of 12 items covering potential con-
flict topics that were rated on a 5-point Lik-
ert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (often).
Adolescents and mothers rated for each item
how often they had conflicts, disagreements, or
quarrels with each other about a specific topic
during the last week. All conflict topics refer
to only the adolescent’s behavior and do not
include the mother’s behavior. Items included
issues, such as “sleeping during the weekends”
and “spending time with friends.” Scores were
averaged across the 12 items, providing us with
an average weekly conflict score. Cronbach’s
alphas were .89 and .88 for adolescent reports
at T1 and T2, respectively, and .87 for mother
reports at T1.

Parenting dimensions

Adolescents’ perceptions of maternal respon-
siveness were assessed with a seven-item
scale of the Child Report on Parent Behavior
Inventory (CRPBI; Schaefer, 1965; Schlud-
ermann & Schludermann, 1988). A sample
item reads, “My mother often smiles to me.”
Perceived autonomy support was measured
with the seven-item Autonomy Support Scale
of the Perceptions of Parents Scale (POPS;
Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci, 1991). A sample
item reads, “My mother allows me to make
my own decisions.” Perceived psychological
control was assessed with the eight-item Psy-
chological Control Scale–Youth Self-Report
(PCS–YSR; Barber, 1996). A sample item
reads, “My mother is less friendly to me if I
don’t see things as she does.” All items were
rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(does not apply at all) to 5 (applies strongly).
The Dutch translations of these scales have
been validated in several empirical studies
(e.g., Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Luyckx, &
Goossens, 2006). Cronbach’s alphas for ado-
lescent reports at T1 and T2 were, respectively,
responsiveness (αs= .89 and .90), autonomy
support (αs= .74 and .77), and psychological
control (αs= .76 and .80).

Relationship satisfaction

Mothers and adolescents rated relationship sat-
isfaction and affiliation with three items on a
5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (does not
apply to me at all) to 5 (applies strongly to
me). Items were “I like to spend time with my
mother/child,” “I am satisfied with the relation-
ship with my mother/child,” and “I like to be in
the company of my mother/child.” Cronbach’s
alphas were .81 and .90 for adolescent reports
at T1 and T2, respectively, and .87 for mother
reports at T1.

Depressive symptoms

Both mothers and adolescents completed a
12-item version (Roberts & Sobhan, 1992) of
the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depres-
sion Scale (CES–D; Radloff, 1977). This ques-
tionnaire taps into cognitive, somatic, and psy-
chological symptoms of depression and was
translated into Dutch by Hooge, Decaluwé,
and Goossens (2000). Adolescents and moth-
ers had to indicate on a 4-point Likert scale
ranging from 0 (seldom) to 3 (most of the time
or always) how often they have experienced
depressive symptoms during the week prior to
the assessment. A sample item reads, “During
the last week, I felt sad.” Cronbach’s alphas
were .81 and .84 for adolescent reports at T1
and T2, respectively, and .85 for mother reports
at T1.

Self-esteem

Self-esteem was assessed with the Dutch ver-
sion (Van der Linden, Dijkman, & Roeders,
1983) of the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
(Rosenberg, 1965). Adolescents had to rate this
10-item scale on a 4-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (does not apply to me at all) to 4 (applies
to me very well). A sample item reads, “I feel
that I have a number of good qualities.” Cron-
bach’s alphas were .76 and .90 at T1 and T2,
respectively.

Plan of analyses

We conducted latent class analysis (LCA)
using Mplus 7.3 (Muthén & Muthén,
1998–2012) to identify different typolo-
gies of adolescent and maternal conflict styles.
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LCA (Collins & Lanza, 2011), also referred
to as finite mixture modeling, groups similar
individuals into latent groups based on com-
mon patterns on manifest variables. We tested
several models with an increasing number
of classes and used the following criteria to
decide on the final number of latent classes
(Nylund, Asparouhov, & Muthén, 2007).
First, the Bayesian information criterion (BIC)
statistic for a solution with k classes should
be lower than that for a solution with k−1
classes, suggesting that adding additional
classes improves model fit. The drop in BIC
should at least be 10 points to conclude that
a model with k classes is substantially better
than a k−1 class model (Kass & Raftery,
1995). Second, classification quality was
assessed by entropy (E), a standardized sum-
mary measure of the classification accuracy
of placing individuals into trajectory classes
based on the posterior probabilities of clas-
sification. Entropy ranges from .00 to 1.00,
with values of .70 or higher indicating more
accurate classification (Reinecke, 2006).
Third, we utilized the bootstrapped likeli-
hood ratio test (BLRT; McLachlan, 1987),
which provides a p value that can be used
to determine whether there is a statistically
significant improvement in fit through the
inclusion of an additional class. Finally, all
classes had to represent more than 5% of
the sample to be able to make meaningful
comparisons.

Next, we examined whether the profiles
of maternal and adolescent conflict styles
could distinguish between individual and
relational variables. We used the Mplus
AUXILIARY (BCH) approach, as recom-
mended by Asparouhov and Muthén (2014a,
2014b), to test the equality of means on
these distal outcomes across the different
conflict style profiles. The auxiliary com-
mand has been recommended as the most
preferable way to examine the associations
between latent classes and outcome variables,
because it takes into account classification
uncertainty rather than assigning individu-
als to their most likely class membership
(Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014a, 2014b).
Including the correlates with the auxiliary
command does not alter the nature of the

classes. The nonindependence of adolescents’
and mothers’ reports, or the correlations
between these reports, is accounted for by this
analytical approach.

Results

Preliminary analyses

As a set of preliminary analyses, we con-
ducted two multivariate analyses of variance
(MANOVAs) to investigate gender differ-
ences. First, a MANOVA with gender as a
fixed factor and the study variables at T1 as
dependent variables (i.e., conflict frequency,
conflict management styles, responsiveness,
autonomy support, psychological control,
relationship satisfaction, self-esteem, and
depressive symptoms) yielded a significant
multivariate effect of gender, Wilks’s λ= .95,
F(11, 492)= 2.38, p= .007, η2 = .05. Inspec-
tion of follow-up univariate effects revealed
that boys and girls differed significantly only
in their levels of self-esteem, F(1, 502)= 2.94,
p< .001, η2 = .03. Girls reported lower lev-
els of self-esteem than boys (Mgirls = 2.92,
SDgirls = .45; Mboys = 3.07, SDboys = .42). Sec-
ond, a MANOVA with gender as a fixed factor
and mother-reported conflict frequency and
management styles, relationship satisfaction,
and depressive complaints as dependent vari-
ables indicated no significant multivariate
effect of adolescent gender, Wilks’s λ= .98,
F(7, 513)= 1.83, p= .08, η2 = .02. As there
were no gender differences in adolescent
and maternal conflict styles, gender was not
included as a covariate in the latent class
analyses.

Correlations between the study variables
at T1 are depicted in Table 2. Paired-sample
t tests revealed significant mean-level dif-
ferences between adolescents and mothers
in their use of conflict management styles
at T1. More specifically, mothers reported
significantly higher levels of positive problem
solving than adolescents, t(524)=−23.801,
p< .001. Adolescents reported higher levels
of conflict engagement, withdrawal, and com-
pliance than mothers, t(524)= 2.32, p= .021;
t(524)= 16.64, p< .001; and t(524)= 6.53,
p< .001, respectively. Means and standard



846 L. Missotten et al.

Ta
bl

e
2.

C
or

re
la

ti
on

s
be

tw
ee

n
th

e
st

ud
y

va
ri

ab
le

s
at

T
1

V
ar

ia
bl

e
1

2
3

4
5

6
7

8

1.
Pr

ob
le

m
so

lv
in

g
A

2.
C

on
fli

ct
en

ga
ge

m
en

tA
−

0.
23

**
*

3.
W

ith
dr

aw
al

A
−

0.
31

**
*

0.
36

**
*

4.
C

om
pl

ia
nc

e
A

0.
16

**
*

−
0.

07
0.

23
**

*

5.
Pr

ob
le

m
so

lv
in

g
M

0.
20

**
*

−
0.

25
**

*
−

0.
19

**
*

0.
08

6.
C

on
fli

ct
en

ga
ge

m
en

tM
−

0.
09

*
0.

23
**

*
0.

09
*

0.
01

−
0.

24
**

*

7.
W

ith
dr

aw
al

M
−

0.
09

*
0.

21
**

*
0.

07
−

0.
01

−
0.

26
**

*
0.

31
**

*

8.
C

om
pl

ia
nc

e
M

−
0.

07
0.

13
**

0.
04

−
0.

03
−

0.
11

*
0.

24
**

*
0.

43
**

*

9.
C

on
fli

ct
fr

eq
ue

nc
y

A
−

0.
20

**
*

0.
36

**
*

0.
28

**
*

0.
00

−
0.

15
**

*
0.

08
0.

13
**

0.
09

*

10
.R

es
po

ns
iv

en
es

s
A

0.
43

**
*

−
0.

17
**

*
−

0.
28

**
*

0.
08

0.
22

**
*

−
0.

12
**

−
0.

08
−

0.
05

11
.A

ut
on

om
y

su
pp

or
tA

0.
41

**
*

−
0.

29
**

*
−

0.
34

**
*

0.
00

0.
18

**
*

−
0.

14
**

−
0.

14
**

−
0.

07
12

.P
sy

ch
ol

og
ic

al
co

nt
ro

lA
−

0.
30

**
*

0.
41

**
*

0.
41

**
*

0.
05

−
0.

25
**

*
0.

16
**

*
0.

11
*

0.
05

13
.R

el
at

io
ns

hi
p

sa
tis

fa
ct

io
n

A
0.

25
**

*
−

0.
21

**
*

−
0.

28
**

*
0.

09
*

0.
19

**
*

−
0.

06
−

0.
04

−
0.

04
14

.D
ep

re
ss

iv
e

sy
m

pt
om

s
A

−
0.

13
**

0.
26

**
*

0.
21

**
*

0.
07

−
0.

07
0.

07
0.

08
0.

08
15

.S
el

f-
es

te
em

A
0.

15
**

−
0.

19
**

*
−

0.
18

**
*

−
0.

11
*

0.
06

−
0.

07
−

0.
10

*
−

0.
06

16
.C

on
fli

ct
fr

eq
ue

nc
y

M
−

0.
13

**
0.

26
**

*
0.

14
**

−
0.

03
−

0.
19

**
*

0.
32

**
*

0.
30

**
*

0.
25

**
*

17
.R

el
at

io
ns

hi
p

sa
tis

fa
ct

io
n

M
0.

14
**

−
0.

31
**

*
−

0.
14

**
0.

14
*

0.
32

**
*

−
0.

31
**

*
−

0.
28

**
*

−
0.

14
**

18
.D

ep
re

ss
iv

e
sy

m
pt

om
s

M
−

0.
04

0.
10

*
0.

02
−

0.
05

−
0.

21
**

*
0.

34
**

*
0.

31
**

*
0.

25
**

*

N
ot

es
.A

=
ad

ol
es

ce
nt

re
po

rt
;M

=
m

ot
he

rr
ep

or
t.

T
he

up
pe

rp
ar

to
ft

he
ta

bl
e

re
pr

es
en

ts
th

e
co

rr
el

at
io

ns
be

tw
ee

n
ad

ol
es

ce
nt

an
d

m
at

er
na

lc
on

fli
ct

st
yl

es
,a

nd
th

e
lo

w
er

pa
rt

of
th

e
ta

bl
e

re
pr

es
en

ts
th

e
co

rr
el

at
io

ns
be

tw
ee

n
th

e
co

nfl
ic

ts
ty

le
s

an
d

th
e

in
di

vi
du

al
an

d
re

la
tio

na
lf

ac
to

rs
.

*p
<

.0
5.

**
p
<

.0
1.

**
*p

<
.0

01
.



Adolescents’ and mothers’ conflict management constellations 847

errors of adolescent and maternal conflict
styles are shown in Table 3.

Latent class analysis

To select a typology of dyadic management
styles, models with one to five classes were
compared. Because latent class analysis is
sensitive to outliers in the data, univariate
(i.e., |z scores|> 3) and multivariate out-
liers (i.e., high Mahalanobis distance values)
were removed (n= 24). Table 4 presents an
overview of the selection criteria for all solu-
tions estimated. The four-class solution was
the optimal solution because it had a consid-
erably lower BIC value than the three-class
solution and an adequate value for entropy

(E = .73). When comparing the four-class solu-
tion with the five-class solution, the four-class
solution was favored because the drop in BIC
was very minor (ΔBIC= 1.89). Average latent
class probabilities for the four-class solution
ranged from .82 to .90, which indicates good
classification accuracy.

Figure 1 presents the four-class solution.
The y-axis represents z scores. In line with
Cohen (1988), d = .2 SD is considered a
small effect, d = .5 SD is a medium or mod-
erate effect, and d = .8 SD is a large effect.
The first class, Dyadic Positive Management
(39%), was characterized by moderately high
levels of positive problem solving for both
mothers and adolescents and moderate to
low scores on the other resolution styles.

Table 3. Comparison of means of the conflict styles across classes

Classes

Variables
Total

sample

Dyadic
Positive

Management
Unbalanced
Management

Adolescent
Negative

Management

Dyadic
Negative

Management
Overall
effect

Adolescent report
Problem solving 2.97 (0.03) 3.19 (0.06)a 3.13 (0.07)a 2.57 (0.07)b 2.56 (0.10)b 70.330***

Conflict engagement 1.83 (0.03) 1.42 (0.03)c 1.60 (0.04)b 2.52 (0.07)a 2.49 (0.09)a 281.797***

Withdrawal 2.33 (0.03) 2.06 (0.05)c 2.15 (0.06)c 2.87 (0.06)a 2.64 (0.09)b 136.426***

Compliance 2.16 (0.03) 2.19 (0.05) 2.16 (0.05) 2.10 (0.06) 2.15 (0.08) 1.504
Mother report
Problem solving 3.86 (0.02) 4.10 (0.04)a 3.85 (0.04)a 3.66 (0.05)b 3.45 (0.06)c 66.131***

Conflict engagement 1.75 (0.02) 1.53 (0.03)c 1.81 (0.04)b 1.83 (0.05)b 2.22 (0.07)a 40.841***

Withdrawal 1.71 (0.02) 1.29 (0.02)d 2.06 (0.03)b 1.54 (0.04)c 2.57 (0.05)a 184.748***

Compliance 1.93 (0.02) 1.69 (0.03)d 2.13 (0.04)b 1.91 (0.05)c 2.32 (0.07)a 31.420***

Notes. Equality of means between classes was tested with the BCH command in Mplus 7.3. A class mean is significantly different from
another mean if they have different subscripts. A mean without a subscript is not significantly different from any other mean. Standard
errors are in parentheses.
***p< .001.

Table 4. Results of latent class analyses

Class counts

Solution BIC Entropy 1 2 3 4 5 p value, BLRT test

2-class 11,403.322 .67 206 320 .000
3-class 11,377.840 .70 310 101 115 .000
4-class 11,340.924 .73 207 148 114 57 .000
5-class 11,338.974 .73 118 179 38 132 59 .000

Note. N = 526. BIC=Bayesian information criterion; BLRT= bootstrapped likelihood ratio test. The solution in bold was
selected.
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Figure 1. Final latent class solution for maternal and adolescent conflict styles.
Note. Z scores for positive problem solving (ps), conflict engagement (eng), withdrawal (wi), and
compliance (com). A= adolescent; M=mother.

The second class, Unbalanced Management
(28%), was characterized by average levels
of adolescent problem solving and maternal
compliance. Adolescents’ engagement and
withdrawal were moderately low. Mothers
scored high on withdrawal. The third class,
Adolescent Negative Management (22%),
was characterized by moderately low lev-
els of adolescent problem solving and high
levels of adolescent withdrawal and con-
flict engagement. Mothers scored average to
low on all conflict styles. The fourth class,
Dyadic Negative Management (11%), was
characterized by low levels of adolescent and
maternal problem solving and high levels of
adolescent and maternal engagement and mod-
erately high levels of adolescent withdrawal.
Mothers also scored high on withdrawal and
compliance.

To assess mean-level differences of the
classes on the maternal and adolescent conflict
styles, we modeled the eight conflict styles
as auxiliary variables of the four conflict
constellations using the BCH command in
Mplus (see Table 3). In general, mothers’
conflict styles differentiated more among

the four conflict constellations than did ado-
lescents’ conflict styles. For adolescents,
in the Dyadic Positive Management and
Unbalanced Management constellations, only
conflict engagement was significantly lower in
the Dyadic Positive Management constellation
than in the Unbalanced Management constella-
tion. For the Adolescent Negative Management
and Dyadic Negative Management constella-
tions, the means of the conflict styles were also
very similar, except for withdrawal, which was
significantly higher in the Adolescent Negative
Management constellation than in the Dyadic
Negative Management constellation. Adoles-
cents’ compliance was the only conflict style
that did not differentiate among any of the four
constellations. For mothers, all conflict styles
showed significantly different means in the
four constellations.

Between-class differences in conflict
frequency, parenting, relationship satisfaction,
depressive symptoms, and self-esteem were
also modeled with the BCH command in
Mplus. This revealed significant class dif-
ferences at both time points and for both
informants (see Table 5). Both adolescents
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and mothers reported lower levels of con-
flicts in the Dyadic Positive Management
and Unbalanced Management classes than in
the other two classes at T1. Identical results
were obtained for adolescent-reported conflict
frequency at T2.

Adolescents reported significantly higher
levels of maternal responsiveness in the
Dyadic Positive Management and Unbalanced
Management classes than in the other two
classes at T1. At T2, the results were almost
identical, except that the Unbalanced Manage-
ment class did not differ significantly from the
Adolescent Negative Management and Dyadic
Negative Management classes. Concerning
maternal autonomy support, adolescents
reported the highest levels in the Dyadic
Positive Management class, followed by the

Unbalanced Management class, and the lowest
levels in the Adolescent Negative Management
and Dyadic Negative Management classes. At
T2, the results were almost identical, except
that the Dyadic Negative Management class
did not differ significantly from the Unbal-
anced Management and Adolescent Negative
Management classes. Adolescents reported the
highest levels of maternal psychological con-
trol in the Adolescent Negative Management
and Dyadic Negative Management classes and
the lowest levels in the Dyadic Positive Man-
agement and Unbalanced Management classes
at T1 and T2.

Concerning adolescent-reported relation-
ship satisfaction at T1, adolescents appeared
most satisfied in the Dyadic Positive Manage-
ment class and least satisfied in the Adolescent

Table 5. Comparison of means of individual and relational correlates across classes

Classes

Variables
Total

sample

Dyadic
Positive

Management
Unbalanced
Management

Adolescent
Negative

Management

Dyadic
Negative

Management
Overall
effect

Time 1
Adolescent report
Conflict frequency 2.09 (0.03) 1.82 (0.05)a 2.00 (0.07)a 2.51 (0.08)b 2.47 (0.12)b 57.805***

Responsiveness 4.09 (0.03) 4.26 (0.05)b 4.17 (0.08)b 3.82 (0.08)a 3.83 (0.09)a 31.940***

Autonomy support 3.65 (0.02) 3.87 (0.04)c 3.70 (0.06)b 3.35 (0.07)a 3.36 (0.09)a 57.798***

Psychological control 1.98 (0.03) 1.71 (0.04)a 1.85 (0.06)a 2.41 (0.07)b 2.36 (0.09)b 99.718***

Relationship satisfaction 4.42 (0.03) 4.60 (0.05)c 4.48 (0.08)bc 4.08 (0.10)a 4.27 (0.12)ab 23.785***

Depressive symptoms 0.64 (0.02) 0.51 (0.03)a 0.63 (0.05)b 0.83 (0.05)c 0.76 (0.07)bc 33.657***

Self-esteem external 3.07 (0.02) 3.28 (0.04)b 3.00 (0.06)a 2.83 (0.07)a 3.01 (0.08)a 38.565***

Mother report
Conflict frequency 2.01 (0.03) 1.72 (0.04)a 2.13 (0.06)b 2.16 (0.06)b 2.44 (0.09)c 80.792***

Relationship satisfaction 4.67 (0.02) 4.89 (0.02)c 4.62 (0.05)b 4.52 (0.07)ab 4.32 (0.08)a 77.325***

Depressive symptoms 0.44 (0.02) 0.31 (0.03)a 0.52 (0.04)bc 0.44 (0.04)b 0.70 (0.08)c 37.600***

Time 2
Adolescent report
Conflict frequency 1.99 (0.03) 1.78 (0.05)a 1.98 (0.07)b 2.27 (0.10)c 2.26 (0.11)c 30.348***

Responsiveness 4.06 (0.03) 4.26 (0.05)b 4.06 (0.09)ab 3.76 (0.11)a 3.90 (0.12)a 22.571***

Autonomy support 3.78 (0.03) 4.00 (0.05)c 3.74 (0.06)b 3.49 (0.08)a 3.53 (0.11)ab 38.429***

Psychological control 1.95 (0.03) 1.76 (0.05)a 1.88 (0.06)a 2.23 (0.08)b 2.34 (0.10)b 43.809***

Relationship satisfaction 4.42 (0.04) 4.58 (0.05)b 4.49 (0.09)b 4.03 (0.12)a 4.32 (0.13)ab 15.581***

Depressive symptoms 0.65 (0.02) 0.52 (0.03)a 0.62 (0.05)ab 0.98 (0.07)c 0.67 (0.07)b 33.521***

Self-esteem external 3.00 (0.02) 3.15 (0.04)c 2.94 (0.06)ab 2.79 (0.06)a 2.97 (0.06)b 27.405***

Notes. Equality of means between classes was tested with the BCH command in Mplus 7.3. A class mean is significantly different from
another mean if they have different subscripts. A mean without a subscript is not significantly different from any other mean. Standard
errors are in parentheses.
***p< .001.
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Negative Management class. However, the
Unbalanced Management class did not differ
significantly from the Dyadic Positive Man-
agement and Dyadic Negative Management
classes, and the Adolescent Negative Man-
agement class did not differ significantly from
the Dyadic Negative Management class. At
T2, adolescents were least satisfied in the
Adolescent Negative Management class and
most satisfied in the Dyadic Positive Manage-
ment and Unbalanced Management classes.
The Dyadic Negative Management class did
not differ significantly from the other three
classes. Mothers were most satisfied with the
relationship in the Dyadic Positive Manage-
ment class and least satisfied in the Dyadic
Negative Management class. The other two
classes scored in between.

Adolescents’ self-esteem appeared to be
significantly higher in the Dyadic Positive
Management class than in the other three
classes at T1. At T2, adolescents reported
the highest level of self-esteem in the Dyadic
Positive Management class and the lowest
level in the Adolescent Negative Manage-
ment class; the Unbalanced Management and
Dyadic Negative Management classes did not
differ significantly from each other. Adoles-
cents reported the highest level of depressive
symptoms in the Adolescent Negative Man-
agement class and the lowest level in the
Dyadic Positive Management and Unbalanced
Management classes at T1. However, the
Unbalanced Management class did not differ
significantly from the Dyadic Negative Man-
agement class, and the Adolescent Negative
Management class did not differ signifi-
cantly from the Dyadic Negative Management
class. At T2, adolescents also reported the
highest levels of depressive symptoms in
the Adolescent Negative Management class
and the lowest levels in the Dyadic Positive
Management class. The Dyadic Negative
Management class scored in between, and the
Unbalanced Management class did not differ
significantly from the Dyadic Positive Man-
agement and Dyadic Negative Management
classes. Mothers reported the highest level of
depressive symptoms in the Dyadic Negative
Management class and the lowest level in
the Dyadic Positive Management class. The

Adolescent Negative Management class scored
in between, and the scores in the Unbalanced
Management class did not differ significantly
from the Dyadic Positive Management and
Adolescent Negative Management classes.

Ancillary analyses

To determine whether different over-time
changes would occur for the correlates
in the different classes, separate repeated
measures analyses of variance (ANOVAs)
were conducted with time as the repeated
measure factor, class membership as the
between-subjects factor, and the correlates as
dependent variables. These analyses revealed
three significant time effects and one sig-
nificant Time×Class interaction effect. In
the total sample, conflict frequency and
self-esteem decreased over time, Wilks’s
λ= .98, F(1, 522)= 11.04, p= .001, μ2 = .02;
Wilks’s λ= .98, F(1, 522)= 10.89, p= .001,
μ2 = .02, and maternal autonomy support
increased, Wilks’s λ= .96, F(1, 522)= 20.96,
p< .001, μ2 = .04. There was limited sup-
port for differential time effects between the
classes. In the Adolescent Negative Man-
agement class only, psychological control
decreased over time, Wilks’s λ= .93, F(1,
113)= 8.35, p= .005, μ2 = .07.

Discussion

Most research on parent–adolescent conflict
management styles has focused on the unique
effects of adolescents’ conflict styles on ado-
lescents’ functioning using a variable-centered
approach. However, family system theories
argue that conflict styles of different inter-
action partners often co-occur (Branje et al.,
2009). In this multi-informant study, we
aimed at contributing to the extant literature
on parent–adolescent conflict interactions
by including both maternal and adolescent
conflict styles in a typological approach. This
provides a more complete and realistic pic-
ture of adolescent–mother conflict behaviors.
More specifically, through LCA, we identified
four meaningful conflict management constel-
lations that were associated with differential
mean levels on several individual and relational
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factors for both mothers and adolescents. In
addition, the mean differences in adolescents’
perceptions of individual and relational factors
among the conflict management constellations
remained relatively stable over time.

Four conflict management constellations

Based on our literature review, we expected
to find at least three conflict management pro-
files. LCA identified four insightful conflict
management profiles. The first constellation,
Dyadic Positive Management, represented the
largest group of dyads in the present sample
(39%). This constellation was characterized by
high levels of problem solving and low lev-
els of conflict engagement and withdrawal by
both interaction partners. With regard to com-
pliance, mothers displayed low levels and ado-
lescents scored closer to the mean. Positive
problem solving appeared to be the prevailing
strategy in these dyads. This was in line with
our expectations and an observational study by
Branje (2008), who found that during a con-
flict interaction task, mothers and daughters
displayed significantly more positive interac-
tions than negative ones. This also corresponds
with the idea that most families with adoles-
cents have satisfying and positive interactions
(Eisenberg et al., 2008).

In the second conflict management con-
stellation, Unbalanced Management (22%),
adolescents showed moderately high levels of
problem solving and moderately low levels of
engagement and withdrawal, whereas mothers
showed relatively high levels of withdrawal
and compliance and moderate scores on prob-
lem solving and conflict engagement. In these
dyads, adolescents seem to make attempts to
handle the conflict constructively, whereas
mothers mainly react in a more passive way
by withdrawing from the conflict or giving
in to their adolescent. We did not anticipate
this constellation and it does not represent a
classical demand–withdraw pattern, where
one interaction partner nags or criticizes
and the other partner withdraws. It seems to
represent a more positive constellation with
a positive adolescent conflict approach and a
more passive maternal approach.

In the third conflict management constel-
lation, Adolescent Negative Management
(28%), adolescents showed high levels of
conflict engagement and withdrawal, moderate
levels of compliance, and moderately low
levels of problem solving, whereas mothers
scored moderate to low on all four conflict
styles. This pattern is characterized by the
adolescents’ use of destructive management
strategies, whereas mothers rely on different
conflict styles, as if mothers are trying out dif-
ferent ways of dealing with their adolescents’
negative conflict behaviors.

In the fourth constellation, Dyadic Negative
Management (11%), both adolescents and
mothers displayed low levels of problem solv-
ing and high levels of conflict engagement.
Further, adolescents displayed moderately
high levels of withdrawal and mean levels of
compliance. In addition, mothers displayed
very high levels of withdrawal and high levels
of compliance. This constellation is a com-
bination of two of our hypothesized conflict
management constellations (i.e., Adolescent
Demand/Mother Withdraw and Dyadic Hos-
tile Management). On the one hand, this
constellation resembles a demand–withdraw
pattern because adolescents’ dominant strat-
egy seems to be fighting and yelling, whereas
mothers seem to rely mainly on withdrawal
and compliance. This constellation was also
found in the work of Caughlin and Malis
(2004a, 2004b). On the other hand, Dyadic
Negative Management also resembles a pat-
tern of mutual hostility because adolescents
and mothers both use conflict engagement
at relatively high levels, combined with low
levels of constructive conflict management.
Neither adolescents nor mothers seem to use
negotiation or compromise as a means to
solve the conflict; therefore, this constellation
corresponds with Patterson’s (1982) vicious
cycle of angry, coercive interactions. However,
mothers also seem to be intimidated by their
adolescents’ high levels of conflict engage-
ment, which might explain their high use of the
more passive conflict styles of withdrawal and
compliance. Kerr and Stattin (2003) indeed
argued that some parents withdraw from their
aggressive children because they feel intim-
idated and do not have adequate response
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mechanisms to de-escalate the conflict. This
withdrawing maternal behavior further rein-
forces adolescents’ aggressive conflict styles
(Patterson, Reid, & Dishion, 1992).

Readers should note that we found a
substantial difference between adolescents’
and mothers’ use of compliance in the four
conflict constellations. Adolescents’ use of
compliance did not differ among the four con-
flict constellations, meaning that adolescents
showed near-mean levels of compliance in all
four constellations. However, mothers’ use
of compliance differed significantly among
all four constellations. Mothers showed the
highest level of compliance in the Dyadic Neg-
ative Management constellation and the lowest
level in the Dyadic Positive Management
constellation. In addition, the correlations also
revealed that maternal compliance was posi-
tively related to mothers’ depressive symptoms
and conflict frequency and negatively related
to relationship satisfaction, whereas for ado-
lescents the associations with compliance were
less pronounced. From these findings, we can
conclude that compliance has a different mean-
ing for mothers than it does for adolescents.
Giving in to your mother seems to be a rather
normal strategy for adolescents (Laursen,
1993), whereas mothers who give in to their
teenager seem to feel uncomfortable. This
maternal tendency to comply might indicate
a submissive parenting position and a rather
turbulent relationship with the adolescent
(Kerr & Stattin, 2003).

Differential associations with relational
and individual factors

To obtain a clearer understanding of these
four conflict management constellations,
we explored whether these constellations
would be differentially associated with sev-
eral relational and individual factors. In line
with our expectations, the Dyadic Positive
Management constellation generally seems
to be the most beneficial for both moth-
ers and adolescents, whereas the Dyadic
Negative Management constellation was
associated with the least favorable pattern of
individual and relational functioning. How-
ever, mothers and adolescents seemed to

have differential experiences in some of the
constellations.

With regard to conflict frequency, adoles-
cents reported lower levels of conflicts in the
Dyadic Positive Management and Unbalanced
Management constellations than in the two
more destructive constellations. Therefore,
adolescents’ perceptions of conflict frequency
seem to be primarily associated with their own
conflict behavior because there was no signif-
icant difference between the Dyadic Positive
Management and Unbalanced Management
constellations. Both constellations display
virtually identical manifestations of adoles-
cents’ conflict behaviors, whereas mothers
show a different profile in both constellations
(i.e., high problem solving in Dyadic Positive
Management vs. more passive withdrawing
behaviors in Unbalanced Management). We
expected to find the highest levels of conflict
frequency in the constellation where both
parties used high levels of the more maladap-
tive styles (Dyadic Negative Management);
however, this was not the case. No signifi-
cant difference emerged in conflict frequency
between Adolescent Negative Management
and Dyadic Negative Management, suggesting
that adolescents’ equally high perceptions of
conflict frequency in both negative constella-
tions were mainly driven by their own negative
conflict behavior. La Valley and Guerrero
(2012) also found that conflict frequency was
positively associated with reports of more
destructive conflict management styles. Con-
cerning relationship satisfaction, a similar
pattern of findings emerged. Adolescents were
most satisfied with the relationship with their
mother in the Dyadic Positive Management
constellation and least satisfied in the Ado-
lescent Negative Management constellation,
indicating that their own conflict behaviors
are associated with their perceptions of the
relationship quality.

With regard to conflict frequency and rela-
tionship satisfaction as perceived by mothers,
a slightly different picture emerged. Mothers’
perceptions of conflict frequency were the
lowest in the Dyadic Positive Management
constellation and the highest in the Dyadic
Negative Management constellation. Thus,
when mothers and adolescents both engaged
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in positive problem solving, mothers reported
the lowest conflict levels, whereas when both
parties engaged in negative conflict styles,
mothers reported the highest conflict levels.
This finding indicates that dyadic aspects of
the conflict interaction, rather than one’s own
conflict behavior, are associated with mothers’
perceptions of conflict frequency. In contrast,
adolescents’ own conflict behavior was related
to their perception of conflict frequency. The
same pattern of results emerged for mothers’
perception of relationship satisfaction. Moth-
ers were most satisfied in the Dyadic Positive
Management constellation and least satisfied
in the Dyadic Negative Management constel-
lation. It seems that mothers are more sensitive
to the potential harmful effects of a vicious
cycle of negative conflict interactions. This is
in line with the view that mothers are more
strongly affected by negative parent–child
interactions than adolescents and that the
affective intensity of negative interactions is
more troublesome to them (Steinberg, 2001).
Mothers in the Dyadic Negative Management
constellation might perceive this negative
interaction cycle as a personal failure (Laursen
& Collins, 2004; Vuchinich, 1987).

We were also interested in how adolescents’
perceptions of parenting would be associated
with the four conflict management constella-
tions. The parenting context can be regarded
as an important affective climate that shapes
adolescents’ social behavior (Steinberg, 2001).
Therefore, we focused on the parenting dimen-
sions that are relevant in the context of conflict
management. Adolescents experienced more
warmth and less psychological control in the
Dyadic Positive Management and Unbalanced
Management than in the Adolescent Negative
Management and Dyadic Negative Manage-
ment constellations. Concerning autonomy
support, the differences between the man-
agement constellations were more distinct.
Adolescents perceived the highest levels of
autonomy support in the Dyadic Positive
Management constellation and the lowest
levels in the two maladaptive management
constellations (the Unbalanced Management
constellation was in between). This suggests
that when adolescents feel accepted for who
they are and feel encouraged to take initiative,

it may result in a dyadic constructive way of
dealing with conflicts. This is in line with a
recent study that showed that maternal auton-
omy support is related to adaptive emotion
regulation strategies in adolescents (Brenning,
Soenens, Van Petegem, & Vansteenkiste,
2015). Indeed, constructive conflict manage-
ment requires adequate capacities to regulate
emotions experienced during the conflict in
order to negotiate a compromise.

In addition to these relational aspects, we
also considered mean-level differences in
the conflict constellations for adolescents’
and mothers’ individual functioning because
previous studies have demonstrated that con-
flict management behaviors are related to
internalizing problems (Branje et al., 2009;
Caughlin & Malis, 2004a). Adolescents expe-
rienced the highest level of self-esteem in the
Dyadic Positive Management constellation,
whereas self-esteem levels were similar in the
other three constellations. Thus, constructive
mutual conflict behaviors seem to boost ado-
lescents’ self-esteem. This finding is in line
with earlier findings of Caughlin and Malis
(2004a), showing that demand–withdraw
interactions between adolescents and parents
are negatively associated with adolescents’
self-esteem. However, our study also extends
their finding by demonstrating that a con-
stellation characterized by high levels of
constructive problem solving and low levels
of fighting and withdrawing is associated with
higher self-esteem as compared to the more
destructive interaction constellations. This
relationship be true in the opposite direction,
namely, that self-confident adolescents are
better equipped to constructively engage in
conflicts with their mothers (D’Zurilla, Chang,
& Sanna, 2003). Further, a reciprocal asso-
ciation between self-esteem and constructive
conflict management might also be at work
in these dyads and might be reflective of a
healthy family climate with a good balance
between autonomy and relatedness (Allen,
Hauser, Bell, & O’Connor, 1994).

The finding that both mothers and adoles-
cents reported the least depressive symptoms in
the Dyadic Positive Management constellation
and the most in the Dyadic Negative Manage-
ment constellation suggests that mothers and
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adolescents benefit most from an interaction
pattern characterized by mutual attempts to
handle conflicts constructively. These results
can also be interpreted in several ways.
Constructive conflict interactions between
mothers and adolescents can be an indication
of a positive family climate, and this has
been extensively related to positive outcomes
(Steinberg, 2001). Depressive complaints
might also hinder effective communication
(Segrin, 2000) and explain why mothers and
adolescents turn to more negative conflict
interactions.

Strengths, limitations, and suggestions
for future research

Our study has a number of strengths. Four
well-established conflict management styles
by both mother and adolescent were used
to identify dyadic constellations of conflict
behavior in a large sample. We were also able
to replicate these four constellations in an inde-
pendent sample of Belgian adolescents and
their mothers, bolstering the confidence in our
findings. Furthermore, these dyadic constella-
tions were meaningfully related to adolescents’
and mothers’ perceptions of their individual
and relational functioning over time.

However, several limitations also need to
be mentioned. First, the four constellations of
adolescents’ and mothers’ conflict styles give
us insight into which conflicts styles gener-
ally co-occur. However, our data do not allow
us to make inferences about how mothers
and adolescents interact with each other dur-
ing a specific conflict, nor can we conclude
anything about the temporal sequence of the
conflict strategies. For instance, we cannot
derive from our data whether adolescents’ con-
flict engagement evoked mothers’ withdrawal
or vice versa. Observations of real-time con-
flict interactions or dyadic diary studies would
give us more insight into the natural course
of mother–adolescent conflict interactions. In
addition, variable-centered approaches, such
as the actor–partner interdependence model,
could also give insight into which of the con-
flict styles (maternal vs. adolescent) would be
the most predictive of certain outcomes. Future
research should adopt these methods to answer

more specific questions concerning the poten-
tially differential impact of maternal and ado-
lescent conflict styles.

Second, we were only able to speak in terms
of associations between the conflict manage-
ment constellations and the individual and con-
textual factors because the current design does
not allow for inferences to be made about
the direction of effects. Given the complex-
ity of parent–adolescent interactions and their
embeddedness in a wider family context, it is
very likely that transactional processes are at
work. For instance, responsive parenting and
constructive conflict management will proba-
bly reinforce each other over time. Future stud-
ies should investigate the possible bidirectional
nature of these associations. Third, although
we replicated our conflict style constellations
in an independent sample of Belgian adoles-
cents and mothers, future studies should also
try to replicate the present findings in samples
that include families of diverse socioeconomic
and ethnic backgrounds. The shape and impact
of parent–child interactions on adolescent and
maternal functioning could vary depending on
the social environment in which families are
embedded (Mandara & Murray, 2002). Finally,
this study focused on mother–adolescent rela-
tionships, but future studies should include
fathers’ conflict management styles to gain a
more complete picture of family relationship
functioning.

Conclusion

Conflicts are an inevitable feature of
mother–adolescent relationships and they
are believed to play a functional role in ado-
lescents’ autonomy development (Laursen &
Collins, 2004). However, the way adolescents
and mothers handle these conflicts is of crucial
importance. Moreover, conflict behaviors do
not occur in insolation, but often co-occur
(Branje et al., 2009). This study revealed four
constellations of adolescent and maternal
dyadic conflict strategies. In general, we can
conclude that a constellation characterized by
mutual problem solving is the most beneficial
for both mothers’ and adolescents’ function-
ing, whereas a constellation characterized by
mutual negative conflict interactions appeared
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to be most maladaptive. Our results fur-
ther suggested that adolescents were more
impacted by their own conflict behaviors,
whereas mothers were more impacted by the
dyadic nature of the conflict interaction.
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