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Systemic approaches are largely neglected in research on interparental conflict and children’s adjustment. Family systems theorists have stressed the importance of understanding children within the context of the family system (e.g., Cox & Paley, 1997). While many studies examining the impact of interparental conflict on children have focused on parent-child factors (e.g., relational issues, parenting), very few studies have studied systemic processes associated with children’s adjustment.

One family systems concept that is particularly relevant for understanding the effects of parental conflict is triangulation. Systems theorists argue that the maintenance of appropriate boundaries between subsystems is important for healthy family functioning; triangulation occurs when children are drawn into marital disagreements, thus crossing the boundary separating the marital subsystem from the child subsystem. Although rarely tested empirically, triangulation is believed to have adverse effects for both the child and family as a whole.

Triangulation is associated with children’s appraisals and psychological adjustment. Although rarely investigated, triangulated family patterns are associated with children’s self-blaming attributions of interparental conflict (Kerig, 1995). Furthermore, children in families characterized by martial detouring are more prone to internalizing and externalizing symptoms than other family patterns (Kerig, 1995). Other research has posited that triangulation and self-blame co-vary (Grych et al., 2003). 

Children’s appraisals play an important role in the association between interparental conflict and children’s adjustment. When children fear that marital conflict will lead to dissolution or that they will be drawn into the conflict, higher levels of internalizing symptoms have been found (e.g. Grych et al., 2003; Grych et al., 2000). In addition, self-blaming attributions have been linked with internalizing or externalizing symptoms, varying across studies (e.g. Grych et al., 2000; Grych et al. 2003). Interestingly, self-blame and threat have been theorized to be linked to systemic (e.g. triangulation) concerns, but have not been examined empirically.

Research Goals

1.To integrate systemic aspects into existing theory by testing whether triangulation mediates the association between exposure to conflict and adolescent adjustment.

2.To examine whether children’s appraisals of threat and self-blame further mediated the association between triangulation and children’s internalizing and externalizing symptoms.

3.If these mediating analyses proved significant, we sought to examine a path analysis of the relation between all of these variables.
Method

Participants

N = 338 9th –12th Grade Students (203 Females)

Age 14-19 years  (M = 16.29, SD = 1.17). 

56.5% Caucasian, 12.7% African American, 19.2% Latino/Hispanic, 4.4% Asian/Pacific Islander, 2.1% Native American, 2.1% Biracial, and 3% other

Procedure

Adolescents were administered a battery of questionnaires during a 90 minute period at their high school. 

Measures

Children’s Perceptions of Interparental Conflict (CPIC): measured children’s exposure to conflict, feelings of triangulation into the conflict, and appraisals of threat and blame (Grych, Seid, & Fincham, 1992).

Youth Self Report (YSR): Assessed children’s internalizing and externalizing symptoms (Achenbach, 1991).

Results

· As seen in Table 1, a correlation matrix of the predictor and outcome variables indicated significant relationships among children’s perceptions of parental conflict, reports of triangulation, appraisals of threat and blame, and internalizing and externalizing variables. 

· Goal #1: Hierarchical Regression Analyses indicated that triangulation mediated the association between interparental conflict and children’s adjustment. As seen in Table 2, this was true for internalizing and externalizing symptoms.

·  Goal #2: Children’s appraisals of threat and blame were then added into the Hierarchical Regression equation. Findings indicate that threat partially mediated the association between triangulation and children’s internalizing symptoms, but did not mediate for externalizing symptoms. Children’s self-blaming attributions mediated the association between triangulation and externalizing symptoms, but did not mediate the association for internalizing symptoms. (See Table 2)

· Goal #3: Based on the previous findings that demonstrate a mediational role for triangulation, threat and blame, hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to construct a path model depicting the association between interparental conflict, triangulation, children’s appraisals, and children’s internalizing and externalizing symptoms (see Figure 1).

· These findings suggest that triangulation and self-blame are processes through which interparental conflict is associated with children’s externalizing symptoms.

· Children’s internalizing symptoms are uniquely predicted by children’s feelings of being triangulated into the conflict, responsibility for the conflict, and threat experienced from the conflict. Among these variables, attributions of threat were the most strongly associated with children’s internalizing symptoms.

Discussion
Systemic factors shape the impact of marital conflict on children.

These findings provide support for the importance of family systems influences on children’s adjustment to interparental conflict. In this investigation, triangulation was identified as a mediational process through which interparental conflict can elicit children’s perceptions of threat and responsibility for the parental conflict. Therefore, disturbances to the interparental subsystem affect the family system as a whole, which also affects children’s appraisals of and adjustment to the marital conflict.  Our findings provide evidence for examining externalizing and internalizing pathways separately.

Examining the Externalizing Pathway

Our findings suggest that children’s involvement in parental conflict was associated with children’s self-blaming attributions. This supports previous research indicating that triangulated children were more self-blaming, and that there is a link between self-blame and externalizing symptoms (Grych et al., 2003; Kerig, 1995). Children who feel responsible for the conflict, and who have a history of being “drawn in” or intervening with parental conflict may be more likely to try to diminish their exposure to conflict (Davies et al., 2002). Furthermore, it is possible that children enlist aggressive behavior as a means of interrupting parental discord (Grych et al., 2003).

Examining the Internalizing Pathway

Our data suggest that triangulation, threat and blame were all unique predictors of internalizing symptoms. The threat pathway differed from the blame pathway in that it was more directly linked to witnessing interparental conflict. The model presented in this study may call for a deeper examination of threat appraisals. Previously, threat has been hypothesized to account for fears of marital dissolution, loss of instrumental goals, or being “pulled in” to parental conflict. The unique predictive findings of threat and triangulation may suggest that threat captures family concerns other than fears of becoming involved. 

Furthermore, the multiple predictors of internalizing symptoms may reflect their complex nature. Perhaps with greater outcome specificity (i.e. differentiating between anxiety and depression), independent pathways would emerge. 

Future Directions

· This investigation utilized a cross-sectional design, which limits the ability to examine the temporal and sequential associations implicit in a meditiational model. Future research should examine this model longitudinally. 

· In this study, triangulation was examined as a broad construct. Buchanan and Waizenhofer (1999) identify several forms of triangulation, which may enhance our understanding of how children are brought into marital conflict and how these processes shape children’s adjustment. 

· While triangulation proved a meaningful variable, future investigation should include other systemic concepts, such as family cohesion, or family management of emotions to provide greater understanding into how families function as a unit and how negative and positive emotions are experienced within the family.  
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Table 1.  
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Figure 1.

Hierarchical Regression Path Diagram Modeling Conflict, Triangul

ation

Appraisals and Adjustment

Mediating Pathways of Triangulation and Appraisals
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