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Abstract

This 20-year prospective study examined verbal aggression and intense conflict within the family of origin and between adolescents and their
close friends as predictors of future verbal aggression in adult romantic relationships. A diverse community sample of 154 individuals was
assessed repeatedly from age 13 to 34 years using self-, parent, peer, and romantic partner reports. As hypothesized, verbal aggression in adult
romantic relationships was best predicted by both paternal verbal aggression toward mothers and by intense conflict within adolescent close
friendships, with each factor contributing unique variance to explaining adult romantic verbal aggression. These factors also interacted, such
that paternal verbal aggression was predictive of future romantic verbal aggression only in the context of co-occurring intense conflict between
an adolescent and their closest friend. Predictions remained robust even after accounting for levels of parental abusive behavior toward the
adolescent, levels of physical violence between parents, and the overall quality of the adolescent’s close friendship. Results indicate the critical
importance of exposure to aggression and conflict within key horizontal relationships in adolescence. Implications for early identification of
risk as well as for potential preventive interventions are discussed.
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Introduction

Verbal aggression and hostility in adult romantic relationships
have been consistently linked to an array of negative outcomes,
ranging from relationship dissolution to significant mental and
physical illness (Choi & Marks, 2008; Robles et al., 2014).
Identifying the predictors of such verbal aggression is thus critical
to guiding prevention efforts (Lee et al., 2021; Proulx et al., 2009).
This study examined the adolescent-era roots of verbal aggression
and conflict in two key relationships to which the adolescent is
exposed: their parents’ relationship with one another and the
adolescent’s relationships with their closest friends. This study
utilized a developmental–interactional perspective (Capaldi &
Gorman-Smith, 2003), recognizing that either being directly or
indirectly exposed to verbal aggression in relationships, or actively
participating in a highly conflictual relationship, has the potential
to alter an adolescent’s interpersonal repertoire in ways likely to
carry forward to future romantic relationships (Story et al., 2004;
Whitton et al., 2008).

Interparental conflict

Verbal aggression and hostile marital conflict in the family of
origin have long been identified as predictors of future romantic
conflict in studies using rigorous longitudinal methods and

multiple reporters (Amato & Booth, 2001; Feng et al., 1999). This
seminal research supports a social learning perspective, in which
exposure to hostility in horizontal relationships (i.e., relationships
between equals) will have sufficient impact to lead to future
hostility in new horizontal relationships with romantic partners
(Amato & Booth, 2001; Ha et al., 2021). These findings are also
consistent with predictions from attachment theory, which
suggests that adolescents are likely to learn scripts regarding close
relationship behavior in their family of origin that then go on to get
applied in new close relationships (Fraley & Davis, 1997a). This
early research largely defined the field, although it was limited by a
focus on virtually all-white samples and on consideration solely of
parents who were currently married. However, recent short-term
research on more diverse samples has also provided at least some
support for this perspective, finding that qualities of interparental
interactions witnessed during early adolescence predict outcomes
at least into late adolescent romantic relationships (Ha, Kim, et al.,
2019; Miga et al., 2012).

The majority of recent rigorous studies in this area has focused,
however, not on interparental conflict specifically but rather on
family conflict more generally – that is, without distinguishing
parents’ behavior toward one another from parents’ behavior
toward their offspring (Dinero et al., 2008; Ha, Kim, et al., 2019;
Ha, Otten, et al., 2019). Although this approach is supported by
findings linking the two types of hostility and verbal aggression
(Goncy, 2020; Hare et al., 2009; Sturge-Apple et al., 2006), it cannot
clarify whether interparental conflict is important because of its
indirect effect on parenting or whether this construct is directly
linked to future difficulties among offspring exposed to it.
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Unfortunately, the more recent research that does specifically
assess interparental conflict has relied almost exclusively upon
correlations within single, retrospective self-reports using college
student samples, with all of the confounds this entails (Singh &
Thomas, 2022).

The shift toward studying conflict at the family level has also
precluded the ability to explore potential differences in effects of
verbal aggression on the part of fathers versus mothers. Several lines
of research suggest the importance of this distinction. Verbal
aggression, and its implied threat of the possibility of physical
aggression, is likely to have very different meanings when expressed
bymen versuswomen (Caldwell et al., 2012).Men are farmore likely
to physically injure partners in violent confrontations (Archer,
2000), and unsurprisingly women are far more likely to be fearful in
the face of potential physical confrontations (Phelan et al., 2005). In
addition, paternal emotional abuse of offspring has been more
strongly associated with future victimization of those offspring by
peers (Cunningham et al., 2019). Other research has suggested
stronger links from paternal (as opposed to maternal) behavior in
childrearing to future child outcomes (Feng et al., 1999). Yet,
whether markers of interparental hostility on the part of fathers are
trulymore strongly linked to future negative romantic outcomes has
yet to be carefully examined.

Conflict in adolescent friendships

Another key horizontal relationship – the adolescent close
friendship – is potentially as important as interparental verbal
aggression to future romantic verbal aggression but has received far
less attention. The adolescent close friendship serves as an arena in
which teens develop a host of critical skills that are important to
successful romantic adaptation in adulthood (Oudekerk et al.,
2015; Seiffge-Krenke, 2003; Simpson et al., 2011). Close friendships
serve as a training ground for handling issues of autonomy and
connection, and for managing conflict in enduring relationships –
all of which are critical in future romantic relationships (Oudekerk
et al., 2015). Unlike interparental verbal aggression, which
adolescents may directly or indirectly witness, adolescents are
direct participants in interactions with friends, likely giving these
interactions additional weight.

Several lines of evidence suggest probable links from high levels
of conflict in adolescent friendships to adult romantic verbal
aggression. Continuity in specific behavioral patterns across these
contexts is likely to be rooted in adolescent social learning, which
establishes interpersonal processes that are maintained into adult
romantic relationships. For instance, coercion in relationships with
friends has been found to predict sexual coercion in the early
twenties (Ha et al., 2016). Conversely, observed autonomy with
peers has been found to predict autonomy in late adolescent
romantic relationships (Kansky et al., 2017). Indeed, recent
evidence suggests that the quality of adolescent friendships may be
a better predictor of future romantic relationship qualities than
adolescents’ ongoing relationships with their parents (Allen et al.,
2022). In addition, a developmental–interactionist perspective
suggests that as developing adolescents gradually transfer core
attachment functions from parents to peers, disruptions in peer
relationships may create similar levels of dysregulation as does
exposure to interparental conflict and thus lead to similar long-
term outcomes (Fraley & Davis, 1997b; Kim et al., 2009).

Relatedly, emerging evidence suggests that the adolescent close
friendship may also serve amoderating role relative to the effects of
interactions in the family of origin. New relationships at new

periods of development – that is, the increasingly intense, adult-
like friendships formed during adolescence – have the potential to
modify expectations derived from prior relationship experiences
(Carlson et al., 2004). Thus, experiencing (or not experiencing)
intense conflict in influential new relationships in adolescence may
alter adolescents’ expectations regarding future close relationships.
Previous research has suggested a process of social compensation,
wherein adolescent friendships may at times offset the deleterious
effects of problematic family interactions (Lansford et al., 2003;
Lyell et al., 2020; Schacter &Margolin, 2019). The benefits of these
compensatory relationships may be particularly strong in the
context of close, high-quality friendships, in which adolescents
have the autonomy to structure interactions to incorporate
meaningful supportive exchanges (Gauze et al., 1996; Narr et al.,
2019; Schacter & Margolin, 2019). This compensation model is
also consistent with recent evidence that safe, stable, and nurturing
new relationships beyond the family of origin may be key to
disrupting the intergenerational transmission of child maltreat-
ment (Merrick et al., 2013). Conversely, negative expectations
formed or reinforced in relationships with peers have been found
to potentially affect both future romantic partner choice as well as
expectations in future relationships in ways that lead to hostility in
relationships (Loeb et al., 2020). The presence or absence of high
levels of intense conflict in adolescent close friendships thus may
significantly alter the context and the implications of exposure to
interparental verbal aggression, although this thesis has not been
previously explored.

This 20-year study sought to advance our understanding of the
roots of adult romantic conflict by examining the intersecting roles
of adolescents’ exposure to verbal aggression between their parents
and to intense conflict in their relationships with close friends.
Using multiple reporters in a multi-ethnic, demographically
heterogeneous community sample, including both married and
non-married parents, the following hypotheses were addressed:

1. Verbal Aggression in the relationship between parents during
adolescence will predict future verbal aggression in adult
romantic relationships, even after accounting for verbal
aggression in the parent–adolescent relationship. Fathers’
verbal aggression toward mothers is more likely than maternal
verbal aggression toward fathers to play a primary role in
predicting future romantic verbal aggression.

2. Intense conflict within the adolescent friendship will add
unique variance, over and above interparental verbal aggres-
sion, to the prediction of future adult romantic verbal
aggression. Effects will be specific to conflict within friendships,
as opposed to the overall quality of the friendship.

3. Friendships that avoid high levels of intense conflict will
attenuate the link between interparental and later romantic
verbal aggression.

The potential moderating roles of parental marital status,
parental and adolescent residential/cohabiting status, adolescent
gender, family income, and adolescent racial/ethnic minority
identity will also be examined in relation to each of these hypotheses.

Method

Participants

This report is drawn from a larger longitudinal investigation of
adolescent social development in familial and peer contexts.
Original participants included 154 seventh and eighth graders
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(69 male and 85 female) for whom data regarding interparental
verbal aggression was available, followed over a 20-year period
from ages 13 to 33, along with collateral data collected from
mothers, fathers, and close friends of these adolescents. The sample
was racially/ethnically and socioeconomically diverse: 93 adoles-
cents (60%) identified as White, 41 (27%) as African American, 13
(8%) as of mixed race/ethnicity, and 7 (5%) as being from other
ethnic minority groups. Adolescents’ parents reported a median
family income in the $40,000–$59,999 range at the initial
assessment.

Adolescents were initially recruited from the seventh and eighth
grades of a public middle school drawing from suburban and urban
populations in the Southeastern United States. Students and their
peers were recruited via an initial mailing to all parents of students
in the school along with follow-up contact efforts at school lunches.
Families of adolescents who indicated they were interested in the
study were contacted by telephone. If a student was identified as a
close peer of a participant and agreed to participate in that capacity,
they were no longer eligible to participate as primary participants,
to reduce redundancies in the data. Of all students eligible for
participation, 63% agreed to participate as either target participants
or as peers providing extensive collateral information in a 3-hour
session. All participants provided informed assent/consent
(depending upon whether they were an adolescent or an adult)
before each interview session, and parents provided informed
consent for adolescents. Initial interviews took place in private
offices within a university academic building. Follow-up assess-
ments were conducted in the same setting, or for participants’
living at a distance, were conducted either in local settings (e.g.,
hotel conference rooms), or via mail.

Participants were first assessed annually with their close friends
over a 5-year period across adolescence from ages 13 to 17 (Mean
age at first assessment = 13.35 (SD= .64), Mean age at last
assessment = 17.32 (SD= .88)). Parents of adolescents were
assessed at the adolescent age 13 and age 17 assessments. 63%
of parents were currently married (91% of whom were residing
together at baseline); 37% of parents were not currently married
(10% of these parents were residing together at baseline). In
adolescence, participants nominated the person they currently
identified as “the peer to whom they were closest” to be included in
the study. Close friends came in during a visit along with the target
participant. Friends were close in age to participants (i.e., their
average age differed by less than a month from target adolescents’
ages). Close friends within adolescence were specified to be same-
gender friends, but the same friend need not be specified across
different waves. Close friends in adolescence reported that they had
known participants for an average of 4.3 to 5.7 years (SD= 3.1 to
3.8) across the various assessment periods. In adulthood, target
participants and their current romantic partners (of at least 3
months duration) were assessed repeatedly at ages 23.9 (SD= 1.1),
27.4 (SD= 1.4), 30.3 (SD= 1.2), and 33.76 (SD= 1.30).

Attrition analyses

Adult romantic relationship data were obtained from 79% of the
original sample (N = 124) and from romantic partners for 75% of
the original sample (N = 119). Given that 98% of the original
sample (N= 151) participated in other aspects of the study during
the adult period, the attrition with respect to adult romantic
relationship data primarily reflects individuals who did not have a
sustained romantic relationship during this time frame. Attrition
analyses comparing those participants with versus without adult

romantic relationship data revealed modest differences only for the
two measures of family of origin interparental verbal aggression:
Adolescents exposed to more maternal or paternal verbal
aggression toward mothers were less likely to have romantic
partner data available in adulthood.

Procedure

In the initial introduction and throughout all sessions, confiden-
tiality was assured to all study participants and adolescents were
told that their parents and friends would not be informed of any of
the answers they provided. Participants’ data were protected by a
Confidentiality Certificate issued by the US Department of Health
and Human Services, which protected information from subpoena
by federal, state, and local courts. Transportation and childcare
were provided if necessary. Adolescent/adult participants, their
parents, and peers were all paid for participation.

Measures

Interparental verbal aggression (Mother and Father ratings of
one another, Family of Origin: Participant Ages 13 & 17)
When adolescents were age 13 and age 17, each parent was asked to
rate the other parent in terms of their behaviors during interparental
conflicts on the Verbal Aggression scale of the Conflict Tactics Scale
(Straus, 1979). The questionnaire explored disagreements between
spouses over their lifetime at initial interview, and across the
preceding period for the follow-up interview; specifically inquiring
about the frequency of arguments between partners, how conflicts
were handled, and how conflicts were resolved. Using the Verbal
Aggression scale, parents responded to 6 items about how often their
partner had used verbally aggressive, hostile behaviors toward them
during conflict, with responses ranging from 1 (Never) to 4 (Many
Times). Items included endorsement of behaviors such as insulting,
threatening, and yelling at the other person during an argument.
Reports were obtained for both residential and nonresidential
parents (provided the adolescent had sufficient contact with the
nonresidential parent to allow his or her participation). Scores were
aggregated across the two ages of assessment to yield final scores for
maternal reports of Paternal Verbal Aggression Toward Mother and
paternal reports of Maternal Verbal Aggression Toward Father.
These scales had high internal consistency across assessments and
reporters (Cronbach’s α’s range from .73 to .81).

Adult romantic verbal aggression (Romantic Partner Ratings,
Participant Ages 24–33)
At four different points between the ages of 24 and 33 years, the
romantic partners of participants who were in a romantic
relationship of at least 3 months duration were invited to complete
a measure of the study participant’s romantic conflict tactics using
the same Verbal Aggression scale from the Conflict Tactics Scale as
described above. Scores were aggregated across the assessment
points to yield a single score for participant’s Adult Romantic
Verbal Aggression and internal consistencies were high across
assessments (Cronbach’s α’s range from .75 to .88).

Close friendship intense conflict (Close Friend Ratings, Ages
13–17)
Close Friendship Intense Conflict was assessed each year from age
13 to age 17 by the named closest friend of each primary
participant for that year. The Conflict and Betrayal scale from the
Friendship Quality Questionnaire (Parker & Asher, 1993) was
administered to the named closest peer of the participant that year.
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The scale uses seven items to assess the extent to which the two
friends, for example, “get mad at each other a lot” “argue a lot” and
“fight a lot.” (Cronbach’s α’s range from .65 to .74).

Covariates

Interparental physical aggression (Adolescent Ages 13 & 17)
Using the same approach described for interparental verbal
aggression above, each parent rated the other parent’s use of
physical aggression during interparental conflicts using the Physical
Aggression scale of the Conflict Tactics Scale. This scale contained
11 items, involving behaviors such as hitting, choking, slapping, and
kicking during interparental conflicts. Items were weighted to allow
for degree of severity using scales developed for the measure (Straus,
1979). As above, each parent reported on the other, and scores were
aggregated across the two assessment ages. These inventory scales
ranged in internal consistency across assessments and reporters but
were, with one exception, in the good range (Cronbach’s α’s range
from .70 to .87 for maternal reports of father’s physical aggression,
and from .36 to .79, median= .74 for paternal reports of mother’s
physical aggression).

Parental verbal and physical aggression toward the adolescent
(Adolescent Ages 13–17)
Each year from age 13 to 17, adolescents reported the extent to
which each parent engaged in either hostile behavior or physical
aggression toward them, using the Verbal and Physical Aggression
Scales from the Conflict Tactics Scale as described above. Internal
consistencies for inventory scales ranged from low to high across
measurement occasions but were, with one exception, generally
in the good range (Cronbach’s α’s range from .43 to .87,
median= .75). Scales for both types of aggression were aggregated
to yield total scales for Paternal and Maternal Verbal and Physical
Aggression Toward the Adolescent.

Parental co-residence with adolescent (Age 13 to 17)
Adolescents reported each year from age 13 to age 17 whether their
two parents were living with each other and with the adolescent to
obtain the average percentage of years that the parents were living
together in the same household as the adolescent during this period.

Close friendship quality (Friend-rated: Ages 13–17)
Each year from ages 13 to 17, close friends rated participants on
their competence at establishing and maintaining a strong close
friendship, using a version of the 4-item Friendship Competence
Scale from the Adolescent Self-Perception Profile modified to
obtain ratings of one’s friend (vs. oneself, as in the original scale)
(Harter, 1988). Although the scale was originally labeled “close
friendship competence,” examination of the items suggests that it is
better conceptualized as a measure of the quality and intimacy of
the friendship. Items focused, for example, on the extent to which
the teen had “a close friend they share secrets with,” “a friend close
enough to share really personal thoughts with,” and a “really close
friend to share things with.” Results were averaged across the 5
years to produce the final scale. Internal consistency was good
(Cronbach’s α’s ranged from .65 to .74 across years).

Results

Preliminary analyses

Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations for all sub-
stantive variables are presented in Table 1. Simple correlations

revealed that adult romantic verbal aggression was positively
correlated with adolescent friendship conflict, greater family
income, and lower percent of time living with both parents. Family
income across adolescence, parents’ residential status, and
membership in a racial/ethnic minority group were also initially
examined and found linked to several of the outcome variables and
were thus included as covariates in all analyses. We also examined
possible moderating effects of these factors on each of the
relationships as described below.

Analyses of primary hypotheses

Analytic Plan. For all primary analyses, SAS PROCCALIS (version
9.4, SAS Institute, Cary, NC) was employed. Hierarchical
regression models employing full information maximum like-
lihoodmethods were used with analyses including all variables that
were linked to future missing data (i.e., where data were not
missing completely at random). Because these procedures have
been found to yield the least biased estimates when all available
data are used for longitudinal analyses (vs. listwise deletion of
missing data) (Arbuckle, 1996), the entire original sample of 154
was utilized for these analyses. Participant demographic factors
were entered in the first step followed by the percentage of years
that the adolescent was living with both parents together, followed
by substantive variables of interest. Where applicable, moderating
effects were assessed by creating interaction terms based on the
product of the centered main effect variables. Power estimates
based on linear regression models indicate that 80% power would
be obtained for standardized estimates equal to or greater than .22
to .26 depending on the specific hypothesis examined.

Hypothesis 1: Predictions from interparental verbal aggression
Models first examined predictions from parents’ verbal aggression
toward one another in the participant’s family-of-origin. Results
are presented in the first four columns in Table 2 and reveal a
significant effect of paternal verbal aggression when the participant
was an adolescent in predicting future participant romantic verbal
aggression in adulthood. Maternal verbal aggression toward
fathers was not predictive of future romantic verbal aggression
in this analysis, nor was it a significant predictor in zero-order
correlations (as seen in Table 1).

Analyses next examined whether predictions from paternal
verbal aggression toward mothers would remain after accounting
for both maternal and paternal verbal aggression directed toward
the adolescent. Results are presented in the last four columns of
Table 2. These indicate that maternal verbal aggression directed
toward the adolescent predicted future romantic verbal aggression.
Even after accounting for this prediction, however, paternal verbal
aggression toward mothers continued to add unique variance to
prediction of future adult romantic verbal aggression.

Finally, analyses examined whether results could simply be an
artifact of actual paternal physical violence in the interparental
relationship. After accounting for violent behavior by each parent
toward the other, paternal hostile conflict remained a significant
predictor of future romantic verbal aggression (see Supplemental
Table 1). This indicated that the predictive effect of paternal verbal
aggression toward mothers was not merely an artifact of the
presence of violent behavior.

Hypothesis 2: Predictions from close friendship intense conflict
Analyses next examined the role of intense conflict in close
friendships as a predictor of future romantic verbal aggression. As
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shown in Table 3, after accounting for demographic and contextual
factors, intense conflict in a teen’s closest friendship added significant
variance to the prediction of adult romantic verbal aggression.

Follow-up analyses assessed whether results were specific to
intense conflict within the close friendship, as opposed to being just
a reflection of overall friendship quality. When a marker of overall
friendship quality was added to the model, this measure did not
significantly add to the prediction of later romantic verbal
aggression, nor did it alter the predictions from close friendship
verbal aggression to future romantic verbal aggression (see
Supplemental Table 2).

Hypothesis 3: Intense conflict in close friendships will moderate
effects of interparental verbal aggression
Analyses next examined intense conflict in close friendships in
conjunction with interparental verbal aggression, examining both
main effects and moderation. Intense conflict in close friendships
and paternal verbal aggression toward mothers each contributed
unique variance to predicting future romantic verbal aggression in
these models as shown in Table 4. In addition, however, a
moderation effect was found, such that paternal verbal aggression
toward mothers was only predictive of future romantic verbal
aggression in the context of moderate to high degrees of

Table 1. Correlations among primary constructs

Mean SD 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11.

1. Adult Romantic Verbal Aggression (R) 5.59 5.46 .27** .06 .03 .17 .32*** −.01 .32*** .01 .19* −.32***

2. Paternal Verbal Aggression Toward Mother (M) 5.41 3.68 – .34*** .03 −.03 −.06 .01 −.03 −.03 −.05 −.04

3. Maternal Verbal Aggression Toward Father (F) 5.62 3.32 – .09 .14 .20* −.04 .05 .05 −.06 .06

4. Paternal Verb. & Phys. Aggression Toward Teen
(S)

1.87 2.57 – .43*** .13 −.16* .05 −.01 .08 −.11

5. Maternal Verb. & Phys. Aggression Toward Teen
(S)

2.04 2.99 – .14 −.03 −.04 .05 .08 −.16

6. Adolescent-Close Friend Intense Conflict (CF) 31.33 2.59 – −.50*** −.21** −.17* .10 −.24**

7. Adolescent-Close Friendship Quality (CF) 13.49 1.71 – .00 .21* −.11 .08

8. Adol. Family Income (M,P) 48,392 20,268 – −.12 .61*** .47***

9. Gender (1 = M; 2 = F)(S) 1.55 0.50 – .07 −.02

10. Racial Ethnic Minority Status (0 – Majority; 1 –
Minority) (S)

1.36 0.48 – −.42***

11. % Time Parents Living With Both Parents (M,P) 63% 44% –

Note. S = Participant self-report; RP = Romantic partner report; M = Maternal Report; P = Paternal Report; CF = Close Friend Report; Verb. = verbal; Phys. = Physical. ***p< .001. **p< .01.
*p< .05.

Table 2. Predicting adult romantic verbal aggression from family of origin parental behavior

Adult Romantic Verbal Aggression

Simple Predictions
Predictions Accounting for Parental Verb.

& Phys. Aggression Toward Teen

β Entry β Final R2 ΔR2 β Entry β Final R2 ΔR2

Step I.

Adol. Family Income −.24* −.21* −.24* −.21*

Gender (1 = M; 2 = F) −.01 −.01 −.01 −.03

Racial Ethnic Minority Status (0 – Majority; 1 – Minority) −.05 −.03 −.05 −.04

Time Living With Both Parents −.24** −.24** −.24** −.22*

Statistics for Step .144*** .144*** .144*** .144***

Step II.

Paternal Verb. & Phys. Aggression Toward Teen – – −.06 −.07

Maternal Verb. & Phys. Aggression Toward Teen – – .18 .21*

Statistics for Step – – .167*** .023

Step III.

Paternal Verbal Aggression Toward Mother .27** .27** .30** .30**

Maternal Verbal Aggression Toward Father −.04 −.04 −.07 −.07

Statistics for Step .213*** .069** .251*** .084**

Note. Verb. = verbal; Phys. = Physical. ***p< .001. **p ≤ .01. *p< .05.
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co-occurring close friendship intense conflict. Results are
presented in Table 4 and Figure 1.

Post hoc analyses

Do effects of interparental verbal aggression differ depending on
adolescent family income, gender, racial/ethnic minority status,
whether parents live together versus apart or were married versus
not married? Analyses examined whether measures of interpar-
ental verbal aggression or intense conflict with a close friend would
differ in their predictive effect depending upon any of the

demographic or contextual variables examined in this study.
Interaction tests revealed no significant interactions of interpar-
ental behavior or friendship conflict with any of these factors, thus
indicating that the predictions described above did not differ
significantly across these demographic factors.

Do the predictions from paternal verbal aggression and maternal
verbal aggression reliably differ from one another? To test whether
the apparent difference in predictions from maternal and paternal
interparental verbal aggression was statistically reliable, analyses
next examined the final model above, but then constrained
estimates from maternal and paternal verbal aggression to be

Table 3. Regressions predicting adult romantic verbal aggression from adolescent-close friend conflict

Adult Romantic Verbal Aggression

β Entry β Final R2 ΔR2

Step I.

Adol. Family Income −.24* −.11

Gender (1 = M; 2 = F) −.01 .03

Racial Ethnic Minority Status (0 – Majority; 1 – Minority) −.05 .05

Live with both Parents −.24** −.16

Statistics for Step .144*** .144***

Step II.

Adolescent-Close Friendship Intense Conflict (13–17) .27** .27**

Statistics for Step .214*** .070***

Note. Adol. = Adolescent. ***p< .001. **p< .01. *p< .05.

Table 4. Adolescent close friendship intense conflict moderates relation of paternal verbal aggression toward partner to adult romantic verbal aggression

Adult Romantic Verbal Aggression

β Entry β Final R2 ΔR2

Step I.

Adol. Family Income −.24* −.17

Gender (1 = M; 2 = F) −.01 .06

Racial Ethnic Minority Status (0 – Majority; 1 – Minority) −.05 .01

Live with both Parents −.24** −.17*

Statistics for Step .144*** .144***

Step II.

Paternal Verb. & Phys. Aggression Toward Teen −.06 −.08

Maternal Verb. & Phys. Aggression Toward Teen .18 .17

Statistics for Step .167*** .023

Step III.

Paternal Verbal Aggression Toward Mother .30** .32***

Maternal Verbal Aggression Toward Father −.07 −.09

Statistics for Step .251*** .084**

Step IV.

Adolescent-Close Friendship Intense Conflict (13–17) .34*** .44*** .323*** .072***

Step V.

Close-friend Intense Conflict X Paternal Verbal Aggression .28*** .28***

Statistics for Step .430*** .107***

Note. Adol. = Adolescent. ***p< .001. **p< .01. *p< .05.
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equal. Results demonstrated that this constraint led to a significant
decrement in model fit (χ2(1)= 5.24, p = .02), thus indicating that
the unconstrained model should be retained as the difference
between predictions from paternal verbal aggression and maternal
verbal aggression was significant.

Do predictions to adult romantic conflict differ depending upon
the age of the adult? Supplemental Tables 3–6 present results of
analyses parallel to those in Table 4, but instead of aggregating adult
romantic conflict across ages, we now disaggregate and present it for
each adult age period assessed. Formal tests of the difference in
magnitude of effects of paternal aggression and friendship conflict
revealed that there was no reliable difference across time periods for
friendship conflict, but there was a difference across time in the
predictive value of paternal aggression (χ2(3)= 10.91, p= .012).
However, inspection of the findings revealed no clear age pattern.
Also, because sample size drops substantially at later ages, even
estimated effects similar in magnitude to significant effects reported
in Table 4 were often not significant given reduced power. Overall,
these findings provide little evidence that the main findings above
differ reliably depending upon the age of the adults observed.

Discussion

The results of this study highlight the import of adolescents’
exposure to verbal aggression and intense conflict within two key
relationships: their parents’ relationship with one another and their
own relationship with their closest friends. Both areas of exposure in
adolescence contributed unique variance to explaining future adult
romantic verbal aggression and also interacted in predicting this
verbal aggression. Notably, these findings also suggest that prior
seminal findings with more restricted samples do appear to
generalize to more racially and ethnically diverse samples.

The findings of this study regarding interparental verbal
aggression are consistent with prior research in this area but extend
it in key respects. Most importantly, the findings indicate that
although interparental verbal aggression on the part of mothers
and fathers was correlated, it was fathers’ verbal aggression toward
mothers that was predictive of future romantic verbal aggression in
adulthood for their offspring, regardless of the teens’ own gender.
Prior work had found slight evidence (e.g., only for sons) of
paternal satisfaction in marital relationships being more predictive

than maternal satisfaction of future offspring satisfaction (Feng
et al., 1999). Yet to our knowledge, longitudinal research utilizing
more than a single reporter had not previously addressed paternal
versus maternal differences in this regard. Fathers have long been
relatively understudied in psychological research (Phares &
Compas, 1992), and these findings suggest an important role for
them in the intergenerational transmission of relationship styles.
Given men’s greater physical strength and greater potential to
commit injurious acts of violence (Archer, 2000), as well as often
greater financial resources, expressions of verbal aggression by
fathers are likely to be inherently more threatening and more
salient to the observing adolescent, just as they have been shown to
be to the adolescent’s mother (Phelan et al., 2005). Also notable is
that these findings were not just a function of adolescent exposure
to actual interparental physical violence, which was not predictive
of later adult romantic aggression in these analyses. It may be that
the implicit possibility of violence that arises with hostile paternal
behavior toward the adolescent’s mother is sufficient to make a
significant and lasting impression on the adolescent, regardless of
whether it is linked to substantial levels of actual physical violence.

The present findings also extend past research in showing that
predictions to future romantic conflict appeared over and above
predictions from parental verbal aggression directed toward the
adolescent. These findings suggest that effects of interparental
verbal aggression are not likely to be simply mediated via effects on
parenting behavior. Given that interparental verbal aggression and
hostile parenting behavior are often correlated (Krishnakumar &
Buehler, 2000; Low & Stocker, 2005; Sturge-Apple et al., 2006), the
finding that interparental verbal aggression has implications for
future development beyond any potential mediation via parenting
behavior suggests a need to consider such verbal aggression in its
own right. These findings do not, of course, mean that problematic
parenting is unimportant, only that in this particular domain,
highly problematic and abusive parenting behavior did not appear
to be a primary mediator of the predictive effects of what was
occurring between an adolescents’ parents. Notably, maternal
verbal aggression toward the adolescent was a predictor of future
romantic verbal aggression in some models tested. From a social
learning perspective, these findings suggest a view of the adolescent
as a keen observer of the horizontal interparental dynamic, even
when not directly a target of it. These findings are consistent with
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the notion that the family-of-origin is a powerful model when
adolescents are trying to discern which romantic behaviors are and
are not acceptable and healthy in their own relationships.

Study findings also appeared robust across income groups,
gender, race/ethnicity, and parents’ marital and residential status,
thus providing important evidence of contextual generalization that
was lacking from otherwise rigorous earlier longitudinal studies.
With regard to the finding that predictions from interparental
conflict did not differ depending upon whether the parents were
living together or apart, it has long been recognized that the conflict
prior to divorce inmarriages is a larger source of distress to offspring
than an actual divorce (Emery, 1982). These findings suggest that
simply separating parents physically does not eliminate the potential
risk stemming from their conflict. It is also noteworthy that even
accounting for current levels of interparental verbal aggression,
having parents who lived apart was associated with a somewhat
greater likelihood of adult romantic verbal aggression.

A second major finding from this study was that even given the
large predictive role of paternal verbal aggression toward the
adolescent’s mother, intense conflict in the adolescent’s relation-
ship with their closest friend also played a substantial role in
predicting adult romantic verbal aggression. Not only did
friendship conflict add significant unique variance in explaining
adult romantic verbal aggression, but it also moderated the
predictive effect of paternal verbal aggression. Paternal verbal
aggression was only predictive of future romantic verbal aggression
when the adolescent also had close same-gender friendships that
were characterized by high levels of intense conflict as reported by
the friend. In cases where intense friendship conflict was relatively
absent, the relation of paternal verbal aggression to future romantic
verbal aggression disappeared, suggesting a buffering or compen-
satory effect of low-conflict adolescent friendships. Conversely, the
predictive effect of such verbal aggression wasmagnified when also
accompanied by intense conflict in the adolescent’s closest
friendship. Notably, overall friendship quality was not linked to
future romantic aggression, suggesting that the issue in this case is
less about whether an adolescent has positive close friendships, but
rather, whether they are exposed to significant conflict in their close
friendships.

Alternatively, this moderating effect could also be interpreted as
suggesting a potential role of relative harmony in the interparental
relationship to buffer the negative effects of intense friendship
conflict. This interpretation would be consistent with the role of
parents as providing a secure base and a consistent model of
functional interaction, such that subsequent exposure to intense
friendship conflict would be less likely to alter a teen’s scripts for
behaving in future romantic relationships (Allen et al., 2003; Dykas
et al., 2006). It is also quite probable that both interpretations of
this moderating effect are true to some degree. Notably, paternal
verbal aggression was uncorrelated with adolescent friendship
conflict, a finding consistent with the degree to which each
phenomenon contributed independently to explaining later adult
romantic conflict. Friendship conflict was positively correlated
with maternal verbal aggression, however, suggesting that the
constructs are not fully independent and that more research on
their potential linkage is warranted.

These findings are consistent with an emerging body of research
suggesting the potential of the adolescent close friendship to offset
the effects of deleterious experiences in the family of origin
(Lansford et al., 2003; Lyell et al., 2020; Schacter &Margolin, 2019).
Extensive research is now documenting the fundamental role of the
adolescent close friendship in development: Qualities of these

friendships have been found to be robust predictors of future
romantic interactions, as well as a host of other outcomes into late
adolescence and beyond (Allen et al., 2020, 2022). As noted
previously, numerous aspects of the adolescent close friendship
appear likely to serve as a training ground for handling similar
aspects of adult romantic relationships, with the potential for peer
socialization influences to override (or reinforce) previous parental
socialization. The current findings were not a function of overall
friendship quality, however. Rather, there was a high degree of
specificity in predictions, such that friendship intense conflict was
predictive of future romantic relationship verbal aggression, while
overall friendship quality was not. This finding further supports a
direct social learning perspective across horizontal relationships,
with the implication that adults who are hostile in romantic
relationships are not simply victims of a poor general relationship
history, but rather have had specific, repeated exposure to hostile
and/or intense conflictual close relationships.

In some respects, it may appear surprising that exposure to
interparental conflict and intense conflict in close friendships
would have lasting implications, given that parents may not be
behaving with verbal aggression toward the adolescent and that
close friendships are often transient. Together, these findings are
consistent with a view of adolescence as a period characterized by
unique sensitivity to social interactions. Evidence from neuro-
imaging studies has suggested that both in terms of neural
development and responsiveness to actual interactions, the
adolescent brain is uniquely primed to learn from social cues
(Blakemore, 2008). This sensitivity likely prepares the adolescent
to ultimately move into the larger social world of adulthood with
success, but also makes teens particularly attuned to cues, both
functional and dysfunctional, that they observe in key social
relationships around them. Findings are also consistent with
emerging findings based on attachment theory, suggesting long-
term links between parent–child interactions, adolescent friend-
ships, and adult romantic relationships (Loeb et al., 2020; Pascuzzo
et al., 2013).

Several limitations of these findings also warrant mention. Most
importantly, the findings of longitudinal relations among the data
are not sufficient to establish a causal role for either paternal
behavior or close friendship conflict in predicting future romantic
relationship verbal aggression. Although several potential alter-
native causal factors (e.g., family income, parents’ residential
status, and racial/ethnic minority group membership) were
assessed in this study, other unmeasured factors – from parental
personality factors and levels of family conflict earlier in
development to genetic predispositions (Horwitz et al., 2010,
2011) – may well have played a causal role. However, a primary
role of genetic predisposition appears somewhat less likely given
the lack of relation between mothers’ verbal aggression toward
fathers and their offspring’s later romantic behavior.

This study also did not assess whether adolescents directly
observed interparental verbal aggression. Thus, whether these
findings reflect effects of direct observation, as opposed to the
numerous potential mechanisms of indirect exposure to such
conflicts (e.g., parent reports, relatives’ reports, custody hearings,
etc.), is an area that warrants further research consideration. To the
extent that effects were related to indirect exposure to conflict,
efforts to identify the mechanisms by which indirect exposure
occurs are also warranted.

The study was also not able to consider adolescents raised by
same-sex parents; such consideration could help further clarify the
parent gender findings in this study. An additional limitation of the
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study was that only adult participants who were actually in a
romantic relationship of at least 3 months duration were assessed.
Attrition analyses suggested that those participants who did not
have such a relationship were more likely to have been exposed as
adolescents to interparental verbal aggression. If anything, these
analyses suggest that effects of exposure to such verbal aggression
may have even more profound implications in terms of relation-
ship formation, though these effects could not be readily observed
in this study.

Although the current results await further replication, they
nevertheless suggest the importance of attending to the ways in
which adolescents may be learning from key social experiences
regarding appropriate romantic behavior. The specificity of the
observed predictors suggests a potential route for preventive
interventions by highlighting the possibility of disrupting path-
ways to romantic verbal aggression by addressing specific conflict
behaviors, rather than needing to focus onmore global relationship
characteristics. Further, the possibility that close friendship
qualities may offset effects of interparental verbal aggression
suggests a further potential route for intervention. Although these
intervention possibilities are speculative and the causal role of the
observed predictors remains to be determined, at a minimum these
findings indicate that the identified predictors can serve as key
early warning signs of future long-term risks and of a need for
preventive interventions to set the developing adolescent on a
trajectory more likely to lead to satisfying romantic experiences
across the life span.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be
found at https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579423001670.
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