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Abstract

One of the most important perspectives explaining the effect of marital conflict on children is the
Cognitive-Contextual Theory. Within the framework of this theory, the aims of the present study
were to examine preschool children's perceptions of marital conflict; to investigate the effect of
children's perceptions of marital conflict on their problem-solving skills; and to find an answer to
the question of whether the interaction effect of children's perceived conflict frequency and parental
conflict resolution type will make a difference in interpersonal problem-solving skills. Participants
were 106 kindergarten children aged 5-6 years and their mothers. “Perception of Marital Conflict
Cards” and “Preschool Interpersonal Problem-Solving Test” were administered to children and
“O’Leary Porter Marital Conflict Scale” was applied to mothers. To examine children's perception
of marital conflict, the answers to the Perception of Marital Conflict Cards were analyzed by con-
tent analysis. The findings supported the Cognitive-Contextual Theory for the 5-6 aged. Regression
analysis results showed that children's perceived frequency of conflict, feelings of sadness, and
perceived type of parental conflict resolution significantly predicted interpersonal problem-solving
skills. Two-way ANOVA was used to examine whether the interaction effect of children's per-
ceived frequency and parental conflict resolution type differentiated interpersonal problem-solving
skills. No significant difference was found in the interaction effect. However, the main effect of
children’s understanding of parental conflict resolution type is found to make a significant differ-
ence in children’s problem-solving skills. The findings revealed that marital conflict is more than
a problem within the family and its importance in children's peer relationships.

Oz

Okul oncesi cocuklarin evlilik ¢atismasi algisi ile Kisilerarasi problem ¢c6zme becerileri ara-
sindaki iliskinin incelenmesi

Evlilik ¢atismasinin ¢ocuklar iizerindeki etkisini birgok bakis agisi agiklamaya ¢aligir. Bunlardan
en 6nemlisi Biligsel-Baglamsal Teoridir. Bu teori ¢er¢evesinde, arastirmanin amaglari, okul dncesi
cocuklarin evlilik ¢atigmasi algisini incelemek; ¢cocuklarin evlilik ¢atigsmast algilarinin kisilerarasi
problem ¢6zme becerilerine etkisini arastirmak ve ¢ocuklarin algiladigi catigma siklig1 ile ebeveyn
catisma ¢ozlim tiirliniin ortak etkisinin kisileraras1 problem ¢6zme becerilerinde farklilik yaratip
yaratmayacag1 sorusuna cevap bulmaktir. Katilimcilar okul 6ncesi kurumlara devam eden 5-6 yas
grubundaki 106 ¢cocuk ve annelerinden olugmaktadir. Cocuklara “Evlilik Catisma Algis1 Kartlari”
ve “Okul Oncesi Kisiler Aras1 Problem Czme Testi”; annelere ise “O’Leary Porter Evlilik Cats-
mas1 Olgegi” uygulanmstir. Cocuklarin evlilik catisma algisini incelemek igin Evlilik Catisma Al-
gis1 Kartlartyla alinan cevaplar igerik analiziyle incelenmis, elde edilen bulgularin ¢ocuklarin ¢a-
tisma algilarinin Bilissel-Baglamsal Teorinin 5-6 yas grubu i¢in agikladigi teoriyi destekler yonde
oldugu goriilmiistiir. Coklu dogrusal regresyon analiz sonuglarina goére kisilerarasi problem ¢ozme
becerilerini; cocuklarin algiladig: catisma sikligi, yasadig liziintii duygusu ve algiladigi ebeveyn
catisma ¢oziim tiiriiniin anlaml1 diizeyde yordadig: goriilmiistiir. iki yonlii ANOVA analiziyle ¢o-
cuklarin algiladigi siklik ve ebeveyn ¢atigsma ¢oziim tiirii ortak etkisinin kisilerarast problem ¢dzme
becerilerini farklilagtirip farklilagtirmadigi incelenmistir. Ortak etki analizinde, anlamli bir fark bu-
lunamamistir. Ancak ¢ocuklarin ebeveyn catisma ¢6ziim tiirii ana etkisinin kisilerarasi problem
¢ozme becerilerini anlamli diizeyde farklilagtirdig: tespit edilmistir. Bulgular, evlilik ¢catigmasinin
evin i¢inde yasanan bir sikintidan daha fazlasi oldugu ve ¢ocuklarin akran iliskilerindeki 6nemi bir
kez daha ortaya koymustur.
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Arguments and disagreements between parents are
one of the family stress experiences of that children
are exposed to. The Cognitive-Contextual Theory,
which examines the effects of conflict between parents
on children’s development, emphasizes the role of
conflict on children’s cognitive processes and how
cognitive processes affect children’s behavior and
emotions. The theory aims to examine the effect of
conflict characteristics and contextual factors and to
discuss conflict as a stressor that children need to un-
derstand and cope with. The theory emphasizes the
importance of two factors in understanding how chil-
dren respond to marital conflict: the context in which
the conflict occurs and children’s interpretation of the
conflict. The context is considered in two ways: distal
and proximal. Children's temperament and memories
of conflicts between parents are treated as distant con-
texts. The proximate contexts include emotions and
thoughts that children directly experience before they
appraised the conflict (Grych & Fincham, 1990). The
theory describes the process by which the child evalu-
ates the importance of an event for his or her well-be-
ing. Both cognition and emotions serve the child's ap-
praisals functions. The emotions, based on cognitive
inputs, are regulated by them and affect perceptions
and evaluations (Grych & Fincham, 1993). The eval-
uation process consists of two stages. In primary pro-
cessing, the child recognizes the occurrence of a
stressful event and initially experiences an emotional
reaction. The initial stage of the assessment process is
influenced by the characteristics of conflicts and con-
textual factors. Primary processing leads to secondary
processing, the more detailed stage of assessment in
which the child tries to understand why the conflict is
happening and to decide what his/her response should
be. Secondary processing entails an attribution of the
cause of the event by attributing responsibility, and
blame and forming efficacy expectations about poten-
tial coping responses. This process is also influenced
by the initial level of the child's emotional arousal. The
child's subsequent attempt to cope with the conflict is
guided by both emotion and secondary appraisal. Suc-
cessful coping leads to a reduction in negative emo-
tion, but unsuccessful coping can lead to persistent and
increased distress in the child (Grych & Fincham,
1990).

Previous studies have mainly focused on the effect
of marital conflict on child adjustment problems
(Crockenberg & Langrock, 2001; Davies & Cum-
mings, 1994; Keller et al., 2005). However, as the
Cognitive-Contextual Theory emphasizes, it is im-
portant to identify which dimensions of marital con-
flict create more tension in children (Grych et al.,
1992). Characteristics of conflict include the fre-
guency, severity, resolution, and causes of conflict.
Conflict frequency indicates how often the child is ex-
posed to parental conflict. The constant exposure to
marital conflict compounds children's negative reac-
tions, such as aggression (Cummings & Davies, 2014).

The type of violence experienced in marital conflict is
another characteristic that determines its impact on
children. Violence ranges from a quiet argument to
physical violence. Another dimension of conflict ex-
pression is thematic content. Children's reactions can
also be influenced by the content of the parents' con-
flict. Research has shown that if the conflict between
parents is about the child, it is more distressing for the
child, thus more linked to more behavioral problems.
(Cummings et al., 2004). The last dimension that di-
rects the impact of marital conflict on children is how
the marital conflict is resolved. Whether and how mar-
ital conflict is resolved is of high relevance for child
outcomes, regardless of how adults express their anger
(Cummings & Davies, 2014).

Studies have shown that the frequency of conflict
affects cognitive assessments of children at a stronger
level compared to other dimensions of marital conflict
(Van Eldik et al., 2020). Another study with preschool
children found that the social skills of children de-
crease as the frequency of conflict increases (Spjeld-
nes et al., 2010). A study carried out with primary
school-aged children in China revealed that more se-
vere, frequent, child-related, and unresolved conflicts
are associated with adjustment problems in children
(Xu et al., 2023). Ablow et al. (2009) also examined
the relationship between marital conflict and adjust-
ment problems in children aged 5-6 years, and also
evaluated the mediating role of marital conflict per-
ceived by children in the relationship. Consistent with
the Cognitive-Contextual Theory, the findings of the
study showed that the tendency to self-blame has a
partial mediating effect between marital conflict and
the internalizing problem of children.

Exposure to parental conflict appears to be one of
the most powerful factors that negatively affect the so-
cial and emotional development of children (Cum-
mings & Davies, 2002; Rhoades, 2008; Zemp et al.,
2016). It has been observed that as the level of aggres-
sion and anger in the marital conflict to which children
are exposed increases and the risk of children devel-
oping behavioral, emotional, social, and academic
problems also increases (Harold & Sellers, 2018; Van
Eldik et al., 2020).

Considering that cognitive assessments of children
are significantly affected by hostile and frequent con-
flicts; it appears to be important to examine the per-
ception of conflict in children and to understand how
this perception affects children’s daily lives. The rela-
tionship between interpersonal problem-solving skills,
which is an important skill in peer relations, and mar-
ital conflict is an issue that needs to be examined. This
is because interacting and communicating with other
individuals is one of the most important features of so-
cial development. Individuals need to gain some
thoughtful and behavioral skills in overcoming the
problems and difficulties they experience in the rela-
tionships they establish in their daily lives. Interper-
sonal problem-solving skills are recognized as one of
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the lifelong skills that should be supported from the
first years of life (Anliak & Dinger, 2005). D'Zurilla
and Goldfried (1971) define problem-solving as the
behavioral process, which involves using one of sev-
eral appropriate alternative responses to deal with
problem situations and increasing the likelihood of
choosing the best among these options. Social prob-
lem-solving is the process of solving problems that
arise in the real world or the natural environment
(D’Zurilla & Nezu, 1982). Social problem-solving
studies include all types of problems that affect an in-
dividual’s life, such as personal or internal, imper-
sonal, interpersonal, social, and large mass problems
(Chang et al., 2004).

Considering that social problem-solving skills are
affected by environmental factors; it is important to
examine the relationship between perceived marital
conflict and children’s interpersonal problem-solving
skills. However, we have not found any study exam-
ining this relationship in the literature. Therefore, the
purpose of the current study is to define the perception
of marital conflict in 5-6 years old children and to in-
vestigate its effect on interpersonal problem-solving
skills. In addition, it was examined whether the fre-
quency of conflicts perceived by children, conflict res-
olution, and the feeling of sadness they experienced
differed regarding gender. Finally, the answer to the
question of whether the interaction effect of the fre-
guency of marital conflict perceived by children and
the type of conflict resolution constitute a difference
in interpersonal problem-solving skills was investi-
gated.

METHODS
Participants

The sample group of the study consisted of children
aged 5-6 years and their mothers. All of the participat-
ing mothers are married and living with their spouses
and children. Consent forms were given to 250 parents
in total at schools, 144 of them stated that they did not
want them and their children to participate in the re-
search. The participants consisted of a total of 106
children, 50 boys and 56 girls, and their mothers.

The mean age of the children was 66.7 months (SD
=4.01), their demographic information was examined.
It was observed that 0.9% (n = 1) of the mothers were
primary school graduates, 3.7% (n = 4) were second-
ary school graduates, 30.8% (n = 33) were high school
graduates, 7.5% (n = 8) were associate degree gradu-
ates, 48.6% (n = 52) were undergraduate, and 6.5% (n
=7) were postgraduate graduates. Of the fathers, 0.9%
(n = 1) were primary school graduates, 29.9% (n = 32)
were high school graduates, 11.2% (n = 12) were as-
sociate degree graduates, 52.3% (n = 56) were under-
graduate degree, and 4.7% (n = 5) were postgraduate
degree graduates. The mean age of the mothers was

37.66 (SD = 4.89) and the mean age of the fathers was
41.4 (SD = 5.60). When the children’s number of sib-
lings was examined, it was observed that 33.6% of
them did not have any siblings, 55.1% of them had one
sibling, 7.5% of them had two siblings, and 1% of
them had three siblings.

Measures

Personal Information Form The Personal Infor-
mation Form prepared by the researchers was used to
determine the demographic characteristics of the par-
ticipants. The form includes questions about the date
of birth, age, educational status, and marital status of
the children’s parents participating in the research.

Perception of Marital Conflict Cards Five cards were
developed by Sendil (1999) in order to examine how
children and young people perceive different relation-
ship situations between parents. There is one picture
on each card. One of the cards shows a happy relation-
ship, and the other four cards show conflictual situa-
tions with various severities. The first picture card rep-
resents a 'happy' relationship, the second represents an
‘argumentative' relationship, the third represents a re-
lationship with ‘quarrel’, the fourth represents a rela-
tionship where ‘father's physical violence against
mother', and the fifth represents a relationship where
there is 'resentment’. Children are asked 7 questions
for each card. Whether the pictures reflect the intended
relationship situation was tested with a hundred sub-
jects of different ages, genders, occupations, and so-
cio-economic levels. When the data is evaluated, 99%
of the subjects stated that card 1 symbolized “happi-
ness”, 78% stated that card 2 symbolized “argument”,
82% stated that card 3 symbolized “quarrel”, 98%
stated that card 4 symbolized “father's physical vio-
lence against mother”, and 97% stated that card 5 sym-
bolized “resentment” (Sendil, 1999). In the present
study, one more card representing a relationship in
which "mother's physical violence against father" was
added. The questions were revised and two questions
(Question number two and six as below) were added
within the framework of the Cognitive-Contextual
Theory. Question number two, (How often do you
think mother and father are in this situation?), was
formed to measure the frequency of conflict. We pre-
pared a Likert scale to answer this question. There are
three equal sized rectangular boxes on this Likert scale
card. From left to right, there are two apples in the first
box, six apples in the second box, and 14 apples in the
last box. When the child is asked the second question,
(How often do you think mother and father are in this
situation?), this Likert scale card is placed on the ta-
ble, and explained to the child as follows.

"Do you see the apples here? See, here (showing
the first box) there are few apples, this box means
rarely, here (showing the second box) there are some
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apples, this box means sometimes, here (showing the
third box) there are a lot of apples, this box means al-
ways. Now tell me, do you think the mother and father
in this picture (showing the boxes one by one) are in
this situation rarely, sometimes, or always?" Thus, the
frequency of conflict perceived by the children was
measured. Another question which was added for
cards is question number six (Who do you think might
have started this situation?) to learn about children’s
"attribution of responsibility".

The general guidelines and questions for all cards are
as follows:

“I'm going to show you some pictures of a family. I'm
going to ask some guestions about the relationship be-
tween the parents in these pictures. So, this is our first
picture:

1) I want you to tell me what kind of relationship your
parents are in.

2) How often do you think mother and father are in
this situation?
3) What do you think the child is thinking/going
through her/his mind when mother and father are in
this situation?

4) What do you think the child feels/what are her/his
feelings when the mother and father are in this situa-
tion?

5) Why do you think the mother and father are in this
situation?

6) Who do you think might have started this situation?
7) What do you think will happen after this situa-
tion/what will happen next?

8) What would you think if this situation happened in
your home?

And this is our second picture...”

The eighth question was asked as a control ques-
tion. This question was not discussed in the findings
since it was found that the answers given by the chil-
dren to the third question and the answers to the eighth
guestion were similar in the content analysis. Further-
more, the perceived frequency of conflict was evalu-
ated in quantitative analysis by calculating the total
score. The answers of the participants to the picture
cards were evaluated over a total of seven questions
by content analysis.

Card number one is called the "happiness"”, card
number two is called the "argument”, card number
three is called the "quarrel”, card number four is called
the "father's physical violence against mother ", card
number five is called the "mother's physical violence
against father", and card number six is called the "re-
sentment™ card. The practice takes approximately 15
minutes. The data were evaluated by the researcher
through content analysis using the MAXQDA pro-
gram. Afterward, the content analysis of 56% of the
responses to the picture cards was carried out by a spe-
cialist psychologist apart from the researcher. The
consistency between the two raters was examined. The
analysis of each card was evaluated in itself. It was
observed that there was a consistency between 82%

and 95% among raters. Thus, there was no need for a
third rater.

The questions asked with the picture cards were de-
termined in accordance with the Cognitive-Contextual
Theory. Content analysis was performed with the
MAXQDA program. The encodings made were then
assigned to the categories formed within the frame-
work of the model. These categories are as follows:
Positive thoughts, negative thoughts, willingness to
intervene, sad, angry, confused, afraid, happy, mother,
father, both (parents), child, successful resolution, un-
successful resolution, emotion-focused coping, and
problem-focused coping. In the second question, Lik-
ert-type measurement was carried out and the answers
given to five cards (argument, quarrel, father's physi-
cal violence against mother, mother's physical vio-
lence against father, and resentment) were collected,
and the total score of perceived frequency of conflict
was obtained. The total frequencies of the successful
and unsuccessful resolutions given by the participants
to the five cards were taken and the perceived parent
positive resolution type and negative resolution type
scores, the total frequencies of the feeling of sadness
given to the five cards, and the total feeling of sadness
score were obtained. The total scores obtained in the
guantitative analyzes were used.

Preschool Interpersonal Problem-Solving Test
(PIPS) The test was developed by Shure and Spivack
(1980) to assess the skill of preschoolers to think of
alternative solutions for interpersonal problems. The
original reliability study of the test was conducted by
Shure (1992) and the test-retest technique was used,
and the test was applied to 57 children in the 4-year-
old group twice at a one-week interval. The reliability
coefficient of the test is r = 0.72; in addition, in the
reliability study between encoders, consistency be-
tween encoders was found to be 97%. It is stated that
the scale can distinguish children who behave differ-
ently in terms of behavioral adjustment in structural
validity studies.

The test consists of two parts which are peer-to-

peer problem-solving and mother-to-mother problem-
solving skills (Shure, 1992). In the first part of the test,
short stories describing problems between two peers
are presented to the child. In each story, it is told that
a child would like to play with the toy that the other
child has, and the child is asked to think of ways to
play with that toy instead of the child in the story. In
this section, for all stories, the child is shown three pic-
tures, two of children of the same sex as the child tak-
ing the test and one of is a toy. The problematic situa-
tion is explained to the child, as shown in the follow-
ing example:
'This is Gizem, and this is Ayse. Can you tell me what
thistoy is? (........ ). Yes, this is a baby doll. Now Gizem
has been playing with this baby doll for a long time
and Ayse would like to play with it. What can Ayse do
to play with the baby doll?"
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This part presents stories formed from at least
seven similar peer-related contents. In order to get dif-
ferent answers from the child and to prevent the child
from becoming disinterested, different toys and differ-
ent children pictures with different names are used for
each story. If the child comes up with seven different
resolutions in seven stories, additional stories are sub-
mitted. The test is finished in the first additional story,
in which the child cannot produce a new resolution.

In the second part, it is explained that the child in
the story has damaged an item belonging to his
mother, and the child is asked to think of ways to pre-
vent the mother from getting angry with him/her. A
picture of a child of the same sex as the child being
tested and a picture of a mother are also shown. Here,
the name of the child presented in each story and the
mother-child pictures are changed, as well. At least
five similar stories are told and the test continues until
the child does not come up with new resolutions.

While scoring, evaluation is made according to dif-
ferent categories for both parts. Some of the categories
of problem-solving with peers are as follows: Asking,
awaiting her/his turn, playing together, saying please,
asking permission to borrow, and comments about the
toy. Some of the categories in which the child scores
in problem-solving with the mother are: Authority
help, repairing, replacing, apologizing, describing the
action, and giving gifts. The child gets '1' point for
each alternative resolution s/he gives. As the overall
score from the test increases, interpersonal problem-
solving skills are considered to be high (Shure, 1992).

In Turkey, Dincer (1995) stated in the research that
they used the experimental method in the pre-test-
training-posttest order and that the test could deter-
mine the changes that occurred as a result of the train-
ing applied. Later, Anliak (2004) conducted a validity
and reliability study for the test. The test was applied
twice, one week apart. Thirty children aged 5-6 years
took part in the study. The test-retest reliability coeffi-
cient is 0.85 and the reliability values between encod-
ers vary between 82% and 99%. The consistency per-
centage of the inter-coders reliability findings of the
study is between 95% and 96% among the peer and
mother parts. The researcher received training from
Dincer (1995), who made the Turkish adaptation of
the problem-solving test in preschool children, for the
application and evaluation of the test.

O'Leary-Porter Marital Conflict Scale (OP) Porter
and O'Leary (1980), developed the scale to measure
how often spouses argue in front of the child and how
often the child is exposed to verbal and physical ag-
gression between spouses. The scale consists of a total
of 10 items. High scores from this five-point Likert-
type scale indicate that conflict is high. Participants
can get the lowest "10" points and the highest "40"
points from the scale. The test-retest reliability coeffi-

cient of the scale was .96 and the Cronbach’s alpha
internal consistency coefficient was .86. The correla-
tion between the original scale scores obtained from
the mothers and the fathers was .74. It was adapted
into Turkish by Peksaygili and Giire (2008). The scale
was applied twice 15 days apart to the mothers of 62
students attending the 5™ and 6" grades of primary
school in order to carry out the reliability study. Test-
retest correlation (r = .78, p < .01) is significant.
Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency coefficient was
.79 according to the results of reliability analysis ap-
plied to the whole sample. In the current study,
Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency coefficient was
calculated .73.

Procedure

First of all, the required permissions were obtained
from the Istanbul Provincial Directorate of National
Education (Date: 20.01.2016, Number: 59090411-
44E.700231). The applications were made in pre-
school institutions. The research was conducted in
four different kindergartens located in Basaksehir and
Fatih districts of Istanbul. These schools were selected
considering the required conditions for the application
of measurement tools. Administrators of schools with
appropriate physical space and age groups were inter-
viewed and schools whose administrators agreed to
work with were selected. A "consent form™ was sent
to the families in the designated preschool institutions
through the teachers in a sealed envelope asking
whether they and their children volunteered to partici-
pate in the study. Mothers who approved the form
were asked to complete the "O'Leary-Porter Marital
Conflict Scale (OP)". "Perception of Marital Conflict
Cards" and "Preschool Interpersonal Problem-Solving
Test" were applied to their children by the researcher.
The duration of the procedure with a child is about 45
minutes.

Analysis

The first purpose of the study was to descriptively ex-
amine children's perceptions of marital conflict. For
this purpose, the content analysis of the answers given
to the Perception of Marital Conflict Cards was carried
out. The second purpose of the study was to examine
the effect of children's perceptions of conflict on their
interpersonal problem-solving skills. Multiple regres-
sion analysis was performed in this respect. The third
purpose of the study was to investigate the interaction
effects of the frequency of conflict perceived by chil-
dren and the type of conflict resolution on interper-
sonal problem-solving skills. For this purpose, the
two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was per-
formed. The findings were submitted according to the
results of the analysis conducted for these three pur-
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Table 1. Frequency Distributions of Responses to Argument, Quarrel, Father’s Physical Violence Against Mother,
Mother’s Physical Violence Against Father Cards and Resenment Cards

Total %

Positive Thoughts 17 3.6
Thoughts Negative Thoughts 175 33.9
Willingness to Intervene 26 49
Sad 341 64.3
Angry 58 10.9
Emotion Confused 115 21.7
Afraid 31 5.8

Happy 6 11
Mother 213 40.2
Causal Attribu- Father 245 46.2
tion Both 35 6.6
Child 7 1.3
Conflict Resolu- Successful Resolution 192 55.1
tion Unsuccessful Resolution 129 24.3
Copin Emotion-focused 124 23.4
ping Problem-focused 367 69.2

Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations of the Scores from the Children’s Perception of Marital Conflict Cards, the
Preschool Interpersonal Problem-Solving Test, and the Perception of Marital Conflict Scale of Mothers

N =106 M SD
Responded by Children Perception of Marital Conflict
Perceived frequency 9.87 2.65
Successful resolution 2.75 1.98
Unsuccessful resolution 1.21 1.55
Feeling of sadness 3.21 1.57
Emotion-focused coping 2.22 1.94
Problem-focused coping 241 1.96
Responded by Children Interpersonal Problem-Solving Skills 8.78 2.18
Responded by Mother Perception of Conflict 23.37 4.18

poses, respectively.
RESULTS

Content Analysis Results of the Answers Given to the
Perception of Marital Conflict Cards

The total percentage and frequencies of the responses
to the five cards, namely argument, quarrel, father's
physical violence against mother, mother's physical
violence against father, and resentment cards, were
discussed. Children's perception of conflict was eval-
uated based on these total values.

Within the scope of the third question, 3.6% (f =
17) of the responses given to the question "What does
the child think when her/his parents are in this situa-
tion?" are the responses that fall into the category of
"positive thoughts”. 33% (f = 175) of the responses of
the participants were thoughts that fall into "negative
thoughts". ""S/he thinks about why they are resentful.”,
"That they shouldn’t have a quarrel.", "Bad things."
are examples of these responses. 4.9% (f = 26) of the
responses of the participants were those that fall into
the category of "willingness to intervene”. 64.3% (f =
341) of the responses were "sad", 10.9% (f = 58) were
"angry", 21.7% (f = 115) were "confused", 5.8% (f =

31) were "afraid", and 1.1% were "happy". Causal
(blame or responsibility) attributions focused on the
"mother" and "father" responses. 40.2% (f = 213) of
the total responses were "mother"”, 46.2% (f = 245)
were "father", 6.6% (f = 35) were "both (mother and
father)", and 1.3% (f = 7) were "child". When the re-
sponses regarding conflict resolution were examined,
it was observed that 55.1% (f = 192) of the responses
were in the "positive resolution™ category and 24.3%
(f = 129) were in the "negative resolution™ category.
23.4% (f = 124) of the responses that gave the coping
behavior used by the participants were "emotion-fo-
cused" and 69.2% (f = 367) were "problem-focused".
The total frequency and percentage distributions of the
responses given by the participants are shown in Table
1.

The Effect of Children’s Perceptions of Conflict on
Their Interpersonal Problem-Solving Skills

Before assessing the effect of children's perception of
marital conflict on their interpersonal problem-solving
skills, the mean score and standard deviation values of
the Perception of Marital Conflict Cards, the Pre-
school Interpersonal Problem-Solving Test, and the
score of the O'Leary-Porter Marital Conflict Scale are
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Table 3. Correlation Table for Relationships Between Independent and Dependent Variables

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. The frequency of conflict perceived by the child 1

2. Successful parental conflict resolution by the child -267 1

3. Unsuccessful parental conflict resolution perceived by the child .10 -577 1

4. The feeling of sadness experienced by the child
5. Frequency of conflict perceived by the mother

6. Interpersonal problem-solving skills of the child

-14 -.06 .04 -.07 1

-.20° 23" 15 .30™ .01 1

Note. "p < .05, ™ p < .01.

Table 4. Findings on Variables Predicting Interpersonal Problem-Solving Skills of Children

Variables B R?
Step 1: Sadness (a) .30 .09
Step 2: Positive parental conflict resolution perception of the children (b) 21 13

Note 1. All scale scores were converted to standard scores prior to the analysis. The standardized B coefficients in the table
are the coefficients obtained in step 2. Note 2. " p < .05, p < .01, ™ p <.001

presented in Table 2.

When the mean frequency of marital conflict per-
ceived by mothers was evaluated, it was revealed that
children live in homes where there is low conflict. The
relationships between the frequency of marital conflict
perceived by mothers, the frequency of conflict per-
ceived by children, parental conflict resolution, the
feeling of sadness experienced by children, and the in-
terpersonal problem-solving skills of preschool chil-
dren were calculated by using the Pearson Product
Moment Correlation Stability Coefficient.

The findings regarding the correlation values be-
tween the variables are presented in Table 3.

As can be seen in Table 3, there is a significantly
negative relationship between interpersonal problem-
solving skills and the frequency of conflicts perceived
by the children and a significantly positive relation-
ship between interpersonal problem-solving skills and
the successful conflict resolution perceived by the
children and the feeling of sadness of the children.

Based on the correlation above, the variables of the
child's perceived conflict frequency, successful con-
flict resolution, and the child's emotion of sadness,
which have a significant relationship with children's
interpersonal problem-solving skills, were included in
the equation. The feeling of sadness experienced by
the children is included in the first step, and the fre-
guency of the conflict perceived by the children, and
successful conflict resolution are included in the sec-
ond step in the regression equation.

In the first step, it was observed that the sense of
sadness of the children explained 9% of their interper-
sonal problem-solving skills significantly. In the sec-
ond step, it was found that successful conflict

resolution perceived by the children explained 13% of
the change in interpersonal problem-solving skills sig-
nificantly. The frequency of conflict perceived by the
children was not included in the analysis. The findings
obtained as a result of hierarchical regression analysis
are presented in Table 4.

The Perceived Frequency of Conflict and the Inter-
action Effects of Conflict Resolution Type on Inter-
personal Problem-Solving Skills of Children

In line with the third purpose of the study, the per-
ceived frequency of conflict was divided into two ac-
cording to the median, two groups were obtained as
low and high frequency of conflict. The perceived type
of conflict resolution is divided into successful and un-
successful resolution. Their perceptions of successful
and unsuccessful resolutions to different conflict situ-
ations were also divided into low and high by the me-
dian. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) 2x4 factorial de-
sign were conducted to test the effects of conflict fre-
guency (low/high) and conflict resolution type
(1.Group: high success-low unsuccess, 2.Group: low
success-high unsuccessful, 3.Group: low success-low
unsuccess, 4.Group: high success-high unsuccess) on
the interpersonal problem-solving skills of the chil-
dren.

As seen in Table 5, the results of the analysis
showed that perception of the type of conflict resolu-
tion of the children had a significant main effect on the
interpersonal problem-solving skill of the children
(F@, 105y = 4.97; p < .01). Scheffe test results were ex-
amined to find out from which groups the main effect
of the four perceived types of parental conflict (1. Gro-
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Table 5. 2x4 ANOVA Results Regarding the Effects of the Parental Conflict Resolution Type on the Interpersonal
Problem-Solving Skills of the Children with a Low or High Frequency of Conflict Perceived by the Children

Variables df X2 F
Frequency of conflict (2 times) 1 2.72 .63
Perceived resolution type (4 times) 1 21.51 497
Frequency of conflict 2 Times*Success 4 times 3 2.01 46

Note. ™ p < .01

up: high success-low unsuccess, 2. Group: low suc-
cess-high unsuccessful, 3. Group: low success-low un-
success, 4. Group: high success-high unsuccess) on in-
terpersonal problem-solving skill was obtained. Ac-
cording to the Scheffe test results, those who have a
low perception of successful and low unsuccessful res-
olutions to perceived conflict resolution have signifi-
cantly lower interpersonal problem-solving skills than
other groups (M = -2.34; p < .01). However, it was
found that the main effect of conflict frequency (F¢,
10s) = .63; p > .05) on interpersonal problem-solving
skill of the children and the interaction effect of the
frequency of conflict and the perceived parental con-
flict resolution type (F, 105y = .46; p > .05) were not
significant.

DISCUSSION

The current study has three purposes. First, examining
descriptively how preschool children perceive marital
conflict; second, examining the effect of conflict per-
ceptions on interpersonal problem-solving skills, and
third, finding an answer to the question of whether the
common effect of the frequency of conflict they per-
ceive, and the type of conflict resolution makes a dif-
ference in interpersonal problem-solving skills.

In line with the first purpose of the study, the chil-
dren were shown the perception of marital conflict
cards indicating six different relationship situations
and asked questions about these cards in order to de-
scriptively examine the children’s perception of mari-
tal conflict. When the results of the content analysis of
these five cards which show various conflict situations
were examined, it was found that the participants re-
ported negative thoughts at similar rates. Grych and
Fincham (2001) suggest in Cognitive-Contextual The-
ory that children suffer the most in case of marital con-
flict when they perceive themselves and their parents
as threatened. In this kind of situations, which corre-
sponds to the primary assessment process, the child fo-
cuses on the conflict and tries to understand whether
there is a threatening situation (Grych & Fincham,
1990). Children may experience this threat because of
various fears, such as that they will be involved in con-
flict, that their parents’ relationship will break down,
or that the marriage will be over. In the present study,
it was found that the children had a higher percentage

of "negative thoughts" about conflict (for instance;
they don't like each other, they get angry with each
other, s/he thinks about bad things). It is an expected
result in terms of child development that children in
the 5-6 age group have more negative thought reports.
Research suggests that as children grow older, they de-
velop the ability to understand the details of conflict
(Cummings et al., 1989). A study examined how chil-
dren perceive marital conflict according to their age,
and it was revealed that among participants aged 5 to
9, the younger age group suffered more from conflict
(Jenkins & Buccioni, 2000). Sendil and Kizildag
(2003) found that the threat perceived by children due
to marital conflict decreases as they grow older and
clarified this finding by the fact that older children are
more effective in understanding the causes of conflict
and evaluating conflict. The Cognitive-Contextual
Theory remarks that the most common emotions that
children experience in case of marital conflict are dis-
tress and strain (Grych and Fincham, 1993). In the cur-
rent study, the feeling of confusion was expressed the
most following the feeling of sadness. This can be ex-
plained by the fact that the mean frequency of conflicts
received from the mothers of the participants is not
high. When the children’s thoughts on the content of
conflict were examined, it was observed that the ma-
jority of them revealed daily communication problems
as the cause of conflict. For instance, “You’re going to
do it — No, you’re going to do it”, “S/he’s misunder-
stood her/him”, “S/he has certainly done something
wrong”. However, very few children (only seven re-
sponses) stated the cause of conflict as the child. Stud-
ies have shown that during marital conflict if children
think that their parents have a conflict because of
them, they blame themselves and are more affected in
a negative way (Grych & Fincham, 1993; Kizildag &
Sendil, 2006; Ulu & Figiloglu, 2004). This conclusion
can be explained by the fact that the participants came
from conflict-free homes. Following the causal attrib-
ution, they were asked who initiated the relationship
situation on the card in order to form an opinion about
the responsibility and blame attributions of the chil-
dren. Across the five cards, most of the participants
blamed "the father" for the conflict, and "the mother"
came in the second. In the causal attribution, the seven
participants who stated that the conflict was caused by
the child responded "child". In 17 responses, it was
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stated that the conflict was initiated by both the mother
and the father. On the second and fourth cards, the
most common number of "the father" responses are
seen, and on the third and fifth cards, the answer “the
mother” is seen. The most common response was “fa-
ther” on the second and fourth cards and “mother” on
the third and fifth cards. In cards with physical vio-
lence, the parent who uses violence is regarded as
blamed by the children. Determining the cause of the
conflict, the children assess whether to see who caused
the conflict are responsible and whether they should
be blamed for the conflict. The attributions of respon-
sibility and blame differ developmentally within the
framework of Cognitive-Contextual Theory (Grych &
Fincham, 1990). Research suggests that four-year-olds
distinguish intentions in adult behavior. Children
around the age of five are able to distinguish between
intentional and unintentional outcomes. However,
they adopt a positive bias in this distinction (Grych et
al., 2000). Because they suppose the behaviors of their
parents in a positive way, they find it difficult to blame
their parents for a stressful event such as marital con-
flict, thus they are apt to blame themselves (Grych et
al., 2003). It is observed that self-blame increases
when parents punish children in case of conflict
(Sendil, 2014). In the present study, where the mean
age of the participants was five and a half, the fact that
children directed their responsibility and blame attrib-
utions more towards their parents could be explained
by the fact that they could stop the positive bias and
make intention distinctions due to their age. In order
to describe the types of parental conflict resolution that
they perceive, the children were asked to explain what
would happen after this according to the children. The
results of the present study indicate that children have
two types of responses. Some of the responses showed
negative future expectations such as ‘they will quarrel
and no longer not talk to each other’ and some of them
indicated positive future expectations such as ‘they
will make peace, apologize, and be happy’.

The responses were coded under two categories;
the ones stating a positive future were coded as "suc-
cessful resolution” and the ones stating a negative fu-
ture were coded as "unsuccessful resolution™. For each
card, half of the children reported a successful resolu-
tion. The Cognitive-Contextual Theory suggests that
the way families resolve conflicts reduces the negative
effects on children (Grych & Fincham, 2001). While
insufficient conflict resolutions lead to more frequent
conflict and tension in the family, sufficient conflict
resolutions make parents become positive models for
their children, and they contribute to the development
of their problem-solving skills of them by this means.
In this research, it was an anticipated result that partic-
ipants gave answers include more successful resolu-
tions when it is considered that they have had a low
frequency of conflict within their family life. We can
clarify this result by the fact that they do not consider

the conflict as a threat. Finally, the children were asked
‘what would you do if you were them’ regarding the
picture cards. The aim here was to understand possible
marital conflict coping behaviors. Children's re-
sponses involving behavioral intervention were coded
as "problem-focused" and responses including all
emotions, thoughts, and behavioral efforts to reduce
the emotional impact of the conflict were coded as
"emotion-focused" (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). Cog-
nitive-Contextual Theory defines children's attempts
to intervene in marital conflict as problem-focused
strategies. It is suggested that when children believe
that the conflict will be further exacerbated and that
they will be involved, their behavioral interventions;
that is, their problem-focused strategies, will increase
(Grych & Fincham, 1993). Studies suggest that coping
behavior changes as children age. Preschool children
appear to use problem-focused strategies compared to
older children (Cummings, 1987). This is explained by
the fact that preschool children's relationships with
their peers are still developing compared to older chil-
dren and that they are more dependent on their parents.
In the present study, children showed similar rates of
coping behaviors for each card. Although the number
of problem-focused strategies is more than that of
emotion-focused ones, there is no significant differ-
ence between them. Observing problem-focused cop-
ing behavior was an expected result due to the devel-
opmental period in which the participants have been.
However, observing high emotion-focused coping be-
haviors at a high level can be explained by the expo-
sure of participants attending preschool to the diver-
sity of social environments.

As a result of the analyzes performed in line with
the second purpose of the study, we found that there
were significant relationships between the frequency
of conflicts perceived by children, successful conflict
resolution, the feeling of sadness experienced by chil-
dren, and interpersonal problem-solving skills. Studies
suggest that as parental conflict increases, social skill
decreases (Spjeldnes et al., 2010). In the present study,
findings revealed that there was a significant negative
relationship between the perceived frequency of con-
flict and interpersonal problem-solving skills. After-
ward, the variables were analyzed by multiple regres-
sion. The results showed that the sadness experienced
by the child, and the involvement of the perceived
parent's successful resolution, had the highest impact
on interpersonal problem-solving skills. The effect of
the perceived frequency of conflict became insignifi-
cant here and the variable was not included in the anal-
ysis. Emotions are influenced by children’s cognitive
assessments of the conflict. Studies have found that
children often respond to marital conflict with feelings
of sadness and anger and it has been shown that the
expressed feeling of anger causes aggressive behavior
in children (Cummings et al., 1991). In the present re-
search, we can explain the absence of emotions such
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as anger by the fact that the participants came from
conflict-free families. The higher the frequency of
conflict exposure, the more marital conflict predicts
children’s emotional responses. (Davies et al., 2012,
2021). It is quite notable that sadness positively
changes interpersonal problem-solving skills. Accord-
ing to the results, as the feeling of sadness increases,
interpersonal problem-solving skills also increase. A
number of studies reveal that marital conflict affects
children’s interpersonal skills. For instance, Lindsey
et al. (2009) found that children from families with
high levels of marital conflict showed more relational
and overt aggression with their peers. The aforemen-
tioned study conducted with adolescents revealed that
positive emotional reciprocity between mother and ad-
olescent showed a protective effect on the relationship.
In the present study, we could obtain only the current
emotion measurement of the children. There is statis-
tically insignificant data on the mother. In addition to
this limitation, since we presumed that preschool chil-
dren are straighter to express the stress they experi-
ence, we speculated that the data received from them
would present more solid results. When we consider
the feeling of sadness expressed in the measurement
as their ability to clearly express the emotion they are
experiencing, it is an expected result that it positively
predicts interpersonal problem-solving skills. The
most sensitive age to marital conflict cannot be de-
fined. However, the sensitivity to conflict resolution
increases considerably around the age of six. Studies
suggest that parents who successfully resolve conflicts
are good role models for their children in interpersonal
relationships and problem-solving (Grych & Fincham,
2001).

Well-resolved parental conflict can be a sign of
positive family function, which can encourage chil-
dren to be more compliant with their peers, such as
problem-solving skills (Bryant & De Morris, 1992).
Many studies are revealing that the resolution of mar-
ital conflicts is related to child compliance and reduces
the negative effects of conflict on children (Cheung,
2021; Cummings et al., 2004; Warmuth et al., 2020).
Kitzmann and Cohen (2003) examined the relation-
ship between the dimensions of conflict that children
perceive and the quality of friendship. The findings
showed that the strongest relationship was between the
quality of children's friendship and the quality of re-
solving marital conflict. Besides, it was found that
there was a significant relationship between problem-
solving in marital conflict and problem-solving in the
conflict between friends. Goodman et al. (1999) found
that the positive dimensions and outcomes used in the
resolution of marital conflict increased the levels of
children’s social problem-solving skills. When we ex-
amine the results of the present study, we observe that
the change in children’s interpersonal problem-solv-
ing skills is mostly explained by the parental conflict
resolution perceived by children. This data, consistent
with the literature, has once again drawn attention to

the importance of conflicts which are successfully re-
solved by parents. The emergence of this result not
only in families with high levels of conflict, but also
in families with moderate levels of conflict is inter-
preted differently in Social Learning Theory; accord-
ingly, the theory suggests that children's involvement
is lower in families with high conflict and therefore
they find a lower resolution (Gottman et al., 1996).

In line with the final purpose of the present study,
we examined whether the interaction effect of the fre-
guency of conflict perceived by children and the type
of parental conflict resolution differentiated interper-
sonal problem-solving skills. First of all, the perceived
frequency was divided into two groups (low/high), and
the type of conflict resolution was divided into four
groups. In the resolution type, the first group consists
of those who perceive the successful resolution as
high, and the unsuccessful resolution as low; the sec-
ond group consists of those who perceive successful
resolution as low and the unsuccessful resolution as
high, the third group consists of those who perceive
both types of resolutions as low, and the fourth group
consists of those who perceive both types of solutions
as high. Although the interaction effect was not signif-
icant, the main effect of the perceived type of parental
conflict was significant. We examined which group
constitutes this difference in conflict resolution. The
results revealed that the interpersonal problem-solving
skills of the group that perceived both types of conflict
resolution low were significantly at the lowest score.
This result showed that in addition to the importance
of the type of conflict resolution for children, it is also
important whether the conflict is resolved or not. Stud-
ies have revealed that children show lower negative
emotional responses to resolved conflict than to unre-
solved conflict (Cummings et al., 1993; El-Sheikh &
Cummings, 1995; El-Sheikh et al., 1996). A study in-
vestigated the reactions of children between the ages
of 5 and 18 to resolved, partially resolved, and unre-
solved conflicts. The results of the study revealed that
children react more angrily to unresolved conflicts
than to partially resolved conflicts, and to partially re-
solved conflicts than to resolved conflicts. In other
words, it was observed that children's negative reac-
tions decreased due to conflict resolution (Cummings
et al., 1991). All these results once again showed the
importance of examining the impact of conflict reso-
lution on children. Recent studies classify conflicts re-
garding the types of resolution. In these studies, where
the effect of constructive and destructive resolutions
in marital conflict on children was investigated, it is
observed that destructive conflicts negatively affect
children and constructive conflicts have been found to
have a positive effect on children (Cheung, 2021; Lee
etal., 2021; Warmuth et al., 2020).

Conclusions

Studies investigating the perception of conflict in pre-
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school children are quite limited in the literature in
Turkey. One of the reasons for this is the limitation of
measurement tools. In current research, child-related
measurements are usually taken from parents or teach-
ers. However, the Cognitive-Contextual Theory em-
phasized the importance of the evaluation being taken
from the child, arguing that children’s perception of
conflict affects interpersonal relationships. However,
the number of studies examining this relationship in
the international literature is very limited. It draws at-
tention that the relationship between preschool chil-
dren's perception of conflict and their interpersonal
problem-solving skills has never been investigated in
Turkey. For all these reasons, the current study is im-
portant in terms of investigating the perception of con-
flict in preschool children and performing this with
measurements taken from children. Conflict naturally
exists in every marriage. The purpose here is not to
eliminate marital conflict, but to try to understand how
children can be protected from the negative effects of
conflict. In this context, it is necessary to focus on the
importance of conflict resolution. In line with the re-
sults obtained, we can state that the most important
characteristic of marital conflict in the preschool age
group is the parental conflict resolution perceived by
the children.

Conflict resolution has been shown as the feature
that explains children’s interpersonal problem-solving
skills at the highest level. The fact that the measure-
ment of conflict perception taken from the mothers did
not give any significant relationship once more
showed the importance of taking the measurements
from the child. Interpersonal problem-solving skills
are the skills that individuals use throughout their lives
that begin to develop from a young age.

The fact that the perception of conflict in children
aged 5-6 years affects these skills shows that the rela-
tionship between these two variables is valuable to be
investigated in future studies. One of the notable limi-
tations of the present study was that we could not reach
children living in high-conflict families. Comparing
the measurements taken from the children from fami-
lies with relatively low-frequency conflicts with the
data from the high conflict will provide more reliable
results. Another limitation was that we could not com-
pare the measurements taken from the families with
the measurements taken from the children. We postu-
late that it would be more beneficial to conduct further
studies by taking measurements from fathers. Cogni-
tive-Contextual Theory emphasizes the characteristics
of children in the relationship between children's per-
ceptions of conflict and their interpersonal skills. In
the future, it will be worthwhile to investigate the ef-
fect of the perceived conflict resolution of children on
conflict resolution among peers by considering the
characteristics of children.
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