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Abstract

The marital relationship is the most central relationship within the family, and
parental marital conflict influences child development. Numerous studies have
found that parental marital conflict significantly impacts both children’ s cogni-
tive development and emotional and social development, and that the influence
of parental marital conflict on child development involves complex mechanisms
(such as mediating and moderating mechanisms). The impact of parental mar-
ital conflict on child development is primarily mediated through children’ s
cognitive-emotional processes and family processes, and this influence varies
across different child factors and environmental factors. Future research should
simultaneously examine the effects of parental marital conflict on children’ s cog-
nitive development and emotional and social development, and further explore
and integrate multiple mechanisms to provide robust support for the develop-
ment of intervention programs.
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Abstract

The marital relationship is the core relationship within a family, and parental
marital conflict in the family affects child development. Numerous studies have
found that parental marital conflict has significant impacts on both children’
s cognitive development and socioemotional development, and that these ef-
fects operate through complex mechanisms (such as mediating and moderating
mechanisms). The influence of parental marital conflict on child development is
primarily realized through children’ s cognitive-emotional processes and family
processes, and this influence varies depending on multiple child factors and envi-
ronmental factors. Future research should simultaneously examine the effects of
parental marital conflict on children’s cognitive development and socioemotional
development, further explore and integrate multiple mechanisms of action, and
provide strong support for the development of intervention programs.

Keywords: parental marital conflict, child development, cognitive-emotional
process, family process, autonomic nervous system
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Family is the primary context for children’s socialization and is closely related to
child development. In family life, every couple faces varying degrees of marital
conflict. Extensive empirical research has demonstrated that parental marital
conflict negatively affects children’ s cognitive development and socioemotional
development (Chi, 2005; Cui et al., 2018; Gerard et al., 2006; Narayan et al.,
2014). The impact is stronger when parental marital conflict is frequent and
intense, when the conflict content is related to the child, or when the conflict
remains unresolved (Davies & Cummings, 1994). Although the divorce rate
among Chinese parents has increased over time, data from the 2010 baseline
survey of the China Family Panel Studies showed that overall, Chinese parents’
marriages remain highly stable, with over 93% of parents not divorcing (Xu, Qiu,
& Li, 2015). Compared to divorce, frequent parental marital conflict is more
likely to affect child development, with an impact approximately twice that of
divorce (Grych & Fincham, 2001). Therefore, it is necessary to comprehensively
elaborate on the effects of parental marital conflict on child development. More-
over, parental marital conflict not only directly affects child development but
also indirectly influences it through children’ s cognitive-emotional processes
and family processes (Chi, 2005; Chi & Wang, 2002; Cummings et al., 2012;
Harold & Sellers, 2018; Zimet & Jacob, 2001). The effects of parental marital
conflict on child development may also vary depending on different child factors
and environmental factors (Fan et al., 2018; Cummings et al., 2009; van Eldik
et al., 2020; Harold & Sellers, 2018; Zimet & Jacob, 2001). In summary, this
article will comprehensively elaborate on the effects of parental marital conflict
on child development and its underlying mechanisms.
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1. Parental Marital Conflict and Child Development

Both theoretical and empirical studies have found that parental marital conflict
has significant effects on two domains of child development: cognitive devel-
opment and socioemotional development. In their reformulation of emotional
security theory, Davies and Martin (2013) noted that frequent parental mari-
tal conflict significantly reduces children’ s emotional security, leading them to
adopt avoidance strategies that reduce exploration of the external world, thereby
affecting their cognitive development. According to social learning theory (Ban-
dura, 1977), children who frequently experience parental marital conflict learn
aggressive behaviors from their parents and tend to view these behaviors as rea-
sonable and acceptable, subsequently exhibiting similar behaviors in their own
interpersonal relationships (such as peer and sibling relationships) and develop-
ing maladaptive conflict resolution strategies. Thus, parental marital conflict
also negatively affects children’ s socioemotional development. In light of this,
this article will specifically elaborate on the effects of parental marital conflict
on children’ s cognitive development and socioemotional development.

1.1 Parental Marital Conflict and Children’ s Cognitive Development

Parental marital conflict is generally detrimental to children’s cognitive develop-
ment. First, parental marital conflict may impair the development of children’
s executive function. Executive function comprises three core components: at-
tention shifting, inhibitory control, and working memory (Gustafsson et al.,
2015). Previous research has often examined the effect of parental marital con-
flict on a single component of executive function. For example, Gustafsson et
al. (2013) found that children with more frequent parental physical conflict ex-
hibited poorer working memory on the Digit Span Test. More recently, Gustafs-
son et al. (2015) combined the three components of executive function into a
latent variable to examine the overall effect of parental marital conflict on chil-
dren’ s executive function, finding that more frequent parental marital conflict
was associated with poorer executive function development. Second, parental
marital conflict may also lead to poorer academic achievement. Ghazarian and
Buehler’ s (2010) cross-sectional study found that children who perceived more
parental conflict had poorer performance in reading, language, mathematics, so-
cial studies, and science. King and Mrug’ s (2018) longitudinal study found that
children’ s exposure to parental marital conflict significantly reduced their aca-
demic achievement two years later. Additionally, a meta-analysis on parental
marital conflict and children’ s academic achievement also supported this nega-
tive effect (Supol et al., 2020).

1.2 Parental Marital Conflict and Children’ s Socioemotional Devel-
opment

Children’ s problem behaviors and social relationships are important indicators
of their socioemotional development (Thompson, 1988). Children’ s problem
behaviors typically include internalizing problem behaviors and externalizing
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problem behaviors. Both domestic and international studies have found that
children who experience parental marital conflict are more likely to exhibit in-
ternalizing problem behaviors such as anxiety and depression (Cao et al., 2017;
Cui et al., 2007) and externalizing problem behaviors such as aggression and
delinquency (Chi, 2005; Philbrook et al., 2018). Compared to externalizing prob-
lem behaviors, parental marital conflict is more likely to lead to internalizing
problem behaviors in children (Philbrook et al., 2018; Rhoades, 2008). Gerard
et al.” s (2006) longitudinal study found that parental marital conflict has both
immediate effects, causing children to exhibit more problem behaviors in the
present, and long-term effects, leading to more problem behaviors five years
later. Cummings et al.” s (2012) study also supported this long-term effect,
finding that parental marital conflict experienced in kindergarten significantly
increased problem behaviors exhibited in seventh grade. Similarly, parental mar-
ital conflict experienced before 64 months of age significantly predicted problem
behaviors at age 16 (Narayan et al., 2014; Yates et al., 2003). Furthermore, Vu
et al.” s (2016) meta-analysis of 74 longitudinal studies found that the longer
the time interval between the measurement of parental marital conflict and chil-
dren’ s problem behaviors, the stronger the relationship between them. This
result may be due to a sleeper effect, whereby children who experience parental
marital conflict may not exhibit obvious problem behaviors in the short term
but show significant problem behaviors as time passes, or due to a cumulative
effect, whereby the long-term accumulation of parental marital conflict leads
to more problem behaviors in children. It should be noted that the aforemen-
tioned studies only reflect the effect of parental marital conflict on children’ s
problem behaviors and cannot reflect how changes in parental marital conflict
affect changes in children’ s problem behaviors. Madigan et al. (2017) measured
parental marital conflict and children’ s disruptive behaviors at 18, 36, and 54
months of age and used growth mixture modeling to examine the relationship
between their developmental changes. The results showed that parental mari-
tal conflict could be divided into three groups: high-increasing, high-decreasing,
and low-stable. Compared to the high-decreasing and low-stable groups, chil-
dren in the high-increasing group showed faster growth in disruptive behaviors
from 18 to 54 months and exhibited more disruptive behaviors at 54 months.
In summary, parental marital conflict not only has immediate negative effects
on children’ s problem behaviors but also long-term negative effects, and in-
creasingly frequent parental marital conflict produces more significant negative
effects.

Children’ s social relationships primarily include parent-child relationships, peer
relationships, and teacher-child relationships (Ye & Pang, 1999). First, parental
marital conflict often disrupts parent-child relationships. ILi et al.” s (2020)
cross-sectional study found that more frequent parental marital conflict was as-
sociated with lower levels of parent-child attachment. Gerard et al.” s (2006)
longitudinal study found that parental marital conflict increased parent-child
conflict during both childhood and adolescence. Second, parental marital con-
flict may hinder the development of children’ s peer relationships. Domestic
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studies have found that more frequent parental marital conflict is associated
with poorer peer relationships (Cui et al., 2018) and more negative peer interac-
tions (Su et al., 2017). Similarly, international studies have found that parental
marital conflict experienced before age 2 significantly reduced children’ s so-
cial competence in kindergarten (Finger et al., 2010). Narayan et al.” s (2014)
longitudinal study found that parental marital conflict experienced before 64
months of age significantly increased conflict with best friends at age 16. Thus,
parental marital conflict may have relatively lasting negative effects on peer re-
lationships. Third, parental marital conflict may negatively affect teacher-child
relationships. Parental marital conflict may affect teacher-child relationships
by undermining children’ s sense of security regarding their parents’ marital
relationship and their parent-child relationship, leading to more teacher-child
conflict (Coe et al., 2017). However, current research has focused more on
how school structure, teacher characteristics, and student characteristics affect
teacher-child relationships (Tao & Li, 2016), with few studies examining the
effect of parental marital conflict on teacher-child relationships. Additionally,
parental marital conflict may affect other social relationships in children. For
example, parental marital conflict is detrimental to adolescents’ romantic rela-
tionships (Li et al., 2020) and has intergenerational effects, influencing children’
s marital relationships or intimate partner relationships in adulthood (Narayan
et al., 2017). For children with siblings, sibling relationships are also an impor-
tant social relationship. Yu and Gamble’ s (2008) study found that parental
marital conflict led children to exhibit less warmth and more aggression and
competition in sibling relationships.

2. Mechanisms Through Which Parental Marital Conflict
Affects Child Development

To comprehensively clarify how parental marital conflict affects child develop-
ment (mediating mechanisms) and when this effect is strong or weak, present
or absent (moderating mechanisms), this article also reviews the mechanisms
through which parental marital conflict influences child development. Based on
the cognitive-contextual framework (Grych & Fincham, 1990), emotional secu-
rity theory (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Davies & Martin, 2013), and family
systems theory (Cox & Paley, 2003), this article reviews children’ s cognitive-
emotional processes and family processes in the context of parental marital con-
flict effects. Second, not all children who experience parental marital conflict
exhibit maladaptive problems. Some variables may play important moderating
roles in the effect of parental marital conflict on child development. According
to the biopsychosocial model of parental marital conflict and child development
(Cummings et al., 2009) and ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 2005),
this article also reviews the moderating effects of child factors and environ-
mental factors on the relationship between parental marital conflict and child
development.
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2.1 Mediating Mechanisms in the Effect of Parental Marital Conflict
on Child Development

Driven by process-oriented research, studies on parental marital conflict and
child development have shifted from focusing on whether parental marital con-
flict affects child development to how it does so. Researchers have proposed
that children’ s cognitive-emotional processes play an important role in the ef-
fect of parental marital conflict on child development (Davies & Cummings,
1994; Davies & Martin, 2013; Grych & Fincham, 1990), meaning that parental
marital conflict affects child development by influencing children’ s cognitive
appraisals of parental marital conflict and their emotional security after wit-
nessing such conflict. Additionally, based on family systems theory (Cox &
Paley, 2003), researchers have noted that family processes in the context of
parental marital conflict cannot be ignored. For example, negative emotions
and behaviors in the parental subsystem caused by marital conflict may spill
over into the parent-child subsystem, thereby affecting child development. In
light of this, this article further reviews children’ s cognitive-emotional processes
and family processes in the context of parental marital conflict effects.

2.1.1 Children’ s Cognitive-Emotional Processes The cognitive-
contextual framework emphasizes the important role of children’ s cognitive
appraisals of parental marital conflict (e.g., perceived threat) in the effect
of parental marital conflict on child development (Grych & Fincham, 1990).
When children believe that parental marital conflict may threaten them or
undermine family happiness (threat), or when they believe that the conflict
is related to them and that they should be responsible for it (self-blame), or
when they believe they cannot appropriately cope with parental marital conflict
(poor coping ability), children may develop more adjustment problems (Grych
& Fincham, 1990). Both domestic and international studies have found that
parental marital conflict increases children’ s negative cognitive appraisals (e.g.,
perceived threat, self-blame), which in turn increases internalizing problem
behaviors (Chi, 2005; Wang et al., 2014; Buehler et al., 2007; Fosco & Feinberg,
2015). Although Chinese scholar Chi’s (2005) study found that parental marital
conflict did not lead to more externalizing problem behaviors in children by
increasing their perceived threat and self-blame, studies by Buehler et al. (2007)
and Fosco and Feinberg (2015) both supported this mediating effect. Other
studies have also found that parental marital conflict affects children’s academic
achievement and peer relationships through perceived threat and self-blame
(Ghazarian & Buehler, 2010; Harold et al., 2007; Weymouth et al., 2019).
Additionally, Chi (2005) and Grych et al. (2000) simultaneously examined
the mediating and moderating roles of perceived threat and self-blame in the
effect of parental marital conflict on children’ s problem behaviors. The results
only supported the mediating role of perceived threat and self-blame, with no
significant moderating effects found. Therefore, children’ s cognitive appraisals
of parental marital conflict are more likely to play a mediating role in the effect
of parental marital conflict on child development.
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Building on the cognitive-contextual framework, emotional security theory em-
phasizes the important role of children’ s emotional security in the effect of
parental marital conflict on child development (Davies & Cummings, 1994;
Davies & Martin, 2013). Parental marital conflict increases children’ s emo-
tional insecurity. This emotional insecurity keeps children in a state of high vig-
ilance and arousal, consuming considerable psychological resources and thereby
reducing the resources needed for cognitive processing and effective emotion and
behavior regulation, which in turn impairs cognitive development and leads to
more problem behaviors. Cummings et al.” s (2012) study found that parental
marital conflict experienced in kindergarten increased emotional insecurity in
second grade, which subsequently led to problem behaviors in seventh grade.
Additionally, emotionally insecure children exhibit poorer sleep quality, which
leads to poorer academic achievement (El-Sheikh et al., 2007), and reduce inter-
actions with friends, leading to poorer social competence (Davies et al., 2018),
thereby affecting children’ s social relationships.

Furthermore, studies that comprehensively examine children’ s cognitive and
emotional processing have found that children’ s cognitive appraisals and emo-
tional insecurity may play a chain mediating role in the effect of parental marital
conflict on child development. For example, parental marital conflict increases
adolescents’ negative cognitive appraisals, leading to emotional insecurity, which
in turn results in more internalizing problem behaviors (Wang et al., 2014).
Davies and Cummings (1994) also noted that children’ s emotional insecurity
may affect their cognitive appraisals. For instance, emotionally insecure children
are more likely to perceive more threat when experiencing parental marital con-
flict. Future research should employ long-term longitudinal studies to further
reveal the complex roles of children’s cognitive appraisals and emotional security
in the effect of parental marital conflict on child development.

2.1.2 Family Processes According to family systems theory, negative emo-
tions and behaviors in the marital relationship may spill over into parent-child
interactions, affecting parenting behaviors, coparenting, and parent-child trian-
gulation, thereby influencing child development (Cox & Paley, 2003). First,
parental marital conflict leads parents to exhibit low levels of positive parent-
ing and high levels of negative parenting during the parenting process, which
hinders child development. Empirical studies have found that parental marital
conflict reduces fathers’ or mothers’ sensitive parenting (e.g., positive attention,
warmth), which in turn affects children’ s executive function and social com-
petence (Finger et al., 2010; Gustafsson et al., 2015), and increases parents’
negative parenting behaviors (e.g., rejection, harsh discipline, hostile parent-
ing), leading to poorer academic achievement and more externalizing problem
behaviors in children (Gerard et al., 2006; Harold et al., 2007). Second, parental
marital conflict may also affect coparenting patterns, thereby influencing child
development. Parental marital conflict may reduce cohesive and supportive co-
parenting, leading to more problem behaviors and poorer parent-child relation-
ships in children (Lu et al., 2019; Holland & Mcelwain, 2013), and may increase
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conflictual and undermining coparenting, leading to more problem behaviors in
children (Lu et al., 2019; Cui et al., 2007). Additionally, during marital con-
flict, one parent may involve the child in the conflict to maintain balance in
the marital relationship or prevent escalation, thus forming a parent-child tri-
adic relationship (Cox & Paley, 2003). However, involving children in parental
marital conflict not only may not effectively resolve the conflict but also largely
leads to more problem behaviors in children (Gao et al., 2019).

2.2 Moderating Mechanisms in the Effect of Parental Marital Conflict
on Child Development

After experiencing parental marital conflict, some children exhibit developmen-
tal problems such as decreased academic performance, increased problem behav-
iors, and poorer peer relationships, while others adapt well. Previous studies
have found that child factors (e.g., gender, age) play important moderating
roles in the effect of parental marital conflict on child development (Cummings
et al., 2009). Based on ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 2005), the
moderating role of environmental factors (e.g., social support) in the effect of
parental marital conflict on child development cannot be ignored. In light of
this, this article further reviews the moderating effects of child factors and en-
vironmental factors on the relationship between parental marital conflict and
child development.

2.2.1 Child Factors Based on the biopsychosocial model of parental mari-
tal conflict and child development, child age and gender may play important
moderating roles in the effect of parental marital conflict on child development
(Cummings et al., 2009). Davies et al.” s (2016) study found that parental mari-
tal conflict indirectly affected adolescents’ problem behaviors by reducing their
emotional security but did not affect children’ s problem behaviors in childhood.
However, Evans et al.” s (2008) meta-analysis did not find age differences in
the effects of family conflict on child development. Van Eldik et al.” s (2020)
meta-analysis more comprehensively examined the effects of multiple types of
parental marital conflict on child development. The results showed that the role
of child age varied depending on the type of parental conflict and the specific
aspect of child development. The gender intensification hypothesis posits that
pressure on boys and girls to conform to traditional gender roles increases with
age, with boys becoming increasingly independent and girls becoming increas-
ingly concerned with maintaining interpersonal relationships. Therefore, as age
increases, girls may be more sensitive to parental conflict and more vulnerable
to its negative effects (Vu et al., 2016). Cao et al.” s (2017) study found that,
compared to boys, the mediating effect of parental marital conflict on children’
s internalizing problem behaviors through the frustration of basic psychologi-
cal needs was stronger in girls. However, other studies have found that both
boys and girls are vulnerable after experiencing parental marital conflict, but
their vulnerability manifests differently. Yates et al.” s (2003) study found that
parental marital violence was more likely to lead to externalizing problem be-
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haviors in boys and internalizing problem behaviors in girls. Additionally, some
studies (e.g., Davies et al., 2016; Vu et al., 2016) have not supported gender
differences in the effects of parental marital conflict on child development.

As research has progressed, studies on parental marital conflict and child devel-
opment have gradually focused on the important role of children’ s physiological
factors. Parental marital conflict is one of the main stressors in children’ s fam-
ily environments. Therefore, the autonomic nervous system (ANS), which is
related to stress, may play an important role in the effect of parental marital
conflict on child development. The ANS primarily comprises two branches: the
parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) and the sympathetic nervous system
(SNS). The PNS mobilizes sufficient physiological energy to cope with stressful
situations by reducing its inhibitory effect on human organs (e.g., the heart).
The SNS generates sufficient physiological energy to cope with stressful situa-
tions by enhancing metabolism. Common indicators of PNS and SNS activity
are respiratory sinus arrhythmia (RSA) and skin conductance level (SCL), re-
spectively (Philbrook et al., 2018).

The biopsychosocial model of parental marital conflict and child development
suggests that the ANS may moderate the effect of parental marital conflict on
child development (Cummings et al., 2009). Previous studies have only exam-
ined the roles of PNS and SNS separately. As research has deepened, researchers
have suggested that the combined effects of PNS and SNS may better clarify
the role of the ANS in the effect of parental marital conflict on child develop-
ment (El-Sheikh & Erath, 2011). Studies have found that co-activation and
co-inhibition of children’ s PNS and SNS exacerbate the effects of parental mar-
ital conflict on child development, whereas PNS activation with SNS inhibition
or PNS inhibition with SNS activation buffer the effects of parental marital con-
flict on child development (El-Sheikh & Erath, 2011). For example, Philbrook
et al.” s (2018) study found that in the high parental marital conflict group,
adolescents who showed both increased and decreased RSA and SCL during
challenging tasks were more likely to exhibit increased internalizing or external-
izing problem behaviors, whereas adolescents who showed decreased RSA and
increased SCL were more likely to show reduced internalizing problem behaviors.
However, research on PNS activation with SNS inhibition has not consistently
supported its protective effect. El-Sheikh et al.” s (2013) study found that PNS
activation with SNS inhibition exacerbated the effect of parental marital conflict
on depression and anxiety in girls. This inconsistency may be due to different
studies focusing on different child developmental outcomes (El-Sheikh et al.,
2013). Future research should further explore the role of PNS activation with
SNS inhibition in the effects of parental marital conflict on children’ s cogni-
tive development and socioemotional development. Additionally, a few studies
have examined the mediating role of the ANS, but the results have largely not
supported this mediating effect (El-Sheikh, 2005). Overall, the ANS is more
likely to moderate the effect of parental marital conflict on child development.
It should be noted that current research has focused on examining the role of the
ANS in the effect of parental marital conflict on children’ s problem behaviors,
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while its role in the effects of parental marital conflict on children’ s executive
function, academic achievement, and social relationships remains to be further
clarified.

2.2.2 Environmental Factors According to ecological systems theory (Bron-
fenbrenner, 2005), the effects of parental marital conflict on child development
may vary depending on children’ s surrounding environments and sociocultural
contexts. First, family socioeconomic status (SES) may moderate the effect of
parental marital conflict on child development. Lower family SES and more fre-
quent parental marital conflict create a double risk for children, leading to more
developmental problems. Empirical studies have also found that, compared to
high-SES families, parental marital conflict is more likely to lead to problem
behaviors in children from low-SES families (Garriga et al., 2019). However,
other studies have not supported the moderating role of family SES in the ef-
fect of parental marital conflict on child development (van Eldik et al., 2020).
Second, Yule et al.” s (2019) meta-analysis showed that social support plays an
important role in the effect of parental marital conflict on child development.
Chinese scholar Fan et al.” s (2018) study found that social support (parent,
teacher, and peer support) moderated the effect of parental marital conflict on
adolescent depression through psychological resilience. Specifically, high social
support buffered the effect of parental marital conflict on adolescents’ psycholog-
ical resilience and enhanced the effect of psychological resilience on depression.
Davies et al.” s (2019) study found that, compared to children with good sib-
ling relationships, parental marital conflict was more likely to lead to emotional
insecurity in children with poor sibling relationships, which in turn led to more
problem behaviors. Finally, cultural values may also play an important role in
the effect of parental marital conflict on child development. Li et al.” s (2016)
study found that cultural values significantly moderated the effect of parental
marital conflict on adolescents’ emotional security. Specifically, adolescents who
valued social harmony more were more vulnerable to parental marital conflict
and showed lower emotional security. Influenced by Confucianism, Chinese cul-
ture emphasizes “harmony is precious” and “harmony in the family leads to
prosperity in all affairs,” stressing social harmony and family harmony (Cheung,
2020). In this cultural context, parental marital conflict is more likely to disrupt
family relationships, reduce children’s well-being, cause children to exhibit lower
emotional security, and thus have more significant negative effects on Chinese
children’ s development.

3. Limitations of Previous Research and Future Directions

Previous research has thoroughly examined the effects of parental marital con-
flict on child development and its mechanisms. Studies have found that parental
marital conflict not only has immediate negative effects on children’ s cogni-
tive development and socioemotional development but also long-term negative
effects, and increasingly frequent parental marital conflict may produce more
significant negative effects. The effects of parental marital conflict on child
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development may be realized through children’ s cognitive-emotional processes
and family processes and may also vary depending on child factors (gender, age,
and ANS) and environmental factors (family SES, social support, and cultural
values). Based on the current state of research in this field, this article suggests
that future research on parental marital conflict and child development can be
expanded and improved in the following six aspects.

First, the effects of parental marital conflict on child development are, to some
extent, related to the type of parental marital conflict. Destructive marital
conflict (e.g., physical violence, verbal aggression) has negative effects on child
development, whereas constructive marital conflict (e.g., successfully resolved
conflict, positive interpretation of unresolved conflict) not only does not have
negative effects but may also have positive effects on child development (Harold
& Sellers, 2018; Warmuth et al., 2020). Compared to parental hostility, parental
irritability is more likely to cause children to develop negative conjectures about
their parents’ relationship and long-term family stability, thereby affecting child
development (Davies et al., 2016). Additionally, Gottman’ s (1993) balance the-
ory of marriage suggests that the ratio of positive to negative interactions in
marital relationships (e.g., the ratio of parental support to parental conflict)
also affects child development. Zemp et al. (2019) used latent class analysis
to examine the effect of the ratio of parental positive-negative interactions on
children’ s problem behaviors. The results showed that children in families with
low-positive-high-negative interaction patterns were more likely to exhibit in-
ternalizing problem behaviors. Therefore, future research should further clarify
the specific effects of different types of parental marital conflict on child devel-
opment and comprehensively examine the effects of both positive interactions
and parental conflict in marital relationships on child development.

Second, current research has mainly focused on examining the effect of parental
marital conflict on a single domain of child development, with few studies si-
multaneously examining its effects on multiple domains of child development.
Multiple domains of child development are closely related; for example, chil-
dren’ s externalizing problem behaviors and academic achievement influence
each other (Moilanen et al., 2010). Additionally, the degree to which parental
marital conflict affects different domains of child development may vary (van El-
dik et al., 2020). Therefore, future research should simultaneously examine the
effects of parental marital conflict on multiple domains of child development to
further clarify its unique effects and the degree of influence on different domains.

Third, in addition to children’ s ANS, researchers have begun to focus on other
neurobiological mechanisms underlying the effects of parental marital conflict
on child development. The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis is an
important neuroendocrine system for coping with stress, and its activity indica-
tor is cortisol (Nie, Xu, & Han, 2015). Lucas-Thompson et al.” s (2017) study
found that adolescents’ self-blame resulting from parental marital conflict led to
flatter daily cortisol slopes, which in turn resulted in more internalizing problem
behaviors. Electrophysiological studies of parental marital conflict have found

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202011.00111 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202011.00111

ChinaRxiv [$X]

that parental marital conflict affects children’ s attention to threat information,
which in turn affects their adaptive development (Schermerhorn et al., 2015;
Schermerhorn, 2018). Schermerhorn et al.” s (2015) study found that in the
high parental marital conflict group, angry faces elicited significantly larger P3
amplitudes than happy and neutral faces, whereas in the low parental marital
conflict group, there were no differences in P3 amplitudes elicited by the three
types of faces. This indicates that children who experience more parental mar-
ital conflict are more sensitive to threat information. However, this sensitivity
often consumes more attentional resources, which is detrimental to child devel-
opment. Additionally, long-term exposure to parental marital conflict affects
children’ s brain development, such as the visual cortex (Tomoda et al., 2012),
limbic system (Tsavoussis et al., 2014; van Rooij et al., 2020), and connections
between the visual cortex and limbic system (Mueller & Tronick, 2019). Overall,
researchers’ understanding of neurobiological mechanisms is still very limited.
Future research should further explore the neurobiological mechanisms under-
lying the effects of parental marital conflict on child development. It is worth
noting that the multiple mechanisms through which parental marital conflict
affects child development are not independent but interconnected (Wang et al.,
2014; Harold & Sellers, 2018). Therefore, future research should also further ex-
plore and integrate the mechanisms of parental marital conflict effects on child
development to provide a solid empirical foundation for intervention research.

Fourth, current research on parental marital conflict and child development has
mainly used cross-sectional or short-term longitudinal designs. According to
family systems theory (Cox & Paley, 2003), the effects of parental marital con-
flict on child development may change over time. Research suggests that there
may be sleeper effects or cumulative effects in the influence of parental marital
conflict on child development (Vu et al., 2016). Therefore, using only cross-
sectional or short-term longitudinal designs cannot capture the dynamic effects
of parental marital conflict on child development and may overlook potential
effects. Both parental marital conflict and child development change over time
(Madigan et al., 2017). However, only a few studies have begun to explore how
changes in parental marital conflict affect changes in child development. More-
over, although researchers are often concerned with whether changes in parental
marital conflict in a particular family lead to changes in child development,
previous variable-centered approaches cannot truly reflect this relationship but
only show that child development differs across families with different levels of
parental marital conflict (Zemp et al., 2018). Therefore, future research should
adopt longer-term longitudinal designs and use person-centered approaches to
more accurately depict the process of parental marital conflict effects on child
development and the relationship between changes in parental marital conflict
and changes in child development.

Fifth, the degree to which parental marital conflict affects child development
may vary across cultures (Cummings & Davies, 2010). In cultural contexts
that emphasize social and family harmony, parental marital conflict is more
likely to significantly reduce children’ s emotional security (Li et al., 2016),
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thereby affecting child development. However, few studies have examined the
effects of parental marital conflict on child development in different cultural
contexts. Future research should further examine the role of culture in the
effects of parental marital conflict on child development.

Sixth, child development may also affect parental marital conflict (Cui et al.,
2007; Davies et al., 2016). Parental marital conflict leads to child developmental
problems, which in turn further exacerbate parental marital conflict, creating
a vicious cycle of “parental marital conflict — child developmental problems.”
Therefore, future research should further examine the reciprocal, bidirectional
relationship between parental marital conflict and child development to more
comprehensively understand their relationship.
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