CPIC-Y    35

Young Children’s Appraisals of Interparental Conflict:  Measurement and Links with Adjustment Problems

Renee McDonald

Southern Methodist University

John H. Grych

Marquette University

In press, Journal of Family Psychology
Draft copy
Please address all correspondence to Renee McDonald, Department of Psychology, Southern Methodist University, P.O. Box 750442, Dallas, TX, 75275-0442. Email: rmcdonal@mail.smu.edu.

Abstract

The present study investigated two questions pertinent to understanding developmental aspects of children’s conflict appraisals: (1) Do 7-9 year old children make reliable distinctions between their perceptions of conflict and their appraisals of threat and self-blame? (2) Do threat and blame appraisals mediate the association between exposure to interparental conflict and adjustment problems in this age group? Factor analysis of a new version of the Children’s Perception of Interparental Conflict Scale (CPIC-Y) designed for younger children showed that 179 7-9 year old children distinguished properties of conflict from their appraisals of it. Moreover, as predicted by the cognitive-contextual framework, threat and self-blame appraisals mediated the link between conflict and internalizing problems, but not externalizing problems. This study provides compelling evidence that appraisals of interparental conflict can be reliably measured at relatively young ages and suggests that perceptions of threat and self-blame function similarly in 7- to 9-year olds as they do in older children. 

The Young Children’s Perceptions of Interparental Conflict Scale: Measurement and Links with Adjustment Problems

The cognitive-contextual framework proposes that children’s perceptions and interpretations of interparental conflict play a central role in determining the impact of conflict on their adjustment (Grych & Fincham, 1990). According to this model, when children observe a parental disagreement they assess the extent to which it threatens their own and their family’s well-being and try to determine if they are responsible for causing or helping to resolve the disagreement. These appraisals, which are shaped by the nature of the conflict (e.g., degree of anger expressed) and contextual factors such as the quality of parent-child relationships, are hypothesized to have lasting effects on children’s functioning when they occur consistently and conflict is frequent. Empirical investigations of the cognitive-contextual framework have shown that children’s perceptions of the frequency, intensity, and resolution of interparental conflict reliably predict externalizing and internalizing problems and support the hypothesis that appraisals of threat and self-blame are processes by which exposure to conflict leads to maladjustment, especially internalizing problems (e.g., Grych, Fincham, Jouriles, & McDonald, 2000; Grych, Harold, & Miles, 2003; Harold, Fincham, Osborne, & Conger, 1997).

Because children’s cognitive capacities and experiences change developmentally, younger children may perceive interparental disagreements differently than older children. Grych and Fincham (1990) proposed that there are likely to be developmental differences in how threatened children are by conflict, their perceived efficacy to cope with conflict, and the attributions they make for the causes of conflict. Further, whereas all children are proposed to assess the degree of threat posed by conflict (termed “primary appraisal” in the cognitive-contextual framework), young children may not engage in the more sophisticated cognitive processing involved in making attributions or evaluating their coping efficacy (secondary appraisal). This raises the possibility that appraisals have different implications for younger and older children: whereas threat and blame appraisals may mediate the effects of conflict on older children, they may have little effect on the adjustment of younger children. However, developmental aspects of conflict appraisals rarely have been investigated empirically. Most research on children’s appraisals has been conducted with children between the ages of 10 and 14, and only a few studies including younger children have directly examined developmental issues. 

In an initial examination of age differences in children’s perceptions and interpretations of conflict, Grych (1998) presented 7-12 year old children with audiotapes of standardized conflictual interactions and asked them to report on their thoughts and feelings. Compared to 10-12 year olds, 7-9 year olds reported greater threat, lower coping efficacy, and more child-blaming attributions. Similarly, Jouriles and his colleagues (Jouriles, Spiller, Stephens, McDonald, & Swank, 2000) found that 8- and 9-year-olds reported more threat and self-blame than 10-12 year olds on the Children’s Perceptions of Interparental Conflict Scale (CPIC; Grych, Seid, & Fincham, 1992), a self-report measure of children’s appraisals. More importantly, Jouriles et al. (2000) examined whether the association between appraisals and maladjustment varied as a function of children’s age, and found consistently stronger relations between appraisals and adjustment problems for older (age 10 and up) children than for younger (ages 8 and 9) children. Taken together, these studies indicate that there are developmental differences in how children perceive conflict and suggest that appraisals have different implications for the development of adjustment problems in younger and older children.

Developmental changes in the role of social cognitive processes also have been reported in other research on child psychopathology. Investigations of the learned helplessness and hopelessness models of depression have found that children’s attributions for negative life events moderate the impact of stressful events for seventh-grade but not third-grade children (Abela, 2001; Nolen-Hoeksema, Girgus & Seligman, 1992). Turner and Cole (1994) proposed that this may be due to changes in how children explain events that occur to them, hypothesizing that young children’s attributions are derived primarily from characteristics of the events and environmental feedback about the events, whereas older children’s attributions also appear to reflect characteristic ways of thinking about the world. They suggested that as children transition from late childhood to early adolescence, they develop a relatively stable predisposition to explain negative events in certain ways (also see Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 1992). If a similar developmental process occurs for appraisals of interparental conflict, a young child’s appraisals may be more a function of the nature of the conflict observed than a considered assessment of the conflict and its implications for the child in the broader family context. Thus, younger children’s reports of threat and self-blame may simply correspond to their reports of the hostility of the conflict, and may lack the kind of consistency predicted to affect their later functioning.

An alternative explanation for the age differences in the association between appraisals and adjustment reported by Jouriles et al. (2000) is methodological. Children’s appraisals were assessed in the study with a self-report measure that asks children to describe the frequency, intensity, and resolution of interparental conflict that they have witnessed and their cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses to that conflict. Younger children, especially those who have poorer reading and language skills, may have trouble understanding some of the questions and reflecting on their experiences. The sample in the Jouriles study consisted of children residing in shelters for victims of domestic violence, many of whom had disadvantaged economic backgrounds that may have undermined their language development. Although the CPIC has demonstrated strong psychometric properties in samples that include children aged 8 through 18 (Bickham & Fiese, 1997; Grych, Seid, and Fincham, 1992), psychometric analyses have not been conducted separately for children younger than 10 years old. Thus, it is possible that the weaker associations between appraisals and adjustment found by Jouriles and colleagues could be due to problems with reliably measuring these perceptions in younger children rather than to appraisals relating differently to adjustment in children of different ages. Indeed, there is evidence that young children do develop stable beliefs and expectations that guide their behavior when measures suited to their developing cognitive and linguistic capacities are utilized (e.g., see Bretherton & Munholland, 1999). 

In order to reconcile the two explanations for age differences in the relation between children’s conflict appraisals and adjustment, it is necessary to assess appraisals with a measure that is appropriate for children under the age of 10. In the present study we first conducted a psychometric analysis of a new version of the CPIC designed for use with younger children. We examined the factor structure of the new measure to determine if younger children make the same distinctions as older children among the properties of the conflict they observe, the level of threat they experience, and their tendency to blame themselves for parental conflicts. Second, we investigated the relations among children’s perceptions of conflict, appraisals, and adjustment, testing whether threat and self-blame appraisals perform the same mediational role in 7-9 year old children that has been documented among older children.

Method

Participant Recruitment, Determination of Eligibility, and Assessment Procedures

Families were recruited for this research via advertisements about a larger study on family interaction. The study was open to English-speaking families with children aged 7-9 and the flyers advertising the study indicated that families would receive compensation for participating. The flyers were placed in neighborhood settings and social service agencies serving low-income families in a large southwestern city. 

Details about the study were provided to families who called in response to the flyers, and interested families were screened over the telephone to determine their eligibility for the research. Families were told that the study was about “how families get along and how they handle conflicts.” To participate, a family must have had at least one child in the targeted age range, the mother must have been in a relationship with a male intimate partner for at least six consecutive months in the past 12 months, neither the mother nor the child had received a diagnosis of mental retardation or developmental delay, and both the mother and child spoke English sufficiently well to participate in an interview in English. Families who were eligible were scheduled for an assessment in our university-based lab. 

Participants

Participants were 184 children and their mothers. Five families provided incomplete or otherwise unusable data and were excluded from the analyses. The final sample, therefore, included 179 children (89 boys, 90 girls) between 7 and 9 years of age and their mothers. In families with more than one child in this age range, the oldest was selected for participation. The sample was 60% African American, 21%, Hispanic, 11% European American, 6% multiethnic, and 2% “other” ethnicity. Children’s mean age was 8.03 years (SD = 0.81). Mothers’ mean age was 32.30 years (SD = 6.39) and educational attainment was 12.43 (SD = 2.57) years of education. Mean annual family income was $34,995.72 (SD = $26,488.80). Fifty-four percent of the mothers were married and 30% were cohabiting but not married; the remaining 16% described themselves as being in a “dating” relationship with their partners. Average length of mothers’ relationships with partners was 5.81 years (SD = 5.30). Demographically, the sample is more ethnically diverse and lower in income than most community samples studied in this area of research (e.g., Dadds et al., 1999; Grych, Jouriles, Fincham & McDonald, 2000).

Assessment Procedures

Assessments with mothers and children were conducted in separate rooms by trained interviewers. Mothers’ assessments took 2-1/2 to 3 hours; children’s assessments took approximately 1-1/2 hours. The interviewers spent time playing and developing rapport with the children prior to initiating the assessment. After a child’s assessment was completed, the interviewer continued to play games with the child until the mother’s assessment was completed. Breaks were taken as necessary during the assessment to minimize fatigue and maintain the child’s interest and enthusiasm.

All assessment measures were read aloud to children and interviewers recorded children’s verbal responses. Prior to beginning the assessment, interviewers engaged children in games and tasks designed to ensure that children could comprehend the response scales (e.g., could discriminate between a little and a lot of something; between never, some of the time and all of the time, for questionnaires used in the larger study) and understood the response formats. These activities allowed interviewers to establish that the children understood the demands of the assessment task and could provide valid responses to questions requiring such distinctions. 

Answering questions about interparental conflict and violence has the potential to be distressing to mothers and/or their children. As part of the informed consent procedures with mothers and the assent procedures with children, participants were told that they were not required to answer any question that they did not want to answer. Interviewers were trained to respond promptly and empathically to any indications of distress. For example, an interviewer would reflect to a participant that “this can be hard to talk about,” and would ask if participants wanted to take a break or move to a different interview topic and return to this particular one a little later. No mother asked to discontinue the interview at any point, nor did any mother decline to respond to any question. On the contrary, mothers often expressed relief at being able to talk about their experiences. Disclosing specific events appeared to be mildly distressing for a couple of children, but the distress was limited to one or two questions, and was easily ameliorated by changing the topic or taking a break after the distressing question was answered. The debriefing at the conclusion of the assessment included an assessment of affect and risk of conflict at home as a consequence of the assessment. Mothers and children were debriefed separately. None of the mothers or children thought they would experience conflict at home because of the assessment, and none expressed concerns about the content of the assessments.

Measures

Interparental Conflict and Aggression. Reports of interparental conflict and aggression were obtained from mothers as well as children in order to assess the validity of the child reports of conflict. Mothers completed the Verbal/Psychological Aggression and Physical Aggression subscales of the Revised Conflict Tactics Scales (Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996), reporting on acts of aggression that occurred during the 12 months preceding the assessment. Mothers reported separately on their own aggression and on any aggression directed toward them by an intimate partner over the preceding year. Based on previous research with families experiencing very frequent violence, we used a slightly modified response format for the CTS. Women indicated how frequently aggressive acts had occurred on a 10 point scale in which higher scores reflect more frequent occurrence: Never, Once, 2-3 times, 4-6 times, Once a month, 2-3 times a month, 1-2 times a week, 3-4 times a week, 5-6 times a week, Every day. Coefficient alpha was .86 for the verbal aggression subscale and .89 for the physical aggression subscale. We summed the verbal and physical aggression scale scores to obtain a total aggression score. As commonly occurs, the distribution of aggression scores was significantly positively skewed, so we computed log-transformed scores for use in the study. The proportion of families in which the woman, her partner, or both, were reported to have engaged in a physically aggressive act was 53.6%. Among the women, 44.1% reported having been the target of a physically aggressive act by a partner in the preceding year. These prevalence rates for interparent physical aggression are higher than those found among nationally representative samples of couples (e.g., Straus & Gelles, 1990; McDonald, Jouriles, Ramisetty-Mikler, Caetano, 2004).

Children’s Appraisals of Interparental Conflict. The CPIC-Y (Grych, 2000) was administered to children to assess their appraisals of interparental conflict. The CPIC-Y was developed by modifying the CPIC so that it would be easier for younger children to understand and respond to. First, the number of items was reduced from 48 to 22 (an additional 12 items regarding parent-child relationships were added to broaden the focus of the questions, but those were not used in the present study). Second, the language was simplified by reducing the length of the statements and number of multi-syllable words, emphasizing active rather than passive voice, and eliminating double negatives. Third, the response format was simplified from a three-point scale that asks children to judge the degree to which particular statements are true for them to a dichotomous “Yes/No” choice. The CPIC-Y includes 11 items designed to tap children’s perceptions of the frequency, intensity, and resolution of interparental conflict (Conflict Properties; e.g., My parents have a lot of disagreements), 6 items designed to assess appraisals of threat and fear (Threat; e.g. I get scared when my parents have disagreements), and 5 items designed to measure children’s perceptions that the conflict concerned or was caused by their behavior (Self-Blame; e.g., It's usually my fault when my parents argue). The CPIC-Y items are presented in Table 1 (Only the 22 interparental conflict items were used for the present study; however, for the benefit of those who would wish to use the CPIC-Y in its entirety, the complete measure, including the 12 parent-child relationship items and the order in which the items were administered, is presented in the table).

Children’s Externalizing Problems. Reports of externalizing problems were obtained from mothers and children. Mothers completed the Externalizing Disorder Scale of the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach, 1991). The CBCL is a widely used measure of children’s adjustment problems with sound and well-documented psychometric properties (Achenbach, 1991). Children’s self-reported externalizing problems were assessed with a 9-item Disruptive Behavior Scale for Children (DBS, McDonald & Jouriles, 1999). Children are not thought to be the best source of information on their externalizing problems as such problems include misbehaviors for which children are likely to be punished. To reduce children’s feelings of being asked to directly disclose misbehavior, this measure asks instead whether children believe “other people” think that they (the children) engaged in the behaviors. For example, items include: Do other people think that you cheat or tell lies?, Do other people think that you use bad words or cuss words?, Do other people think that you don’t do what you are told to do at home or don’t follow the rules? Children respond to these items on a 3-point scale, anchored as follows: None of the time, Some of the time, All of the time. This scale demonstrated adequate internal consistency, coefficient alpha = .79, and correlated with mothers’ reports on the CBCL Externalizing Scale, r = .22, p < .01.

Children’s Internalizing Problems. Reports of internalizing problems were also obtained from mothers as well as children. Mothers completed the Internalizing Disorder Scale of the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach, 1991). Children completed the Revised Children’s Manifest Anxiety Scale (RCMAS; Reynolds & Richmond, 1978). The 37-item RCMAS has been widely used in research on children’s responses to stressful events, and it correlates with other measures of childhood anxiety and depression (e.g., Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 1992). The total anxiety scale score was used in analyses.
Results

Psychometric analysis of the CPIC-Y
Factor Structure. The first question that we addressed concerned whether the same dimensions derived from the original CPIC would emerge on the CPIC-Y. We conducted confirmatory factor analyses of the 22 interparental conflict items to test three possible solutions: (1) a baseline model that posits that the items are uncorrelated; (2) a 1-factor solution that would indicate that children did not distinguish their subjective reactions to parental conflict from the nature of the conflict itself, and (3) a 3-factor solution that parallels the dimensions found on factor analyses of the CPIC. We specified the items as categorical and employed a weighted least squares estimation procedure using a diagonal weight matrix with robust standard errors and mean- and variance-adjusted chi-square statistic, using Mplus software (Muthén & Muthén, 1998). 

The baseline model that all of the items were uncorrelated fit very poorly, suggesting that there is some underlying structure to the measure, χ2 (52, n = 179) = 738.68, p < .05, χ2/df = 14.21. To test the one-factor solution, each item was specified as an indicator of a single factor. This model also provided a poor fit to the data, χ2 (64, n = 179) = 229.96, p < .001, CFI = .76, RMSEA = .12, χ2/df = 3.59, indicating that younger children do not simply provide a global, undifferentiated report of their experience with parental conflict.1 To test the 3-factor solution, we used the original CPIC factor structure as our point of departure: Items derived from the original CPIC Conflict Properties scale were specified as indicators of the first factor, items derived from the original Threat scale were specified as indicators of the second factor, and items derived from the original Self-Blame scale were specified as indicators of the third factor. This model provided a substantially better, but still sub-optimal fit to the data, χ2 (65, n = 179) = 152.33, p < .001, CFI = .87, RMSEA = .09, χ2/df = 2.34. Therefore, we examined the parameter estimates and residual variance/covariance matrix generated by this model to identify items that were most responsible for reducing the fit. We then revised the model in steps, determining whether each change improved the model fit. As a result, two changes were made to the three-factor model.

The first change involved a set of items from the Conflict Properties scale that referred to the constructive expression or resolution of conflict: _____ [partner] and my mom are nice to each other most of the time; After _____ [partner] and my mom have an argument, they act friendly towards each other; When _____ [partner] and my mom have a disagreement they usually make up right away. Although these items were significantly associated with the Conflict Properties factor, their residual variances were quite high and the pattern among the residuals indicated correlated errors. Unlike the remaining items on the Conflict Properties factor, the content of these 3 items focuses on positive rather than negative affect and behavior. Reasoning that there was a systematic source of variance in these items attributable to their positive affective valence, we specified an additional factor comprised of these three items, leaving the items as indicators of Conflict Properties, as well, and constraining the covariance between the new factor and the Conflict Properties factor to zero. Thus, in the factor analysis, the variance among these three items that was attributable to conflict properties would be captured by the Conflict Properties factor, and the systematic variance attributable to the “affective valence” of the items would be essentially isolated on the new factor.2
Second, one item from the Self-Blame scale, _____ [partner] and my mom’s disagreements are about grown-up problems, was not associated with the Self-Blame factor in the expected direction and the residual variance of the item was the highest (.88) of any of the items on the CPIC-Y. Excluding this item provided a superior fit, thus we opted to drop it from the scale.
This final model provided an excellent fit to the data, χ2 (62, n = 176) = 97.58, p > .005, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .06, χ2/df = 1.57. The items and their corresponding factors and factor pattern coefficients are presented in Table 1. For each factor, the first item served as a scaling item (pattern coefficient = 1.00, SE = 0.00). The factor pattern coefficients for the remaining items on each factor indicate their association with the factor relative to the magnitude of association of the scaling item. The z-score for each item reflects the level of statistical significance of the association of each item to its corresponding factor (a z-score ≥ 1.96 corresponds to a p-value ≤ .05). Because our results are based on a single sample (i.e., no replication or cross-validation samples), this particular factor solution will require replication. Nonetheless, the factor analyses clearly indicate that 7-9 year old children make the same basic distinctions as older children among the manner in which conflict is expressed, the threat they experience when they observe conflict, and their perceptions of self-blame for the conflict. 

Reliability and Validity. Alpha coefficients for the subscales were .79 for Conflict Properties, .76 for Threat, and .68 for Self-Blame. The pattern of correlations among the scales mirrors the pattern obtained with samples of older children using the original CPIC: The Conflict Properties Scale was moderately correlated with the Threat scale, r = .48, p < .05, whereas the correlations of the Self-Blame scale with the Conflict Properties, r = .20, p < .05, and Threat scales, r = .23, p < .05, were more modest. Thus, children’s perceptions of conflict are related to their appraisals of threat and blame, as would be expected, but the magnitude of the relations indicates that the scales tap distinct constructs. Children’s scores on the Conflict Properties scale were moderately correlated with their mothers’ reports of interparental conflict on the CTS, r = .46, p < .05, providing support for its validity. 

Tests of Threat and Self-Blame as mediators 

Even if younger children make the same distinctions between the properties of conflict and their subjective evaluations of that conflict, it is possible that their appraisals do not mediate relations between conflict and internalizing problems, as they do for older children. To test for mediating effects, we conducted path analyses in which direct paths were specified from the predictor variables of mothers’ CTS and children’s Conflict Properties scales to the CBCL internalizing and RCMAS scales. We also included indirect paths to the internalizing problems scales through the mediating variables of children’s Threat and Self-Blame (see Figure 1). 

Table 2 displays the means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations among the variables used in the path analyses: children’s and mothers’ reports of interparental conflict, hypothesized mediating variables (Threat and Self-Blame appraisals), and children’s and mothers’ reports of internalizing and externalizing problems. As stated above, and as the table shows, children’s reports of interparental conflict were moderately associated with their reports of threat and modestly associated with self-blame. Mothers’ reports of conflict were associated with children’s reports of threat, but not self-blame. Children’s and mothers’ reports of interparental conflict were significantly associated with child and mother reports of internalizing problems, and children’s reports of threat and self-blame were each associated with children’s, but not mothers’ reports of internalizing problems. Children’s and mothers’ reports of interparental conflict, and children’s reports of threat and self-blame were each associated with mothers’ as well as children’s reports of externalizing problems.

Figure 1 depicts the results of the path analyses for internalizing problems. Children’s reports of threat and self-blame mediated the association between children’s reports of conflict properties and their reports on the RCMAS. Specifically, there were significant path coefficients for the paths from Conflict Properties to Threat and to Self-Blame and significant paths from both Threat and Self-Blame to children’s RCMAS reports. The direct path from Conflict Properties to the RCMAS was not significant. Threat and self-blame did not mediate the association between either mother or child reports of interparent conflict and mothers’ reports of internalizing problems. The direct path from mothers’ reports of interparent conflict on the CTS to mothers’ reports of internalizing problems on the CBCL was significant, however.

We next evaluated the statistical significance of the observed mediation effects. Methods for evaluating the statistical significance of indirect effects typically consider models with only one mediator (e.g., see MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hofmann, West, & Sheets, 2002, for discussion and examples). As we have two correlated mediating variables, we have adapted these methods to a two-mediator model (that is, our estimates of the indirect effect of Threat controls for the simultaneous indirect effect of Self-Blame and vice-versa). We used Sobel’s (1982) test for determining significance, which produces a z-score indicative of the joint significance of the two indirect paths in a given mediating relationship (the predictor to mediator path and the mediator to outcome path) by taking the product of the coefficients of the paths divided by its standard error (MacKinnon et al., 2002). Both Threat, z = 3.08, p < .05, and Self-Blame, z = 2.05, p < .05, emerged as significant mediators of the association between Conflict Properties and children’s internalizing problems on the RCMAS.

Shrout and Bolger (2002) suggest using the percentage of the overall effect between two variables that is accounted for by a mediator as an indicator of the magnitude of a mediating effect. Following their suggestion, we conducted a series of regression analyses to evaluate the magnitude of effect of Threat and Self-Blame as joint mediators of the relation between Conflict Properties and children’s internalizing problems on the RCMAS. Results of the regression models are summarized in Table 3. The total effect of Conflict Properties on the RCMAS is .24 (i.e., from Equation 1, the standardized regression coefficient in a regression equation with Conflict Properties as a sole predictor of the RCMAS). The indirect effects, which are the products of coefficients with the same superscripts in the table, are: .27 * .48 = .13 for Threat and .20 * .20 = .04 for Self-Blame. The total indirect effect is therefore .13 + .04 = .17 and the proportion of the total effect attributable to indirect effects is .17/.24 = .71. Thus, 71% of the relationship between conflict properties and children’s internalizing problems is accounted for by these two mediating variables.

Although the presence of significant coefficients for each link in a mediation model is one of the criteria for Baron and Kenny’s (1985) well-known approach to establishing mediation, it has been pointed out that this approach has very low Type I error rates and low statistical power, thereby increasing the likelihood of not finding mediation when it actually exists (MacKinnon et al., 2002). We thus re-evaluated each of the nonsignificant mediating pathways from the results of the path analyses, using Sobel’s test (Sobel, 1982) as a more sensitive test for mediation. The pattern of results was identical to those of the path analyses, suggesting that the null findings regarding mediation (by Threat and by Self-blame, in turn) of the relation between mother reports of conflict and mothers’ and children’s reports of internalizing problems, and the relation between children’s reports of Conflict Properties and mothers’ reports of children’s internalizing problems are not attributable to the low statistical power and stringent Type I error rates associated with requiring both mediating paths to be significant.

The cognitive contextual framework posits that children’s appraisals of interparental conflict mediate the association between conflict properties and internalizing, but not externalizing, problems. However, self-blame has been linked to externalizing problems in some studies with older children (Dadds, et al., 1999; Grych, Harold, & Miles, 2003), so we tested a path model using mother and child reports of externalizing problems as the dependent variables. The results were not consistent with mediation (see Figure 2). The direct path from mothers’ reports of interparent conflict to mothers’ reports of child externalizing was significant as was the direct path from children’s reports of conflict properties to their reports of their externalizing problems. The path coefficients for the paths from Conflict Properties to Threat and Self-Blame were significant, but the paths from Threat and Self-Blame to child and mother reports of child externalizing problems were not. Sobel’s tests of the joint effects for each of the 4 pairs of mediating pathways in the model also revealed no significant indirect effects.

Follow-up analyses.

Rater effects. The results of the path analyses raise the possibility that the associations among conflict, appraisals, and adjustment are a product of method variance because significant mediational pathways were found for child, but not parent, reports of conflict and adjustment. Similarly, maternal reports of conflict were associated only with maternal reports of adjustment. Therefore, we recomputed the path analyses using only maternal reports of conflict to evaluate whether the observed pattern of results for internalizing and externalizing problems would emerge for mothers’ reports of interparent conflict in the absence of children’s reports of conflict. 

Results indicated that threat, but not self-blame, appraisals mediated the association between mothers’ reports of interparent conflict and children’s reports of their internalizing problems. In addition the direct path from interparent conflict to mothers’ reports of internalizing problems was significant, as before, suggesting a partial mediation effect. The regression analyses for Sobel’s test yielded a significant indirect effect, z = 2.61, p < .05, and 54% of the total effect of mothers’ reports of interparent conflict on child reports on the RCMAS was accounted for by the mediating effect of threat. These findings are similar to those reported by Grych and colleagues (2003), who found associations among conflict, appraisals, and adjustment regardless of whether child or parent reports of conflict were included in the models.

For externalizing problems, significant effects did not emerge for the path coefficients or the Sobel tests of Threat and Self-Blame as mediators. Mothers’ reports of interparent conflict were directly associated with mothers’, but not children’s, reports of children’s externalizing problems. Taken together with the results of the larger path models, these results are consistent with the cognitive-contextual model in indicating a mediation effect for children’s appraisals on the relation between interparent conflict and children’s reports of internalizing problems. Furthermore, they indicate a unique mediating effect, over and above the contribution of mothers’ reports of interparent conflict.

Gender differences. We also conducted follow-up analyses to examine whether the observed patterns of results differed for boys and girls. We repeated the path analyses for internalizing problems and externalizing problems, adding child gender, Gender X Threat, and Gender X Self-Blame interaction terms to the models. Neither the gender main effect nor the interaction terms were significantly associated with either child internalizing or externalizing problems in these models.

Discussion

This investigation provides new evidence regarding developmental aspects of children’s appraisals of interparental conflict. Although the original description of the cognitive-contextual framework (Grych & Fincham, 1990) hypothesized that developmental changes are likely to occur in how children perceive and interpret parental conflict, there have been few efforts to examine these changes empirically. Younger children have been found to report greater threat and less self-blame (Grych, 1998; Jouriles, et al., 2000), but the only study to test whether there are age differences in  the links between conflict, appraisals, and adjustment suggested that appraisals play a less significant role in shaping the impact of conflict for children younger than 10 years of age than for children older than 10 (Jouriles, et al., 2000). Because these age effects could be due either to developmental differences in the function of appraisals or to problems accurately assessing appraisals in younger children, we evaluated a new version of the CPIC designed to be easier for young children to understand and complete and used it to test whether threat and self-blame appraisals mediated the association between interparental conflict and adjustment problems in an ethnically diverse sample of 7-9 year olds. 

First, we found that the factor structure of the CPIC-Y was very similar to that reported for the original CPIC (Bickham & Fiese, 1997; Grych, Seid & Fincham, 1992). The children in our study made the same distinctions as older children and adolescents between their perceptions of the way interparental conflict is expressed in their family, their subjective evaluation of the threat posed by parental disagreements, and their beliefs about their responsibility for causing or helping to end these conflicts. A 3-factor solution mirroring the Conflict Properties, Threat, and Self-Blame scales on the CPIC fit the data much better than a single factor solution representing the possibility that children would provide global, undifferentiated responses that simply reflected the level of hostility or aggression exhibited during parental disagreements. The correlations among the 3 dimensions were small to moderate, as they are for older children and adolescents (Bickham & Fiese, 1997; Grych, et al., 1992), and the subscales demonstrated adequate internal consistency. Further, the Conflict Properties subscale (children’s reports of the frequency, intensity, and resolution of interparental conflict) correlated significantly with maternal reports of conflict, supporting the validity of the measure. 

There were two ways in which the factor analytic findings for the CPIC-Y did not precisely replicate the factor structure reported for the CPIC by Grych and colleagues (1992). First, one Self-Blame item referring to conflicts as being caused by “grown-up problems” was a poor indicator of that construct. This item was reworded for the CPIC-Y and may have been difficult for young children to understand, perhaps because they do not have a good understanding of what causes parental disagreements. It does not appear on the original CPIC and consequently it is difficult to know how older children would have responded to it. Because it failed to converge with the other Self-Blame items and so did not appear to tap the same construct, we chose to eliminate it from the CPIC-Y. A different issue arose with the Conflict Properties scale. There were three items from the original “Resolution” subscale of the Conflict Properties scale that were associated with the Conflict Properties factor on the CPIC-Y but also appeared to share another systematic source of variation. Reasoning that the positive framing of these items distinguishes them from the remaining Conflict Properties items, we chose to specify an additional factor to capture this method variance. This modification resulted in an excellent fit to the data and does not affect the scoring or use of the Conflict Properties scale. Whether the positive valence of the items is the only thing that distinguishes the 3 items from the rest on that scale is an empirical question that additional research could readily address. 

The results of the factor analysis and support for the reliability and validity of the CPIC-Y subscales indicate that the weak mediational findings for 8-10 year olds in the Jouriles et al. (2000) study are not attributable to young children failing to distinguish their perceptions of conflict from their subjective reactions to it. Moreover, using the CPIC-Y to test the role of appraisals as mediators of child adjustment produced results that were largely consistent with studies of older children and with hypotheses derived from the cognitive-contextual framework. Younger children’s perceptions of the frequency, intensity, and resolution of interparental conflict (Conflict Properties) were associated with maternal and child reports of internalizing and externalizing problems, and threat and self-blame appraisals were correlated with maternal and child reports of externalizing problems and child reports of internalizing problems. Finally, threat and self-blame independently mediated the association between interparent conflict and internalizing problems, accounting for almost ¾ of the total effect of children’s reports of conflict properties and ½ of the total effect of mothers’ reports of conflict on children’s internalizing symptoms. The results were consistent with the hypothesis that interparental conflict has an indirect effect on internalizing problems that operates through children’s subjective evaluation of threat and attributions for the conflict. Although these data are cross-sectional, a recent study showing that exposure to conflict led to increases in perceived threat one year later, which in turn were associated with elevated internalizing symptoms, provides support for the causal and temporal aspects of this hypothesis (Grych et al., 2003). 

The amount of variance accounted for by self-blame appraisals was much lower than that accounted for by threat appraisals, however, and self-blame was not found to be a mediator when only maternal reports of interparental conflict were included in the path models. The explanation for these findings may be partly methodological. The four-item measure of self-blame derived from the factor analysis of the CPIC-Y was the least reliable of the three subscales, and poorer measurement may have led to underestimates of its mediational role. Moreover, one necessary causal precondition for mediation is that the putative mediator be correlated with both the predictor and the outcome variables, and self-blame was not correlated with maternal reports of conflict or child internalizing problems. Whether the low association was an artifact of measurement unreliability is unknown, but it places constraints on the extent to which self-blame can be demonstrated to act as a mediator. Adding new items to the Self-Blame scale to make its reliability commensurate with the other scales will help provide a better test of its role as a mediator. 

It also is possible that appraisals of threat and self-blame follow different developmental trajectories in their functions as mediators of the impact of interparental conflict. In the cognitive-contextual framework (Grych & Fincham, 1990), children are proposed to evaluate the threat posed by conflict before they try to understand what caused it, both temporally and developmentally. That is, perceiving threat is viewed as the first step in interpreting the meaning of an interaction, and attributions occur later in the stream of cognitive and emotional processing. Threat appraisals also have developmental primacy. Attending to potential danger has clear relevance for survival, and there is evidence that even infants are attuned to differences in emotional expression that signal different levels of threat (e.g., happy vs. angry facial expressions; Banerjee, 1997). Although there likely are developmental changes in what children find threatening about interparental conflict (see Grych & Cardoza-Fernandes, 2001), threat appraisals are expected to affect children’s response to conflict from early in life. In contrast, although attributions also are adaptive, making inferences about their role in a parental disagreement requires greater cognitive sophistication than perceiving threat. Understanding the implications of self-blaming attributions requires a capacity to reflect on the self and to consider the impact of one’s behavior for future events. Further, Turner and Cole (1994) hypothesized that children do not develop stable ways of perceiving and explaining events until around adolescence, a point at which attributions for negative life events first begin to predict depressive reactions (e.g., Nolen-Hoeksema, et al., 1992). The 7-9 year olds in this study may not have developed the same level of stability in their explanations for conflict as older children, and consequently their self-blame appraisals may have less of an effect on their adjustment. 

These findings also have pragmatic implications for the study of interparental conflict and child adjustment. By lowering the age at which children’s perceptions and appraisals of conflict can be assessed, the CPIC-Y expands the range of developmental questions that can be investigated regarding children’s subjective experience of parental discord. The lower limit for using the CPIC-Y has yet to be established; the youngest children in the present study were 7 years of age, but Grych (2000) found that the Conflict Properties scale of the CPIC-Y was reliably associated with maternal reports of conflict in a sample of 5-8 year olds. The cognitive competence of the children participating in a study will influence whether the measure can be used, and similarly will affect the choice of using the CPIC or CPIC-Y in slightly older samples. The original CPIC has been shown to be reliable in samples composed of 8-12 year olds (Grych, et al., 1992), but the CPIC-Y may be a better choice for 8 and 9 year olds who are poor readers or come from educationally disadvantaged backgrounds (Grych, et al., 1992)

There are several limitations to consider regarding the present study. The data for this research were cross-sectional, and inferences about causal relations among the predictor, mediating and outcome variables cannot be made (see Grych, Harold, & Miles, 2003, however for longitudinal research addressing this issue). In addition, although the 3-factor model fit the data well, the sample size was slightly smaller than typically recommended for the number of items being considered. A replication study would provide additional support for the structural properties and theoretical underpinnings of the CPIC-Y. The results of the tests of mediation in this research were strongest for child reports of conflict and adjustment, pointing to method variance as a possible contributor to the observed results. Although method variance undoubtedly increased the magnitude of the associations among the child-reported measures, a number of factors lessen the concern that the findings could be attributed solely to rater effects. First, shared rater variance would reduce the likelihood of finding unique contributions of the mediating variables over and above the effects of the predictor variable. Second, finding different patterns of results for threat and self-blame and for internalizing and externalizing problems argues against a uniform rater effect. Finally, models including only maternal reports of conflict also were tested and produced results that were similar to those obtained using child and parent reports together. 

In summary, this research indicates that the CPIC-Y provides reliable assessment of conflict appraisals in younger children and suggests that young children’s appraisals of interparental conflict are important for understanding their adjustment. Even before stable patterns of responding to events have emerged, appraisals of conflict as destructive and threatening may mediate the impact of conflict on children’s adjustment. Indeed, children’s experiences with conflict may contribute to the emergence and stability of negative affective responding. The study also suggests that self-blame appraisals play a less prominent mediational role than threat appraisals in younger children, but longitudinal research investigating how children’s perceptions and interpretations of conflict change over time is needed to provide a more detailed description of the development of children’s appraisals and their impact on children’s functioning. 

Footnotes

1. As compared to absolute fit indices such as the GFI and AGFI, incremental fit indices such as the RMSEA and CFI assess fit relative to a null model and are relatively independent of sample size. Hu and Bentler (1999) recommend thresholds of RMSEA < .06 and CFI and ≥ .95 for determination of good fit.

2. We could have simply specified correlated errors among the three items; however, such a specification explicitly implies that the items share an undetermined source of variance in addition to that attributable to their factor. Specifying this “additional” source of variance as a systematic source (i.e., specifying it as a factor), rather than as correlated error variance, and restricting the association between the original and the new factor, tests whether there is indeed a systematic source of variance among the items that is separate from their substantive factor and their error variance.
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Table 1. CPIC-Y Items and Factor Structure

	Item Number
	Subscale
	Pattern Coefficient (SE)
	z-score

	
	Conflict Properties 
	
	

	3
	I have seen or heard _____ (partner) and my mom have a disagreement
	1.00 (.00)
	0.00

	1
	______ (partner) and my mom are nice to each other most of the time
	1.01 (.26)*
	3.80

	4
	When ____ (partner) and my mom have disagreements they yell at each other
	1.60 (.31)
	5.11

	6
	After _____ (partner) and my mom have an argument, they act friendly towards each other
	.97 (.24)
	4.12

	8
	_____ (partner) and my mom get really mad when they have a disagreement
	1.53 (.32)
	4.76

	12
	_____ (partner) and my mom have broken things or thrown things during an argument
	1.23 (.27)
	4.56

	14
	_____ (partner) and my mom have a lot of disagreements
	1.35 (.27)
	4.99

	18
	Even after ______ (partner) and my mom stop arguing they stay mad at each other
	1.40 (.29)
	4.91

	21
	When ____ (partner) and my mom have an argument they say mean things to each other
	1.58 (.32)
	4.89

	26
	I have seen ____ (partner) and my mom hit or push each other during an argument
	1.57 (.33)
	4.80

	34
	When ____ (partner) and my mom have a disagreement they usually make up right away
	.90 (.22)
	3.95

	
	Threat
	
	

	11
	When______ (partner) and my mom argue I’m afraid something bad will happen
	1.00 (.00)*
	0.00

	15
	When _____ (partner) and my mom argue I worry that one of them will get hurt
	1.05 (.10)
	10.91

	20
	I get scared when ____ (partner) and my mom have disagreement
	1.16 (.11)
	10.70

	29
	When ____ (partner) and my mom argue I worry that they might get divorced
	.91 (.11)
	8.65

	32
	When ____ (partner) and my mom argue I worry about what will happen to me
	.68 (.11)
	6.19

	24
	When ____ (partner) and my mom have disagreements I’m afraid they will yell at me
	.73 (.12)
	6.26

	
	Self-Blame
	
	

	17
	It’s usually my fault when ______ (partner) and my mom argue
	1.00 (.00)
	0.00

	9
	_____ (partner) and my mom’s disagreements are usually about me
	.71 (.15)
	4.83

	27
	When ____ (partner) and my mom argue it’s usually because I did something wrong
	1.11 (.17)
	6.65

	31
	____ (partner) and my mom say it’s my fault when they don’t get along
	1.32 (.21)
	6.30

	23
	____ (partner) and my mom’s disagreements are about grown-up problems
	Dropped item
	

	
	Parent-Child Relationship (not used in factor analysis)
	
	

	2
	My mother is interested in things that I do
	
	

	5
	I like to spend time with my father
	
	

	7
	My mother listens to me when I have something to tell her 
	
	

	10
	My father shows me that he loves me
	
	

	13
	I like to spend time with my mother
	
	

	16
	My mother does nice things for me
	
	

	19
	My father listens when I have something to tell him
	
	

	22
	My mother shows me that she loves me
	
	

	25
	My father is interested in things that I do
	
	

	28
	My mother knows how to make me feel better
	
	

	30
	My father knows how to make me feel better
	
	

	33
	My father does nice things for me
	
	


Table 2. Bivariate correlations among measures of interparent conflict, children’s appraisals of interparent conflict, and children’s internalizing problems.

	Variables
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	Mean (SD)

	Interparent Conflict
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
1. CPIC-Y Conflict Properties 
	–
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.45 (0.26)

	
2. CTS Interparent Conflict1
	.46*
	–
	
	
	
	
	
	
	2.72 (1.29)

	Appraisals of Interparent Conflict
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
3. CPIC-Y Threat Subscale
	.48*
	.27*
	–
	
	
	
	
	
	0.55 (0.33)

	
4. CPIC-Y Self-Blame Subscale1
	.20*
	.10
	.23*
	–
	
	
	
	
	0.13 (0.20)

	Child Internalizing Problems
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
5. CBCL Internalizing Scale
	.19*
	.30*
	.07
	.08
	–
	
	
	
	52.10 (9.98)

	
6. RCMAS
	.24*
	.15*
	.35*
	.28*
	.19*
	–
	
	
	14.55 (5.64)

	Child Externalizing Problems
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
7.CBCL Externalizing Scale
	.28*
	.38*
	.17*
	.17*
	.57*
	.27*
	–
	
	53.00 (11.67)

	
8. DBS
	.34*
	.17*
	.27*
	.18*
	.26*
	.27*
	.23*
	–
	1.36 (0.37)

	Note. 1Scores are log-transformed.


Table 3. Regression Models for Calculating Mediation Effect Size and Significance

	Equation
	Dependent Variable
	Predictor Variables
	b (SE)
	β
	t

	1.
	RCMAS
	Conflict Properties
	5.04 (1.57)
	0.24
	5.05*

	2.
	RCMAS
	Threat
	4.67 (1.38)
	0.27 a
	3.39*

	
	
	Self-Blame
	5.81 (2.06)
	0.20 b
	2.82*

	
	
	Conflict Properties
	1.41 (1.69)
	0.07
	0.83

	3.
	Threat
	Conflict Properties
	0.59 (0.08)
	0.48 a
	7.17*

	4.
	Self-Blame
	Conflict Properties
	0.15 (0.05)
	0.20 b
	2.77*

	Note. * p < .05.


Figure Captions

Figure 1. Mediation model for internalizing problems. Solid lines reflect statistically significant path coefficients, dashed lines reflect nonsignificant path coefficients.

Figure 2. Mediation model for externalizing problems. Solid lines reflect statistically significant path coefficients, dashed lines reflect nonsignificant path coefficients.

Figure 3. Mediation model for mothers’ reports of interparent conflict predicting internalizing problems. Solid lines reflect statistically significant path coefficients, dashed lines reflect nonsignificant path coefficients.
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