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Abstract 
This paper investigated 125 Chinese adolescents’ daily conflicts with their 
parents through blogs within 2 weeks on a platform specifically designed for 
this study. BSI (Brief Symptom Inventory) scores were also collected to meas-
ure their psychological well-being. 3-way ANOVAs (age × gender × BSI group) 
were conducted on variables of parent-child conflicts (frequency, intensity, 
resolution, fairness and feelings towards resolution, justification). The main 
findings are: 1) adolescents from the low-BSI group felt less unfair and upset 
or depressed to the resolution of the conflicts, compared to those from the 
high-BSI group. In other words, when adolescents felt more fair and happy to 
the resolution to the conflicts, they have a healthier status of psychological 
well-being; 2) frequency and intensity of conflicts in general had no signifi-
cant correlation with adolescents’ psychological well-being, but there is an 
interaction between gender and BSI score on intensity; 3) there is a significant 
difference between low- and high-BSI groups in conflicts concerning personal 
issues or choices, which indicates low-BSI group (with a higher level of psy-
chological well-being) negotiated more on personal issues with their parents; 
4) there is an interaction between adolescents’ age and BSI in personal justi-
fication and an interaction between gender and BSI in psychological justifica-
tion. Implications and suggestions on education related to adolescents’ psy-
chological well-beings are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

G. Stanley Hall, a famous American psychologist and educationist, compared ado-
lescence to “stormy period”. He believed that the biological change led to dra-
matic change of adolescents’ psychology, and that parent-child conflict was the 
only way for adolescents to become independent. But later scholars found that 
parent-child conflict may have a negative impact on the mental health of ado-
lescents. For example, it was found that parent-child conflict was associated with 
low life satisfaction, self-esteem, hopelessness and mental illness (Shek, 1998) 
[1]. Ge et al. (1994) also found that the increased frequency of parent-child con-
flict can lead to high levels of depression and anxiety in adolescents, especially 
girls [2]. Meanwhile, adolescents who experienced frequent and tense parent-child 
conflicts will have a lower sense of intimacy with their parents and often form a 
negative perception of family functions (Daniel & Shek, 1999) [3]. Grotevant and 
Cooper (1986) found that adolescents who get parents’ support in parent-child 
relationship can better seek self-identity, while adolescents who have conflict 
with their parents are more likely to have various emotional and behavioral 
problems [4]. 

Chinese scholars have made extensive research on the content, intensity, de-
velopment and change of parent-child conflict, the factors that influencing par-
ent-child conflict and its possible influence on the social and emotional devel-
opment of adolescents. For instance, Fang et al. (2003) found that parent-child 
conflict has a relatively consistent correlation with adolescents’ depression and 
problematic behaviors, that is, adolescents who conflict with their parents show 
the most problematic behaviors and depression, followed by adolescents who 
conflict with their single parents, and adolescents who have no conflict with their 
parents show the least problematic behaviors and depression [5]. Yang and Wu 
(2014) found that there was a significant positive correlation between depres-
sion/anxiety and parent-child conflict, which was closely related to all dimen-
sions of parenting style. This shows that the more reasonable parenting style is, 
the fewer conflicts with children occur, and the less likely children are to have 
depression and anxiety [6]. Yin and Shi (2010) believed that generally speaking, 
low-level parent-child conflict was conducive to the development of youth iden-
tity and sociality, but the research also found that there is a significant correla-
tion between parent-child conflict and adolescents’ problematic behavior, crime, 
drug use, sexual behavior, poor academic performance, etc. [7]. 

In summary, though most scholars agree that parent-child relationship has an 
influence on adolescents’ psychological development, they split on the characte-
ristics of the influence (positive or negative?) and what aspect of parent-child 
relationship will influence adolescents (frequency, intensity, content, or solution 
to the conflicts?). Meanwhile, most studies employed questionnaire as the main 
method, and questionnaire has its own limitations. For example, how adoles-
cents defend for themselves when conflict with their parents is seldom studied 
because of the limitation of questionnaire. Based on these analyses, this research 
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used online diary to collect first-hand data to further explore how parent-child 
conflicts may influence adolescents’ psychological well-being. More specifically, 
3-way ANOVAs (age × gender × BSI group) were conducted to test the follow-
ing hypotheses:  

H1: the frequency and intensity will have a negative influence on adolescents’ 
psychological well-being; 

H2: how adolescents feel about the resolution to the conflicts will greatly in-
fluence adolescents’ psychological well-being; 

H3: parent-child conflict in different domains may have different influences 
on adolescents’ psychological well-being;  

H4: justifications adolescents employed to defend themselves may have sig-
nificant correlation with adolescents’ psychological well-being; 

H5: gender and age matter in all assumptions. 

2. Method  
2.1. Location and Participants  

125 adolescents from public middle schools (23 males and 33 females, M age = 
13.9) and public high schools (32 males and 37 females, M age = 16.9) were re-
cruited in Guangzhou, the capital city of Guangdong Province in China.  

2.2. Procedure 

The author visited several middle schools and high schools to invite students to 
take part in the research. All participants got assent from their parents and were 
promised a gift when they finished online blogs and questionnaires.  

The recruited adolescents were asked to register in a blog site specifically de-
signed for this study (http://tell.dezend.cn), and write blogs there for two weeks. 
During these two weeks, they were required to write down any conflicts (minor 
or major disagreement) happening between their parents and them. For each 
conflict, the adolescents were asked to 1) rate the intensity of the conflict, 2) ex-
plain why they think they are right when they disagree with their parents, 3) tell 
how the conflict was resolved, 4) rate the fairness level of the conflict resolution, 
and 5) evaluate the feelings towards the conflict resolution. In addition, these 
adolescents were also required to finish the questionnaire BSI of (Brief Symptom 
Inventory).  

During these two weeks, participants received automatic reminding message 
of writing blogs from the platform every other day. The research assistant checked 
whether the adolescents recorded conflicts regularly from time to time and would 
email to or call them if they didn’t visit the platform. 

2.3. Measures 

All measures used in this research were taken from prior work conducted in Ja-
pan (Smetana, Araki, & Nakaue, 2014) [8] and China (Chen-Gaddini, 2012 [9]; 
Helwig, Yang, Nucci, Yun, & To, 2009 [10]).  
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Adolescents’ daily conflicts with parents. A novel feature of the present 
study was that we used an online platform to have adolescents record real-time 
daily conflicts with their parents in 2 weeks. The measures for the conflicts can 
be found in previous research (Chen-Gaddini, 2012 [9], Yau & Smetana, 1996 
[11], 2003 [12]) that used the interview to make adolescents recall their conflicts 
with parents in the past two weeks (conflicts were defined as any minor or major 
disagreement). To evaluate the intensity of each conflict, adolescents were re-
quired to rate each conflict on a scale ranging from 1 (mild) to 5 (very severe). 
The total number of all conflicts each participant generated were summed to 
obtain a measure of frequency of conflicts. Considering the different total num-
ber of conflicts generated by participants, ratings of conflict intensity were aver-
aged to obtain a mean intensity for each participant.  

To assess participants’ justifications for the act’s wrongness, for each conflict, 
participants were asked: ‘‘Why do you think it is right for you to do XXX?’’ An-
swers to this question were coded into 17 categories1 and then collapsed into five 
superordinate categories: 1) moral justification, involving concerns for others’ 
welfare, feelings of duty, and appeals to fairness; 2) conventional justification, 
involving appeals to authority and custom, avoidance of punishment, references 
to politeness or courtesy, and concerns for responsibility; 3) psychological justi-
fication, about friendship, interpersonal relationships, and adolescents’ psycho-
logical development; 4) personal justification, including references to autonomy 
seeking and the act’s permissibility, and the recognition that the act has minimal 
or inconsequential effects on self or others; and 5) pragmatic justification, includ-
ing concerns for personal comfort or health, and references to practical needs 
and consequences. Justifications that could not be coded in these categories were 
coded as other. Interrater reliability of superordinate justification categories was 
kappa = 0.80. To handle the different numbers of justifications given, responses 
were coded as proportions of adolescents’ total justification responses.  

Finally, participants were asked how each conflict was resolved, and their an-
swers about conflict resolutions were coded into one of four categories: 1) ado-
lescent won the conflict, 2) parents won the conflict, 3) joint resolution, or 4) no 
resolution. To assess the fairness of each resolution, they were asked to rate on a 
scale ranging from 1 (not fair at all) to 5 (very fair). Participants were also asked 
to rate their feelings toward each resolution on a scale ranging from 1 (very neg-
ative) to 5 (very positive). 

Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI). The adolescents’ psychological well-being 
in the study was assessed using the BSI (Derogatis, 1994 [13]; Derogatis & Spencer, 
1982 [14]) in a commercially available Chinese version. BSI includes 53 items 
concerning somatization (11 items), obsessive-compulsive disorder (6 items), in-
terpersonal sensitivity (4 items), depression (6 items), anxiety (6 items), hostility 
(5 items), phobic anxiety (5 items), paranoia (5 items) and psychoticism (5 items). 

 

 

1The coding of the adolescents’ justification for conflicts was based on categories used in previous 
studies on adolescent-parent conflicts about everyday activities (Chen-Gaddini, 2012; Yau & Smeta-
na, 1996; Yau & Smetana, 2009). 
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Participants were asked to indicate how much they were distressed by each 
problem in the past 7 days using a scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 4 (extreme-
ly). The scales of hostility, obsessive-compulsiveness, psychoticism, paranoid id-
eation, and phobia anxiety provide indications of severe psychological disorders 
that were not the focus of the present study and were not included in any ana-
lyses. In this study, only four dimensions of data were used: somatization, an-
xiety, depression and interpersonal sensitivity. Internal consistency (Cronbach’s 
alpha) of the four scales in the present study were 0.83 (Depression), 0.80 (An-
xiety), 0.72 (Interpersonal sensitivity), and 0.76 (somatization), respectively; and 
with an overall average alpha across scales of 0.78. 

3. Analysis and Results 

The frequency, intensity of parent-child conflicts, justification and resolution to 
the conflicts and fairness and feelings towards resolution were analyzed between 
the two age groups by employing 2 (Age: early adolescents vs. late adolescents) × 
2 (gender) × 2 (BSI: high, low) ANOVAs. The main results are as followings: 

1) Frequency and intensity of conflicts in general had no significant correla-
tion with adolescents’ psychological well-being, but there is an interaction be-
tween gender and BSI on the intensity of conflicts, F(1, 82) = 6.87, p < 0.05, as 
shown in Figure 1. This indicates that intensity of conflicts had different influ-
ences on BSI on male and female adolescents. For male adolescents, higher in-
tensity correlated with higher BSI score, i.e., when male adolescents had a more 
intensive conflict with their parents, they had a lower level of psychological 
well-being; there was no significant difference between high- and low BSI groups 
on intensity of conflicts in female adolescents. 

2) There was significant BSI main effect on the fairness and feelings to conflict 
resolution, MD = −0.34, −0.37, F(1, 82) = 8.67, p < 0.01, 0.05. This shows that 
adolescents in the low BSI group (i.e. those with higher level of psychological 
well-being) felt more fair and have more positive views on the solutions than 
those in the high BSI group.  

3) There was a gender main effect on personal justification for conflicts, F(1, 
83) = 5.38, p < 0.05. This shows that male adolescents used significantly more 
personal justifications (43%) than female adolescents (32%) when they tried to 
defend for themselves in parent-child conflicts. There also existed an interaction 
between age and BSI groups, F(1, 83) = 8.17, p < 0.01, which is shown in Figure 2. 
The lower BSI group of early adolescents used more personal justification, while 
the higher BSI group used fewer personal justifications. On the contrary, the 
lower BSI group of late adolescents used fewer personal justifications, while the 
higher BSI group used more personal justifications. This is very interesting result, 
which indicates that more personal justifications were correlated to better psycho-
logical well-being, fewer ones were correlated to worse psychological well-being in 
early adolescents; on the contrary, when late adolescents used more personal 
justifications, they had worse psychological well-being, fewer personal justifica-
tions with better psychological well-being. 
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4) There was an interaction between gender and BSI scores on psychological 
justification, F(1, 82) = 5.77, p < 0.05, as shown in Figure 3. This shows that the 
use of psychological justification had significantly different influences on their 
psychological well-being in male and female adolescents: for male adolescents, a 
high proportion of psychological justification was correlated to high BSI (i.e. a 
low level of psychological well-being), while there was no significant difference 
in their psychological well-being no matter female adolescents used more or 
fewer psychological justifications. This is quite interesting again. Psychological 
justification mainly includes the influence of behavior on interpersonal rela-
tionship (such as friendship and family affection), the developmental characte-
ristics of teenagers’ psychology, behavior and personality. 

 

 
Figure 1. Interaction between gender and BSI score on intensity of conflicts. 

 

 
Figure 2. Interaction between age and BSI score on personal justification. 
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Figure 3. Interacton between gender and BSI score on psychological justification. 
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for independence increases, and family relationships are transformed from more 
hierarchical relationships to more egalitarian relationships. In our research, early 
adolescents and late adolescents had significant difference in resolution to con-
flicts. More specifically, late adolescents won more in conflicts than early ado-
lescents did, MD = 0.20, F(1, 82) = 12.35, p < 0.01; while early adolescents used 
more joint resolutions than late adolescents did, MD = 0.34, F(1, 82) = 5.73, p < 
0.01. Children’s increasing demands on autonomy make them no longer abso-
lutely obey their parents, but tend to express their own views and feelings. Wang 
(2006) found that in some daily life events, such as the choice of hair style, clothing 
and leisure style, teenagers’ requirements for independence were increasing, and 
their dissatisfaction with their parents’ authority was also increasing [16]. Mean-
while, they became more willing to oppose their parents’ opinions directly and 
took a more acceptable attitude towards the differences with their parents. Sme-
tana (1989) believed that adolescents’ appeal for autonomy in individual events 
reflected adolescents’ development of autonomy [17]. This is also one of the ma-
nifestations of teenagers’ mental health development. 

Lin (2002) believed that the pursuit of independence was an important task in 
the process of adolescent socialization [18]. In other words, without the devel-
opment of teenagers’ autonomy and independence, their socialization tasks cannot 
be completed, or cannot be fully completed. This will greatly affect the psycho-
logical development of adolescents and their future life. Therefore, as a promoter 
of the socialization of children and adolescents, parents are suggested tempora-
rily put aside their “face” and authority, and give children and adolescents more 
autonomy in personal events and other fields. On the one hand, it can reduce 
parent-child conflict, and more importantly, it can promote the development of 
adolescents’ autonomy and independence, thus promoting their psychological 
well-being. 

4.2. Resolution to Parent-Child Conflicts 

Our study found that the number and intensity of conflict had no significant 
impact on the general psychological well-being adolescents. This is different from 
our general understanding of parent-child conflict and psychological well-being. 
We generally believe that the more frequent parent-child conflict, the greater the 
intensity of conflict, the greater negative impact on adolescents’ psychological 
well-being. However, our results show that this is not the case. However, what 
matters is not the frequency and intensity of the conflicts, but how the conflict is 
resolved and how they feel about the resolution: when they feel that the solution 
to the conflict is fair and they feel satisfied with the solution, their psychological 
well-being level is relatively high; when they unfair or unhappy about the resolu-
tion, it is relatively low. This is consistent with the conclusion of previous stu-
dies: Leidy, Guerra and Toro (2010) found that moderate conflict can not only 
enhance individual’s ability to cope with events, improve social adaptability, but 
also help children gain social responsibility and actively explore themselves in 
the process of transition to adults [19]. Whether parent-child conflict has a posi-
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tive or negative impact on an individual does not lie in the conflict itself, but in 
parents’ and children’s coping strategies after the conflict. 

This is a great inspiration for parents: it is not terrible to have a conflict with 
their children, but the resolution of the conflict needs to be very careful. If ado-
lescents often feel that the resolution of the conflict is unfair, and they have neg-
ative attitude or extremely dissatisfied with the way to resolve the conflict, it may 
cause psychological harm to them, and then affect their psychological well-being. 
Therefore, when there is a conflict between parents and children, we must keep 
calm, strive to solve the conflict in an appropriate way, and minimize the nega-
tive impact of the conflict. 

4.3. Adolescents’ Age and Gender in Parent-Child Conflicts 

Our study found that there were differences in the characteristics of conflicts 
between parents and adolescents of different ages, genders, and their correlation 
with psychological well-being. Therefore, we should fully consider these differ-
ences when dealing with parent-child conflicts. We found that when early ado-
lescents used more personal justification (emphasizing personal choice, hobbies, 
etc.) to defend for themselves after the conflict, their psychological well-being level 
was higher; while late adolescents had a higher level of psychological well-being 
when they used fewer personal justifications. This shows that it is especially im-
portant for parents to give early adolescents appropriate autonomy in their per-
sonal field and allow them to make decisions in choices of food, clothes, and lei-
sure activities. 

There are also gender differences in parent-child conflict. First of all, for boys, 
using more psychological justifications was related to a low level of psychological 
well-being; while for girls, there was no such difference. This shows that differ-
ent strategies should be adopted for boys and girls when guiding them to handle 
conflicts: we should try not to guide boys to use reasons related to interpersonal 
relationship and psychological developmental characteristics to defend for them-
selves. Secondly, for boys, high-intensity conflict was related to poor psycholog-
ical well-being; while it had no significant impact on girls. Therefore, parents 
should avoid the escalation of intensity when conflict with male adolescents, so 
as not to have a serious impact on their psychological well-being. 

5. Conclusions and Limitation 

To sum up: 1) when adolescents felt more fair and happy to the resolution to the 
conflicts, they have a healthier status of psychological well-being; 2) frequency 
and intensity of conflicts in general had no significant correlation with adolescents’ 
psychological well-being. However, when male adolescents had a more intensive 
conflict with their parents, they had a lower level of psychological well-being; 3) 
adolescents with a higher level of psychological well-being negotiated more on 
personal issues with their parents; 4) adolescents at different age and gender 
groups use different justifications when they have conflicts with their parents. 
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Thought the current research has reached some interesting and meaningful 
conclusions, it also has some limitations. Firstly, the sample in the study is rela-
tively small and came from the same big city in China, so it should be cautious 
when generalizing conclusion in this study. Future study should include bigger 
and more diverse samples to have a more comprehensive understanding on par-
ent-child relationship. Secondly, parents’ education and family income may have 
impact on parent-child interaction, so future study can involve these variables to 
have a deeper understanding on this issue. 
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