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Children’s understanding of marital conflict and the marital relationship was investigated in
60 children of 5, 7, and 9 years old. Age differences were hypothesized in four areas of
children’s understanding of marital conflict and the marital relationship, based on the
development between 5 and 9 years of age of children’s abilities to (a) analyse complex
sequences of behavior in terms of the mental states of protagonists and (b) integrate multiple
social roles. The four areas investigated were: conceptions of marital conflict, conflict
resolution, family triangulation, and integration of the spousal and parental roles. Children
were read stories involving family interactions. Open-ended questions were asked about their
understanding of these interactions and a coding scheme was devised that reflected
theoretical concepts. Nine-year-olds differed from 5-year-olds on all aspects of their
understanding of marital conflict and the marital relationship, and 7-year-olds showed levels
of understanding between 5- and 9-year-olds. Younger children were less likely than older
children to explain marital conflict in terms of the divergent goals of each parent, to
understand conflict resolution as dependent on one person changing their beliefs or goals, to
understand that parents were simultaneously spouses and parents and to understand the
nature of triangulation. Marital conflict is interpreted very differently by children of different
ages.

Keywords: Child development, development, marital disharmony, marital relationships,
social cognition, theory of mind.

Intense and frequent family conflict has been recognized
as having an adverse effect on children’s social, emotion-
al, and behavioral development (Cummings & Davies,
1994; Emery, 1988; Katz & Gottman, 1993). Children
exposed to this stressor are much more likely than
children not exposed to conflict to exhibit emotional and
behavioral disturbance. A review of marital conflict
research conducted between 1974 and 1989 found that
79% of the studies provided support for the existence of
a relationship between marital conflict and children’s
adjustment (Grych & Fincham, 1990). Exposure to
marital conflict has been found to be associated with a
wide range of negative outcomes in children including
conduct disorder, aggression, antisocial behavior, de-
pression, and withdrawal (see Grych & Fincham, 1990,
for a review). These associations have been documented
in toddlers (Jouriles, Pfiffner, & O’Leary, 1988), school-
aged children (Jenkins & Smith, 1991), and adolescents
(Peterson & Zill, 1986).

It has been proposed that cognitive processes and
emotional states interact with marital conflict to mediate
or shape its impact (Brody, Arias, & Fincham, 1996;
Crockenberg & Forgays, 1996; Grych & Fincham, 1990).
Children’s cognitive processes (such as how they attribute
the causes of conflict) will be influenced both by their
cognitive maturity and by their own individual
experiences. Our interest in this paper is on the role of

Requests for reprints to: Dr Jennifer Jenkins, Human
Development and Applied Psychology, University of Toronto,
252 Bloor St West, Toronto, M5S 1V6, Canada (E-mail :
jenny.jenkins!utoronto.ca).

cognitive maturity and how this affects children’s under-
standing of marital conflict and the marital relationship.

Age differences in how children respond to marital
conflict are evident. Preschoolers and young school-aged
children are more likely to blame themselves, both for
parental conflict and for parental divorce, than are
adolescents (Covell & Abramovitch, 1987; Kurdek, 1986;
Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980). They also show more dis-
tressed emotional reactions than older children. In a
series of studies in which children are shown a videotape
in which two parents are fighting and asked to rate their
feelings, younger children report and show more dis-
tressed emotional reactions than older children (see
Cummings & Davies 1994, for review). Older children
have also been found to intervene more directly in the
conflict than younger children by telling their parents to
stop their conflict, distracting them, etc. Younger chil-
dren, although distressed by parental conflict, are less
likely to try to intervene directly.

From this series of studies a finding of particular
interest for the present study was that children of different
ages reacted to different types of conflict very differently.
For instance, resolved conflict is reacted to much less
negatively by older children than by younger ones.
Cummings, Ballard, El-Sheikh, and Lake (1991) exposed
children between 5 and 19 years of age to resolved and
unresolved conflicts and asked children to rate their
feelings while watching them. Five-year-olds reported
more sadness to resolved arguments than 9-, 11-, 14-, or
19-year-olds and less anger to unresolved conflict than
any of the other age groups. This suggests that a new
understanding of conflict emerges between 5 and 9 years
of age that alters their reaction to conflict.
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What developments are occurring in children’s cog-
nition and social cognition that might account for
differences in the behavioral and emotional reactions to
marital conflict that have been described across these age
groups?

Behavioral versus Mental State Analyses of
Social Interactions

One of the most fundamental changes that takes place
around 6 years of age is the growing ability of children to
analyse complex interactions in terms of the mental states
of protagonists. Research in theory of mind has shown
that children of approximately 4 years of age are able
to use the knowledge of a protagonist’s belief state
(Astington, 1993; Wimmer & Perner, 1983) or a desire
state (Bartsch & Wellman, 1995; Stein & Levine, 1989) to
predict their actions. This knowledge of the role of mental
state in action is not used reliably or completely, however,
at this early age. For instance, when children are asked to
give explanations for why the protagonist has acted on
his}her belief, they rarely refer to the protagonist’s belief
state to explain the action (Moses & Flavell, 1990;
Wimmer & Weichbold, 1994). It is also the case that task
requirements affect children’s ability to display this
understanding of the role of mental states in action. It
appears that at the age of 4 years children’s knowledge of
the role of mental states in determining action is some-
what unreliable. Case (1996) suggested that tasks that
require an analysis of the role of mental state, within a
sequence of interactions or across multiple agents, are too
difficult for 4-year-olds, and are not really possible until
children reach the age of 6 years.

Another development that is also evident in the early
preschool years (around 3–4 years old) is the ability of
children to talk about a sequence of events that are
component parts of an integrated structure. Nelson
(1978) examined preschool children’s scripts for familiar
routines such as having a meal. By the age of 3–4 years of
age children can sequence these familiar events giving an
accurate account of how first someone calls you to a
meal, then you sit down, then you get your food, etc.

Case (1996) has suggested that around the age of 6
years these two skills of understanding belief states as
causal and being able to understand events in terms of se-
quences of actions come together to allow the emergence
of a more complex skill : that of being able to analyse
complex interactions or sequences of behavior in terms of
the mental states of protagonists. He has suggested that
the ability to combine these two cognitive skills comes
with the greater capacity in working memory. Thus
before about age 6, children tend to analyse novel events
in behavioral terms. They explain the behavior of a
protagonist but are much less likely to refer to that
person’s internal state in making sense of their actions.
Around the age of 6 years children are able to generate
sequential narratives (i.e. stories) in which the action is
determined by the mental states of protagonists.

These developments in cognition are relevant to how
children conceive of or explain parental conflict. Conflict
is a complex interaction in which the two protagonists
have conflicting goals. Recognizing that two differing
internal states are at the core of a conflict would be
unlikely to be understood until children were at least 6
years old, given the developments outlined above. Simi-
larly, in order that a resolution of a conflict can be
achieved, at least one person in a conflict has to change

what they want: a change in their mental state has to
be brought about. Again it is unlikely that children under
6 years will be able to reason about conflict resolution in
this way, as they are being asked to take account of the
mental states of both people and how these mental states
will affect behavior.

This development in cognition is also likely to affect
how children understand triangulation. Triangulation is
the involvement of a third person in a conflict between
two other people. Intervention by a third person in a
conflict between two people not only changes the dynamic
between the two people who are in conflict, but it also
affects the third person’s relationship with the two
individuals. Triangulation is a process that is common in
highly conflictual families (Jenkins, Smith, & Graham,
1989; Minuchin, Rosman, & Baker, 1978; Westerman,
1987). It is also one that has been described as having very
negative outcomes for children, as they get caught up in
destructive alliances between their parents. If a father
sides with a child in a dispute that the child is having with
the mother, resolving the dispute in favour of the child,
this dynamic can be seen as problematic in several ways.
It is problematic for the mother–child relationship in that
the mother’s goals in relation to the child have been
thwarted. It is problematic for the mother–father re-
lationship because the father has intentionally thwarted
the mothers’ goals, creating a difficulty between them
(Gable, Belsky, & Crnic, 1992).

Our interest was in how children of different ages
reasoned about this dynamic and we included children
aged 5, 7, and 9 years to examine this issue. We gave
children a vignette in which the father intervenes during a
conflict between mother and child in which the father
supports the child’s goal in favour of the mother’s goal
and sends the child out of the room. We hypothesized
that children of 5 years of age will analyse such a dynamic
in terms of the father stopping a behavioral conflict
between the child and parent, such that no further conflict
exists. We expected 7-year-old children to analyse the
narrative in terms of the mother’s and the father’s goals,
thereby knowing that the conflict between the mother
and child was not over when the father intervened. We
also expected differences between 7- and 9-year-old
children in how they understood the consequences of the
father’s actions for the mother–father relationship. The
consequence of the father siding with the child and
thwarting the mother’s goals will result in the mother
feeling negatively about her spouse. There are different
explanations for her negative feelings. The simplest of
these is that the child will think that the mother is angry
because her goals were blocked. A more complex ex-
planation involves the effect of his action on the mother–
father relationship. This requires not only an under-
standing that the mother’s goals have been blocked, but
also an understanding that the mother expects the father
to support her in her child-rearing goals. Because multiple
complex steps in reasoning about mental states involving
expectations, goals, and intentions were required, we
hypothesized that 9-year-olds would show this type of
reasoning more than 7-year-olds.

Developmental Changes in Children’s
Understanding of Social Roles

Age differences between the period of 5 and 9 years of
age have been found for how children understand social
roles (Fu, Goodwin, Sporakowki, & Hinkle, 1987;
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Watson & Fischer, 1980). We were interested in this
aspect of children’s social cognition and its relation to
understanding marital conflict because young children
may fail to differentiate between their parents in the
parental role and their parents in the spousal role, leading
to incorrect explanations of the causes and consequences
of conflict.

Fischer and colleagues (Fischer, Hand, Watson, Van
Parys, & Tucker, 1984; Watson & Fisher, 1980) have
proposed a developmental sequence over the preschool to
early school-age period. The earliest development around
age 3 is the understanding of the behavioral role. The
child combines several related actions of an agent into a
behavioral role. For instance, a doctor is defined as
someone who listens with a stethoscope, gives medicine,
takes the temperature. At the next stage, occurring
around 4 years of age, is the first social role, when the
child coordinates two behavioral roles into a complemen-
tary role relationship. For a doctor to be a doctor there
needs to be a patient available. The next stage of
development, occurring around 6–7 years of age, is the
concept of intersecting roles. At this stage children
understand that a person can have more than one role
simultaneously. For instance, the person can be both a
doctor and a mother at the same time. We hypothesized
that 5-year-old children would only be able to describe
one type of role for a parent. Instead of talking about
their parents both as spouses and as parents they would
only see them as parents. Children over age 6 would be
able to see parents both as parents and as spouses to one
another. The achievement of a concept of intersecting
roles will allow them to have a concept of their parents as
parents, and a concept of their parents as spouses to one
another. Such an understanding of the spousal role as
separate from the parental role has important impli-
cations for how children reason about their own re-
sponsibility in relation to parental conflict.

In summary, our aim was to examine changes in
children’s understanding of marital conflict and the
marital relationship between 5 and 9 years of age, with
specific regard to two previously documented aspects of
conceptual change: children’s abilities to analyse complex
sequences of behavior in terms of the mental states of
protagonists and the development in children’s under-
standing of social roles.

Method

Sample

Subjects were 60 children (30 girls and 30 boys) attending an
elementary school in Toronto that serves a middle-class
community. All children were English speaking. The children
were drawn from three grades : Senior kindergarten (10 girls and
10 boys, Mean age¯ 5 years 4 months, SD 3±6 months), Grade
two (10 girls and 10 boys, Mean age¯ 7 years 7 months, SD 3±9
months), and Grade four (10 girls and 10 boys, Mean age¯ 9
years 6 months, SD 3±7 months). A demographic questionnaire
was sent to parents asking for information about family income,
parental education and marital status. Fifty-seven per cent of
parents returned the questionnaire. Family income was coded
on a 4-point scale (1¯! $50,000, 2¯between $50,000 and
$100,000, 3¯between $100,000 and $150,000, and 4¯
" $150,000). Mean family income was 2±81, SD¯±81. All
parents had completed at least 11 years of school. One child
who had experienced a parental separation in the previous year
was excluded from the study on the grounds that talking about
conflict might have been disturbing for him. Only one other
child had experienced an earlier parental separation.

Materials and Procedure

Two stories about family conflict, and one about children
being separated from their parents were developed to elicit
children’s understanding of family relationships. Stories were
piloted and found to be appropriate for the 5- to 9-year-old age
group.

During each story, children were asked questions about how
they thought the people felt, and what they might do. They were
also asked to give explanations for their answers as described
below. Responses for children were recorded verbatim.

Task administration for children in kindergarten and Grade
two began with a warm-up story about a birthday party, and
small family figures and dollhouse props were used to engage
the younger children in the task. Grade four children were
administered the same stories but without the dolls and props as
the first few older children interviewed found the dolls and
props too childish. Six stories were read to each child in-
dividually, in a small room within their school building. Three
stories about pleasant family interactions were used to separate
the three stories that involved family conflict or parent–child
separation, and responses to these filler stories were not
recorded or analysed. The three experimental stories were
counter-balanced for order within age group and gender.

Conflict between mother, father, and child. A mother and
child were having a dispute about playing hockey before
homework was completed, and the father intervened saying that
the child could go outside and play:

Mom and Max are having an argument about Max going
out to play hockey.

(Mom) ‘‘You have to do your homework first.’’
(Max) ‘‘That’s not fair ! The game will be over by the time

I finish my homework.’’
(Mom) ‘‘Well you still have to do it.’’
The dad is in the other room and hears them arguing. Then
the father comes into the room, and says to Max ‘‘You can
go out and play hockey now.’’

Conflict over moving house. The conflict presented here had
one parent wanting to move to a new house and the other parent
not wanting to move.

The mom and dad were talking together one night. The
mother said to the father that she wanted to move to a new
house. The father said that he was perfectly happy where
they were and wanted to stay in their house. They start
discussing this in an angry way.

Parent and child separation. In this story the children were
portrayed as having left the parents to go to camp.

Sarah and her sister Emily are going away to camp for a
week. Their mom and dad are staying at home. This is the
first time that the girls have gone away for so long. They get
into the bus, and off they go.

Coding

A coding scheme was drawn up based on previous research
on children’s abilities to analyse complex sequences of behavior
in terms of the mental states of protagonists and the de-
velopment in children’s understanding of social roles.

To establish coding reliability, 15 response sheets (5 from
each age category) were independently coded by 2 raters.
Reliability was assessed for nominal variables by Cohen’s
kappa, and for continuous variables, the Pearson r is given
(following the description of each measure). All transcripts were
coded blind to age of child.

Conceptions of martial conflict : Divergence of goals? In the
story ‘‘Conflict over moving house’’, the intent of the story was
to suggest that both parents had valid reasons for their different
positions about moving house. If children have an under-
standing that conflicts occur when two people’s goals are in
conflict with one another, neither parent will be seen to be
‘‘ right ’’ in the conflict. Children were asked ‘‘Why do they have
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a disagreement? Which one is right? Why?’’ Responses were
coded into two categories, ‘‘one parent is correct ’’, or ‘‘con-
flicting goals ’’. If children responded that one parent is correct
(‘‘ the mom is right ’’ or ‘‘ the dad is right ’’) they were given a
code of ‘‘0 ’’. Explanations of the argument in terms of
conflicting goals were coded as ‘‘1 ’’ (examples : ‘‘nobody’s right
or wrong’’, ‘‘no-one really, because they both have their own
opinion’’, ‘‘because they each want their own way, and they’re
trying to work it out ’’). Cohen’s kappa was κ¯ 1±00.

Parental resolution. In order to examine children’s under-
standing of conflict resolution, a conflict between two parents
was depicted and children were asked how it could be resolved.
In the ‘‘Conflict over moving house’’ story, children were
asked ‘‘What do parents need to do now to help them
stop the disagreement? ’’ Descriptions were coded as either
‘‘behavioral ’’ or ‘‘mind change’’. Behavioral responses in-
cluded children saying that parents could just terminate the
argument without any reference to at least one person needing
to change what they thought or wanted. The following examples
will illustrate this category: ‘‘They just agree’’, ‘‘Make them-
selves stop’’, ‘‘The dad can stay in his own house and the mom
can move to a new house by herself and then they will both be
happy’’, ‘‘Sit away from each other ’’. The other category,
coded as ‘‘1 ’’, was mind change. This category included replies
about changing one another’s minds, coming to an agreement
through discussion, or compromising. In this category we also
included suggestions involving the democratic process. Some
children suggested that a vote should occur or the children
should be asked their opinion. We coded this with the mind
change category on the grounds that voting implies seeking the
opinions of a number of people and reaching an agreement on
the basis of the majority opinion. Examples of the mind change
category were: ‘‘Talk it all out because they may find some
reasons why the house they are in is a lot better than another
house’’, ‘‘They should really see why they want to move and
why they don’t want to move’’, ‘‘Ask their kids maybe ‘do you
like this house or not?’ ’’. Cohen’s kappa was κ¯±99.

Children’s role in facilitating resolution. In the same story,
children were asked what they might do to help their parents
stop disagreeing. These responses were also coded as either
behavioral or mind change. Responses coded as behavioral
included children’s actions or suggestions that altered the
parents’ behavior, altered their mood (without addressing
their difference in goals), or distracted them. Examples of
behavioral responses were: ‘‘Tickle them with a feather ’’. ‘‘Tell
them to calm down’’, ‘‘ Just forget about the whole thing’’. The
mind change category included replies that referred to altering
the goals of the parents, or suggestions to alter the parent’s
thoughts in order to reach an agreement. Examples of mind
change responses were: ‘‘Give them ideas of how to solve the
problem’’, ‘‘ If you compromise it would be easier ’’. Cohen’s
kappa was κ¯±80.

Family triangulation. Following the story ‘‘Conflict be-
tween mother, father, and child’’, children were asked a series of
questions about whether and how the father’s intervention
affected the argument between the mother and son, the mother’s
mood, and the relationship between the mother and father. For
each of their answers children were asked to give explanations.

Two separate variables were formed: one relating to the effect
of the father’s action on the mother–child relationship and the
second relating to the effect of the father’s action on the
mother–father relationship, as discussed earlier.

(1) Triangulation: Effect on parent–child relationship. The
first three questions related to the impact of the fathers’
action on the relationship between mother and Max. ‘‘ Is
the fight between Mom and Max over now? Has the dad
made the fight between Mom and Max worse in any way?
What about better in any way? How about the mom?
How does she feel now?’’ Higher ratings were given for
understanding that the mother–child conflict remained (1
point), that the conflict between the mother and child
would be worse (1 point), and that the mother’s mood

would be worse (1 point). Children’s responses to these
three questions were summed. One variable, the mother’s
mood, lowered the internal consistency of the scale as
answers to this question did not show high agreement
with answers to the other two questions. The answer to
this question was removed from the summed score, so
that the final summed score ranged from 0–2. The internal
consistency of this variable was satisfactory, α¯±69, and
inter-rater reliability was also satisfactory, r(15)¯±81.

(2) Triangulation: Effect on marital relationship. The final
two questions related to the impact of the fathers’ action
on the relationship between himself and his wife. ‘‘How
will the Mom and Dad get along now? Why?’’ Higher
ratings were given for understanding that the father–
mother relationship would be worse (1 point) and for
offering an explanation for why the mother was mad at
the father that involved her goals being thwarted (1 point)
or an alliance between child and father affecting the
spousal relationship (2 points). Children’s responses to
these questions were summed. The internal consistency of
this measure was satisfactory, α¯±68, and inter-rater
reliability was also satisfactory, r(12)¯±89.

Integrating the spousal and the parental role. After the
‘‘Parent and child separation’’ story, children were asked what
activities a mother and father might participate in while their
children were away at camp for a week. The activities mentioned
by the respondents were categorized as spousal focused or
parent focused. Spousal focused were carried out together, and
were pleasurable or recreational : going out to dinner, the
movies, or meeting friends. Parent focused included activities
that maintained the family, such as grocery shopping, cleaning,
laundry, or any that involved the children directly, such as
writing letters to children or missing them. A ratio of spousal to
total activities was calculated. Proportional scores were trans-
formed using an arcsine transformation. Cohen’s kappa was
κ¯±95.

Results

Missing data are reported within each analysis sep-
arately in order to examine whether data were missing
disproportionately by age.

There were no differences between age groups on
marital status of parents [χ#(2,34)¯ 1±9, p!±39], number
of years of university completed by mothers [F(2,29)¯
0±48, p!±62] or by fathers [F(2,31)¯ 1±9, p!±17], or
family income [F(2,28)¯±50, p!±61]. As the response
rate was only 57% on the demographic questionnaire it
was important to try to determine if there were any
systematic differences between responses for those chil-
dren whose parents responded and those whose parents
did not. We examined differences between responders
and nonresponders on all children’s responses and no
significant differences were found between groups on any
analysis.

In order to examine age and gender relationships, as
well as to determine which of the age groups differed from
one another, loglinear analysis was carried out for the
categorical variables. When parameter estimates were
nonsignificant for gender the variable was dropped from
the model and the model was rerun. Gender was not
found to be significantly associated with children’s
understanding of conflict in any analyses. Contrasts were
conducted in order to test the significance of the difference
between 5- and 7-year-olds and the significance of the
difference between 7- and 9-year-olds. Parameter
estimates in which z" 1±96 are significant at the p!±05
level.
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Table 1
Number of Children (Percentage in Brackets) Within
Each Age Group Endorsing Each Category of Response

Age

5 years 7 years 9 years

Conception of conflict
One person is correct 18 (95) 11 (61) 0 (0)
Conflicting goals 1 (5) 7 (35) 17 (100)

Parental resolution
Behavioral 14 (88) 9 (53) 3 (17)
Mind change 2 (12) 8 (47) 15 (83)

Children’s role in facilitating
parental resolution
Behavioral 14 (88) 7 (44) 6 (32)
Mind Change 2 (12) 9 (56) 13 (68)

Conceptions of Marital Conflict

Five per cent of 5-year-olds, 39% of 7-year-olds, and
100% of 9-year-olds explained conflict in terms of the
conflicting goals of two people, as shown in Table 1. It is
evident, therefore, that differences between age groups on
their conceptions of conflict were marked. The fact that
no 9-year-olds explained conflict in terms of one parent
being right meant that loglinear analysis, which is
sensitive to sampling zeros, could not be carried out. In
consequence two chi-square analyses (with the continuity
correction) were carried out in which 5- and 7-year-olds
were compared with one another and 7- and 9-year-olds
were compared with one another. Five- and 7-year-olds
differed significantly [χ#¯ 4±3, p!±04], as did 7- and 9-
year-olds [χ#¯ 12±4, p!±001]. Missing data (N¯ 6) were
missing proportionally across age groups.

Parental Resolution

A good fit was found for the model specifying age,
parental resolution, and the interaction between parental
resolution and age [LR χ#(6)¯ 8±0, p!±24]. Parameter
estimates demonstrated that there was a significant
difference between 5- and 7-year-olds [z¯ 2±03, p!±05],
and between 7- and 9-year-olds [z¯ 2±17, p!±05]. Older
children suggested more frequently than younger children
that in order for parents to resolve a conflict at least
one person needed to change their mind. Missing data
(N¯ 9) were missing proportionally across age groups
(see Table 1).

Children’s Roles in Facilitating Resolution

A good fit was found for the model specifying age,
children’s role in facilitating resolution, and the inter-
action between children’s role in facilitating resolution
and age [LR χ# (6)¯ 5±6, p!±47]. There was a significant
difference between 5- and 7-year-olds [z¯ 2±4, p!±05],
but not between 7- and 9-year-olds [z¯±74, n.s.]. The
younger children worked more on the behavior of their
parents, whereas older children attempted to help their
parents compromise in order to reach an agreement (see
Table 1). Data were missing disproportionately across
the three age groups. More 5- and 7-year-old children
(N¯ 5 and N¯ 4 respectively) than 9-year-old children
(N¯ 1) said that they did not know what a child could
do to help their parents resolve a conflict.

Table 2
Means (and Standard Deviations) for Triangulation and
Integrating the Spousal and Parental Role

5-year-olds 7-year-olds 9-year-olds

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Triangulation: Effect
on parent–child
relationship

0±7 (0±9) 1±2 (0±8) 1±4 (0±8)

Triangulation: Effect
on marital
relationship

0±7 (1±0) 1±6 (1±1) 1±7 (0±7)

Integrating the spousal
and parental role

0±4 (0±4) 1±0 (0±6) 0±9 (0±6)

As children were asked both about what their parents
could do to resolve their conflict and what the children
could do to help them, it is possible to compare results on
these questions. Fifteen per cent of 5-year-olds, 50% of 7-
year-olds, and 35% of 9-year-olds offered a higher-level
answer for one question than they did for the other
question. Ninety-four per cent of 9-year-olds (16}17),
85% of 7-year-olds (11}14), and 23% of 5-year-olds
(3}13) offered at least one mind change strategy for either
conflict resolution or the child’s role in conflict resolution.

Triangulation

An ANOVA on children’s scores on triangulation:
the effect on the parent–child relationship, indicated that
children of different ages had a different understanding of
the effects of the father’s intervention on the mother–child
relationship [F(2,57)¯ 4±4, p!±02]. Tukey’s Honestly
Significant Difference test was carried out to examine
which of the age groups differed significantly. Five-year-
olds were significantly different from 9-year-olds and
neither of the other age groupings differed from one
another. Means are shown in Table 2.

An ANOVA on children’s scores on triangulation:
the effect on the marital relationship, indicated that
children of different ages had a different understanding of
the effects of the father’s intervention on the mother–
father relationship [F(2,53)¯ 6±0, p!±005]. Tukey’s
Honestly Significant Difference test was carried out.
Five-year-olds were significantly different from 7-year-
olds and 9-year-olds, but 7- and 9-year-olds did not differ
from one another. Means are shown in Table 2.

The hypothesis that children’s understanding of tri-
angulation would increase with age was confirmed, but 9-
year-olds did not show a higher level of understanding
than 7-year-olds of the effect of the father’s intervention
on the mother–father relationship.

Understanding of the Role of Spouse vs. Parent

An ANOVA indicated that age was significantly
associatedwith children having more of an understanding
of the spousal versus parental role [F(2,53)¯ 7±03, p!
±002]. Tukey’s Honestly Significant Difference test was
carried out to examine which age groups differed signifi-
cantly. Five-year-olds described a significantly lower
proportion of spousal focused activities than either 7- or
9-year-olds and 7-year-olds did not differ significantly
from 9-year olds, as can be seen in Table 2.
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Changes in Understanding Across All Measures as
a Function of Age

One of the questions that emerges from these findings
is whether these aspects of understanding are really
different from one another or whether they represent
manifestations of the same underlying conceptual struc-
ture. One way of examining the coherence of these
different aspects of understanding is to treat the separate
concepts as items in a scale and assess the internal
consistency of the scale using Cronbach’s alpha. The
internal consistency was found to be α¯±66, suggesting
some degree of coherence across different aspects of
understanding but not enough to argue that only one
aspect of conceptual development is under investigation.
Intercorrelation of items ranged from r¯±10 to r¯±59.
These correlations between individual items also show
that although there is a moderate level of agreement
across some items, for other items there is only a low level
of agreement.

Consequently it is not possible to conclude that only
one aspect of understanding underlies the different
conceptual categories examined in this study. As this was
not the main aim of this study, more detailed analysis of
agreement across items is not reported, but it would be
beneficial in future studies to examine this issue using a
more extensive battery of measures.

Discussion

Age differences were found in children’s understanding
of marital conflict based on children’s abilities to analyse
complex sequences of behavior in terms of the mental
states of protagonists and their ability to understand
integrated social roles. Such developments influence their
understanding of how parents achieve conflict resolution,
their own role in conflict resolution, their understanding
of the process of triangulation between parents and their
children, and children’s ability to conceptualize the
parental relationship as separate from the spousal re-
lationship.

It is important to remember when reviewing these
results that children were asked to reason about parental
conflict as taking place between story characters. This
method was used so that children were not being asked
about their own situation or their own reactions to their
parents’ conflict. In the following discussion we speculate
about how the age differences demonstrated in this study
might be related to children’s thinking and behavior
when they experience their own parents’ conflict.
Although it is likely that the level of understanding that
children show with respect to a story will bear a close
relation to how they reason about their own parents’
conflict, this was not the subject of this study and such
links should be regarded as speculative.

Analysis of Marital Conflict in Terms of the Mental
States of Protagonists

Between 5 and 9 years of age children show marked
changes in their ability to understand marital conflict in
terms of the intentions and goals of the two parents
involved in the disputes. This affected their understanding
of several aspects of marital conflict.

Between 5 and 9 years of age their conception of
conflict shifted from thinking about conflict in absolute

terms: one person is right, to thinking about conflict as a
divergence of two people’s goals. Seven-year-olds were
between 5- and 9-year-olds in their levels of under-
standing. The implication of this for parents managing
angry conflict is that young children are likely to take
sides in conflict. Although parents may interpret this as
one parent being preferred over another, such taking
of sides may more appropriately be interpreted as
a consequence of their children’s stage of cognitive
development.

Conflict resolution is largely understood in behavioral
terms by 5-year-old children. A conflict is resolved when
angry behavior stops. Seven- and 9-year-olds have more
of a conception of conflict resolution as involving change
in the goals of at least one person in the conflict. Over
80% of 7- and 9-year-olds suggested at least one
explanation of conflict resolution (across both questions)
that involved a mind change explanation, compared
to less than 25% of 5-year-olds. Nine-year-olds were
somewhat more inclined to offer mind change strategies
for the parent character rather than the child character.
This may reflect an influence of individual ex-
perience or contextual factors affecting reasoning in this
task.

Seven- and 9-year-old children had a more soph-
isticated understanding of the negative effects of tri-
angulation than 5-year-old children. Seven- and 9-year-
old children were able to understand that the action of
one parent, thwarting the other parent’s child-rearing
goal, had a negative effect on the parent–child relation-
ship and the marital relationship. Although we thought
that 9-year-olds would differ from 7-year-olds in showing
a higher level of understanding of how the marital
relationship would be negatively affected by such actions,
this was not found to be the case. Seven- and 9-year-olds
did not differ in their understanding of this issue.

In summary, children are able to analyse marital
conflict in terms of the mental state of protagonists from
about the age of 7 years. When parents are fighting,
children of this age can think about what each of their
parents wants and understand conflict as a divergence of
goals.

Developmental Changes in Children’s
Understanding of Social Roles

Five-year-olds conceptualized the social roles of
mothers and fathers as parental more than spousal. When
parents argue, children may interpret this within their
understanding of the parental role, because their con-
ception of a separate spousal relationship is somewhat
limited. This may account for the greater likelihood that
young children blame themselves for conflict. This has
generally been attributed to egocentricity in the younger
child (Jenkins & Smith, 1993; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980).
It may also be explained by their cognitive limitations in
conceptualizing the coexistence of two social roles sim-
ultaneously, and thus their default to a conceptualization
of the dynamic between their parents as related to
parental rather than spousal issues. Both 7- and 9-year-
old children were found to be much more likely to think
about their parents both as parents and as one another’s
spouse than 5-year-olds. In summary we found support
for the hypothesis put forward by Fischer and colleagues
that young children show limitations in their under-
standing of how one person occupies two social roles
simultaneously (Fischer et al., 1984).
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Methodological Considerations

It is important to consider methodological issues that
may have some bearing on results. As a result of pilot
testing we thought that the most appropriate way of
eliciting children’s understanding of parental conflict was
to offer them open-ended questions on the issues that we
had deemed as important for understanding parental
conflict.Wedid not adopt a strategy of a highly structured
task in which we offered them alternatives from which to
choose. This latter strategy might have tested the limits of
their understanding more effectively, as children may
have been able to recognize the most developmentally
advanced alternative, but not have been able to generate
it spontaneously. This strategy was regarded as less
ecologically valid. It was also thought that the meth-
odology used was closer to simulating the reasoning
processes that children would use when confronted with
this situation, than if we had offered more highly
structured alternatives. It is, however, important to
interpret these data not as demonstrating the absolute
levels of understanding that children are able to reach,
but as the ways that 5-, 7-, and 9-year-old children are
likely to reason when faced with the situation of marital
conflict.

As this area of children’s understanding of marital
conflict has not been previously investigated it might be
argued, on the other hand, that the coding scheme was
unnecessarily restrictive, such that the richness of the
data were lost. The coding scheme was based on well-
established theory and empirical work in the area of
conceptual development in the 5–9-year-old age range. It
was reasoned that it was more important at this initial
stage of understanding age changes in children’s under-
standing of marital conflict to ground the coding in well-
established theory, rather than to be comprehensive in
representing the diversity of children’s thoughts about
conflict.

It is possible that the answers children gave were
influenced both by conceptual development and by
contextual elements such as their own experience.
Although there were no group differences amongst those
families who completed questionnaires on demographic
factors, it is possible that an unexamined factor, such as
exposure to conflict, influenced results. Experience
factors are likely to be important in how children
understand conflict but they are not likely to be con-
founding the age differences reported here. The age
differences were marked (e.g. 100% of 9-year-olds
explained conflict in terms of conflicting goals and only
5% of 5-year-olds offered this explanation). To argue
that these were simply experience effects would mean that
most 5-year-olds shared an experience that 9-year-olds
did not share. The only plausible experience effect to
affect results across all variables would be exposure to
marital conflict. To account for these results it would
mean that almost no 5-year-old child had been exposed to
marital conflict. Existing literature suggests that children
of this age are exposed to marital conflict (Cummings
& Davies, 1994; Richman, Stevenson, & Graham,
1982), making a differential experience explanation less
compelling than an explanation related to cognitive
development.

Only three stories were used in this study. We did not
want to overburden children with too many questions on
a sensitive topic. The consistency of findings between this
study and others in social cognition argues for their

validity. The findings in relation to how children think
about marital conflict and the marital relationship agree
well with those in other areas of social cognition in which
researchers have examined age-related changes in
children’s abilities to analyse sequences of behavior in
terms of the mental states of protagonists, and children’s
understanding of social roles (Astington, 1993; Case,
1992; Fischer et al., 1984).

Children’s Vulnerability to Marital Conflict

It is not possible to conclude from this study that one
age group is more vulnerable than another (Cummings &
Davies, 1994). It would appear that younger children are
more vulnerable than older children on some dimensions
of their understanding of conflict, but less vulnerable on
other dimensions. This will be evident as we consider the
implication of differing conceptual levels for children’s
reactions to conflict in their own lives.

Five-year-olds are probably more vulnerable than
older children in the extent to which they consider
parental conflict to be about them, and thus that they are
blameworthy. This may be influenced by the fact that
they are less likely to distinguish between parental and
spousal roles.

In another way, however, 5-year-olds may be less
vulnerable than 7-year-olds because of their con-
ceptualization of conflict resolution. For the 5-year-old,
if angry affect and shouting stops, the conflict is perceived
to be over. For children over 7 years, a fight lasts as long
as there is a divergence of goals. Thus although silence
represents a cessation of angry affect, it does not
constitute resolution for the older child. Children of
9 years of age have been found to be more sensitive
to whether conflict has been resolved than 5-year-old
children, and report more distress than 5-year-olds to
unresolved conflict (Cummings et al., 1991). It is also the
case that older children will have a lower threshold than
younger children for perceiving the existence of a conflict
because as soon as a divergence of goals is perceived
(which may be signalled by silent tension rather than
anger expression) they will think that a conflict is
occurring. In consequence, a wider range of negative
interactions will be understood as conflictual by older
children than by younger children.

Young children who side with one or other parent in a
conflict do not have the conceptual capacity to under-
stand that their actions may have an impact on their
relationship with either parent and on their parents’
relationship with one another. This may save them some
anxiety about the widespread influence of their actions.
On the other hand, knowing that your own actions can
influence different subsystems in the family may enable
children to feel more in control of events, leading to less
of a perception that they are powerless and victimized in
the face of their parents’ conflict. As children recognize
the consequences of triangulation, they may develop
more devious and imperceptible ways of influencing
parental interaction without being perceived to do so, as
Jenkins et al. (1989) have described.

The implication of these data is that the way 5-year-old
children understand conflictual events between their
parents differs markedly from how these events will be
seen by children as little as 2 years older. In the literature
examining the effect of marital conflict on children, the
developmental constraints on children’s understanding



168 J. M. JENKINS and J. M. BUCCIONI

of the conflict is rarely investigated. This study makes it
clear that marital conflict is a very different type of
stressor depending on the level of cognitive development
of the child. Having information about how children of
different ages think about conflict, conflict resolution,
and family relationships can facilitate the planning and
delivering of applicable interventions.
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