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Spillover in the Home: The Effects of Family

Conflict on Parents’ Behavior

Conflict with a spouse or child may gener-
ate spillover, defined as short-term affective
changes in parents that affect their behavior
with other family members. In a diverse sample
of 86 parents, this 56-day diary study examined
daily bidirectional spillover between conflict in
the marital or parent–child dyad and parents’
irritable, frictional behavior with their child or
spouse, respectively. Tests of daily associations
between conflict and parent behavior revealed
robust spillover effects according to parent
as well as spouse and child reports. Parents’
daily negative mood and child externalizing
behavior contributed to several but not all of
these associations. Daily spillover findings
were largely unaffected by parents’ neuroticism,
suggesting that parents’ day-to-day fluctuations
in negative mood, not average levels of negative
affectivity, promoted spillover. Significant direct
effects of conflict on parent behavior even when
controlling for negative mood, however, impli-
cate additional cognitive or social processes as
contributors to conflict spillover in families.

Friction is a normal part of everyday family
life. Parents use conflictual, irritable behavior to
communicate that their spouses or children have
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engaged in unwanted actions. Unfortunately,
turbulence in one relationship tends to spread
into other relationships, and discord seems to
be particularly contagious between the mari-
tal and parent–child dyads. The effects of dis-
cord in one dyad on the other may amplify the
long-term negative outcomes of frequent marital
and parent–child conflict that are observed in all
members of the family.

Marital discord is associated with parents’
harshness, inconsistency, psychological control,
and reduced acceptance of and sensitivity with
their children (Benson, Buehler, & Gerard,
2008; Buehler, Benson, & Gerard, 2006; Klausli
& Owen, 2011; for reviews on this topic, see
Erel & Burman, 1995; Krishnakumar & Buehler,
2000). In fact, the link between marital discord
and parenting may partly explain the association
between highly conflictual marriages and child
emotional outcomes (Chung, Flook, & Fuligni,
2009; Schulz, Waldinger, Hauser, & Allen,
2005). In the reverse direction, a more limited
literature indicates that difficulties between
parents and children also affect marital relation-
ships and parents’ emotional distress (Almeida,
Wethington, & Chandler, 1999; Jenkins, Simp-
son, Dunn, Rasbash, & O’Connor, 2005;
VanderValk, Spruijt, de Goede, & Meeus, 2007).

Traditional correlational designs limit the
potential for new knowledge about the spread
of conflict within families. Although tensions in
the marital and parent–child dyads are known
to be closely linked, the research literature has
less to say about the day-to-day mechanisms
by which difficulty in one dyad is transmitted
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to the other. As a result, researchers have
called for process-oriented research to begin to
clarify the why and how of established associa-
tions between marital and parent–child discord
(Cummings & Davies, 2002). Examining daily
within-family conflict processes offers an oppor-
tunity to take a more detailed look at one poten-
tial step along the long pathway from one day’s
conflictual encounters to long-standing patterns
of relational, behavioral, and emotional distur-
bances in parents and children. Furthermore,
assessing short-term within-person processes
allows the examination of the day-to-day effects
of conflict against the backdrop of the individ-
ual’s own typical behavior (as opposed to the
whole sample’s typical behavior), which limits
the influence of individual traits, shared genes
and environments, and Gene × Environment
interactions. This process-level examination
offers unique information about daily fluctu-
ations in behavior as compared to the broad
associations between marital and parent–child
conflict described in cross-sectional and long-
term prospective studies.

One mechanism by which tension in one
family dyad may affect the other dyad on a daily
basis is the short-term effects that conflictual
encounters have on parents’ behavior. Spillover
occurs when a stressful experience in one con-
text (e.g., marital conflict) has a direct short-term
impact on an individual’s affect or behavior in
another context (e.g., by increasing the par-
ent’s irritability in an interaction with a child;
Almeida et al., 1999; Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler,
& Wethington, 1989; Repetti, 1987, 1994). A
handful of studies have examined short-term
effects of marital and parent–child conflict on
other family dyads using within-subject meth-
ods such as daily diaries (Almeida et al., 1999;
Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, & Wethington, 1989;
Chung et al., 2009; Kitzmann, 2000; Margolin,
Christensen, & John, 1996). These studies have
observed a link from marital conflict to tension in
the parent–child relationship on the same or the
next day, including both affective (e.g., increases
in distressed mood) and behavioral (e.g., dis-
agreements) changes (Almeida et al., 1999;
Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, & Wethington, 1989;
Chung et al., 2009; Margolin et al., 1996). Sim-
ilarly, one laboratory study found that negativity
in a marital discussion predicted more parental
negativity during a family conversation immedi-
ately afterward (Kitzmann, 2000). To date, there
has been little evidence addressing spillover

from the parent–child to the marital relation-
ship. One daily diary study found spillover from
parent–child interactions to next-day marital
interactions among fathers but not mothers
(Almeida et al., 1999), whereas another found
no evidence of either marital or parent–child
arguments spilling into arguments in the other
family dyad the next day (Bolger, DeLongis,
Kessler, & Wethington, 1989). In the present
study we built on this daily diary literature
by examining bidirectional spillover from the
marital to the parent–child dyad and vice versa.

In this study we also took a somewhat novel
approach to operationalizing within-family
conflict spillover. Previous diary studies have
typically examined the co-occurrence of con-
flictual encounters within two family dyads.
For example, parents might indicate whether
they experienced a disagreement or tension with
a family member without specifying whose
behavior may have been driving the conflict
(e.g., Almeida et al., 1999; Bolger, DeLongis,
Kessler, & Schilling, 1989). In the present study
we focused on parent behavior, which is the
common factor in marital and parent–child
dyads and the most likely agent that carries
tension from one relationship to the other. We
define spillover as a process in which a conflict-
ual encounter in one dyad generates a short-term
increase in the parent’s own “frictional” (irri-
table, intolerant, impatient, or insensitive)
behavior in the other family dyad above his or
her typical behavior.

For example, imagine a marital interaction
in which both parents engage in frictional,
conflictual behaviors (e.g., yelling and ignor-
ing each other’s needs). This conflict event
represents both of their frictional behaviors.
Regardless of whether or not both individuals
contribute conflict-generating behavior during
the event, the event itself is a possible predictor
of spillover. On the same day as this marital
dispute, imagine the mother and the child also
have a conflictual encounter: The child avoids
homework, and the mother responds with a
sharp reprimand. If the mother’s behavior with
her child is more irritable than is typical for
her, this is deemed an example of spillover. In
summary, our analysis distinguished between
conflict events (the predictor variable, which
represents combinations of both dyad members’
frictional behavior) and the parent’s frictional
behavior (the outcome of spillover, which is a
subset of the behaviors that make up a conflict
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event). We made this distinction in an attempt to
focus specifically on spillover as manifested in
the behavior of the parent, who is the common
denominator in marital and parent–child dyads.

In addition to making the operationaliza-
tion of spillover more specific and examining
bidirectional effects between the marital and
parent–child dyads, several other important tar-
gets for investigation remain. These include the
mediating role of negative mood and the effects
of parent emotion regulation skills and chil-
dren’s behavior problems on conflict spillover
processes.

The Role of Negative Mood in Spillover

One explanation for increases in frictional
behavior following a conflict event is that a
negative mood (e.g., irritability, frustration)
generated by the initial stressful encounter
changes the individual’s response patterns in
later social interactions (Bolger, DeLongis,
Kessler, & Schilling, 1989; Story & Repetti,
2006). Distress and anger can reduce parents’
sensitivity toward their children and tolerance
of misbehavior, resulting in increased parental
hostility (Erel & Burman, 1995; Krishnakumar
& Buehler, 2000). Previous studies have defined
spillover as changes in parents’ mood or their
behavior but have not examined the indirect
effect of negative mood on the behavior changes
associated with spillover. To illustrate this idea,
we return to the mother whose child was avoid-
ing homework: We would hypothesize that her
increased likelihood of responding to the child’s
demand with more aggressive, frictional behav-
ior than is typical for her is (a) because she had a
difficult marital interaction (the direct spillover
effect) and (b) because that marital interaction
left her in a negative mood (e.g., feeling irritated
or frustrated) that lingered through her later,
unrelated interaction with her child (the indirect
effect of negative mood on spillover).

The posited role of negative mood in driving
behavioral spillover calls attention to a com-
plexity that arises with the use of self-report
data. Mood colors perceptions and memory of
social interactions and stressful events; induced
negative mood can affect participant self-report,
such as by increasing the number of negative
life events (e.g., conflict) and the availability of
social support reported (L. H. Cohen, Towbes,
& Flocco, 1988). Descriptions of social behav-
ior provided by spouses and children can help

evaluate the extent to which previous studies’
reports of conflict spillover reflect observable
behavioral changes, as opposed to attentional
and cognitive reporting biases associated with
negative affect. In this study, in addition to parent
self-reports, we used spouses’ reports of marital
conflict events and frictional marital behavior
and children’s reports of parent–child conflict
events and frictional parenting behavior to test
the spillover model. Differentiating between the
descriptions of conflict and frictional behavior
provided by two members of a dyad, rather than
combining self- and other reports into single
scales, allowed us to distinguish observable
changes in parent behavior from the parent’s
irritability or emotional distress that day.

Parent Neuroticism

If, as suggested above, negative mood plays a
role in determining whether conflict in one rela-
tionship shapes behavior in another relationship,
then a parent’s overall tendency to experience
negative emotion may contribute to spillover.
Neuroticism is a personality characteristic asso-
ciated with higher average levels of negative
affect, explained in part by more intense neg-
ative emotional responses to negative events
(reactivity) and slower subsidence of negative
emotional responses following the cessation of
the stressful event (recovery; Costa & McCrae,
1980; Gross, Sutton, & Ketelaar, 1998; Ng &
Diener, 2009). Although individual differences
in emotion regulation skills are believed to affect
overall rates of family conflict (Krishnakumar
& Buehler, 2000; Margolin et al., 1996), no
studies have examined the role of neuroticism
in within-family conflict spillover, and even
previous evidence for a possible moderating
role of trait negative affectivity is limited. We
hypothesized that parent neuroticism is asso-
ciated with greater spillover between marital
and parent–child tensions because higher tonic
negative affectivity and poorer regulation of
stress responses may increase the likelihood
that a conflict event will trigger an emotional
response and subsequent alterations in behavior.

The Role of Child Behavior

Children’s externalizing (e.g., impulsive,
aggressive, and hyperactive) behavior is associ-
ated with more parental hostility, parent–child
conflict, and marital conflict, at least in part
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because child externalizing behavior increases
parents’ arguments about the child (Edwards,
Barkley, Laneri, Fletcher, & Metevia, 2001;
Jenkins et al., 2005; VanderValk et al., 2007).
We hypothesized that parents’ frictional behav-
ior is more likely to increase following conflict
events in the family when the child has a ten-
dency to display externalizing behavior. There
are several ways this might occur. Parent–child
conflict events may be more provocative with
a child whose behavior is more uncontrolled,
resulting in a more substantial disruption
to the parent’s mood and interactions with
his or her spouse. For example, teens with
Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder and
their parents use more negative and fewer
positive behaviors during conflict discussions
than control families (Edwards et al., 2001).
Parents of children who externalize may also
have more limited patience or higher sensitivity
to acting-out behavior. This proposed sensitivity
might make parents’ interactions with their
children particularly vulnerable to disruption
following a marital dispute.

The Current Study

In the current study we used diary data col-
lected on 56 consecutive days from families
with children between ages 8 and 13 to assess
same-day spillover effects from conflict events
with spouses and children to mothers’ and
fathers’ frictional behavior with the other family
member. In addition to daily self-reports of
behavior and interactions with spouses and
children, the spouse and the child serve as
independent sources of information about daily
discord in those relationships. The indirect effect
of parents’ daily negative mood on spillover
was addressed by testing mood as a mediator
of spillover. Last, we evaluated how individual
differences in parent neuroticism and child
externalizing symptoms may moderate parents’
relative risk of experiencing daily within-family
conflict spillover.

Method

Participants

Cohabiting parents with at least one child
between ages 8 and 13 living in a large
metropolitan area in the western United States
were recruited from 2009 to 2012 through
schools, community centers, medical clinics,

and direct mailings to families with children in
the target age range as identified by a marketing
agency. At least one parent and one child in
the target age range from each family were
required for the family to participate, although
both parents were encouraged to take part. All
participants were screened for a range of mental
and physical health problems to ensure that col-
lection of biological samples not discussed here
(e.g., salivary cortisol) would not be disrupted
by medication or chronic health problems.

Although the study did not exclude homo-
sexual cohabiting parents, only heterosexual
parents participated. A total of 86 parents (47
mothers, M age= 43.3, SD= 6.3, and 39 fathers,
M age= 43.7, SD= 8.1) and 47 “target” children
(19 boys, 28 girls, M age= 11.2, SD= 1.5) com-
pleted daily diaries. These 86 parents included
38 couples in which both the husband and wife
responded to study measures and eight families
in which only the mother did so. In one addi-
tional family, the parents were divorced and had
remarried, and so both reported independently
on their interactions with the target child and
their respective spouses but not on marital inter-
actions with each other. Their spouses did not
participate in the study. A subset of the analyses
described in this article used family members’
reports of conflict events and parents’ frictional
behavior; in these analyses, only data from the
38 cohabiting, participating couples were exam-
ined, for a sample of 76 parents. In analyses
using only parents’ self-report, the reports of
the nine mothers and one father whose spouses
did not participate in the study were added to
this sample of 76, for a sample of 86 parents.
Parents self-reported their own ethnicities as
45% non-Hispanic White, 22% Latino/Hispanic,
17.5% African American, 12.5% Asian, 1.5%
Native American, and 1.5% “Other.” Parents
reported target children’s ethnicities as 38%
non-Hispanic White, 30% Latino/Hispanic,
15% African American, 8.5% Asian, and 8.5%
“Other” (primarily of mixed ethnicity). The
parents’ median self-reported individual income
fell within a $32,000–$82,000 bracket and
ranged from below $8,725 to above $171,850.

Procedure

During an initial visit to the family’s home,
trained research assistants discussed the study
procedures and obtained informed consent. Fol-
lowing this visit, parents and children completed
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a series of baseline questionnaires. About a week
later, research assistants made a second visit to
the family’s home to train participating members
on daily diary procedures. On the first Saturday
following the training visit, participating parents
and children began a period of 56 consecutive
days of daily data collection. Daily diaries con-
sisted of questions about participants’ experi-
ences and mood that day and were completed
online each evening prior to bedtime. To com-
plete the daily diaries, participants were given
access to a personalized, password-protected
web page on the study’s online portal, which
allowed private communication with study staff,
links to that day’s daily diary, and access to
blocks of additional questionnaires. Though not
required for study participation, all families had
home Internet connections; however, each fam-
ily was given 14 paper diaries as backups in case
of technical difficulties, as well as a date–time
stamp device to track compliance.

Online diary compliance was measured via
automated time-stamping procedures included
in the online survey program (https://www.
surveymonkey.com). If a participant did not
complete three consecutive days of daily diaries,
laboratory staff members contacted the family
to troubleshoot improving compliance. Parents
earned up to $200 and children up to $100 for
completion of the portions of the procedures dis-
cussed in this study, including a $5 gift card for
each week of 100% diary compliance (given if
each diary had been completed before 9:00 a.m.
the following morning). Further details on other
study procedures (e.g., laboratory activities and
biological sample collection) were described by
Robles, Reynolds, Repetti, and Chung (2013).

Measures

Daily diaries. Each day, mothers and fathers
rated their own, their spouses’, and their chil-
dren’s behavior, and children rated their own
and each of their parents’ behavior. As described
above, we distinguished between conflict events,
which were measured using average responses to
scale items that asked each reporter about both
the focal parent’s and his or her social partner’s
conflictual behavior, and frictional behavior, the
subset of conflict event items that described the
focal parent’s behavior. In total, we used (a)
parent self- and partner report of marital con-
flict events, and parent self- and child report of
parent–child conflict events; (b) parent self- and

partner report of the focal parent’s frictional mar-
ital behavior and parent and child report of the
focal parent’s frictional parenting behavior; and
(c) parent self-reports of negative mood.

Reliability for daily diary scales was esti-
mated at both the between- and within-person
level by applying a generalizability theory
framework (Cranford et al., 2006). The between-
person estimate (RKF) indicates the degree of
between-person reliability, or how well a scale
differentiates between people, given the diary
period (K represents the number of days, 56;
F indicates that the number of days is fixed).
The RKF estimates were consistently .99 or
above, indicating that the diary scales mea-
sured relatively stable individual differences
with excellent reliability given the 56-day
diary period. The within-person (RC) estimates
ranged from .58 to .85, indicating that diary
scales were able to reliably detect meaning-
ful day-to-day change (C) within participants
across 56 days. The RC values were generally
higher for parent-report scales, which included
more items than child-report scales.

Marital conflict events. This scale, which was
adapted from the Adult Home Data Question-
naire (Timmons & Margolin, 2015), assessed a
combination of 12 items. Seven items describe
the parent’s own conflictual behavior (“my
behavior,” RKF = .98, RC = .66 among wives
and RKF = .98, RC = .69 among husbands). Five
items describe the parents’ observations of his
or her spouse’s conflictual behavior (“partner’s
behavior,” RKF = .98, RC = .72 among hus-
bands’ reports of wives and RKF = .99, RC = .68
among wives’ reports of husbands). Items such
as “I expressed anger or irritation at my partner”
(“my behavior”) and “My partner took my feel-
ings lightly” (“partner’s behavior”) were rated
on a scale that ranged from 1 (not at all) to 3 (a
lot). All 12 items are listed in Appendix A. Aver-
aging across daily responses within participants,
wives’ daily rating of marital conflict (across all
12 items) was 1.11 (SD= 0.12), and husbands’
was 1.08 (SD= 0.08), indicating that, on aver-
age, at least one of the 12 items was endorsed
each day. We conducted one set of analyses using
parents’ self-reported marital conflict events,
and, for the families in which both partners par-
ticipated, we conducted a second set of analyses
using partner-reported marital conflict events.

Frictional marital behavior. We used the subset
of the marital conflict event items describing the
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focal parent’s behavior to test for differences
in a parent’s marital behavior on days when
a parent–child conflict event had occurred.
Responses to the seven-item “my behavior”
segment of the marital conflict scale (described
in the previous paragraph) were used as a
measure of the parent’s self-reported frictional
behavior toward the spouse. Wives’ average
self-reported frictional marital behavior was
1.10 (SD= 0.10), and husbands’ was 1.07
(SD= 0.07).

Among the families in which both husband
and wife participated in the study, responses to
the five-item “partner’s behavior” segment of
the marital conflict scale were used as a mea-
sure of frictional marital behavior as observed
by the spouse. Wives’ average ratings of their
husbands’ frictional marital behavior was 1.12
(SD= 0.15), and husbands’ average ratings of
their wives’ behavior was 1.09 (SD= 0.10).

Parent–child conflict events. As with marital
conflict events, reports of both the parent’s and
the child’s conflictual behavior were averaged to
indicate a conflict event.

• Parent self-report: The nine-item parent–
child conflict scale (e.g., “I punished my
child,” rated on a scale that ranged from
1 [not at all] to 3 [a lot]; see Appendix B
for a full reproduction of the scale) was
adapted from the Adult Home Data Question-
naire (Timmons & Margolin, 2015). Parents
responded to eight items regarding their own
conflictual behavior with the target child and
one item regarding their child’s conflictual
behavior. Among mothers, the scale’s mean
was 1.18 (SD= 0.16, RKF = .99, RC = .83),
and among fathers it was 1.11 (SD= 0.10,
RKF = .99, RC = .79).

• Child report: Children’s reports of daily
mother–child and father–child conflict offered
an independent assessment of parent–child
conflict events. Items were based on the
Youth Everyday Social Interaction and Mood
scales (Repetti, 1996) and the Child Home
Data Questionnaire (Timmons & Margolin,
2015). Three items per parent (e.g., “My
mom got mad at me today”; see Appendix
B for a full reproduction of the scale), one
of which referred to the child’s behavior and
two to the parent’s behavior, were rated on
a scale that ranged from 1 (not at all) to
3 (a lot). Averaging across families, mean
child-reported mother–child conflict was

1.17 (SD= 0.20, RKF = .99, RC = .75), and
father–child conflict was 1.13 (SD= 0.16,
RKF = .99, RC = .76).

Frictional parenting behaviors. Focal parents’
hostile, conflictual behaviors toward chil-
dren were assessed by parent self-report and
child-report.

• Parent self-report: A subset (eight) of the
nine parent-reported parent–child conflict
event items that referred to the parent’s own
behavior were averaged as a measure of fric-
tional parenting behavior. Across families,
mothers’ frictional parenting behavior was
rated 1.19 (SD= 0.17, RKF = .99, RC = .82)
on average, and fathers’ was 1.11 (SD= 0.10,
RKF = .99, RC = .77).

• Child report: Two of the three items included
in the child report of parent–child conflict
were used to measure child-reported frictional
parenting behaviors. Mothers’ frictional par-
enting behavior as reported by children was
rated 1.15 (SD= 0.33, RKF = .98, RC = .58)
on average, and fathers’ was 1.12 (SD= 0.31,
RKF = .98, RC = .60).

Parent negative mood. The daily mood scale
was adapted from S. Cohen, Doyle, Turner,
Alper, and Skoner (2003). Parents rated their
own positive and negative mood on a scale
that ranged from 1 (completely inaccurate) to
4 (completely accurate) based on the prompt,
“Please rate how accurately each of the fol-
lowing adjectives describe how you felt today.”
Eight negative mood items (e.g., “sad,” “on
edge,” “angry”) were averaged to create an
overall negative mood score for the day. This
mood scale has previously shown good internal
reliability (Cronbach’s ! = .87–.93 across anx-
ious, depressed, and angry mood subscales; (S.
Cohen et al., 2003). In the current study, the
average mother’s mean negative mood was 1.46
(SD= 0.33, RKF = 1.00, RC = .82), and father’s
was 1.34 (SD= 0.34, RKF = 1.00, RC = .85).

Questionnaire measures. Parents responded to a
series of one-time questionnaires online prior to
completing all 56 days of daily diaries.
Parent neuroticism. The Big Five Inventory
(BFI; John & Srivastava, 1999), a self-report
measure of the five-factor model of personality,
includes eight items measuring neuroticism.
Parents’ responses on these eight items were
averaged for the current study (! = .85 in
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this study and .87 in a previous study; John,
Naumann, & Soto, 2008). Example items
include “Worries a lot,” and “Can be moody,”
rated on a scale that ranges from 1 (disagree
strongly) to 5 (agree strongly). The BFI has been
validated in diverse samples and is often used in
research with adults in the general population.
Mothers’ average score was 21.50 (SD= 6.35,
n= 46; one mother declined to complete a series
of questionnaires that included the BFI), and
fathers’ was 16.67 (SD= 5.67, N = 39). Moth-
ers scored significantly higher than fathers,
t(83)=−3.67, p< .001.
Child externalizing behavior. The Child Behav-
ior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach, 1991),
which was created for children ages 6–18, is a
well-validated and frequently used parent-report
measure of child internalizing and externalizing
symptoms. It contains 113 items; 30 items
measure externalizing problems (! = .93 in the
current study). These 30 items, such as “Dis-
obedient at school” and “Lying or cheating,”
rated on a scale that ranges from 0 (not true)
to 2 (very true or often true), were included in
the current study. Mothers’ average summary
rating of their children’s externalizing behavior
was 4.60 (SD= 5.15, n= 47, ranging from 0 to
19), and fathers’ was 4.33 (SD= 4.29, n= 39,
ranging from 0 to 17). Boys’ and girls’ scores
were not significantly different (p> .05).

Results

The 56 consecutive days of daily diary responses
were nested within 47 mothers, 39 fathers,
and 47 child respondents. As we specify
in further detail below, multilevel modeling
techniques were used to examine daily-level
associations between marital and parent–child
interactions. Within-subject variation is repre-
sented in Level 1 of the model, which contains
daily diary responses by parents or children.
Between-subject variation is represented at
Level 2.

Direct Spillover Effects and Indirect Effects
of Negative Mood

The tests of the direct spillover effect and the
indirect effect of negative mood as a media-
tor of spillover were examined in two sets of
multilevel mediation models: spillover (a) from
marital conflict events to frictional parenting
behavior and (b) from parent–child conflict

Figure 1. Direct Spillover Effect and Indirect
Effect of Negative Mood.

Self-report of marital 
conflict event

Self-report of parent–
child conflict event

Partner report of 
marital conflict event

Child report of
parent–child conflict event  
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parental behavior

Self-report of frictional 
marital behavior

Child report of frictional 
parental behavior

Partner report of frictional 
marital behavior

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Conflict 
event

Parent’s self-
reported negative 

mood

Frictional 
behavior

ba

c'

Frictional 
behavior

c Conflict 
event

events to frictional marital behavior. Both
spillover models included negative mood as a
mediator. Both of these models were estimated
twice, using different respondents as sources
of information: One pair of models used parent
self-report to assess both the predictor and the
outcome, and the second pair of models used
“independent” reporter ratings (partner reports
of marital conflict and marital behavior and child
reports of parent–child conflict and parenting
behavior). These four models are represented
schematically in Figure 1. Last, although parent
gender differences were not a focus of this
study, tests of spillover among mothers and
fathers are presented separately for a total of
eight analyses examining direct and indirect
effects.

Mediation is traditionally tested in three sep-
arate steps: The first model tests the association
between the independent and dependent vari-
ables (the “c” pathway in Figure 1). The second
model tests the association between the indepen-
dent variable and the mediator (the “a” pathway).
The third model simultaneously tests the associ-
ation between the mediator and dependent vari-
able (the “b” pathway) and the direct effect of
the initial predictor on the outcome (c′), so that
the unique effect of each can be estimated con-
trolling for the other. Applied to the current data,
the multilevel equations for these three steps can
be written as follows:
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Step 1 (c): Frictional Behaviorij = !00 +
!10(Conflictij) + u0j + u1j(Conflictij) + eij

Step 2 (a): Negative Moodij = !00 +
!10(Conflictij) + u0j + u1j(Conflictij) + eij

Step 3 (b & c′): Frictional Behaviorij = !00 +
!10(Conflictij) + !20(Negative Moodij) + u0j +
u1j(Conflictij) + u2j(Negative Moodij) + eij

In the Step 3 equation, frictional behavior for
parent j on day i is a function of the daily effect of
the conflict event (!10) and negative mood (!20),
random effects of conflict (u1j) and negative
mood (u2j), and error at Level 1 (eij).

The approach we used in this study combines
Steps 2 and 3 into a single mixed model that
allows for covariance of random effects if the
pathways from the predictor to the mediator
variable and from the mediator to the outcome
variable are random (for a detailed description of
this method, see Bauer, Preacher, & Gil, 2006).
Using Stata 12 software (StataCorp, 2011;
UCLA Statistical Consulting Group, 2011),
these mixed models resulted in estimations of
total, direct, and indirect mediation effects in
five of the eight analyses.

In two analyses (fathers’ marital conflict
events predicting father–child conflict, both

self-report [labeled Model 1 in Figure 1] and
independent report [Model 2] models), initial
separate estimations of the a pathway and the b
and c′ pathways revealed that the latter model
could not converge with random effects of the
negative mood mediator (only with random
effects of the initial predictor). In one additional
analysis (independent reports of father–child
conflict events predicting frictional marital
behavior, Model 4 in Figure 1), all random
effects were estimable when the two steps were
conducted separately, but the single mixed
model failed to converge. As a consequence,
these three analyses were not conducted using
single mixed models; instead, effects were
estimated separately in the three steps described
above. This strategy assumes zero covariance
between the random effects of Pathways a and
b. To obtain standard errors and confidence
intervals, the results were bootstrapped with
1,000 replications. As with the effects reported
in the five analyses for which the mixed medi-
ation model successfully converged, these
three-stepped analyses resulted in estimations
of total, direct, and indirect mediation effects.

Results from the four self-report and
independent-report models in which marital
conflict predicted frictional parental behavior

Table 1. Tests of Direct Effects of Marital Conflict Events and Indirect Effects of Negative Mood on Frictional Parenting
Behavior

A. Self-report of marital conflict predicting self-report of frictional parental behavior

Mothers Fathers

Model 1a B SE z p 95% CI B SE z p 95% CI

Indirect effect of negative mood 0.08 0.03 2.70 .007 [0.02, 0.14] 0.02 0.01 1.92 .055 [−0.00, 0.03]
Direct effect of marital conflict 0.19 0.05 3.77 <.001 [0.09, 0.29] 0.21 0.04 4.72 <.001 [0.12, 0.29]
Total effect 0.27 0.06 4.74 <.001 [0.16, 0.38] 0.22 0.04 5.22 <.001 [0.14, 0.30]

B. Partner report of marital conflict predicting child report of frictional parental behavior

Mothers Fathers

Model 2b B SE z p 95% CI B SE z p 95% CI

Indirect effect of negative mood 0.07 0.03 2.06 .039 [0.00, 0.14] 0.01 0.01 1.01 .311 [−0.01, 0.02]
Direct effect of marital conflict 0.25 0.08 3.03 .002 [0.09, 0.42] 0.11 0.06 1.98 .048 [0.00, 0.23]
Total effect 0.33 0.09 3.50 <.001 [0.14, 0.51] 0.12 0.06 2.13 .033 [0.01, 0.23]

Note. CI= confidence interval.
aFathers’ Model 1 failed to converge with random effect of mediator, so pathways were examined using the three-stepped

approach, omitting u2j(Negative Mood) from the Step 3 equation; effects reported are bootstrapped with 1,000 replications.
bFathers’ Model 2 failed to converge with random effect of mediator, so pathways were examined using the three-stepped
approach, omitting u2j(Negative Mood) from the Step 3 equation; effects reported are bootstrapped with 998 of 1,000 attempted
replications.
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Table 2. Tests of Direct Effects of Parent–Child Conflict Events and Indirect Effects of Negative Mood on Frictional Marital
Behavior

A. Self-report of parent–child conflict predicting self-report of frictional marital behavior

Mothers Fathers

Model 3 B SE z p 95% CI B SE z p 95% CI

Indirect effect of negative mood 0.03 0.01 2.17 .030 [0.00, 0.05] 0.01 0.01 0.83 .406 [−0.01, 0.03]
Direct effect of parent–child conflict 0.12 0.03 4.27 <.001 [0.07, 0.18] 0.15 0.05 3.24 .001 [0.06, 0.25]
Total effect 0.15 0.03 4.94 <.001 [0.09, 0.21] 0.16 0.05 3.32 .001 [0.07, 0.26]

B. Child report of parent–child conflict predicting partner report of frictional marital behavior

Mothers Fathers

Model 4a B SE z p 95% CI B SE z p 95% CI

Indirect effect of negative mood 0.01 0.01 1.37 .171 [−0.01, 0.03] 0.01 0.004 2.28 .023 [0.00, 0.02]
Direct effect of parent–child conflict 0.08 0.03 2.65 .008 [0.02, 0.14] 0.08 0.04 2.37 .018 [0.01, 0.15]
Total effect 0.09 0.03 2.81 .005 [0.03, 0.16] 0.09 0.04 2.58 .010 [0.02, 0.16]

Note. CI= confidence interval.
aThe fathers’ Model 4 single mixed model failed to converge, so mediation pathways were examined using the three-stepped

approach as described in the Results section; effects are bootstrapped with 966 of 1,000 attempted replications.

are presented in Table 1, and results from the
four models in which parent–child conflict
predicted frictional marital behavior are pre-
sented in Table 2. As shown in the bottom
line of each panel in Table 1, the total effect
(Pathway c) of marital conflict events on fric-
tional parental behavior—not controlling for
negative mood—was positive and significant for
both mothers and fathers and when examining
both self- and independent reports. Significant
direct effects (Pathway c′) in each panel of
Table 1 indicate that marital conflict continued
to predict frictional parental behavior even
when controlling for negative mood. Similar
results were obtained when we examined the
total and direct effects of parent–child conflict
on frictional marital behavior (see Table 2).
Thus, same-day associations of conflict events
with frictional parent behaviors were robust:
Spillover effects were observed in both direc-
tions, for both mothers and fathers, both in
self-report models and in independent-reporter
models—even when negative mood was con-
trolled. In other words, the intensity of focal
parent negative mood was not the sole explana-
tion for within-family conflict spillover.

We next addressed the role of negative mood
as a mediator of the association between con-
flict and parents’ frictional behavior. As evi-
denced by the significant indirect effects shown

in Tables 1 and 2, negative mood partially medi-
ated spillover in four of eight models and did so
marginally in one additional model (p= .055).
As can be seen in the left-hand panels of both
tables, three of the mothers’ spillover models
contained significant indirect effects of negative
mood, including one model in which husbands
and children reported on mothers’ conflict events
and behavior. Negative mood also significantly
partially mediated the spillover of conflict in
one of four tests of fathers’ frictional behavior
(independent reports of the effect of father–child
conflict events on fathers’ marital behavior; see
Table 2) and marginally partially mediated the
spillover of fathers’ self-reported marital conflict
to frictional paternal behavior (see Table 1).

Moderation of Spillover

Parent neuroticism. Parent neuroticism was
hypothesized to increase the likelihood of con-
flict spillover. Multilevel models were estimated
using Stata 12 software. As with the negative
mood mediation analyses described above,
eight spillover models were estimated removing
negative mood as a mediator and adding par-
ent neuroticism as a moderator. A first-order
autoregressive variance–covariance matrix was
applied to all eight models to allow Level 1
residuals to covary across days.
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To illustrate, in the following multilevel equa-
tion, parent neuroticism moderates spillover
from a conflict event to frictional parental
behavior:

Frictional Behaviorij = !00 + !10(Conflictij)
+ !01(Neuroticismj) + !11(Conflictij
×Neuroticismj)+ u0j + u1j(Conflictij)+ eij,

where frictional parental behavior for parent j
on day i is a function of the daily effect of
the conflict event (!10), the effect of the par-
ent’s neuroticism score (!01), the interaction
between the neuroticism score and the conflict
event rating (!11), and error at Level 1 and
Level 2.

Only one of the eight tests found a significant
interaction with parent neuroticism. Fathers’
neuroticism moderated fathers’ self-reported
spillover from marital conflict to parenting
behavior such that higher paternal neuroticism
scores were associated with a higher likelihood
of spillover. This moderation effect, labeled
Neuroticism × marital conflict in the top panel
of Table 3, was not observed among mothers.
Parental neuroticism did not significantly mod-
erate spillover from parent–child conflict to
marital behavior in either mothers or fathers
(p= .87 and .90, respectively) or any spillover
effects when based on the daily reports of inde-
pendent raters (p= .19 for both mothers’ and
fathers’ marital conflict predicting parenting

behavior, and p= .73 and .90 for mothers’ and
fathers’ parent–child conflict predicting marital
behavior, respectively).

Child externalizing behavior. Child exter-
nalizing behavior was also hypothesized to
exacerbate spillover between marital and
parent–child interactions. Models analogous
to those described above were estimated with
child externalizing scores tested as a moderator.
Significant interactions were found in three of
the eight models. The results are shown in the
lower two panels of Table 3. Child external-
izing behavior moderated both mothers’ and
fathers’ self-reported spillover from marital
conflict to parenting behavior such that parents
of children high in externalizing behavior were
significantly more likely to experience spillover
from marital conflict to frictional parenting
behavior. Independent reporters corroborated
mothers’ self-report such that father report of
marital conflict interacted with child externaliz-
ing to predict child report of same-day frictional
maternal behavior; the same was not true of
independent reports of fathers’ spillover from
marital conflict to paternal behavior (p= .88).
As with parent neuroticism, child externalizing
scores did not significantly moderate spillover
from parent–child conflict to frictional mar-
ital behavior in either mothers’ or fathers’
self-reports (p= .63 and .41, respectively) or

Table 3. Moderators of Spillover From Marital Conflict Events to Frictional Parenting Behavior

Mothers Fathers

Predictors of frictional parenting behavior B SE z p B SE z p

Parent neuroticism: Parent self-report
Intercept 0.72 0.21 3.50 <.001 1.14 0.16 7.20 <.001
Marital conflict 0.32 0.21 1.52 .13 −0.09 0.16 −0.55 .59
Neuroticism 0.01 0.01 0.86 .39 −0.02 0.01 −1.81 .07
Neuroticism × marital conflict −0.00 0.01 −0.24 .81 0.02 0.01 2.08 .04

Child externalizing: Parent self-report
Intercept 0.92 0.06 14.38 <.001 0.98 0.07 13.89 <.001
Marital conflict 0.17 0.06 2.70 .01 0.08 0.07 1.07 .28
Externalizing −0.01 0.01 −0.60 .55 −0.03 0.01 −2.27 .02
Externalizing × marital conflict 0.02 0.01 2.13 .03 0.04 0.01 3.06 .002

Child externalizing: Independent reporters
Intercept 0.99 0.13 7.44 <.001 0.94 0.08 12.40 <.001
Marital conflict 0.13 0.11 1.15 .25 0.16 0.07 2.37 .02
Externalizing −0.03 0.02 −1.66 .10 0.01 0.01 0.62 .54
Externalizing × marital conflict 0.04 0.02 2.46 .01 −0.00 0.01 −0.15 .88
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according to independent reports of mother and
father behavior (p= .55 and .66, respectively).

Discussion

Across 56 days of reporting, mothers and fathers
of 8- to 13-year-olds were reliably more likely
to express irritation, punish, nag, or yell at
their children and nag, disagree with, ignore,
or disregard the needs of their spouses on days
when they experienced conflict events with the
other family member. There was evidence of
conflict spillover not only in parents’ self-reports
but also when behavior and interactions were
described by spouses and children. The corrob-
oration of other family members’ perceptions
indicates that the spillover effect reflects observ-
able changes in behavior and not merely the par-
ent’s attentional bias due to negative mood. This
is a particularly important finding given that con-
flict events and mood were all reported at the
same time at the end of the day. The robustness
of these spillover findings is especially striking
in the context of the relatively low levels of con-
flict reported.

Mediating Effect of Negative Mood on Spillover

Negative mood intensity partially mediated
spillover from conflict events to parents’ fric-
tional behavior with their family members
in a number of cases: mothers’ self-reported
spillover from conflict events with husbands or
children to their behavior with the other family
member and independent reports of mothers’
spillover from the marital to the parent–child
dyad and fathers’ spillover in the reverse direc-
tion. The negative mood mediation findings
in the context of a daily within-subject design
suggest that spillover is often promoted by
short-term fluctuations in emotions. Despite
the role that negative affect plays in spillover,
a significant direct association between conflict
events in one dyad and behavior in the other
dyad remained in all models even after control-
ling for negative mood. In other words, spillover
also appears to occur even in the absence of
conscious negative mood. Alternative processes
that may contribute to spillover include par-
ents’ attributions and tolerance for unwanted
behavior, which are not necessarily contingent
on experiencing intense negative mood. For
example, parents may experience friction if one
believes the other failed to support a decision

made during a difficult parent–child interac-
tion. In addition, ego depletion, defined as a
deficit in self-regulatory strength, diminishes
performance on self-control tasks (Hagger,
Wood, Stiff, & Chatzisarantis, 2010): Spillover
may be occurring in the context of parents’
momentarily reduced self-regulatory capacity,
with or without the contribution of negative
mood. Fatigue and individuals’ perceptions of
the difficulty of the self-regulatory task are both
significant contributors to ego depletion (Hagger
et al., 2010).

An additional contributor to spillover as it is
tested in this study could be timing: Marital and
parent–child conflict may sometimes co-occur
rather than occurring in sequence. For example,
a single episode of a child’s misbehavior may
generate tense negotiations between parents
about an appropriate response as well as repri-
mands of the child; one laboratory study found
that problems in coparenting mediated an asso-
ciation between marital conflict and parenting
practices (Margolin, Gordis, & John, 2001).
Alternatively, triangulation of the child into a
marital conflict may also increase the likelihood
of conflict between the child and his or her par-
ents. In support of this theory, evidence from one
longitudinal study suggests that triangulation is
associated with damage to parent–adolescent
relationships over time (Fosco & Grych, 2010).
Last, even very low levels of negative mood
may be sufficient to increase the likelihood of
conflictual behavior (feelings of mild irritation,
as opposed to full-blown anger). In other words,
there may be a threshold effect whereby subtle
or fleeting changes in mood affect a parent’s
attributions and ability to tolerate interper-
sonal problems that arise. Those brief flares
of negative mood may not be reflected in this
study’s end-of-day ratings, which are more
likely to represent the parent’s average or typ-
ical mood that day. For both of these reasons,
this study’s daily protocol was not ideally suited
to testing the meditational model’s presumed
sequence of events (i.e., a conflict, followed
by a change in mood, followed by a change
in behavior).

Moderators of Spillover: Parent Neuroticism
and Child Externalizing

Given the strong association between negative
mood and within-family conflict spillover, we
had hypothesized that the spillover pattern
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would be exacerbated for parents who have
chronic difficulties with reactivity to and recov-
ery from stressful events. The only evidence
consistent with that prediction was higher rates
of spillover from marital conflict to parenting
behavior among fathers who reported higher
levels of neuroticism. There is precedent for the
differential effect of neuroticism on spillover in
mothers and fathers; one naturalistic observa-
tional study similarly found that fathers’ (but not
mothers’) neuroticism increased spillover from
work stress to negative social behavior with their
families (Wang, Repetti, & Campos, 2011). The
limited evidence of a moderating role of neu-
roticism, though, generally seems to indicate
that within-family conflict spillover is a robust
phenomenon throughout this sample of parents.
Specifically, the data indicate that spillover is
driven more by parents’ day-to-day fluctuations
in mood than their tonic levels of negative
affect. Simply put, parents are more likely to
experience spillover on days when they experi-
ence a heightened negative mood (state negative
affect), regardless of whether or not they
generally experience high trait negative affect.

Consistent with the second moderation
hypothesis, fathers’ and mothers’ self-reports
and independent reports of mothers’ behavior
suggested higher rates of spillover from marital
conflict to parenting behavior if the focal par-
ent had described the target child as generally
exhibiting more externalizing behavior. Chil-
dren who display more uncontrolled behavior
may be more likely to respond to marital discord
with misbehavior, which then may instigate
reprimands or punishment from parents. Recov-
ery from a tense interaction with a spouse may
be particularly challenging when attempting to
cope with problematic child behaviors. In addi-
tion, longitudinal research has found evidence
that the association between marital conflict
and youth externalizing behavior is mediated by
parent–youth conflict (Gerard, Krishnakumar,
& Buehler, 2006). It may be that the daily
findings in this study reflect long-standing fam-
ily conflict spillover patterns that, over time,
have contributed to the development of child
externalizing behavior. Alternatively, triangula-
tion of children into marital conflicts has also
been shown to contribute to the development
of adolescent externalizing behavior (Etkin,
Koss, Cummings, & Davies, 2014). It may be
that externalizing behavior occurs at a higher
rate in high-spillover families because marital

and parent–child conflict have co-occurred
on a regular basis. There was no evidence
that child externalizing moderated spillover
from parent–child conflict to frictional marital
behavior.

Limitations and Future Directions

As mentioned above, the simultaneous mea-
surement of negative mood, conflict events, and
behavior once each day was a constraint for the
mediation analyses. For example, negative mood
may have preceded (or coincided with) both con-
flict events rather than being instigated in one
dyadic interaction and transmitted to a subse-
quent interaction with another family member.
Assessment of family conflict and mood at sev-
eral time points throughout the day would bet-
ter address the hypothesized sequential nature
of spillover. Other notable limitations of this
study concern the sample: First, the sample of
families is relatively small, which limited sta-
tistical power to test important between-subjects
hypotheses such as the effects of parent neuroti-
cism, child externalizing behavior, and parent
gender on spillover. Second, families in which
multiple members have the time and energy to
complete daily surveys and attend in-home and
laboratory sessions may not be representative of
the larger population of two-parent families with
children. These sample constraints limit the gen-
eralizability of our findings and constrained our
power to detect between-person effects.

The low levels of family conflict that were
typically reported by the participants in this
study are not inherently dangerous; indeed, chil-
dren may learn how to cope with disagreements
through observing and practicing conflict res-
olution strategies at home. Spillover may be
the rule rather than the exception, which indi-
cates that some “leakage” of irritability and con-
flict from dyad to dyad is a normal part of
daily family life. Longitudinal studies that incor-
porate intensive repeated-measures methodolo-
gies, such as ecological momentary assessment,
would be well equipped to ascertain the point
at which within-family conflict spillover begins
to signal a possible threat to the well-being of
families and their individual members. Inter-
ventions for families at high risk for marital
and parent–child conflict would benefit from
continued targeted research on the behavioral
mechanisms by which spillover occurs.
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Appendix A. Daily Diary Marital Conflict Items

My behavior
Please rate each of the following statements about your interaction with

your partner today: Not at all Some A lot

1. I expressed anger or irritation at my partner 1 2 3
2. I hit, pushed or shoved my partner 1 2 3
3. I nagged my partner 1 2 3
4. I ignored my partner’s wishes or needs 1 2 3
5. I took my partner’s feelings lightly 1 2 3
6. My partner and I disagreed about a child-related issue 1 2 3
7. My partner and I disagreed about an issue unrelated to children 1 2 3

Partner’s behavior
Please rate the degree to which your partner did the following today: Not at all Some A lot

1. Expressed anger or irritation at me 1 2 3
2. Hit, pushed or shoved me 1 2 3
3. Nagged me 1 2 3
4. Ignored my wishes or needs 1 2 3
5. Took my feelings lightly 1 2 3

Note. One item from each scale (“my behavior” and “partner’s behavior”) was removed from the original 14-item marital
conflict scale because of content that better mapped onto a social withdrawal construct than on a conflict construct (“I felt
distant or withdrawn from my partner” and “My partner seemed distant and withdrawn from me”).

Appendix B. Daily Diary Parent–Child Conflict Items

Parent report
Please complete the following sentences: Today, I… Not at all Some A lot

1. punished my child 1 2 3
2. nagged my child 1 2 3
3. yelled at my child 1 2 3
4. was irritated with my child 1 2 3
5. was angry with my child 1 2 3
6. had to warn my child s/he might be punished 1 2 3
7. had to tell my child to stop doing something 1 2 3
8. had to ask my child to do something (chore) more than once 1 2 3
9. How angry was your child at you today?a 1 2 3

Child report
Please tell us about your day with your MOM/DADb: Not at all Some A lot

1. My mom/dad got mad at me today 1 2 3
2. I was angry at my mom/dad todaya 1 2 3
3. My mom/dad punished me today 1 2 3

aThese items were included in the parent–child conflict event score but not in the parent’s frictional parenting behavior
score. bChildren rated interactions with their mothers and fathers separately.


