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ABSTRACT 

Conflicts are a part of any family but when children see their parents fighting, there is a high 

chance that it can lead to negative attitudes, faulty communication, feeling of insecurity and as a 

result of which anger outbursts may develop. The present study aimed to investigate the 

relationship between perceived inter-parental conflict and anger expression among college 

students. The participants of the study were students from arts and science colleges in Chennai. 

Five hundred students (N=500, Male=250 and Female=250) have participated in the study. Ex 

Post Facto research design and convenience sampling technique was used for data collection. 

The Child’s Perception of inter-parental conflict scale by Fincham & Grych, (1992), young 

adults version was validated by Bickham & Fiese, (1997) and Anger Expression scale by 

Speilberger, (1986) has been used to collect data. Pearson Product Moment Correlation and 

Independent “t” test were computed as part of statistical analysis. The results show that there is a 

significant relationship between perceived inter-parental conflict and anger expression among 

college students. There were also significant differences in gender on perceived inter-parental 

conflict and on anger expression. Implications of the study are discussed and suggestions for 

further study are recommended. 

Keywords: Perceived Inter-Parental Conflict, Anger Expression, College Students. 

India has the second largest world population. But when it comes to the number of young people 

(10 – 24 years) it tops the charts with a humongous 356 million which is the largest in the world. 

A survey done by the All India Survey of Higher Education (2014-2015) has reported that there 

are about 33.3 million individuals who have enrolled for higher education of which 17.9 million 

(54%) are boys and 15.4 million (46%) are girls. The students who are enrolled in college belong 

to the age group of 18 to 23 years. Further 80% of this population are enrolled in an 

undergraduate programme. On the whole there are 89, 764, 132 people in the age group of 20-24 
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years. There are 757 universities, 38, 056 colleges, 11, 922 standalone institutions in India. These 

statistics indicate the wealth of young force that needs to guided and groomed. 

College students are at the cusp of the adulthood and fall in the age group called as young 

adulthood. Adulthood is characterised by establishing an independent identity, getting married or 

finding a life partner, raising children, building and maintaining careers and accepting the 

disability or the death of ones parents (Sadock & Sadock, 2015). Adulthood can be split into 

three major phases. They include young or early adulthood (20 – 40 years), middle adulthood (40 

– 65 years) and late adulthood (65 years and above) (Sadock & Sadock, 2015).  

Two prominent theorists who have delineated the essentials of this age are Erickson (1978) and 

Levinson (1978). Erickson (1978) has said that individuals in this age should successfully 

resolve the crisis of intimacy vs. isolation to develop the virtue of love. When they are 

unsuccessful in resolving this crisis it makes them alienated, disconnected and alone. Levinson 

(1978) has described adulthood as a period of stability and stress, signified by transitions that 

occur at specific chronological times during the life course. He has categorised the adulthood 

into 8 stages ranging from 17 to 40 years. The first stage ranges from 17 to 22 years, is termed as 

early adult transitions. This is characterised by factors such as leaving adolescence and making 

preliminary choices for adult life (Berk, 2001; Ashford & LeCroy, 2009). Further the ages from 

23 to 40   has been termed as the novice phase. Further, Levinson has formulated the concept 

called as life structure which is the outcome of specific decisions and choices made along the life 

course in areas of relationship, occupation and child bearing. He says that during this novice 

phase, there is development of a person’s personality and they begin to differentiate 

(emotionally, geographically and financially) from their families of origin. He further notes that 

the life structure keeps changing with time and life course. There are many factors that affect 

young adults. These include socio economic status, parental expectations, availability and 

interactions with adult role models, neighbourhood conditions, community and peer pressures. 

Successful adaptation to young adulthood would include completing education, obtaining 

suitable work, entering into a stable and satisfying relationship. On the other hand when there is 

failure to adapt to young adulthood it might lead to poor health, delinquency, dropping out of 

college, unemployment and teen pregnancy (Mortimer & Shanahan, 2003). These all make it 

essential that the young adults are given the resources to build a healthy life for successful 

progression into adult life. To enhance the focus on the college going population and taking into 

consideration the various changes globalisation has brought about, Arnett (2000) has proposed 

the concept of emerging adulthood. He has defined it as the period from the late teens though the 

twenties, with a focus on ages 18 – 25”. Arnett has given five characteristics that represent this 

age. It is an age of possibilities, a self-focused age, age of identity exploration, age of instability, 

age of feeling in-between. 
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Inter-parental Conflict: 

Inter-parental conflict is a term used to refer to the exposure of children to quarrels between their 

parents, ranging along a wide continuum from everyday disagreement to physical violence. 

McClosky, Figuero & Koss (1995) have defined inter-parental conflict as daily stressors 

occurring between parents ranging from minor disagreement and arguments to severe arguments 

and physical violence. According to Buehler, Krishnakumar, Antory, Tittsworth and Stone 

(1994) inter-parental conflict is a disparity between parents about various life issues. 

Interparental conflict is a multidimensional construct characterised by frequency, mode of 

expression, duration, intensity, and degree of resolution (Cummings & Davies, 1994).  

The several dimension of inter-parental conflict include (Smith, 1999):  

Exposure: Children might overhear or observe overt inter-parental conflict which has negative 

impact on the child’s behaviour.  

Frequency: When there is recurrent quarrel between parents, the children are exposed to frequent 

inter-parental conflict. Studies have found that children exhibit higher symptoms and behaviour 

problems when their parents fight frequently (Grych & Fincham, 1992).  

Intensity: When the inter-parental conflicts are overtly hostile or physically aggressive, children 

are negatively affected. In a research done by Cummings and Davies (1994) children were made 

to watch videos involving physical and verbal aggression between adults. It was found that more 

distress was reported in the cases of physical aggression than verbal aggression. Further, children 

who had a history of being exposed to physical aggression at their homes were more distressed.  

Resolution: Children esteem their parents and hold them as role models when they view them 

resolving the conflicts that arise. Research has shown that children can infer when conflicts have 

been resolved or not and are distressed with unresolved conflicts.  

Content: Adjustment problems in children form the basis for inter-parental conflicts that concern 

the child. 

Child attributions: The beliefs children hold regarding inter-parental conflict have an impact on 

their distress levels. For example, self-blame and perceived control over their parents marital 

problems may lead them to feel more distressed.  

Child involvement: When children believe they are responsible for initiating or stopping the 

inter-parental conflicts, they are more likely to be involved in the quarrels. This may make them 

a part of the quarrels or abuse could be directed at them or become triangulated within the 

conflicts.  
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Research has shown that gender differences exist in the way boys and girls respond to parental 

conflict at home. The nurturing of boys and girls is different right from birth. For example, the 

toys, they are given to play with tends to develop nurturing and communication skills for girls 

whereas competitiveness and independence in boys (Papalia, Olds, & Feldman, 2010). Research 

has shown the response to high conflict at home differs among boys and girl. Stereotypically 

boys are expected show less emotions, hence, they lack the skills to self-soothe and also they 

spend most of their time with their peers leaving them unequipped to deal with emotion laden 

situations constructively. Hence, they exhibit more externalising behaviours (Cummings et al., 

1985). On the other hand, girls experience increase in anxiety and distress as they tend to exhibit 

internalising symptoms.  

Anger-Expression: 

Spielberger (1999) defined anger as an emotional state that can range in intensity from mild 

irritation to extreme rage. It is natural and an automatic response to pain . Anger is a response 

felt intensely when individuals feel rejected, threatened or experience loss. As anger 

accompanies pain and is never seen as a single emotion it is also called as second-hand emotion 

(Mills, 2005). Hence anger provides a temporary relief from their pain. When a person is angry 

he sees the world in a negative, cynical fashion, or with aggression. This has come to be known 

as the triad of anger – anger, hostility and aggression. The ABC structure of trait anger sees it as 

inclusive of angry affect, behavioural aggression and cynical cognition. Anger by itself has 

functional and adaptive value. It is the frequency, intensity, duration and mode of expression that 

constitutes the high levels of anger (Forbes et al., 2004).  

Spielberger (1988) has conceptualised the different forms of anger. They are 

Anger In: “tendency to experience but suppress the anger, typically in negative aggressive 

ways”.  

Anger Out: It is defined as the tendency to overtly express anger, typically in negative aggressive 

ways.  

Anger control: It is the tendency to be patient and calm and modulate emotional and behavioural 

expression of anger.  

Anger expression: It is the general index of anger expression based on the responses to anger-in, 

anger out and anger control items. It is calculated by incorporating responses to anger in, anger 

out and anger control.  
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Aim of the study 

The present study is designed to examine the relationship between perceived inter-parental 

conflict and anger expression among college students. 

Objectives 

To find the relationship between Perceived Inter- Parental Conflict and Anger Expression among 

college students. 

To find the gender differences on Perceived Inter-Parental Conflict and Anger Expression. 

Hypotheses 

There would be a significant relationship between Perceived Inter-Parental Conflict and Anger 

Expression. 

Perceived Inter-Parental Conflict would significantly differ across gender among college 

students. 

Anger-Expression would significantly differ across gender among college students. 

METHOD 

Participants 

The sample consisted of college students from various arts and science colleges in Chennai city. 

Five hundred college students (N=500) of which 250 were males and 250 were females have 

participated in the study whose age ranged between 19 to 22 years. Questionnaires were adopted 

as the method of data collection. Convenience sampling technique was adopted. Ex Post Facto 

research design was adopted for the present study. 

Instruments 

(i) The Children’s perception of inter-parental conflict scale was developed by Grych, 

Seid & Fincham in the year 1992. It has 47 items. This scale uses a three point 

rating system from 0 (false) to 2 (true), which required the participants to rate the 

statements based upon the degree to which the participant believed them to be true. 

Twelve items from this scale are reversed scored. The scale measures perceived 

interparental conflict on three factors. They are conflict properties, threat and self-

blame. This scale, which was originally designed for use with school-aged children 

(aged 9-12), was found to be both reliable and valid for use with young adults by 
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Bickham and Fiese (1997). Internal consistency and test-retest method was used to 

establish reliability. Test-retest was done and a gap of 2 weeks was given. The 

coefficient of correlation was found to have an acceptable level of stability (Conflict 

properties = 0.70; Threat = 0.68; Self-Blame = 0.76). The internal consistency for all 

the three factors were analysed and were found to be high. The coefficient alpha was 

found to be more than 0.80 (Grych, J. H., Seid, M., & Fincham, F. D., 1992) The 

validity was established by comparing scores on the scale with already standardised 

tests such as Parent-rated measures of marital conflict by Porter & O’Leary (1980) 

and Conflict Tactics Scale by Straus (1979). It was found that the rating of parental 

conflict by children and parents using the various scales were found to be significant 

with r = 0.30 for Parent rated measures of marital conflict and 0.39 for Conflicts 

Tactics Scale. 

(ii) Anger Expression scale was constructed by Spielberger, Johnson, Jacobs, Krasner, 

Oesterle, and Worden in the year 1986. Anger-In, Anger-Out and Anger-Control are 

the dimensions measured. The Anger Expression (Ax) scale comprised of 20 items 

and yields four different scores. The Anger Expression score, which is based on all 

20 items, provides a general index of how often anger is aroused and experienced or 

suppressed. The three Ax subscales assess individual differences in the tendency to: 

(1) express anger towards other people or objects in the environment (Ax-Out), (2) 

experiences but hold in (suppress) angry feelings (Ax-In); (3) control the experience 

and expression of anger (Ax-Con). Anger- In and Anger-Out comprise 8 items each, 

and Anger-Control comprises 3 items. The internal consistency of 20 items anger 

expression (Ax/Ex) scale and the eight item Anger-In and Anger-Out subscales were 

evaluated by computing alpha coefficients and item remainder correlations. The 

item remainder correlations for the Ax/Ex scale were based on all 20 items 

comprising these subscales. The alpha ranged from 0.73 to 0.84 and was highest for 

the Ax-In subscale. Although somewhat lower, the alphas for the Ax-Out subscale 

were nevertheless reasonably satisfactory for a brief 8 item inventory .The scale was 

assessed for its construct validity by administering along with the modified form of 

assessing anger by Harburg and his colleagues. The anger in and anger out scores of 

anger questionnaire was found to correlate with those of the modified Harburg 

questionnaire which provided evidence for concurrent and construct validity. 

Further, the scores in anger in which was correlated with Beck Anxiety Scale was 

found to be associated with anxiety (r = 0.25) and depression (r = 0.29). The 

correlation with anger out scores resulted in low correlation (r = 0.04)  
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Procedure 

The instruments were administered to 500 college students (N=500) who belonged to various 

arts and science colleges in Chennai City. Informed consent was obtained from the individual 

participants and concerned higher authorities. They were instructed to fill their demographic 

details and then they were given the instructions regarding how they had to fill in the 

questionnaires. They completed answering the statements within 30 to 35 minutes. 

Confidentiality of the obtained data was ensured. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Table I: shows the relationship between perceived inter-parental  

conflict and anger expression 

VARIABLES R 

Perceived Inter-Parental Conflict 

 

Anger Expression 

 

0.158** 

** Correlation is significant at 0.01 level 

Table I shows the correlation between perceived inter-parental conflict and anger expression. 

From the table it is clear that perceived inter-parental conflict and anger expression have a strong 

positive correlation (r=0.158). Therefore as an individual’s perception of inter-parental conflict 

becomes high there is a subsequent increase in their anger expression. Witnessing conflict can 

create an aversion for adolescents and it is often associated with increased arousal, distress and 

aggression as well as long term adjustment difficulties including behavioural, emotional, social 

and academic problems. Children who come from homes witnessing high conflict appear to be 

vulnerable to externalizing problems such as verbal and physical aggression, noncompliance, and 

delinquency, as well as internalizing problems such as depression and anxiety (Cummings and 

Davies 1994). 
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Table II: shows gender differences on perceived inter-parental  

conflict among college students 

VARIABLES GROUP N MEAN SD t VALUE 

 

Perceived 

Inter-

Parental 

Conflict 

 

 

Male 

 

250 

 

36.0080 

 

14.28370 

 

 

8.175** 

 

 

Female 

 

250 

 

45.1647 

 

10.42916 

** Significant at 0.01 level 

Table II shows the gender differences on perceived inter-parental conflict among college 

students. From the table it is clear that females have scored higher than males on how they 

perceive their parental conflict. We have seen that some adolescents are badly affected by 

negative family conflicts while many others survive without significant problems. It can be 

inferred that the way in which children understood the conflicts between their parents had 

different effects on their emotional and behavioral problems. Where children blamed themselves 

for the conflicts between their parents, they were more likely to have behavioral problems.  But 

if their parents fighting or arguing led to a child feeling threatened, or fearful that the family 

would split up, the child was more likely to experience emotional problems, such as depression. 

Women tend to be able to recognize and process the negative emotions of others better than men 

do (Babchuck et al., 1985; McClure, 2000). This plays a very vital role in the Indian context as 

females are more in need of interpersonal connectedness and tend to adopt self-blame behaviours 

as a coping mechanism to deal with their parental conflict rather than assertion or violence. This 

finding is supported by a study done by Davies and Lindsay (2004) which showed that girls were 

more vulnerable to inter-parental conflict than boys which lead to more internalised symptoms in 

them than boys. 
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Table III: shows gender differences on anger expression among college students 

VARIABLES GROUP N MEAN SD t VALUE 

 

5.240** 

 

Anger 

Expression 

 

Male 250 46.1760 8.47634 

Female 250 42.7280 7.51478 

** Significant at 0.01 level 

Table II shows the gender differences on anger expression among college students. It can be 

understood from the table that males are found to be more on their expression of anger than 

females. Research has shown that women feel more embarrassed about themselves after an angry 

episode (Deffenbacher et al.,1996), they fear being abandoned by their romantic partner 

(Campbell & Muncer, 1987) and the societal expectations that women need to be more calm and 

composed .These indicate that they might feel uncomfortable with regard to expression of anger. 

According to Sadeh, Javdani, Finy, and Verona (2010), females experience anger, but may 

express it differently than males. For example, instead of expressing anger by striking objects, 

adolescent females may talk to friends or peers (Fischer & Evers, 2011). Conversely, other 

studies purport that females express anger similarly to males, but experience difficulty 

recognizing and admitting the emotion due to social expectations and constraints (Karreman & 

Bekker, 2012). Males, on the other hand, tend to display anger more commonly and comfortably 

(Fischer & Evers, 2011). One of the many reasons that adolescent males may feel comfortable 

expressing anger is because it is socially acceptable (Burt et al., 2013).  

Limitations 

The results of the study cannot be generalized due to a small sample size. Cause and Effect was 

not studied. Questionnaires were the only method that was used for collecting the data. Higher 

order statistical procedures were not employed. 

Implications  

Based on the findings: 

Awareness programmes on emotional management 

Family Counselling 
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Anger Regulation 

Forgiveness Interventions 

Individual Counselling could be given to enhance overall well-being. 

CONCLUSION 

The present study on perceived inter-parental conflict and anger expression among college 

students was conducted on 500 college students in which 250 were male and 250 were female. 

The study shows that there was a significant positive correlation between perceived inter-

parental conflict and anger expression. There was a significant difference in gender on perceived 

inter-parental conflict among college students. There was a significant difference in gender on 

anger expression among college students. 
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