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              THE parent  –  child tie has been described as one of the 
most significant family relationships ( Fingerman, 

Hay, & Birditt, 2004 ), and the majority of adults and their 
parents remain invested in the other party throughout life 
( Fingerman & Birditt, 2011 ;  Rossi & Rossi, 1990 ). Still, 
even as adults, parents and children continue to experience 
confl icts, where one partner is frustrated or dissatisfi ed 
with the behavior of the other partner ( Birditt, Miller, 
Fingerman, & Lefkowitz, 2009 ;  Clarke, Preston, Raksin, & 
Bengston, 1999 ). 

 The behaviors adults and their parents engage in when 
they are upset have implications for those confl icts.  Birditt, 
Rott, and Fingerman (2009)  found that adults and their 
parents reported using constructive (e.g., trying to fi nd a 
solution) more often than they used destructive (e.g., yelling) 
or avoidant (e.g., avoid topics of disagreement) confl ict 
strategies. Studies of adolescents, however, suggest that 
parents and adolescents engage in other strategies, including 
demanding by pressuring for change or blocking requests 
for change by withdrawing ( Caughlin & Malis, 2004 ; 
 Caughlin & Ramey, 2005 ). Indeed, withdrawal by physi-
cally disengaging from the discussion is associated with 
poorer parent  –  adolescent relationship quality ( Branje, 2008 ; 
 Caughlin & Golish, 2002 ), suggesting that withdrawal is an 
undesirable strategy for managing confl ict. 

 Even in adulthood, the parent  –  child tie is not solely pos-
itive ( Fingerman & Birditt, 2011 ), and the issues of intimacy 
and autonomy that characterize early parent  –  child relation-
ships may persist into adulthood. Thus, adults and their par-
ents may engage in the confl ict (e.g., nagging) or attempt to 
disengage from the confl ict (e.g., physically withdrawing) 
in ways that are distinct from the destructive or avoidant 
strategies previously studied ( Birditt et al., 2009 ;  Lefkowitz 
& Fingerman, 2003 ). Further, how adults and their parents 
negotiate confl icts is likely to have implications for the 
quality of intergenerational relationships. Parent  –  adult 
child relationships are characterized by both positive and 
negative feelings ( Pitzer, Fingerman, & Lefkowitz, 2011 ; 
 Priester & Petty, 2001 ), emphasizing the importance of 
distinguishing between positive and negative aspects of the 
relationship. 

 The current study examines (a) generational, ethnic, 
and gender differences in observed confl ict engagement 
and confl ict disengagement behaviors and (b) associations 
between observed behaviors and parents  ’   and adult children  ’  s 
ratings of positive and negative relationship qualities. In 
this paper,   “  confl ict engagement  ”   encompasses behaviors 
labeled   “  demand  ”   in prior studies (e.g., blaming, pressuring 
for change) and refers to active attempts to infl uence the other 
person. By contrast ,  confl ict disengagement encompasses 

      Confl ict Engagement and Confl ict Disengagement During 
Interactions Between Adults and Their Parents 

     Kelly E.      Cichy     ,  1       Eva S.      Lefkowitz     ,  2   and     Karen L.      Fingerman    3      

  1 Department of Human Development & Family Studies, Kent State University, Ohio  .  
  2 Department of Human Development & Family Studies, Pennsylvania State University, University Park  .  

  3 Department of Human Development & Family Sciences, University of Texas at Austin     .              

   Objectives.       This study examined generational, ethnic, and gender differences in confl ict behaviors during interactions 
between adults and their parents. We considered associations between observed confl ict engagement and confl ict disen-
gagement behaviors and participant-rated relationship quality. 

   Method.       Participants included 155 African American and European American women and men (aged 22 – 49 years), 
their mothers and their fathers ( N  = 465). Adult children were videotaped separately with their mother and their father 
discussing relationship problems. Independent raters coded the conversations for confl ict engagement (e.g., pressuring 
for change) and disengagement (e.g., withdrawing) behaviors. 

   Results.       In African American families, parents displayed more confl ict engagement and adult children displayed more 
confl ict disengagement, whereas European American parents and adult children did not differ in their confl ict behaviors. 
Mothers, fathers, and adult children reported poorer relationship quality when they engaged in more confl ict engagement 
behaviors. Adult children also reported poorer quality relationships when their mothers displayed more confl ict engage-
ment behaviors. Mothers reported poorer quality relationships when their adult children engaged in more confl ict disen-
gagement. 

   Discussion.       Findings suggest that even as adults, parents and children in poorer quality relationships may engage in 
potentially ineffective behaviors to resolve confl icts. 

    Key Words:     Confl ict   —   Ethnicity   —   Observations   —   Parent – adult child relationships  .   

31



CICHY ET AL.2

behaviors labeled   “  withdrawal  ”   in prior studies and refers 
to passive attempts to stall or avoid pursuing the discus-
sion ( Berns, Jacobson, & Gottman, 1999 ;  Branje, 2008 ; 
 Caughlin & Golish, 2002 ;  Christensen & Heavey, 1990 ). 

 To our knowledge, this study is the fi rst to observe behav-
iors among fathers, mothers, sons, and daughters from 
different ethnic groups (African Americans and European 
Americans). The few studies involving observed behaviors 
of adults and parents have focused solely on European 
American mothers and daughters ( Fingerman, 2001 ; 
 Martini & Busseri, 2010 ). A vast research literature has 
benefi ted from observed conversations involving adolescents 
and their parents (e.g.,  Campione-Barr & Smetana, 2004 ; 
 Conger, Ge, Elder, Lorenz, & Simons, 1994 ), providing 
information about the dynamics of these relationships. 
Likewise, observed conversations may provide important 
information regarding adult children and their parents 
because such measures assess behaviors parents and adult 
children may be unaware of or reluctant to endorse in ques-
tionnaire measures.  

    Generational, Ethnic, and Gender Differences in 
Observed Confl ict Behaviors  

 Generational status.  —    Prior work in adolescence suggests 
 that  parents display more confl ict engagement behaviors 
(e.g., nagging, blaming), whereas adolescents disengage 
more from confl ict than parents ( Caughlin & Malis, 2004 ; 
 Caughlin & Ramey, 2005 ). In adolescence, disengagement 
refl ects the adolescent  ’  s desire to be free of parental con-
trol ( Kahlbaugh & Haviland, 1994 ). In adulthood, the more 
egalitarian parent  –  child relationship involves fewer con-
cerns over parental control ( Noack & Buhl, 2004 ). Still, 
even as adults, confl icts may involve one partner  ’  s desire 
for the other person to change ( Birditt et al., 2009 ). Studies 
of intergenerational ties suggest parents are more invested 
in the parent  –  child relationship than their adult children 
( Fingerman & Birditt, 2011 ;  Shapiro, 2004 ). These invest-
ment differences may be associated with partners ’  engage-
ment in or disengagement from confl icts. The principle of 
least interest stemming from studies of romantic ties 
( Waller, 1938 ), suggests that the less emotionally involved 
partner tends to disengage from confl ict discussions 
( Caughlin & Vangelisti, 2000 ;  Eldridge & Christensen, 
2002 ). Confl ict engagement behaviors that promote the 
discussion may come from a desire to alter the status quo 
and attempt to change someone’s behavior, whereas con-
fl ict disengagement may refl ect a desire to maintain the 
status quo and block requests for change. Given differen-
tial relationship investment between generations, the prin-
ciple of least interest may apply to interactions between 
adults and their parents. Therefore, we hypothesize that 
parents will display more confl ict engagement and fewer 
confl ict disengagement behaviors than grown children 
(Hypothesis 1).   

 Ethnicity.  —    Research in childhood and adolescence reveals 
ethnic differences in parent  –  child confl ict, suggesting that 
different family norms may govern behaviors in African 
American and European American families ( Barber, 1994 ; 
 Parke & Buriel, 2006 ). African American parents empha-
size authority and respect for parents ( Dixon, Graber, & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2008 ), which may inhibit African American 
adult children from engaging in confl ict behaviors, even 
when they desire changes in their parents. African American 
adult children may respond to their parents ’  requests for 
change in subtle ways, such as disengagement, whereas 
African American parents may still attempt to assert their 
authority during interactions with their grown children. 

 In comparison, European American parents place less empha-
sis on parental authority and are more tolerant of parent  –
  child confl ict ( Barber, 1994 ). Thus, European American 
adult children may be as likely as their parents to display 
confl ict engagement behaviors when upset. We anticipate 
that ethnicity will moderate generational differences in confl ict 
behaviors, with greater generational differences in confl ict 
engagement and disengagement in African American than 
European American families (Hypothesis 2).   

 Gender.  —    Gendered experiences also may contribute to 
mothers and daughters behaving differently than fathers and 
sons during confl ict interactions. Women are socialized to 
seek affi liation and confront relationship confl ict, whereas 
men are socialized to seek relationship autonomy and 
avoid confl ict ( Belle, 1991 ;  Caughlin & Vangelisti, 2000 ). 
Research on communication patterns in marriage suggests 
 that  women more commonly demand (e.g., pressure for 
change), whereas men withdraw (e.g., physically disengage; 
 Heavey, Layne, & Christensen, 1993 ;  Kluwer, Heesink, & 
Van-de-Vliert, 2000 ). 

 It is less clear, however, whether gendered patterns of 
communication observed during marital interactions also 
characterize interactions between parents and adult children. 
Prior research has documented gender differences in 
mothers ’  and fathers ’  reports of their own confl ict behaviors 
with adult children ( Birditt et al., 2009 ;  Collins & Russell, 
1991 ;  Lye, 1996 ). Adolescents are more willing to engage 
in disagreements with their mothers than with their fathers 
( Cummings, Goeke-Morey, Papp, & Dukewich, 2002 ). In 
adulthood, mothers and adult daughters tend to use construc-
tive approaches to negotiate tensions ( Fingerman, 2001 ), 
whereas less is known about how fathers and adult children 
resolve confl icts. 

 Previous research also reveals differences in confl ict 
behaviors between daughters and sons. Compared  with  ado-
lescent sons, adolescent daughters tend to engage in rather 
than avoid confl ict with parents ( Cummings et al., 2002 ; 
 Kahlbaugh & Haviland, 1994 ). Therefore, we anticipate that 
adult daughters will display more confl ict engagement than 
sons and that mothers will display more confl ict engagement 
and less disengagement than fathers (Hypothesis 3).    

 CONFLICT ENGAGEMENT AND CONFLICT DISENGAGEMENT 3

 Observed Confl ict Behaviors and Relationship Quality 
 Finally, confl ict engagement (in the form of demand 

behaviors) and disengagement (in the form of withdrawal) 
have been associated with relationship dissatisfaction between 
adolescents and their parents ( Branje, 2008 ;  Caughlin & 
Golish, 2002 ). It is unclear, however, whether conflict 
engagement and disengagement behaviors hold similar 
implications for the quality of the parent  –  adult child tie. 
Adult daughters circumvent problems by actively avoid-
ing discussing confl icts to protect their mothers  ’   feelings 
( Fingerman, 2001 ), suggesting that disengaging from the 
conversation could characterize families with better quality 
relationships. Yet, prior research suggests that physically 
looking away or ignoring requests for change may be inter-
preted more negatively than choosing to avoid a topic 
( Branje, 2008 ;  Caughlin & Golish, 2002 ). 

 Further, according to the Actor  –  Partner Interdependence 
Model  (APIM) , individuals  ’   ratings of relationship quality 
are associated not only with their own observed behaviors 
but also with how their conversational partner behaves 
( Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006 ). For example,  Caughlin and 
Golish (2002)  found that parents whose adolescents used 
more confl ict avoidance reported poorer relationship 
quality. Based on this prior work, we expect parents and 
adult children who more frequently use both confl ict 
engagement and disengagement behaviors (i.e., actor ’ s 
behaviors) to report poorer quality relationships compared 
 with  parents and adult children who less frequently use 
these behaviors (Hypothesis 4). We also anticipate that 
parents ’  and adult children ’ s relationship quality ratings 
will be associated with their conversational partner ’ s confl ict 
engagement and disengagement behaviors (i.e. ,  partner ’ s 
behaviors). For example, parents whose offspring disengage 
more may rate their relationships less favorably because 
offspring ’ s disengagement blocks parents ’  requests for 
change and is incompatible with parents ’  attempts at reso-
lution ( Caughlin & Golish, 2002 ). Members of both gener-
ations may perceive the relationship more negatively when 
their conversational partner displays more confl ict engage-
ment because these behaviors have deleterious implications 
for relationship quality ( Caughlin & Malis, 2004 ;  Heavey 
et al., 1993 ).    

 M ethods   

 Participants 
 The sample was part of The Adult Family Study (see: 

 Fingerman, Chen, Hay, Cichy, & Lefkowitz, 2006 ). Partici-
pants included an adult daughter or son aged 22  –  49, their 
mother, and father. Families were recruited from the greater 
Philadelphia Metropolitan Statistical area. Potential partici-
pants were identifi ed via purchased telephone lists as well 
as snowball (8%) and convenience sampling (e.g. ,  posted 
notices, 7%) to increase minority representation. 

 Adult children had to live within 50 miles of both parents. 
Biological parents made up the majority of parents in the 
study (97% of mothers, 91% of fathers), although offspring 
also identifi ed stepparents (1% of mothers, 7% of fathers) 
or adoptive parents (2% of mothers and fathers). The study 
received IRB approval. 

 The larger sample completed telephone interviews ( N  = 
213 families), with a subsample of 158 families ( N  = 474) 
completing videotaped interviews in participants ’  homes. 
Individuals who completed both the telephone and video-
taped interviews did not signifi cantly differ on most demo-
graphic characteristics from those who only completed the 
telephone interview with the exception that offspring who 
completed the videotaped interviews were slightly older 
( M  = 35.0,  SD  = 7.3) than offspring who only completed the 
telephone interview ( M  = 32.3,  SD  = 6.3). 

 Participants for these analyses included 155 families ( N  = 
465); three families were excluded due to poor sound and/or 
visual quality in the videotapes. 

 The sample included African American ( n  = 49) and 
European American ( n  = 106) families. Stratifi ed sampling 
assured inclusion of comparable numbers of daughters ( n  = 
80) and sons ( n  = 75) distributed by age (daughters  M  = 
35.3,  SD  = 7.5, sons  M  = 35.0,  SD  = 7.0) and ethnicity. 
Parents ranged in age from 45 to 83 years (fathers  M  = 62.6, 
 SD  = 8.6, mothers  M  = 60.8,  SD  = 8.0). European Americans 
reported more years of education ( F (1, 445) = 12.07,  p  < 
.001;  M  = 14.9,  SD  = 0.12) than did African Americans 
( M  = 13.0,  SD  = 0.16) and were more likely to be married 
( χ  2  = 63.86,  p  < .001). We controlled for education and marital 
status. Nonbiological parents ( n  = 18) were excluded because 
analyses revealed signifi cant differences in behaviors between 
biological and nonbiological parents.   

 Procedure  

 Videotaped conversation.  —    Adult offspring participated 
in two face-to-face videotaped interviews separately with 
their mother and father. When possible, the order of the 
interviews (mother fi rst, father fi rst) was randomized. Par-
ticipants were videotaped discussing three topics: (a) what 
they enjoy about each other, (b) worries about each other, 
and (c) what annoys them about each other. All participants 
fi rst discussed what they enjoyed; the order of the worry and 
annoyance conversations was counterbalanced. Whenever 
possible, conversations took place behind closed doors, sep-
arate from the interviewer. For participating in both video-
taped interviews, offspring received $50 and each parent 
received $20. In addition, either the parent or the offspring 
received an additional $10 for traveling to the other ’ s home. 
Consistent with prior observational studies of confl ict behav-
iors in the parent  –  adolescent and marital literatures ( Berns 
et al., 1999 ;  Caughlin & Ramey, 2005 ), we examine confl ict 
behaviors during the   “  annoyance  ”   conversation. Interviewers 
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behaviors labeled   “  withdrawal  ”   in prior studies and refers 
to passive attempts to stall or avoid pursuing the discus-
sion ( Berns, Jacobson, & Gottman, 1999 ;  Branje, 2008 ; 
 Caughlin & Golish, 2002 ;  Christensen & Heavey, 1990 ). 

 To our knowledge, this study is the fi rst to observe behav-
iors among fathers, mothers, sons, and daughters from 
different ethnic groups (African Americans and European 
Americans). The few studies involving observed behaviors 
of adults and parents have focused solely on European 
American mothers and daughters ( Fingerman, 2001 ; 
 Martini & Busseri, 2010 ). A vast research literature has 
benefi ted from observed conversations involving adolescents 
and their parents (e.g.,  Campione-Barr & Smetana, 2004 ; 
 Conger, Ge, Elder, Lorenz, & Simons, 1994 ), providing 
information about the dynamics of these relationships. 
Likewise, observed conversations may provide important 
information regarding adult children and their parents 
because such measures assess behaviors parents and adult 
children may be unaware of or reluctant to endorse in ques-
tionnaire measures.  

    Generational, Ethnic, and Gender Differences in 
Observed Confl ict Behaviors  

 Generational status.  —    Prior work in adolescence suggests 
 that  parents display more confl ict engagement behaviors 
(e.g., nagging, blaming), whereas adolescents disengage 
more from confl ict than parents ( Caughlin & Malis, 2004 ; 
 Caughlin & Ramey, 2005 ). In adolescence, disengagement 
refl ects the adolescent  ’  s desire to be free of parental con-
trol ( Kahlbaugh & Haviland, 1994 ). In adulthood, the more 
egalitarian parent  –  child relationship involves fewer con-
cerns over parental control ( Noack & Buhl, 2004 ). Still, 
even as adults, confl icts may involve one partner  ’  s desire 
for the other person to change ( Birditt et al., 2009 ). Studies 
of intergenerational ties suggest parents are more invested 
in the parent  –  child relationship than their adult children 
( Fingerman & Birditt, 2011 ;  Shapiro, 2004 ). These invest-
ment differences may be associated with partners ’  engage-
ment in or disengagement from confl icts. The principle of 
least interest stemming from studies of romantic ties 
( Waller, 1938 ), suggests that the less emotionally involved 
partner tends to disengage from confl ict discussions 
( Caughlin & Vangelisti, 2000 ;  Eldridge & Christensen, 
2002 ). Confl ict engagement behaviors that promote the 
discussion may come from a desire to alter the status quo 
and attempt to change someone’s behavior, whereas con-
fl ict disengagement may refl ect a desire to maintain the 
status quo and block requests for change. Given differen-
tial relationship investment between generations, the prin-
ciple of least interest may apply to interactions between 
adults and their parents. Therefore, we hypothesize that 
parents will display more confl ict engagement and fewer 
confl ict disengagement behaviors than grown children 
(Hypothesis 1).   

 Ethnicity.  —    Research in childhood and adolescence reveals 
ethnic differences in parent  –  child confl ict, suggesting that 
different family norms may govern behaviors in African 
American and European American families ( Barber, 1994 ; 
 Parke & Buriel, 2006 ). African American parents empha-
size authority and respect for parents ( Dixon, Graber, & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2008 ), which may inhibit African American 
adult children from engaging in confl ict behaviors, even 
when they desire changes in their parents. African American 
adult children may respond to their parents ’  requests for 
change in subtle ways, such as disengagement, whereas 
African American parents may still attempt to assert their 
authority during interactions with their grown children. 

 In comparison, European American parents place less empha-
sis on parental authority and are more tolerant of parent  –
  child confl ict ( Barber, 1994 ). Thus, European American 
adult children may be as likely as their parents to display 
confl ict engagement behaviors when upset. We anticipate 
that ethnicity will moderate generational differences in confl ict 
behaviors, with greater generational differences in confl ict 
engagement and disengagement in African American than 
European American families (Hypothesis 2).   

 Gender.  —    Gendered experiences also may contribute to 
mothers and daughters behaving differently than fathers and 
sons during confl ict interactions. Women are socialized to 
seek affi liation and confront relationship confl ict, whereas 
men are socialized to seek relationship autonomy and 
avoid confl ict ( Belle, 1991 ;  Caughlin & Vangelisti, 2000 ). 
Research on communication patterns in marriage suggests 
 that  women more commonly demand (e.g., pressure for 
change), whereas men withdraw (e.g., physically disengage; 
 Heavey, Layne, & Christensen, 1993 ;  Kluwer, Heesink, & 
Van-de-Vliert, 2000 ). 

 It is less clear, however, whether gendered patterns of 
communication observed during marital interactions also 
characterize interactions between parents and adult children. 
Prior research has documented gender differences in 
mothers ’  and fathers ’  reports of their own confl ict behaviors 
with adult children ( Birditt et al., 2009 ;  Collins & Russell, 
1991 ;  Lye, 1996 ). Adolescents are more willing to engage 
in disagreements with their mothers than with their fathers 
( Cummings, Goeke-Morey, Papp, & Dukewich, 2002 ). In 
adulthood, mothers and adult daughters tend to use construc-
tive approaches to negotiate tensions ( Fingerman, 2001 ), 
whereas less is known about how fathers and adult children 
resolve confl icts. 

 Previous research also reveals differences in confl ict 
behaviors between daughters and sons. Compared  with  ado-
lescent sons, adolescent daughters tend to engage in rather 
than avoid confl ict with parents ( Cummings et al., 2002 ; 
 Kahlbaugh & Haviland, 1994 ). Therefore, we anticipate that 
adult daughters will display more confl ict engagement than 
sons and that mothers will display more confl ict engagement 
and less disengagement than fathers (Hypothesis 3).    

 CONFLICT ENGAGEMENT AND CONFLICT DISENGAGEMENT 3

 Observed Confl ict Behaviors and Relationship Quality 
 Finally, confl ict engagement (in the form of demand 

behaviors) and disengagement (in the form of withdrawal) 
have been associated with relationship dissatisfaction between 
adolescents and their parents ( Branje, 2008 ;  Caughlin & 
Golish, 2002 ). It is unclear, however, whether conflict 
engagement and disengagement behaviors hold similar 
implications for the quality of the parent  –  adult child tie. 
Adult daughters circumvent problems by actively avoid-
ing discussing confl icts to protect their mothers  ’   feelings 
( Fingerman, 2001 ), suggesting that disengaging from the 
conversation could characterize families with better quality 
relationships. Yet, prior research suggests that physically 
looking away or ignoring requests for change may be inter-
preted more negatively than choosing to avoid a topic 
( Branje, 2008 ;  Caughlin & Golish, 2002 ). 

 Further, according to the Actor  –  Partner Interdependence 
Model  (APIM) , individuals  ’   ratings of relationship quality 
are associated not only with their own observed behaviors 
but also with how their conversational partner behaves 
( Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006 ). For example,  Caughlin and 
Golish (2002)  found that parents whose adolescents used 
more confl ict avoidance reported poorer relationship 
quality. Based on this prior work, we expect parents and 
adult children who more frequently use both confl ict 
engagement and disengagement behaviors (i.e., actor ’ s 
behaviors) to report poorer quality relationships compared 
 with  parents and adult children who less frequently use 
these behaviors (Hypothesis 4). We also anticipate that 
parents ’  and adult children ’ s relationship quality ratings 
will be associated with their conversational partner ’ s confl ict 
engagement and disengagement behaviors (i.e. ,  partner ’ s 
behaviors). For example, parents whose offspring disengage 
more may rate their relationships less favorably because 
offspring ’ s disengagement blocks parents ’  requests for 
change and is incompatible with parents ’  attempts at reso-
lution ( Caughlin & Golish, 2002 ). Members of both gener-
ations may perceive the relationship more negatively when 
their conversational partner displays more confl ict engage-
ment because these behaviors have deleterious implications 
for relationship quality ( Caughlin & Malis, 2004 ;  Heavey 
et al., 1993 ).    

 M ethods   

 Participants 
 The sample was part of The Adult Family Study (see: 

 Fingerman, Chen, Hay, Cichy, & Lefkowitz, 2006 ). Partici-
pants included an adult daughter or son aged 22  –  49, their 
mother, and father. Families were recruited from the greater 
Philadelphia Metropolitan Statistical area. Potential partici-
pants were identifi ed via purchased telephone lists as well 
as snowball (8%) and convenience sampling (e.g. ,  posted 
notices, 7%) to increase minority representation. 

 Adult children had to live within 50 miles of both parents. 
Biological parents made up the majority of parents in the 
study (97% of mothers, 91% of fathers), although offspring 
also identifi ed stepparents (1% of mothers, 7% of fathers) 
or adoptive parents (2% of mothers and fathers). The study 
received IRB approval. 

 The larger sample completed telephone interviews ( N  = 
213 families), with a subsample of 158 families ( N  = 474) 
completing videotaped interviews in participants ’  homes. 
Individuals who completed both the telephone and video-
taped interviews did not signifi cantly differ on most demo-
graphic characteristics from those who only completed the 
telephone interview with the exception that offspring who 
completed the videotaped interviews were slightly older 
( M  = 35.0,  SD  = 7.3) than offspring who only completed the 
telephone interview ( M  = 32.3,  SD  = 6.3). 

 Participants for these analyses included 155 families ( N  = 
465); three families were excluded due to poor sound and/or 
visual quality in the videotapes. 

 The sample included African American ( n  = 49) and 
European American ( n  = 106) families. Stratifi ed sampling 
assured inclusion of comparable numbers of daughters ( n  = 
80) and sons ( n  = 75) distributed by age (daughters  M  = 
35.3,  SD  = 7.5, sons  M  = 35.0,  SD  = 7.0) and ethnicity. 
Parents ranged in age from 45 to 83 years (fathers  M  = 62.6, 
 SD  = 8.6, mothers  M  = 60.8,  SD  = 8.0). European Americans 
reported more years of education ( F (1, 445) = 12.07,  p  < 
.001;  M  = 14.9,  SD  = 0.12) than did African Americans 
( M  = 13.0,  SD  = 0.16) and were more likely to be married 
( χ  2  = 63.86,  p  < .001). We controlled for education and marital 
status. Nonbiological parents ( n  = 18) were excluded because 
analyses revealed signifi cant differences in behaviors between 
biological and nonbiological parents.   

 Procedure  

 Videotaped conversation.  —    Adult offspring participated 
in two face-to-face videotaped interviews separately with 
their mother and father. When possible, the order of the 
interviews (mother fi rst, father fi rst) was randomized. Par-
ticipants were videotaped discussing three topics: (a) what 
they enjoy about each other, (b) worries about each other, 
and (c) what annoys them about each other. All participants 
fi rst discussed what they enjoyed; the order of the worry and 
annoyance conversations was counterbalanced. Whenever 
possible, conversations took place behind closed doors, sep-
arate from the interviewer. For participating in both video-
taped interviews, offspring received $50 and each parent 
received $20. In addition, either the parent or the offspring 
received an additional $10 for traveling to the other ’ s home. 
Consistent with prior observational studies of confl ict behav-
iors in the parent  –  adolescent and marital literatures ( Berns 
et al., 1999 ;  Caughlin & Ramey, 2005 ), we examine confl ict 
behaviors during the   “  annoyance  ”   conversation. Interviewers 
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gave the following instructions and then left the participants 
alone in the room:

  People we love and value can also be annoying at times  —
  nobody is perfect. Parents and grown children experience 
different types of problems, even if they do not discuss 
those problems. For the next 8 minutes, I ’ d like you to talk 
about what bothers you about each other, and what you both 
do about it.  

     Measures  

 Observational ratings.  —    As in prior observational studies 
( Caughlin & Ramey, 2005 ;  Christensen & Heavey, 1990 ), 
coders considered the entire duration of the conversation, 
rating each behavior globally on a scale from 1 ( not at all ) 
to 5 ( a great deal ). Raters coded the parent and offspring 
separately during different coding sessions. We selected 
behaviors to represent confl ict engagement and confl ict dis-
engagement using codes from previous measures of confl ict 
behaviors ( Berns et al., 1999 ;  Branje, 2008 ;  Gottman, 
McCoy, Coan, & Collier, 1996 ). See  Table 1  for descriptions 
of behavior codes and reliability for each code.       

 Videotaped coding procedures.  —    Independent undergrad-
uate raters coded these videotapes during two different 
coding sessions. Most were European American. Four raters 
coded videotaped conversations between adults and their 
parents for behaviors indicative of confl ict engagement 
(e.g., blaming) and disengagement (e.g., withdraws). A 
different set of 11 independent raters coded two behaviors 
included in this study indicative of confl ict engagement, 
being critical and judgmental, during a different coding 
session where raters coded a larger set of variables ( Lefkowitz, 
Cichy, Hay, Espinosa-Hernandez, & Fingerman, 2011 ). 

 Raters trained together for  1  hr twice weekly for 15 weeks 
to learn the coding system, discuss discrepant cases, review 
tapes, and obtain adequate interrater reliabilities. Once the 
coders achieved satisfactory intraclass correlations (ICCs) 
above .70, then the raters independently coded each interac-
tion ( McCoy, Cummings, & Davis, 2009 ). All raters coded 
a weekly criterion tape and received feedback throughout 
the coding process. We used a conservative coding method, 
with a minimum of two raters coding each observation. 
Therefore, interrater reliability is based on the entire sample 
and is reported as the mean ICC across all possible rater 

pairs. The values for the behaviors represent the mean rating 
across all raters who coded the videotape (ranging from 
2 to 11).   

 Observed behaviors.  —    Prior to testing specifi c hypotheses, 
we created a behavior subscale for confl ict engagement 
(4 items: pressures for change, blaming, critical, judgmental, 
 α  = 0.81). Confl ict disengagement refers to the observed 
withdrawal behaviors.    

 Participant-Rated Variables  

 Relationship quality.  —    Relationship quality was assessed 
during telephone interviews that preceded the videotaped 
interviews. We assessed positive (e.g., acted warm, 6 items) 
and negative (e.g., behaved insensitively, 8 items) qualities 
of the relationship ( Pitzer et al., 2011 ). Respondents indi-
cated how often in the past 12 months their mother/father/
offspring had behaved in these ways from 1 ( never ) to 
5 ( always ;  α  = .84 for positive and  α  = .82 for negative 
subscale). Offspring completed the measure separately for 
their mother and their father.   

 Covariates.  —    Respondents also reported their age (con-
tinuous, mean-centered), years of education completed 
(continuous, mean-centered), and marital status (1 = married, 
0 = separated/divorced/widowed/never married).    

 Analysis Strategy 
 Analyses involved a multilevel modeling framework to 

account for the nonindependence of data, with parents and 
offspring from the same family ( Singer & Willett, 2003 ). 
We included behaviors nested within dyads (parent and 
offspring) and dyads nested within families. To examine 
generational, gender, and ethnic differences in observed 
behaviors ,  we estimated general linear mixed models using 
the PROC MIXED procedure in the statistical package, 
SAS    ( Littell, Milliken, Stroup, & Wolfi nger, 1996 ). 

 In these models, we treated family and ethnicity as upper 
level units. We treated generation, parent gender, and off-
spring gender as lower level units. Models included fi xed 
effects and a random intercept. We specifi ed an unstruc-
tured error covariance matrix, which does not require that 
family members  ’   behaviors be associated in any specifi c 

  Table 1.        Description of Observed Behavior Codes and Reliability Estimates  

  Behavior Description Average intraclass correlations  

  Confl ict engagement  
     Pressures for change Requesting, demanding, or nagging for some kind of change in behavior or in the relationship 0.79 
     Blaming Blaming, accusing, or using sarcasm or insults 0.65 
     Critical Criticizing the other person, having a problem with some aspect of the other person 0.77 
     Judgmental Making an evaluation of the other person as being wrong or what the other is saying is dumb 0.71 
 Confl ict disengagement  
     Withdraws Becoming silent, looking away, and physically disengaging from the conversation 0.70  
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way ( Littell et al., 1996 ). We included the random intercept 
because values of the dependent variables (i.e. ,  confl ict 
behaviors) were expected to vary across different families. 
We included age, years of education, and marital status as 
covariates. 

 First, we estimated two multilevel mixed models to test 
hypotheses with confl ict engagement and disengagement 
behaviors as the outcomes ( Table 2 ). Each model included 
the following fi xed effects: generation (parents vs. off-
spring), parent gender (father vs. mother), offspring gender 
(daughter vs. son), and ethnicity (African American vs. 
European American). We also considered the  G eneration  ×  
 E thnicity interaction.     

 Next, we used the PROC MIXED procedure in SAS 
to estimate APIMs to consider family members  ’   own 
observed behaviors (actor) and their conversational part-
ners  ’   behaviors (partner) in the same equation predicting 
each party  ’  s perceptions of relationship qualities ( Kenny et 
al., 2006 ;  Snijders & Bosker, 1999 ). Because adult children 
reported separately on relationship qualities with each parent, 
multilevel multivariate models were estimated separately 
for fathers and offspring and for mothers and offspring. In 
these models, we simultaneously estimated regressions 
with parent ’ s relationship qualities ratings as one dependent 
variable and offspring ’ s relationship qualities as the second 
dependent variable while controlling for the correlation 
between parent ’ s and offspring ’ s ratings of relationship 
qualities ( Snijders & Bosker, 1999 ). Again, we specifi ed an 
unstructured error covariance matrix. Each party  ’  s participant-
rated positive and negative relationship qualities were 
the dependent variables (estimated in separate models). The 
independent variables included parents  ’   and offspring  ’  s 
observed confl ict engagement and disengagement behaviors 
as self (actor: his or her own behaviors) and other (partner: 
conversational partner  ’  s behaviors). We included parent ’ s and 
offspring ’ s age, ethnicity, years of education, and marital 

  Table 2.        Mixed Models for Observed Behaviors as a Function of 
Generation, Gender, and Ethnicity ( n  = 137 families)  

  Predictors

Confl ict engagement
Confl ict 

disengagement 

 Estimate  SE Estimate  SE   

  Intercept 1.64*** 0.08 2.15*** 0.12 
 Parent gender  − 0.16** 0.05 0.17** 0.07 
 Generation 0.24* 0.10  − 0.78*** 0.16 
 Offspring gender  − 0.08 0.05 0.15* 0.07 
 Ethnicity 0.14 0.07  − 0.61*** 0.11 
 Generation × Ethnicity  − 0.21** 0.09 0.57*** 0.14 
 Covariates  
     Age  − 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
     Education 0.01 0.01  − 0.04** 0.01 
     Marital status  − 0.03 0.05 0.01 0.08  

    Note s  . Parent gender: 0 = mother, 1 = father; Generation: 0 = parent, 1 = 
offspring; Offspring gender: 0 = daughter, 1 = son; Ethnicity 0 = European 
American, 1 = African American. Models exclude nonbiological parents.  

  * p  < .05 .  ** p  < .01 .  *** p  < .001.   

status as well as offspring gender as covariates in the models 
( Tables 3  and  4 ).            

 R esults   

 Hypotheses 1 & 2: Generational and Ethnic Differences 
in Observed Confl ict Behaviors 

 We expected parents to engage in more confl ict engage-
ment and less confl ict disengagement behaviors than adult 
children (main effects of generation, Hypothesis 1). We 
predicted greater generational differences in African 
American than in European American families (interaction 
of  G eneration  ×   E thnicity, Hypothesis 2) for both behaviors. 
We followed up a signifi cant omnibus test for the interac-
tion with pairwise comparisons to determine where the dif-
ferences lie.  Table 2  provides the unstandardized regression 
coeffi cients, whereas the estimates in the text are the results 
of contrasts. 

 Findings for confl ict engagement behaviors indicated a 
main effect of generation that was qualifi ed by a  G eneration 
 ×   E thnicity interaction ( Table 2 ). In support of Hypothesis 
2, follow-up tests (estimate = 0.24,  S  E  = 0.10,  p  < .05) 
revealed that African American parents displayed more 
confl ict engagement behaviors (estimate = 1.73,  S  E  = 0.07) 
than their offspring did (estimate = 1.50,  S  E  = 0.07), 
whereas European Americans parents (estimate = 1.66, 

  Table 3.        Participant-Rated Relationship Qualities as Predicted by 
Fathers  ’   and Offspring  ’  s Observed Behaviors ( n  = 141 dyads, models 

exclude nonbiological fathers)  

  Father model Offspring model 

 Estimate  SE Estimate  SE   

  Positive relationship qualities  
     Actor engagement  − 0.21 0.63  − 1.56* 0.75 
     Actor disengagement  − 0.78 0.45  − 0.01 0.41 
     Partner engagement  − 0.55 0.61 0.48 0.77 
     Partner disengagement  − 0.59 0.32  − 0.45 0.55 
 Covariates  
     Intercept 24.34*** 3.09 32.07*** 3.79 
     Education 0.01 0.11  − 0.12 0.19 
     Age 0.08** 0.03  − 0.08 0.05 
     Ethnicity 0.24 0.76  − 2.98*** 0.92 
     Marital status  − 1.25 1.03 1.16 0.81 
     Offspring gender  − 0.15 0.61  − 1.02 0.74 
 Negative relationship qualities  
     Actor engagement 2.16*** 0.66 2.25** 0.74 
     Actor disengagement  − 0.25 0.47 0.43 0.40 
     Partner engagement 1.29* 0.64 0.44 0.75 
     Partner disengagement 0.56 0.34  − 0.41 0.54 
 Covariates  
     Intercept 6.39* 3.24 4.76 3.72 
     Education 0.04 0.11 0.18 0.19 
     Age  − 0.04 0.03 0.05 0.05 
     Ethnicity 0.96 0.79 0.55 0.90 
     Marital status 2.70** 1.09  − 1.22 0.80 
     Offspring gender  − 0.07 0.64 0.00 0.73  

    Note s .  Actor behaviors refer to fathers  ’   and offspring  ’  s own behaviors, 
whereas partner behaviors refer to the behavior of the conversational partner.  

  * p  < .05 .  ** p  < .01 .  *** p  < .001.   
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gave the following instructions and then left the participants 
alone in the room:

  People we love and value can also be annoying at times  —
  nobody is perfect. Parents and grown children experience 
different types of problems, even if they do not discuss 
those problems. For the next 8 minutes, I ’ d like you to talk 
about what bothers you about each other, and what you both 
do about it.  

     Measures  

 Observational ratings.  —    As in prior observational studies 
( Caughlin & Ramey, 2005 ;  Christensen & Heavey, 1990 ), 
coders considered the entire duration of the conversation, 
rating each behavior globally on a scale from 1 ( not at all ) 
to 5 ( a great deal ). Raters coded the parent and offspring 
separately during different coding sessions. We selected 
behaviors to represent confl ict engagement and confl ict dis-
engagement using codes from previous measures of confl ict 
behaviors ( Berns et al., 1999 ;  Branje, 2008 ;  Gottman, 
McCoy, Coan, & Collier, 1996 ). See  Table 1  for descriptions 
of behavior codes and reliability for each code.       

 Videotaped coding procedures.  —    Independent undergrad-
uate raters coded these videotapes during two different 
coding sessions. Most were European American. Four raters 
coded videotaped conversations between adults and their 
parents for behaviors indicative of confl ict engagement 
(e.g., blaming) and disengagement (e.g., withdraws). A 
different set of 11 independent raters coded two behaviors 
included in this study indicative of confl ict engagement, 
being critical and judgmental, during a different coding 
session where raters coded a larger set of variables ( Lefkowitz, 
Cichy, Hay, Espinosa-Hernandez, & Fingerman, 2011 ). 

 Raters trained together for  1  hr twice weekly for 15 weeks 
to learn the coding system, discuss discrepant cases, review 
tapes, and obtain adequate interrater reliabilities. Once the 
coders achieved satisfactory intraclass correlations (ICCs) 
above .70, then the raters independently coded each interac-
tion ( McCoy, Cummings, & Davis, 2009 ). All raters coded 
a weekly criterion tape and received feedback throughout 
the coding process. We used a conservative coding method, 
with a minimum of two raters coding each observation. 
Therefore, interrater reliability is based on the entire sample 
and is reported as the mean ICC across all possible rater 

pairs. The values for the behaviors represent the mean rating 
across all raters who coded the videotape (ranging from 
2 to 11).   

 Observed behaviors.  —    Prior to testing specifi c hypotheses, 
we created a behavior subscale for confl ict engagement 
(4 items: pressures for change, blaming, critical, judgmental, 
 α  = 0.81). Confl ict disengagement refers to the observed 
withdrawal behaviors.    

 Participant-Rated Variables  

 Relationship quality.  —    Relationship quality was assessed 
during telephone interviews that preceded the videotaped 
interviews. We assessed positive (e.g., acted warm, 6 items) 
and negative (e.g., behaved insensitively, 8 items) qualities 
of the relationship ( Pitzer et al., 2011 ). Respondents indi-
cated how often in the past 12 months their mother/father/
offspring had behaved in these ways from 1 ( never ) to 
5 ( always ;  α  = .84 for positive and  α  = .82 for negative 
subscale). Offspring completed the measure separately for 
their mother and their father.   

 Covariates.  —    Respondents also reported their age (con-
tinuous, mean-centered), years of education completed 
(continuous, mean-centered), and marital status (1 = married, 
0 = separated/divorced/widowed/never married).    

 Analysis Strategy 
 Analyses involved a multilevel modeling framework to 

account for the nonindependence of data, with parents and 
offspring from the same family ( Singer & Willett, 2003 ). 
We included behaviors nested within dyads (parent and 
offspring) and dyads nested within families. To examine 
generational, gender, and ethnic differences in observed 
behaviors ,  we estimated general linear mixed models using 
the PROC MIXED procedure in the statistical package, 
SAS    ( Littell, Milliken, Stroup, & Wolfi nger, 1996 ). 

 In these models, we treated family and ethnicity as upper 
level units. We treated generation, parent gender, and off-
spring gender as lower level units. Models included fi xed 
effects and a random intercept. We specifi ed an unstruc-
tured error covariance matrix, which does not require that 
family members  ’   behaviors be associated in any specifi c 

  Table 1.        Description of Observed Behavior Codes and Reliability Estimates  

  Behavior Description Average intraclass correlations  

  Confl ict engagement  
     Pressures for change Requesting, demanding, or nagging for some kind of change in behavior or in the relationship 0.79 
     Blaming Blaming, accusing, or using sarcasm or insults 0.65 
     Critical Criticizing the other person, having a problem with some aspect of the other person 0.77 
     Judgmental Making an evaluation of the other person as being wrong or what the other is saying is dumb 0.71 
 Confl ict disengagement  
     Withdraws Becoming silent, looking away, and physically disengaging from the conversation 0.70  
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way ( Littell et al., 1996 ). We included the random intercept 
because values of the dependent variables (i.e. ,  confl ict 
behaviors) were expected to vary across different families. 
We included age, years of education, and marital status as 
covariates. 

 First, we estimated two multilevel mixed models to test 
hypotheses with confl ict engagement and disengagement 
behaviors as the outcomes ( Table 2 ). Each model included 
the following fi xed effects: generation (parents vs. off-
spring), parent gender (father vs. mother), offspring gender 
(daughter vs. son), and ethnicity (African American vs. 
European American). We also considered the  G eneration  ×  
 E thnicity interaction.     

 Next, we used the PROC MIXED procedure in SAS 
to estimate APIMs to consider family members  ’   own 
observed behaviors (actor) and their conversational part-
ners  ’   behaviors (partner) in the same equation predicting 
each party  ’  s perceptions of relationship qualities ( Kenny et 
al., 2006 ;  Snijders & Bosker, 1999 ). Because adult children 
reported separately on relationship qualities with each parent, 
multilevel multivariate models were estimated separately 
for fathers and offspring and for mothers and offspring. In 
these models, we simultaneously estimated regressions 
with parent ’ s relationship qualities ratings as one dependent 
variable and offspring ’ s relationship qualities as the second 
dependent variable while controlling for the correlation 
between parent ’ s and offspring ’ s ratings of relationship 
qualities ( Snijders & Bosker, 1999 ). Again, we specifi ed an 
unstructured error covariance matrix. Each party  ’  s participant-
rated positive and negative relationship qualities were 
the dependent variables (estimated in separate models). The 
independent variables included parents  ’   and offspring  ’  s 
observed confl ict engagement and disengagement behaviors 
as self (actor: his or her own behaviors) and other (partner: 
conversational partner  ’  s behaviors). We included parent ’ s and 
offspring ’ s age, ethnicity, years of education, and marital 

  Table 2.        Mixed Models for Observed Behaviors as a Function of 
Generation, Gender, and Ethnicity ( n  = 137 families)  

  Predictors

Confl ict engagement
Confl ict 

disengagement 

 Estimate  SE Estimate  SE   

  Intercept 1.64*** 0.08 2.15*** 0.12 
 Parent gender  − 0.16** 0.05 0.17** 0.07 
 Generation 0.24* 0.10  − 0.78*** 0.16 
 Offspring gender  − 0.08 0.05 0.15* 0.07 
 Ethnicity 0.14 0.07  − 0.61*** 0.11 
 Generation × Ethnicity  − 0.21** 0.09 0.57*** 0.14 
 Covariates  
     Age  − 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
     Education 0.01 0.01  − 0.04** 0.01 
     Marital status  − 0.03 0.05 0.01 0.08  

    Note s  . Parent gender: 0 = mother, 1 = father; Generation: 0 = parent, 1 = 
offspring; Offspring gender: 0 = daughter, 1 = son; Ethnicity 0 = European 
American, 1 = African American. Models exclude nonbiological parents.  

  * p  < .05 .  ** p  < .01 .  *** p  < .001.   

status as well as offspring gender as covariates in the models 
( Tables 3  and  4 ).            

 R esults   

 Hypotheses 1 & 2: Generational and Ethnic Differences 
in Observed Confl ict Behaviors 

 We expected parents to engage in more confl ict engage-
ment and less confl ict disengagement behaviors than adult 
children (main effects of generation, Hypothesis 1). We 
predicted greater generational differences in African 
American than in European American families (interaction 
of  G eneration  ×   E thnicity, Hypothesis 2) for both behaviors. 
We followed up a signifi cant omnibus test for the interac-
tion with pairwise comparisons to determine where the dif-
ferences lie.  Table 2  provides the unstandardized regression 
coeffi cients, whereas the estimates in the text are the results 
of contrasts. 

 Findings for confl ict engagement behaviors indicated a 
main effect of generation that was qualifi ed by a  G eneration 
 ×   E thnicity interaction ( Table 2 ). In support of Hypothesis 
2, follow-up tests (estimate = 0.24,  S  E  = 0.10,  p  < .05) 
revealed that African American parents displayed more 
confl ict engagement behaviors (estimate = 1.73,  S  E  = 0.07) 
than their offspring did (estimate = 1.50,  S  E  = 0.07), 
whereas European Americans parents (estimate = 1.66, 

  Table 3.        Participant-Rated Relationship Qualities as Predicted by 
Fathers  ’   and Offspring  ’  s Observed Behaviors ( n  = 141 dyads, models 

exclude nonbiological fathers)  

  Father model Offspring model 

 Estimate  SE Estimate  SE   

  Positive relationship qualities  
     Actor engagement  − 0.21 0.63  − 1.56* 0.75 
     Actor disengagement  − 0.78 0.45  − 0.01 0.41 
     Partner engagement  − 0.55 0.61 0.48 0.77 
     Partner disengagement  − 0.59 0.32  − 0.45 0.55 
 Covariates  
     Intercept 24.34*** 3.09 32.07*** 3.79 
     Education 0.01 0.11  − 0.12 0.19 
     Age 0.08** 0.03  − 0.08 0.05 
     Ethnicity 0.24 0.76  − 2.98*** 0.92 
     Marital status  − 1.25 1.03 1.16 0.81 
     Offspring gender  − 0.15 0.61  − 1.02 0.74 
 Negative relationship qualities  
     Actor engagement 2.16*** 0.66 2.25** 0.74 
     Actor disengagement  − 0.25 0.47 0.43 0.40 
     Partner engagement 1.29* 0.64 0.44 0.75 
     Partner disengagement 0.56 0.34  − 0.41 0.54 
 Covariates  
     Intercept 6.39* 3.24 4.76 3.72 
     Education 0.04 0.11 0.18 0.19 
     Age  − 0.04 0.03 0.05 0.05 
     Ethnicity 0.96 0.79 0.55 0.90 
     Marital status 2.70** 1.09  − 1.22 0.80 
     Offspring gender  − 0.07 0.64 0.00 0.73  

    Note s .  Actor behaviors refer to fathers  ’   and offspring  ’  s own behaviors, 
whereas partner behaviors refer to the behavior of the conversational partner.  

  * p  < .05 .  ** p  < .01 .  *** p  < .001.   
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 S  E  = 0.06) and offspring (estimate = 1.63,  S  E  = 0.06) did not 
signifi cantly differ in their confl ict engagement behaviors 
( p  > .05). 

 For confl ict disengagement behaviors, there were main 
effects of generation and ethnicity, qualifi ed by a  G eneration  ×  
 E thnicity interaction. In support of Hypothesis 2 ,  follow-up 
tests (estimate =   −  0.78,  S  E  = 0.16,  p  < .001) revealed that 
African American offspring engaged in more confl ict disen-
gagement (estimate = 2.31,  S  E  =   0.10) than their parents did 
(estimate = 1.53,  S  E  = 0.10), whereas European American 
offspring ( estimate  = 1.70,  S  E  = 0.08) and parents ( estimate  = 
1.48,  S  E  = 0.08) did not signifi cantly differ in their confl ict 
disengagement ( p  > .05).   

 Hypothesis 3: Parent and Offspring Gender Differences in 
Observed Confl ict Behaviors 

 We also expected daughters to display more confl ict 
engagement behaviors than sons and for mothers to display 
more confl ict engagement and fewer confl ict disengage-
ment behaviors than fathers (main effects of parent and 
offspring gender; Hypothesis 3). Results for confl ict engage-
ment behaviors indicated a signifi cant main effect of parent 
gender (i.e . , differences between father  –  offspring dyads vs. 
mother  –  offspring dyads). As expected, there were more 
confl ict engagement behaviors during interactions involving 

mothers (estimate = 1.77,  S  E  = 0.06) than interactions 
involving fathers (estimate = 1.61,  S  E  = 0.05). 

 Results for confl ict disengagement indicated signifi cant 
main effects of parent and offspring gender (i.e., differences 
between parent  –  son dyads vs. parent  –  daughter dyads). As 
expected, there was more disengagement during interac-
tions involving fathers (estimate = 1.76,  S  E  = 0.08) than 
interactions involving mothers (estimate = 1.59,  S  E  = 0.08). 
There was also more confl ict disengagement during interac-
tions involving sons (estimate = 1.74,  S  E  = 0.08) than 
during interactions involving daughters (estimate = 1.59, 
 S  E  = 0.07).   

 Associations Between Observed Confl ict Behaviors and 
Participant-Rated Relationship Qualities 

 To test Hypothesis 4, we used both the actor ’ s and part-
ner ’ s confl ict engagement and disengagement behaviors as 
predictor variables in models of positive and negative rela-
tionship qualities. The values presented in  Tables 3  and  4  
are the simple slopes for parents and offspring. For 
example, in the model for fathers ’  relationship qualities in 
 Table 3 , the actor effects are fathers ’  own observed behav-
iors, the partner effects are offspring ’ s observed behav-
iors with their fathers and the covariates are fathers ’  age, 
ethnicity, education, and marital status. In the model for 
offspring ’ s relationship qualities in  Table 3 , the actor effects 
are offspring ’ s own observed behaviors, the partner effects 
are fathers ’  behaviors with their offspring ,  and the 
covariates are offspring ’ s age, ethnicity, education, and 
marital status.  

 Confl ict engagement.  —    Fathers ’  and offspring ’ s own con-
fl ict engagement was positively associated with their ratings 
of negative relationship qualities ( Table 3 ). Fathers and off-
spring with more confl ict engagement behaviors reported 
more negative relationship qualities. Offspring who dis-
played more confl ict engagement with their fathers reported 
fewer positive relationship qualities. Offspring ’ s behavior 
was associated with fathers ’  ratings of negative relationship 
qualities; fathers whose offspring displayed more confl ict 
engagement behaviors also reported more negative relation-
ship qualities. 

 Mothers ’  and offspring ’ s own confl ict engagement was 
also positively associated with their ratings of negative rela-
tionship qualities ( Table 4 ). Mothers and offspring with 
more confl ict engagement behaviors reported more negative 
relationship qualities. Mothers who displayed more confl ict 
engagement reported fewer positive relationship qualities. 
For offspring and mothers, their conversational partners ’  
behaviors were also associated with their ratings of negative 
relationship qualities. Offspring whose mothers displayed 
more confl ict engagement behaviors and mothers whose 
offspring displayed more conflict engagement behaviors 
reported more negative relationship qualities.   

  Table 4.        Participant-Rated Relationship Qualities as Predicted by 
Mothers  ’   and Offspring  ’  s Observed Behaviors ( n  = 151 dyads; 

models exclude nonbiological mothers)  

  

Mother model Offspring model 

 Estimate  SE Estimate  SE   

  Positive relationship qualities  
     Actor engagement  − 1.19* 0.59  − 1.06 0.58 
     Actor disengagement  − 0.20 0.49  − 0.14 0.33 
     Partner engagement  − 0.86 0.57  − 0.35 0.59 
     Partner disengagement  − 0.67* 0.32  − 0.32 0.49 
 Covariates  
     Intercept 32.49*** 2.90 35.89*** 3.17 
     Education  − 0.17 0.11  − 0.14 0.15 
     Age 0.03 0.03  − 0.13*** 0.04 
     Ethnicity  − 0.63 0.62  − 0.30 0.69 
     Marital status  − 1.09 0.94 0.71 0.64 
     Offspring gender  − 0.49 0.58  − 1.05 0.58 
 Negative relationship qualities  
     Actor engagement 3.02*** 0.67 2.08** 0.68 
     Actor disengagement 0.72 0.55  − 0.03 0.41 
     Partner engagement 1.83** 0.69 1.63* 0.72 
     Partner disengagement 016 0.43 0.50 0.53 
 Covariates  
     Intercept 7.11* 3.46 5.45 3.44 
     Education 0.20 0.11  − 0.07 0.15 
     Age  − 0.03 0.04 0.08* 0.04 
     Ethnicity 0.38 0.70 0.54 0.75 
     Marital status 0.27 1.04  − 0.15 0.67 
     Offspring gender  − 1.32* 0.67  − 0.75 0.63  

    Note s .  Actor behaviors refer to mothers  ’   and offspring  ’  s own behaviors, 
whereas partner behaviors refer to the behavior of the conversational partner.  

  * p  < .05 .  ** p  < .01 .  *** p  < .001.   
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 Confl ict disengagement.  —    For fathers and offspring, there 
were no associations between their own or their partners ’  
confl ict disengagement and ratings of relationship qualities 
( Table 3 ). Offspring ’ s confl ict disengagement was negatively 
associated with mothers ’  ratings of positive relationship 
qualities; mothers whose offspring disengaged more reported 
fewer positive relationship qualities ( Table 4 ).     

 D iscussion  
 The present study contributes to research on parent  –  adult 

child confl ict in three important ways by (a) using video-
taped observations to examine behaviors adult children and 
their parents use to manage confl icts, (b) considering poten-
tially deleterious confl ict engagement and disengagement 
behaviors missing from previous intergenerational studies, 
and (c) exploring associations between observed behaviors 
and participant   ratings of relationship qualities.  Findings  
illustrate the complex nature of confl ict in the parent  –  adult 
child tie.  

 Generational, Ethnic, and Gender Differences in Observed 
Confl ict Behaviors 

 Findings suggest  that  parents and adult children differ in 
their confl ict engagement and disengagement behaviors, 
and these generational differences may vary by ethnicity. 
African American parents displayed more confl ict engage-
ment behaviors than their adult children did, whereas there 
were no generational differences in confl ict engagement 
behaviors in European American families. Evidence from 
the marital and parent  –  adolescent literature suggests  that 
 the person who desires change tends to pursue the confl ict 
by actively engaging in the discussion    ( Caughlin & Ramey, 
2005 ;  Kluwer et al., 2000 ). The structure of the videotaped 
interaction, where both parents and adult children were free 
to raise issues, offered members of both generations the 
opportunity to identify what bothers them about one another. 
Despite this opportunity, African American offspring 
employed fewer confl ict engagement behaviors than their 
parents. In contrast, European American offspring and parents 
both engaged in the confl ict. These differences could indi-
cate that the early emphasis on parental authority in African 
American families ( Dixon et al., 2008 ;  Parke & Buriel, 
2006 ) remains salient throughout adulthood. Even as adults, 
African American offspring may refrain from behaviors 
that pursue confl ict with their parents to avoid being disre-
spectful, whereas confl ict engagement from adult children 
in European American families may be tolerated more 
( Parke & Buriel, 2006 ). 

 African American offspring, however, engaged in more 
confl ict disengagement than their parents did. African 
American offspring  ’  s greater tendency to disengage could 
still be interpreted as a sign of offspring  ’  s respect for parental 
authority ( Dixon et al., 2008 ;  Parke & Buriel, 2006 ). Alterna-
tively, African American offspring  ’  s greater disengagement 

could suggest a desire for autonomy and independence may 
still play a role in how offspring respond to their parents ’  
requests for changes ( Caughlin & Vangelisti, 2000 ). By dis-
engaging, offspring may block their parents  ’   requests for 
change because it is diffi cult for parents to change a situa-
tion without the cooperation of their offspring    ( Caughlin & 
Ramey, 2005 ). Perhaps, African American adult children 
disengage more than their parents do because they do not 
view pursuing the confl ict with their parents as an accept-
able option. Although beyond the scope of this study, differ-
ences in parenting practices during childhood may also 
contribute to how African American and European American 
adults react to confl icts involving their parents ( Dixon et al., 
2008 ). Given the exploratory nature of the current study, 
further research is needed to elucidate mechanisms under-
lying these ethnic differences. 

 Findings also provided support for gender differences 
in confl ict behaviors. Consistent with our hypothesis, 
confl ict disengagement was more frequent during interac-
tions involving fathers and during interactions involving 
sons, whereas confl ict engagement behaviors were more 
frequent during interactions involving mothers. Together, 
these fi ndings suggest that the tendency in childhood and 
adolescence for sons to avoid confl ict and for offspring to 
more actively engage in confl icts with their mother than 
with their father ( Cummings et al., 2002 ;  Kahlbaugh & 
Haviland, 1994 ) also characterize interactions between 
adults and their parents.   

 Associations Between Observed Confl ict Behaviors and 
Relationship Quality 

 Finally, confl ict engagement and disengagement were 
related to poorer ratings of relationship quality, although 
associations differed for fathers, mothers, and offspring. 
Consistent with research in adolescence, parents and adult 
children who displayed more confl ict engagement behaviors 
reported poorer quality relationships ( Caughlin & Malis, 
2004 ), suggesting that those who perceive more negative 
relationship qualities are more inclined to pursue the confl ict 
by pressuring their partner for some kind of change in the 
relationship. 

 Parents ’  and adult children ’ s own behaviors, however, 
were not the only predictors of poorer relationship quality. 
For both generations, their ratings of relationship qualities 
were also associated with how their conversational partner 
behaved. Parents whose offspring displayed more confl ict 
engagement and offspring whose mothers displayed more 
confl ict engagement reported poorer quality relationships. 
As the less invested partners, offspring may view mothers  ’   
pursuit of the confl ict as undermining their autonomy, and 
thus ,  offspring may be distressed by their mothers  ’   attempts 
to engage in the confl ict discussion ( Caughlin & Vangelisti, 
2000 ;  Eldridge & Christensen, 2002 ). Offspring ’ s percep-
tions of the quality of the parent  –  adult child tie may be 
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 S  E  = 0.06) and offspring (estimate = 1.63,  S  E  = 0.06) did not 
signifi cantly differ in their confl ict engagement behaviors 
( p  > .05). 

 For confl ict disengagement behaviors, there were main 
effects of generation and ethnicity, qualifi ed by a  G eneration  ×  
 E thnicity interaction. In support of Hypothesis 2 ,  follow-up 
tests (estimate =   −  0.78,  S  E  = 0.16,  p  < .001) revealed that 
African American offspring engaged in more confl ict disen-
gagement (estimate = 2.31,  S  E  =   0.10) than their parents did 
(estimate = 1.53,  S  E  = 0.10), whereas European American 
offspring ( estimate  = 1.70,  S  E  = 0.08) and parents ( estimate  = 
1.48,  S  E  = 0.08) did not signifi cantly differ in their confl ict 
disengagement ( p  > .05).   

 Hypothesis 3: Parent and Offspring Gender Differences in 
Observed Confl ict Behaviors 

 We also expected daughters to display more confl ict 
engagement behaviors than sons and for mothers to display 
more confl ict engagement and fewer confl ict disengage-
ment behaviors than fathers (main effects of parent and 
offspring gender; Hypothesis 3). Results for confl ict engage-
ment behaviors indicated a signifi cant main effect of parent 
gender (i.e . , differences between father  –  offspring dyads vs. 
mother  –  offspring dyads). As expected, there were more 
confl ict engagement behaviors during interactions involving 

mothers (estimate = 1.77,  S  E  = 0.06) than interactions 
involving fathers (estimate = 1.61,  S  E  = 0.05). 

 Results for confl ict disengagement indicated signifi cant 
main effects of parent and offspring gender (i.e., differences 
between parent  –  son dyads vs. parent  –  daughter dyads). As 
expected, there was more disengagement during interac-
tions involving fathers (estimate = 1.76,  S  E  = 0.08) than 
interactions involving mothers (estimate = 1.59,  S  E  = 0.08). 
There was also more confl ict disengagement during interac-
tions involving sons (estimate = 1.74,  S  E  = 0.08) than 
during interactions involving daughters (estimate = 1.59, 
 S  E  = 0.07).   

 Associations Between Observed Confl ict Behaviors and 
Participant-Rated Relationship Qualities 

 To test Hypothesis 4, we used both the actor ’ s and part-
ner ’ s confl ict engagement and disengagement behaviors as 
predictor variables in models of positive and negative rela-
tionship qualities. The values presented in  Tables 3  and  4  
are the simple slopes for parents and offspring. For 
example, in the model for fathers ’  relationship qualities in 
 Table 3 , the actor effects are fathers ’  own observed behav-
iors, the partner effects are offspring ’ s observed behav-
iors with their fathers and the covariates are fathers ’  age, 
ethnicity, education, and marital status. In the model for 
offspring ’ s relationship qualities in  Table 3 , the actor effects 
are offspring ’ s own observed behaviors, the partner effects 
are fathers ’  behaviors with their offspring ,  and the 
covariates are offspring ’ s age, ethnicity, education, and 
marital status.  

 Confl ict engagement.  —    Fathers ’  and offspring ’ s own con-
fl ict engagement was positively associated with their ratings 
of negative relationship qualities ( Table 3 ). Fathers and off-
spring with more confl ict engagement behaviors reported 
more negative relationship qualities. Offspring who dis-
played more confl ict engagement with their fathers reported 
fewer positive relationship qualities. Offspring ’ s behavior 
was associated with fathers ’  ratings of negative relationship 
qualities; fathers whose offspring displayed more confl ict 
engagement behaviors also reported more negative relation-
ship qualities. 

 Mothers ’  and offspring ’ s own confl ict engagement was 
also positively associated with their ratings of negative rela-
tionship qualities ( Table 4 ). Mothers and offspring with 
more confl ict engagement behaviors reported more negative 
relationship qualities. Mothers who displayed more confl ict 
engagement reported fewer positive relationship qualities. 
For offspring and mothers, their conversational partners ’  
behaviors were also associated with their ratings of negative 
relationship qualities. Offspring whose mothers displayed 
more confl ict engagement behaviors and mothers whose 
offspring displayed more conflict engagement behaviors 
reported more negative relationship qualities.   

  Table 4.        Participant-Rated Relationship Qualities as Predicted by 
Mothers  ’   and Offspring  ’  s Observed Behaviors ( n  = 151 dyads; 

models exclude nonbiological mothers)  

  

Mother model Offspring model 

 Estimate  SE Estimate  SE   

  Positive relationship qualities  
     Actor engagement  − 1.19* 0.59  − 1.06 0.58 
     Actor disengagement  − 0.20 0.49  − 0.14 0.33 
     Partner engagement  − 0.86 0.57  − 0.35 0.59 
     Partner disengagement  − 0.67* 0.32  − 0.32 0.49 
 Covariates  
     Intercept 32.49*** 2.90 35.89*** 3.17 
     Education  − 0.17 0.11  − 0.14 0.15 
     Age 0.03 0.03  − 0.13*** 0.04 
     Ethnicity  − 0.63 0.62  − 0.30 0.69 
     Marital status  − 1.09 0.94 0.71 0.64 
     Offspring gender  − 0.49 0.58  − 1.05 0.58 
 Negative relationship qualities  
     Actor engagement 3.02*** 0.67 2.08** 0.68 
     Actor disengagement 0.72 0.55  − 0.03 0.41 
     Partner engagement 1.83** 0.69 1.63* 0.72 
     Partner disengagement 016 0.43 0.50 0.53 
 Covariates  
     Intercept 7.11* 3.46 5.45 3.44 
     Education 0.20 0.11  − 0.07 0.15 
     Age  − 0.03 0.04 0.08* 0.04 
     Ethnicity 0.38 0.70 0.54 0.75 
     Marital status 0.27 1.04  − 0.15 0.67 
     Offspring gender  − 1.32* 0.67  − 0.75 0.63  

    Note s .  Actor behaviors refer to mothers  ’   and offspring  ’  s own behaviors, 
whereas partner behaviors refer to the behavior of the conversational partner.  

  * p  < .05 .  ** p  < .01 .  *** p  < .001.   
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 Confl ict disengagement.  —    For fathers and offspring, there 
were no associations between their own or their partners ’  
confl ict disengagement and ratings of relationship qualities 
( Table 3 ). Offspring ’ s confl ict disengagement was negatively 
associated with mothers ’  ratings of positive relationship 
qualities; mothers whose offspring disengaged more reported 
fewer positive relationship qualities ( Table 4 ).     

 D iscussion  
 The present study contributes to research on parent  –  adult 

child confl ict in three important ways by (a) using video-
taped observations to examine behaviors adult children and 
their parents use to manage confl icts, (b) considering poten-
tially deleterious confl ict engagement and disengagement 
behaviors missing from previous intergenerational studies, 
and (c) exploring associations between observed behaviors 
and participant   ratings of relationship qualities.  Findings  
illustrate the complex nature of confl ict in the parent  –  adult 
child tie.  

 Generational, Ethnic, and Gender Differences in Observed 
Confl ict Behaviors 

 Findings suggest  that  parents and adult children differ in 
their confl ict engagement and disengagement behaviors, 
and these generational differences may vary by ethnicity. 
African American parents displayed more confl ict engage-
ment behaviors than their adult children did, whereas there 
were no generational differences in confl ict engagement 
behaviors in European American families. Evidence from 
the marital and parent  –  adolescent literature suggests  that 
 the person who desires change tends to pursue the confl ict 
by actively engaging in the discussion    ( Caughlin & Ramey, 
2005 ;  Kluwer et al., 2000 ). The structure of the videotaped 
interaction, where both parents and adult children were free 
to raise issues, offered members of both generations the 
opportunity to identify what bothers them about one another. 
Despite this opportunity, African American offspring 
employed fewer confl ict engagement behaviors than their 
parents. In contrast, European American offspring and parents 
both engaged in the confl ict. These differences could indi-
cate that the early emphasis on parental authority in African 
American families ( Dixon et al., 2008 ;  Parke & Buriel, 
2006 ) remains salient throughout adulthood. Even as adults, 
African American offspring may refrain from behaviors 
that pursue confl ict with their parents to avoid being disre-
spectful, whereas confl ict engagement from adult children 
in European American families may be tolerated more 
( Parke & Buriel, 2006 ). 

 African American offspring, however, engaged in more 
confl ict disengagement than their parents did. African 
American offspring  ’  s greater tendency to disengage could 
still be interpreted as a sign of offspring  ’  s respect for parental 
authority ( Dixon et al., 2008 ;  Parke & Buriel, 2006 ). Alterna-
tively, African American offspring  ’  s greater disengagement 

could suggest a desire for autonomy and independence may 
still play a role in how offspring respond to their parents ’  
requests for changes ( Caughlin & Vangelisti, 2000 ). By dis-
engaging, offspring may block their parents  ’   requests for 
change because it is diffi cult for parents to change a situa-
tion without the cooperation of their offspring    ( Caughlin & 
Ramey, 2005 ). Perhaps, African American adult children 
disengage more than their parents do because they do not 
view pursuing the confl ict with their parents as an accept-
able option. Although beyond the scope of this study, differ-
ences in parenting practices during childhood may also 
contribute to how African American and European American 
adults react to confl icts involving their parents ( Dixon et al., 
2008 ). Given the exploratory nature of the current study, 
further research is needed to elucidate mechanisms under-
lying these ethnic differences. 

 Findings also provided support for gender differences 
in confl ict behaviors. Consistent with our hypothesis, 
confl ict disengagement was more frequent during interac-
tions involving fathers and during interactions involving 
sons, whereas confl ict engagement behaviors were more 
frequent during interactions involving mothers. Together, 
these fi ndings suggest that the tendency in childhood and 
adolescence for sons to avoid confl ict and for offspring to 
more actively engage in confl icts with their mother than 
with their father ( Cummings et al., 2002 ;  Kahlbaugh & 
Haviland, 1994 ) also characterize interactions between 
adults and their parents.   

 Associations Between Observed Confl ict Behaviors and 
Relationship Quality 

 Finally, confl ict engagement and disengagement were 
related to poorer ratings of relationship quality, although 
associations differed for fathers, mothers, and offspring. 
Consistent with research in adolescence, parents and adult 
children who displayed more confl ict engagement behaviors 
reported poorer quality relationships ( Caughlin & Malis, 
2004 ), suggesting that those who perceive more negative 
relationship qualities are more inclined to pursue the confl ict 
by pressuring their partner for some kind of change in the 
relationship. 

 Parents ’  and adult children ’ s own behaviors, however, 
were not the only predictors of poorer relationship quality. 
For both generations, their ratings of relationship qualities 
were also associated with how their conversational partner 
behaved. Parents whose offspring displayed more confl ict 
engagement and offspring whose mothers displayed more 
confl ict engagement reported poorer quality relationships. 
As the less invested partners, offspring may view mothers  ’   
pursuit of the confl ict as undermining their autonomy, and 
thus ,  offspring may be distressed by their mothers  ’   attempts 
to engage in the confl ict discussion ( Caughlin & Vangelisti, 
2000 ;  Eldridge & Christensen, 2002 ). Offspring ’ s percep-
tions of the quality of the parent  –  adult child tie may be 
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more vulnerable to mothers  ’   than to fathers  ’   behaviors due 
to the emotionally close, contentious nature of the mother  –
  child relationship ( Collins & Russell, 1991 ;  Lye, 1996 ). 
Still, parents also appeared to perceive their offspring ’ s con-
fl ict engagement negatively, emphasizing confl ict engage-
ment may have deleterious implications for relationship 
quality for both generations ( Caughlin & Malis, 2004 ; 
 Heavey et al., 1993 ). 

 In contrast, mothers whose adult children disengaged 
more reported fewer positive relationships qualities. Off-
spring ’ s disengagement is likely to block their mothers ’  
requests for changes making it diffi cult for the confl ict to be 
resolved ( Caughlin & Golish, 2002 ). This association was 
only signifi cant for mothers, suggesting that mothers may 
be most distressed when their adult children disengage from 
the discussion, whereas both parents may be distressed by 
offspring ’ s confl ict engagement. 

 Offspring ’ s ratings of relationship qualities with each 
parent, however, are not independent of one another. For 
this reason, it remains unclear if our fi ndings refl ect true 
differences between father  –   and mother  –  offspring dyads, 
emphasizing the need for future work to explore variability 
in mother  –  child vs. father  –  child relationships. Also, given 
the cross-sectional design of the study, it could be that 
poorer relationship qualities contribute to a greater use of 
confl ict engagement or disengagement rather than these 
behaviors contributing to poorer quality relationships. Per-
ceptions of relationship qualities may also depend on the 
extent to which adults and their parents engage in negative 
reciprocity, where one partner responds to the other ’ s nega-
tive behaviors with more negativity ( Carstensen, Gottman, & 
Levenson, 1995 ). Our data do not allow for an exploration 
of these patterns, however, future work should explore 
whether negative reciprocity characterizes poorer quality 
parent  –  adult child relationships. 

 Observational research on confl ict is common in the marital 
and parent  –  adolescent literatures (e.g.,  Berns et al., 1999 ; 
 Campione-Barr & Smetana, 2004 ;  Caughlin & Vangelisti, 
2000 ). Videotaped interactions offer the opportunity to cap-
ture not only verbal but also nonverbal behaviors, shedding 
light on how family members might perceive behaviors 
during confl ict discussions. Further, previous research has 
found incongruities in how individuals say they behave and 
how they actually behave ( Lefkowitz & Fingerman, 2003 ), 
highlighting the value of moving beyond participants ’  
ratings of behaviors to observations of behaviors.   

 Study Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
 It is necessary to acknowledge some limitations. First, 

our fi ndings are based on a small, predominantly middle-class 
European and African American sample. Future work 
should replicate these fi ndings in a larger more socioeco-
nomically diverse sample. Also parents ’  and offspring  ’  s 
behavior during videotaped interactions may not refl ect 

their behavior during actual family confl icts. Prior work 
suggests  that  observing people reduces negative behaviors 
( Gottman, 1979 ) and limits individuals  ’   freedom to physi-
cally disengage from the discussion by leaving the room    
( Kluwer et al., 1997 ). We cannot address whether fi ndings 
refl ect ethnic differences in confl ict behavior or ethnic 
differences in reactivity to being videotaped. Our behavior 
ratings are also vulnerable to observer bias. It is possible 
that our predominantly European American coders rated 
African Americans ’  behaviors differently than African 
American coders would have. By using two different teams 
of raters, it is possible that our ICCs were infl ated, suggesting 
the need for additional work that considers confl ict engage-
ment and disengagement behaviors. 

 In conclusion, our fi ndings validate the use of observations 
by revealing that parents and adult children who reported 
poorer quality relationships displayed more confl ict engage-
ment than those who reported better quality relationships. 
Further, offspring whose mothers used more confl ict engage-
ment reported more negative qualities, whereas mothers 
whose adult children disengaged more reported more posi-
tive qualities, suggesting that relationship quality may also 
refl ect how one ’ s conversational partner behaves. Together, 
our fi ndings suggest that adults and their parents in poorer 
quality relationships may engage in potentially ineffective 
confl ict strategies that may make it more diffi cult to resolve 
their disagreements.    
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more vulnerable to mothers  ’   than to fathers  ’   behaviors due 
to the emotionally close, contentious nature of the mother  –
  child relationship ( Collins & Russell, 1991 ;  Lye, 1996 ). 
Still, parents also appeared to perceive their offspring ’ s con-
fl ict engagement negatively, emphasizing confl ict engage-
ment may have deleterious implications for relationship 
quality for both generations ( Caughlin & Malis, 2004 ; 
 Heavey et al., 1993 ). 

 In contrast, mothers whose adult children disengaged 
more reported fewer positive relationships qualities. Off-
spring ’ s disengagement is likely to block their mothers ’  
requests for changes making it diffi cult for the confl ict to be 
resolved ( Caughlin & Golish, 2002 ). This association was 
only signifi cant for mothers, suggesting that mothers may 
be most distressed when their adult children disengage from 
the discussion, whereas both parents may be distressed by 
offspring ’ s confl ict engagement. 

 Offspring ’ s ratings of relationship qualities with each 
parent, however, are not independent of one another. For 
this reason, it remains unclear if our fi ndings refl ect true 
differences between father  –   and mother  –  offspring dyads, 
emphasizing the need for future work to explore variability 
in mother  –  child vs. father  –  child relationships. Also, given 
the cross-sectional design of the study, it could be that 
poorer relationship qualities contribute to a greater use of 
confl ict engagement or disengagement rather than these 
behaviors contributing to poorer quality relationships. Per-
ceptions of relationship qualities may also depend on the 
extent to which adults and their parents engage in negative 
reciprocity, where one partner responds to the other ’ s nega-
tive behaviors with more negativity ( Carstensen, Gottman, & 
Levenson, 1995 ). Our data do not allow for an exploration 
of these patterns, however, future work should explore 
whether negative reciprocity characterizes poorer quality 
parent  –  adult child relationships. 

 Observational research on confl ict is common in the marital 
and parent  –  adolescent literatures (e.g.,  Berns et al., 1999 ; 
 Campione-Barr & Smetana, 2004 ;  Caughlin & Vangelisti, 
2000 ). Videotaped interactions offer the opportunity to cap-
ture not only verbal but also nonverbal behaviors, shedding 
light on how family members might perceive behaviors 
during confl ict discussions. Further, previous research has 
found incongruities in how individuals say they behave and 
how they actually behave ( Lefkowitz & Fingerman, 2003 ), 
highlighting the value of moving beyond participants ’  
ratings of behaviors to observations of behaviors.   

 Study Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
 It is necessary to acknowledge some limitations. First, 

our fi ndings are based on a small, predominantly middle-class 
European and African American sample. Future work 
should replicate these fi ndings in a larger more socioeco-
nomically diverse sample. Also parents ’  and offspring  ’  s 
behavior during videotaped interactions may not refl ect 

their behavior during actual family confl icts. Prior work 
suggests  that  observing people reduces negative behaviors 
( Gottman, 1979 ) and limits individuals  ’   freedom to physi-
cally disengage from the discussion by leaving the room    
( Kluwer et al., 1997 ). We cannot address whether fi ndings 
refl ect ethnic differences in confl ict behavior or ethnic 
differences in reactivity to being videotaped. Our behavior 
ratings are also vulnerable to observer bias. It is possible 
that our predominantly European American coders rated 
African Americans ’  behaviors differently than African 
American coders would have. By using two different teams 
of raters, it is possible that our ICCs were infl ated, suggesting 
the need for additional work that considers confl ict engage-
ment and disengagement behaviors. 

 In conclusion, our fi ndings validate the use of observations 
by revealing that parents and adult children who reported 
poorer quality relationships displayed more confl ict engage-
ment than those who reported better quality relationships. 
Further, offspring whose mothers used more confl ict engage-
ment reported more negative qualities, whereas mothers 
whose adult children disengaged more reported more posi-
tive qualities, suggesting that relationship quality may also 
refl ect how one ’ s conversational partner behaves. Together, 
our fi ndings suggest that adults and their parents in poorer 
quality relationships may engage in potentially ineffective 
confl ict strategies that may make it more diffi cult to resolve 
their disagreements.    
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