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Article 
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Adolescents 
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Abstract: According to official sources, the numbers of children-to-parent violence (CPV) in the most advanced 
countries have been on an increasing trend for more than a decade, which generates great social concern. This 
phenomenon has also aroused enormous interest among researchers, who have identified risk and protective 
factors related to adolescent CPV in numerous studies. The aim of the present study was to analyse the 
relationship between offensive family communication and CPV in adolescence, and the moderating role that 
two psychosocial adjustment factors may be playing: positive attitude towards the transgression of rules and 
psychological distress. A total of 7787 adolescents between 11 and 16 years of age (M = 13.37, SD = 1.34) from 
secondary schools in the state of Nuevo León (Mexico) participated in the study (51.5% boys, 48.5% girls). 
Structural equation modeling was performed using Structural Equation Modeling Software (EQS). The results 
showed that offensive family communication have a direct and significant relationship with CPV. It was also 
observed that there is an indirect relationship between both variables, through the relationships of 
psychological distress and positive attitude towards the transgression of rules. The multigroup analysis 
performed showed gender differences in some of these relationships. Finally, the results and their implications 
in the field of family intervention are discussed.  

Keywords: child-to-parent violence; adolescence; family communication; psychological distress; positive 
attitude towards transgression of rules 

 

1. Introduction 

Child-to-parent violence (CPV) is defined as any physical, psychological, or economic violence 
repeatedly used by adolescents against their parents (or those acting as such) [1–3]. In recent years, 
the number of recorded cases of CPV in developed countries has risen exponentially, generating 
major social concern. The prevalence of CPV in Spain shows differentiated data depending on the 
type of violence. The rate ranges from 4.6% to 22% in the case of physical violence, between 45% and 
95% in verbal violence [4–6]. In Canada and the United States, the CPV rate stands at 12% and 34% 
for physical violence, respectively, and 60% and 64% for psychological violence [7,8]. These figures 
reflect a growing socio-educational problem and in recent years, it has led a wide range of 
professionals –across legal, educational, health, psychotherapeutic, etc. disciplines– to study the 
causes of CPV, the main factors involved, and the possible means of prevention and intervention in 
families. 

In the field of psychosocial research, several authors have lately focused on the factors involved 
in the genesis and development of CPV [9–11]. In the present study, we chose to approach CPV based 
on the ecological model of Bronfenbrenner (1994). This latter paradigm suggests analysing 
psychosocial variables according to an adolescent’s various socialisation contexts [13]. In schools, 
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previous studies have found a relationship between CPV and problems of adaptation and school 
performance [14] , absenteeism, learning difficulties, and school violence [15,16]. 

In the family context, several studies have observed that parental socialisation styles are related 
to CPV. Among these styles, the authoritarian style is the style that is the most strongly associated 
with greater psychosocial adjustment problems in adolescents, and specifically with CPV [2]. A 
relevant factor in the family sphere is communication between parents and children, which is 
regarded as an indicator of family climate quality (Hereyah & Purwanti, 2021; Jiménez, Murgui, & 
Musitu, 2007) . When family communication is positive, cohesion in the family is strengthened 
because it fosters empathy, active listening, and support for children [18]. Conversely, offensive 
family communication, characterised by disrespect and offensive language reflects negative family 
functioning that is harmful to adolescents’ psychosocial development [19].. Recent works have 
highlighted the direct relationship between offensive family communication and CPV(Jiménez et al., 
2019; López-Martínez et al., 2019). However, there is scarce research on other relevant individual 
psychosocial variables that are assumed to be involved in this relationship -such as those examined 
in this work. 

At the individual level, several authors have observed that certain personal risk factors directly 
affect CPV such as low self-concept, narcissism, low empathy, and loneliness [22,23]. A factor that we 
consider relevant here and is today among the most widespread disorders in adolescent and young 
populations is psychological distress. The psychological distress construct encompasses depressive 
symptomatology, stress, and generalised anxiety disorder [24,25]. . Several authors have indicated 
that family communication problems are associated with psychological distress in children [26,27]. 
Moreover, other studies have equally observed that adolescents suffering from psychological distress 
are more likely to manifest violent behaviours towards their peers, e.g., violence towards their 
partners and cyberbullying [28,29]. In the case of CPV, Ibabe & Jaureguizar (2011) found that children 
who assault their parents present high anxiety levels and, in a subsequent work, they encountered a 
significant relationship between CPV and depressive symptoms (Ibabe et al. 2014). One possible 
explanation for the relationship between CPV and psychological distress is the fact that emotional 
and mental health problems are a risk factor in the development of problematic externalising 
behaviours such as violence (Morelli et al., 2016; Romero-Abrio et al., 2019).  

Another major individual variable recently analysed in recent work on adolescent peer violence 
is attitude towards institutional authority. The latter is divided into two dimensions: positive attitude 
towards institutional authority; and positive attitude towards social norm transgression [32]. The 
factors of family relationship quality and family communication are associated with attitude towards 
authority in adolescence [19,33]. More specifically, several studies have observed that problematic 
communication between parents and children enhances the development of adolescents’ 
transgressive attitude towards rules [31,34]. Moreover, studies on the role of transgressive behaviour 
in violent, disruptive, and criminal behaviours in adolescence have produced significant results 
[35,36]. Studies on CPV have also identified positive attitudes towards social norm transgression in 
adolescents as a CPV risk [37,38].   A further subject of interest in this study was to understand 
whether any gender differences existed in the relationships between the variables analysed. Previous 
studies on CPV have found that girls use verbal violence towards their parents more frequently than 
boys, who, for their part, resort more frequently to physical violence [37]. Differences in family 
communication have also been observed in other studies, girls showing higher scores on offensive 
communication with their mothers than boys (Buelga, Martínez-Ferrer, & Musitu, 2015; Sofía Buelga 
et al., 2017). In addition, according to several studies, adolescent girls suffer more psychological 
distress than boys, which could be explained by girls’ greater emotional complexity in the face of 
relational problems [42–46]. However, boys have scored higher on positive attitude towards social 
norm transgression, and girls show a greater positive attitude towards institutional authority 
[34,47,48]. 
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1.1. The current study 

Previous work has analysed the relationship of offensive family communication with other 
forms of violence in adolescence [20,39,49]. In a recent study by Romero-Abrio et al. [50] it was 
observed that offensive family communication is associated with cyberbulllying, and that, in 
addition, there is also an indirect relationship between both factors moderated by psychological 
distress and positive attitude towards transgression of rules. The interest of the present study lies in 
examining how offensive family communication affects CPV, which differs from cyberbullying in 
that it is not a type of violence between peers but rather from children towards parents. We consider 
of interest to know the influence of the family environment in the genesis and development of the 
different manifestations of violent behavior in adolescence. Therefore, the study objective was to 
analyse the relationship between family communication problems and CPV in adolescence, as well 
as the moderating role of psychological distress and positive attitude towards social norm 
transgression in this relationship. The hypotheses were as follow (Figure 1): (1) Offensive family 
communication is directly and significantly related to CPV; (2) Offensive family communication is 
indirectly related to CPV, via psychological distress and positive attitude towards transgression of 
rules; and (3), These relationships present variations according to gender.  

 

Figure 1. Theoretical model proposed (Note: CPV: Child-to-parent Violence). 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Participants 

The sample consisted of 7787 adolescents (51.5% boys and 48.5% girls) between 12 and 16 years 
of age (M= 13.37 and SD= 1.34) enrolled in secondary schools in the State of Nuevo León (Mexico), 
distributed in different age groups: 53.9% between 12 and 13 years of age, and 46.1% between 14 and 
16 years of age. Participants were selected by proportional stratified sampling, and geographic area 
was used as sampling units, resulting in 62.5% of adolescents from urban schools and 37.5% from 
rural schools. Missing scale or subscale data were treated using the multiple linear imputation model 
[51], always below 15%. Standardised scores were explored to identify univariate outliers [52,53].  

2.2. Mesures 

Conflic Tactics Scale [54]. In this study we used the adaptation made by [55], which consists of 
two subscales, one of violence towards the father and the other of violence towards the mother. Each 
contains six items referring to physical violence (e.g., "I hit, punched, or slapped my parents") and verbal 
violence (e.g., "I insult or have insulted or sworn at my parents"). Items numbers 8 and 9 referring to 
economic violence were excluded in this study. Each item has seven response options (from 0 = never 
to 7 = more than twenty times). The psychometric properties of the scale showed a good fit to the 
data: SBχ2 = 11.1246, gl = 7, p = .13328, CFI = 0.956, RMSEA = 0.017 (90% CI [0.000, 0.036]), 
NNFI = 0.912. The factor loadings varied. Cronbach’s alpha for the full scale was .71. For the subscale 
of violence toward the mother it was .73, and .77 (physical violence) and .72 (verbal violence) and for 
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the subscale of violence toward the father it was .76, and .89 (physical violence) and .73 (verbal 
violence).  

Parent-Adolescent Communication Scale [56], later adapted by (Jiménez et al., 2009, 2019) was 
used. In the present study we chose to use only the offensive communication subscale (e.g. "My 
father/mother tries to offend me when he/she gets angry with me"). In turn, this is divided into 
communication mother-adolescent, and communication father-adolescent. The subscale consists of 
ten items with five response options (0 = never, 5 = always). The subscale showed a good fit to the 
data (mother (SB χ2 = 2594.5748, gl = 128, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.953, RMSEA = 0.049 (0.047, 0.051)); father 
(SB χ2 = 2885.3985, gl = 120, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.947, RMSEA = 0.053 (0.052, 0.055)). Cronbach's alpha 
was 0.77 (father) and 0.73 (mother).  

Psychological Distress Scale K10 [58]. The scale consists of ten items (e.g., “How often did you 
feel restless or fidgety”) and offers an overall score of psychological distress, with five response 
options (none of the time, a little of the time, some of the time, most of the time, and all of the time). 
The scale has been shown to have adequate psychometric properties: (SBχ2 = 504.7299, gl = 29, p < 
0.001, CFI = 0.981, RMSEA = 0.045 (0.042, 0.049)). Factor loadings ranged between 0.68 and 0.74.   

Attitudes towards institutional authority in adolescents Scale (AAI-A) [47]. In the present study 
we opted for the subscale of positive attitude towards the transgression of rules (e.g., “It doesn't 
matter if you break school rules if there are no punishments afterwards”), which consists of four items 
with four response options (1 = totally disagree, 4 = totally agree). The scale showed a good fit to the 
data in the confirmatory scale analysis (CFA) (SB χ2 = 317.9209, gl = 23, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.976, RMSEA 
= 0.040 (0.036, 0.044)). Cronbach's alpha was .75.   

2.3. Procedure 

The research was carried out within the framework of a collaboration between the Universidad 
Pablo de Olavide (Spain) and the Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León (Mexico). Once the 
appropriate permissions had been obtained, the research staff went to the centers to administer the 
instruments, offering support to the students who needed it, and adequately informing them of the 
voluntary nature of the study, as well as the guarantee of anonymity. The study complied with the 
ethical values required in human research [59]. 

2.4. Data analysis 

Firstly, the Pearson correlations were calculated between all the variables studied and the t-test 
was performed. Then, an EQS 6.1 structural equations model [60] was calculated to analyse the 
relationship between the latent factors. Robust estimators were used to calculate the goodness-of-fit 
of the model and the statistical significance of the coefficients. IFC, IFI, and NNFI indices with values 
equal to or greater than 0.95 were considered acceptable, and for the RMSEA index values equal to 
or less than 0.08. Once the model had been calculated with the general sample of adolescents, a multi-
group analysis was carried out to examine the differences in the relationships obtained according to 
the sex of the adolescents. Two groups were established according to the sex of the subjects: boys (N 
= 4102) and girls (N = 3375). Two models were calculated for the group of boys and girls, respectively. 
In the calculation of the first model (restricted model), all relationships between the variables had to 
be equivalent. By contrast, the second model (non-restricted model) was calculated without 
restrictions in the estimated parameters; hence, the relationships between the variables could differ 
in the different groups. Subsequently, the chi-square coefficient of the restricted and unrestricted 
models was compared; if this coefficient was significantly greater in the restricted model, invariance 
between the groups could be assumed. 

3. Results 

This section may be divided by subheadings. It should provide a concise and precise description 
of the experimental results, their interpretation, as well as the experimental conclusions that can be 
drawn. 
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3.1. Pearsons Correlation 

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, correlations between the variables studied. The 
correlation analysis showed significant relationships between the variables studied.  

Table 1. Correlations, means and standard deviations. 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Positive Attitude 
towards  

2. Transgression of 
Rules 

1        

3. Psychological 
Distress 

.130** 1       

4. Physical  Violence 
Mother 

.149** .175** 1      

5. Verbal Violence 
Mother 

.222** .429** .396** 1     

6. Physical  Violence 
Father 

.150** .141** .647** .279** 1    

7. Verbal Violence 
Father 

.207** .357** .314** .676** .439** 1   

8. Offensive 
Communication  

9. Mother 

.182** .343** .157** .334** .127** .244** 1  

10. Offensive 
Communication  

11. Father 

.145** .252** .099** .233** .132** .296** .691** 1 

      M /SD 
1.58/.06

8 

2.04/.8
5 

1.06/.2
7 

1.56/.6
6 

1.07/.3
0 

1.45/.6
4 

2.02/.7
8 

1.93/.7
9 

Notes: **p < .01; ***p >. 001. 

3.2. Direct and indirect effects 

A structural equations model was then calculated with the EQS 6.0 program [53] (Table 2) shows 
the latent variables included in the model, their respective indicators, the standard error, and the 
associated probability for each indicator in the corresponding latent variable. Regarding the 
calculated equation model, the maximum likelihood method was used, with robust estimators 
(Mardia coefficient = 154.5272; Normalized estimator = 394.5511). The model showed an adequate fit 
to the data [S-B χ2  = 370.3650; gl = 39, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.98; RMSEA = 0.034 (0.031, 0.037)] and 
explained 28% of the variance of the CPV. As shown in Figure 2, the results indicated that family 
communication problems were directly and positively related to CPV (β = .07, p < .001), to 
psychological distress (β = .38, p < .001) and to positive attitude toward transgression of rules (β = .23, 
p < .001). On the other hand, psychological distress was directly and positively related to CPV (β = 
.35, p < .001). Similarly, positive attitude toward transgression of rules was directly and positively 
related to CPV (β = .23, p < .001). 

Table 2. Parameter estimates, standard errors, and associated probability. 

Variables 
Factorial loading 

General Model 

Offensive Family Communication  

Mother Offensive Communication  5.195 (.112) *** 
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Father Offensive Communication  3.998 (.100) *** 

Psychological Distress  

Part 1 of Psychological Distress 2.911 (.040) *** 

Part 2 of Psychological Distress 2.469 (.34) *** 

Part 3 of Psychological Distress 2.469 (.034) *** 

Positive Attitude Towards Transgression of Rules  

Item 4 ..440 (.015) *** 

Item 8 .649 (.015) *** 

Item 9 .725 (.014) *** 

Item 10 .608 (.015) *** 

Child-to-Parent Violence  

Child-to-parent Violence Mother 2.631 (.092) *** 

Child-to-parent Violence Father 2.263 (.092) *** 

Notes: Robust statistics. Standard errors in parentheses. Factors were set to 1 robust statistics. 
Standard errors in parentheses. Factors were set to 1. * p < .05; *** p < .001. 

 

Figure 2. Final structural model with relationship coefficients and statistical significance. (Note: CPV: 
Child-to-parent violence). 

Regarding indirect effects (see Table 3), it was observed that family communication problems 
were related to CPV through psychological distress (β =.131, CI [.113 - .150], p < .001). Similarly, family 
communication problems were related to CPV through positive attitude toward transgression of rules 
(β =.052, CI [.041 - .063], p < .001). 

Table 3. Indirect, direct, and total effects of the overall model. 

 β 
Standard 

Errors (s) 
p IC 95% 

    LCL ULC 

Indirect effects      

OFC →MPS → Child-to-parent violence .131 .009 < .001 .113 .150 

OFC →PATTR → Child-to-parent violence .052 .006 < .001 .041 .063 

Direct effects      

OFC → Child-to-parent Violence .173 .019 < .001 .136 .210 

Total effects      

OFC → Child-to-parent Violence .357 .019 < .001 .306 .408 

Notes: OFC: Offensive Family Communication; PD: Psichologycal Distress; PATTR: Positive Attitude 
Towards Trangression of Rules. 
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3.3. Moderating effect of gender 

In order to examine the existence of significant differences in the paths obtained, a multigroup 
analysis was performed. First, two groups were created according to the sex of the individuals: boys 
(N = 4012) and girls (N = 3775). Next, two models were calculated, in which the first one imposes 
restrictions so that all the relationships between variables are the same; whereas, in the second model 
no restrictions are imposed, so that differences in the relationships between variables can be found in 
boys and girls. Finally, the Chi-Square coefficient of both models was contrasted to see if invariance 
between the groups can be assumed. The results show significant differences in the model between 
adolescent boys and girls (Δχ2 (16,N = 7787) = 222.58; p < .001). After examining the restricted model, 
it was decided to release 8 restrictions that decreased the χ2 coefficient. Five restrictions refer to 
differences in the errors of the variables that make up the model, meaning that there is no substantial 
change in the relationships obtained in the general model. The other three relate to the relationship 
between the observable factors. It was found that the relationship between family communication 
problems and psychological distress is significant in the group of boys (b = .254; p < .001), but greater 
in the group of girls (b = .533; p < . 001), while the relationships between family communication 
problems and child-parent violence and between family communication problems and positive 
attitudes toward violating rules are significant and greater for girls (b = .245, p < .001; b = .276, p < 
.001) than for boys (b = .100, p < .001; b = .222, p < .001). When the restrictions were removed, both 
models were shown to be equivalent for boys and girls (Δχ2 (8,N = 7787) = 13.38; p > .05). 

4. Discussion 

The study objective was to analyse the relationship between family communication problems 
and CPV, as well as the moderating role of psychological distress and positive attitude regarding 
social norm transgression in this relationship.  

First, was a direct and significant relationship was found between offensivefamily 
communication and CPV, confirming the first hypothesis. These data are consistent with those found 
in previous studies and emphasize, once again, the key role of positive family communication as a 
protective factor against violent behaviour in adolescents (Jiménez et al., 2019; López-Martínez et al., 
2019). In addition, in the multigroup analysis, girls obtained higher scores on this relationship than 
boys, thus also partially confirming the third hypothesis. This result supports that of other studies in 
which this difference was specifically highlighted to be more widespread in mother-daughter 
communication. In addition, girls use more verbal violence against their mothers than physical 
violence (Buelga et al., 2015, Martinez-Ferrer et al., 2018). In this sense, our results provide empirical 
evidence of the fact that the mother-child relationship is a very significant factor in the regulation of 
violent child behaviour, especially that of daughters, and in particular in the case of CPV. Adolescent 
girls engage in more verbal CPV towards their mothers than boys. The most likely explanation is that 
it consists of a response to the negative family climate in which they are immersed and in which they 
constantly perceive a lack of empathy and support from their parents [61]. They also find their mother 
figure to be a permanent source of conflict. This line of research should be explored more deeply in 
future works, delving into specific communication problems with mothers. 

Second, an indirect relationship was observed between offensive family communication and 
CPV through its relationships with psychological distress. This result partially confirms the second 
hypothesis and provides empirical evidence of the fact that, as observed in recent studies, offensive 
child-parent communication directly affects child psychological distress (Clements-Nolle & 
Waddington, 2019; Romero-Abrio et al., 2019). Perceptions of lack of parental support as well as 
offensive and disrespectful language towards children fosters negative feelings and emotions in 
adolescents. The latter then increases the possibility of anxiety and depressive symptoms. This 
psychological discomfort generated by family communication problems enhances, in turn, the 
appearance of CPV. The reason is probably a reaction against the hostile family climate and the need 
to achieve some degree of peace and harmony through behaviours such as verbal or physical force 
to reduce their levels of discomfort [63–65]. In addition, as hypothesised, results showed that girls 
obtained higher scores on the relationship between offensive family communication and 
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psychological distress than boys. This finding is of great interest and consistent with that of recent 
studies according to which girls suffer more anxiety and show more depressive symptoms during 
adolescence [28,65]. We can infer from our results that adolescent girls are more sensitive to the 
negative family climate and suffer more psychological problems than boys, probably because they 
also perceive and experience poor parental support as well as family relational and communication 
problems more intensely. The gender differences observed for these variables are highly relevant 
today and call for a more thorough analysis in future studies.  

Finally, an indirect relationship was found between offensive family communication and CPV 
through positive attitude towards social norm transgression, confirming the second hypothesis. 
These results are compatible with that of previous studies according to which family communication 
problems are associated with children’s attitude towards institutional authority [19,66]. In families 
where family functioning is negative and parent-child communication is thus offensive and 
disrespectful, adolescents tend to transgress rules imposed both inside and outside the home [38]. 
Thus, children manifest their response to negative family functioning by adopting a defiant attitude 
towards their parents when they feel poorly understood and receive little affection [33,34,67]. This 
positive attitude towards norm transgression imposed on the family is, in turn, a risk factor for CPV, 
as reflected in the results of our study, confirming recent observations by various researchers [37,38]. 
Our work shows that adolescents are more likely to use violence against their parents when they 
adopt transgressive behaviours towards social and family norms as a reaction to the deficiencies, 
especially of a communicative nature, that they perceive in their family functioning. One possible 
explanation is that children who are raised in hostile homes feel the need to defy established norms 
and figures of authority – in this case, their parents – and to engage in a visible power struggle with 
their parents (Mazzone & Camodeca, 2019; Nuñez-Fadda et al., 2020). In this situation, they use 
violence to measure their strength, lacking other more adaptive psychological and behavioural 
mechanisms that allow them to face family difficulties in a functional way. The multigroup analysis 
led to another significant result regarding gender: girls obtained higher scores than boys on the 
relationship between family communication problems and positive attitude towards social norm 
transgression. We believe that this result is novel since it contrasts with the findings of other studies 
according to which adolescent boys are more likely to show positive attitudes towards social norm 
transgression than girls, who usually show a more positive attitude towards institutional authority 
(Jiménez et al., 2014; Ortega-Baron et al., 2017). Again, we observed that during their adolescence, 
girls are more sensitive to communication problems with their parents than boys and have few 
emotional resources to cope with a negative family climate. They adopt transgressive and rebellious 
behaviours towards their parents more often than boys do when they feel humiliated and 
disrespected by them, probably to minimise the negative feelings generated by the situation [45]. We 
consider it of great interest to pursue this subject in future studies.  

Lastly, this study presented some limitations. On the one hand, its cross-sectional design did not 
allow establishing causal relationships between variables, so it would be relevant to expand the study 
with longitudinal research. On the other, the study is based solely on self-reported data: it did not 
consider any information of interest that could have been provided by parents and other significant 
agents of teenager socialisation, such as peers or teachers. Broader sources of information should be 
incorporated in future studies on CPV to pursue the same line of analysis and reflection.  

5. Conclusions 

From a psychosocial perspective, child-to-parent violence is a complex subject to study. Many 
social, family, and individual factors are involved in the genesis and development of child-to-parent 
violence. This type of violence takes place within the family sphere and many parent narratives 
contain biases or conceal information, making it therefore difficult to collect objective data. In 
addition, novel forms of child-to-parent violence are emerging today in our changing society, such 
as the use of technological means to exercise violence (child-to-parent cyberviolence) [6]. We are also 
witnessing new family models (single-parent, reconstituted or homoparental families, etc.) which are 
essential to study to better understand CPV. In short, we must pursue our study of child-to-parent 
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violence in order to generate new approaches and to further our understanding of the phenomenon. 
As in the case of the present work, such studies could provide keys to improving psychoeducational 
interventions with families and adolescents and, naturally, their health and well-being.  
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