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tories of their conflict behaviors towards both parents. There were some similarities be-
tween the associations of both empathy dimensions with conflict behaviors. Both empathy
dimensions were associated with reduced conflict escalation with mothers, and increased
problem solving with both parents. However, these associations were consistently stronger
for perspective taking than for empathic concern. Furthermore, higher levels of compli-
ance with mothers in early adolescence were uniquely associated with over-time
increasing empathic concern. Perspective taking was uniquely associated with decreased
withdrawal from conflicts. Perspective taking thus appears to be more strongly associated
with a pattern of constructive conflict behaviors.
© 2015 The Foundation for Professionals in Services for Adolescents. Published by Elsevier
Ltd. All rights reserved.

Parent—child conflict is a natural part of adolescence, as youths endeavor to forge their own identities in the context of
continued closeness with their parents (Laursen & Collins, 2004). Such conflicts are not inherently harmful; what is more
important is the way adolescents learn to manage these conflicts (Branje, Van Doorn, Van der Valk, & Meeus, 2009). The
obligatory and permanent nature of the adolescent—parent relationship provides a context for adolescents to practice
adaptive conflict resolution skills (Adams & Laursen, 2001). It is important to study factors which might promote constructive
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adolescent—parent conflict resolution, because conflict behaviors towards parents spill over into adolescents' conflict be-
haviors with peers, and are thought to shape models for future conflict resolution with romantic partners (e.g., see
Markiewicz, Lawford, Doyle, & Haggart, 2006; Van Doorn, Branje, Van der Valk, De Goede, & Meeus, 2011). Adolescents'
naturally occurring empathy development might be associated with a shift towards more constructive conflict behavior
towards parents, because empathy decreases aggression, and increases pro-social behavior (Eisenberg & Miller, 1987; Miller
& Eisenberg, 1988). Furthermore, empathy encompasses both affective and cognitive dimensions (e.g., Davis, 1983). Many
interventions aim to promote the development of one or both of these dimensions in adolescents (Feshbach & Feshbach,
2011). However, little is known about the common and unique associations that these dimensions might hold with spe-
cific conflict resolution behaviors. The present six-year longitudinal study addressed these issues by investigating whether
the development of adolescents' affective and cognitive empathy is associated with common and unique changes in their
conflict behaviors towards parents over time.

Previous research has identified specific conflict resolution behaviors, such as conflict escalation (intensifying the conflict
and losing control), problem solving (negotiating a compromise), compliance without defending one's own position, and
withdrawal from the discussion (Kurdek, 1994). The conflict resolution behaviors adolescents use with parents are associated
with concurrent and future adjustment. For example, conflict escalation and withdrawal have been associated with inter-
nalizing and externalizing problems (Branje et al., 2009; Rubenstein & Feldman, 1993; Van Doorn, Branje, & Meeus, 2008).
Problem solving, in contrast, was associated with lower levels of problem behavior. Interestingly, a person-centered analysis
found that some adolescents engaged in compliance in concert with constructive problem solving, whereas others engaged in
compliance alongside more negative behaviors like escalation and withdrawal (Branje et al., 2009). Conflict only predicted
greater internalizing problems for the latter group, which suggests that compliance can be associated with either positive or
negative developmental outcomes, depending on the context in which it occurs. Overall, these studies suggest that conflict
escalation and withdrawal are associated with adolescents' poorer adjustment, when compared to constructive problem
solving. It is therefore important to identify dispositional factors associated with a transition towards constructive conflict
resolution behaviors during adolescence.

Empathy and conflict resolution behavior

The development of two specific empathy dimensions, empathic concern and perspective taking (Davis, 1983), appears to
coincide with parallel developmental changes in adolescents' conflict behavior toward parents. Empathic concern involves
sympathetic affective responses to the emotions of others (Eisenberg, 2000). Cognitive perspective taking involves the
tendency to consider different sides of a dilemma. On average, empathic concern and perspective taking increase throughout
adolescence, although empathic concern appears to stabilize at an earlier age (Eisenberg, Cumberland, Guthrie, Murphy, &
Shepard, 2005; Van der Graaff, De Wied, Hawk, Van Lier, & Meeus, 2014). This empathy development is mirrored by a
shift in adolescents’ conflict behavior towards parents, from predominantly negative exchanges that culminate in compliance
by one party, to greater constructive problem solving and negotiation of compromises (Laursen, Finkelstein, & Betts, 2001;
Van Doorn, Branje, & Meeus, 2011). Such developmental parallels might be a manifestation of changes in shared neuro-
logical circuits. A network involving the prefrontal cortex and amygdala is central in empathic responding (Frith & Frith,
2006; Singer, 2006), as well as conflict-related behavior (Blair, 2004). In adolescence, maturation of the prefrontal cortex
leads to increased efficiency of perspective taking (Choudhury, Blakemore, & Charman, 2006). Meanwhile, strengthening
functional connections between the prefrontal cortex and amygdala foster the development of emotion regulation abilities
(Gee et al., 2013), which is likely to result in more constructive conflict resolution behaviors. Empirical evidence for parallel
development of empathy and conflict behavior within individuals is lacking, however, because developmental studies to date
have not jointly investigated empathy and conflict behavior. To bolster the argument for developmental synchronicity, the
present study aims to make the critical contribution of examining parallel development of empathic dispositions and specific
conflict behaviors within individuals over time.

Empathic concern and perspective taking are likely to have common and unique associations with specific conflict
behavior. Regarding common associations, both empathic concern and perspective taking have been linked with reduced
aggression (Miller & Eisenberg, 1988; Richardson, Hammock, Smith, Gardner, & Signo, 1994), and increased pro-social
behavior (Eisenberg & Miller, 1987; Galinsky, Maddux, Gilin, & White, 2008). This suggests that, in conflicts with parents,
both empathy dimensions might be associated with reduced escalation and increased constructive problem solving. How-
ever, these empathy dimensions are also likely to hold unique associations with specific conflict behaviors. Empathic concern
rouses a motive to reduce others' distress (Stocks, Lishner, & Decker, 2009), and might consequently increase adolescents'
willingness to reduce parents' negative emotions by complying to their demands, even if that means they will lose ground in
an argument. Perspective taking, on the other hand, might allow adolescents to take some emotional distance from the heat of
a conflict, consider both sides of the argument, and engage in more constructive and mutually beneficial conflict behaviors
(e.g., Sandy & Cochran, 2000). However, the literature on adolescents has focused primarily on associations between affective
empathy and conflict-related constructs, without taking into account potentially differential associations for cognitive
empathy. For instance, adolescents' greater self-reported affective empathy was found to be associated with reduced conflict
escalation and greater problem solving with peers (De Wied, Branje, & Meeus, 2007). A study using peer-reported measures
found similar associations, and additionally found that adolescents' affective empathy was associated with increased with-
drawal (Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & Kaukiainen, 2000). Additional research is thus required to identify common and unique
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developmental associations between adolescents’ affective and cognitive empathy and their conflict resolution behaviors
towards parents.

Research on adults provides some support for common and differential associations of affective and cognitive empathy.
For example, a correlational study on college students found that empathic concern was uniquely linked to elevated with-
drawal and compliance in conflicts with friends, whereas perspective taking was associated with greater constructive
problem solving with both friends and siblings (Richardson et al., 1994). Additional support comes from the experimental
literature, which has provided causal evidence for differential effects of empathic concern and perspective taking on conflict-
related behavior. In negotiation experiments, perspective taking also helped participants reach mutually beneficial agree-
ments with partners, and maximize both joint and individual gains, suggesting that they engaged in greater problem solving
(Galinsky et al., 2008). Inducing empathic concern, while increasing interaction partners' satisfaction with the negotiation
process, led to the poorest outcomes for participants, suggesting greater compliance. This interpretation is further supported
by another finding that experimentally-induced empathic concern motivates participants to cooperate in prisoner's dilemma
games, even when their opponent's previous defection meant that cooperation would likely undermine their own outcomes
(Batson & Ahmad, 2001).

If these aforementioned experimental and correlational findings can inform hypotheses about the associations between
naturally occurring empathy development and changes in adolescents' conflict behavior, we might expect the development of
both empathy dimensions to be associated with decreased conflict engagement. Both empathy dimensions are also likely to
be associated with increased pro-social conflict behaviors, although adolescents’ developing perspective taking is likely to be
more positively associated with problem solving (Galinsky et al., 2008), and empathic concern is likely to be more positively
associated with compliance (Bjorkqvist et al., 2000; Richardson et al., 1994). Finally, empathic concern is likely to be more
positively associated with withdrawal than perspective taking.

The role of parent and adolescent sex

There are known differences between adolescents’ relationships with mothers and fathers (see: Branje, Laursen, & Collins,
2013) that may be reflected in the pattern of developmental associations between empathy and conflict behaviors. Mothers
are more often the primary attachment figure than fathers (Markiewicz et al., 2006). Furthermore, adolescents typically enjoy
higher quality relationships with mothers than with fathers, which are characterized by greater support (De Goede, Branje, &
Meeus, 2009), more shared activities, and expressions of emotion (Steinberg & Silk, 2002). At the same time, conflict and
expressed negativity are typically higher in relationships with mothers, particularly in mother—daughter relationships (see
Branje et al., 2013; De Goede et al., 2009). Although this may seem paradoxical, these conflicts are often about everyday
hassles (Laursen, 1995), and are thus particularly likely to arise in close relationships. This combination of elevated conflict
frequency and greater closeness might make adolescent—mother relationships a more conducive environment for adoles-
cents' empathic dispositions to be expressed in concrete conflict behavior than adolescent—father relationships. Conse-
quently, developmental associations with adolescents' empathic dispositions might be more prevalent for conflict behavior
towards mothers than towards fathers.

Adolescent sex is also known to play a role in the development of both empathy and conflict behavior. Girls are typically
found to report higher levels of dispositional empathy than boys, especially when self-report measures are used (Eisenberg,
Spinrad, & Sadovsky, 2006). Moreover, research suggests that girls' empathic dispositions increase and stabilize at an earlier
age than boys' (Van der Graaff et al., 2014), which is in line with girls' earlier pubertal development (e.g., Silberman & Snarey,
1993). Evidence about sex differences in conflict behavior is less conclusive. Several studies have found that girls engage in
more constructive conflict resolution with peers (Chow, Ruhl, & Buhrmester, 2013; De Wied et al., 2007). However, it is
unclear whether these findings also apply to adolescent—parent conflict, as others have reported that girls experience more
frequent conflict with parents than boys, and that negativity is highest in mother-daughter conflicts (see Branje et al., 2013).
Some researchers have reported that daughters are less avoidant regarding conflict (Laursen, 1995), whereas boys engage in
greater withdrawal and compliance (Smetana, Daddis, & Chuang, 2003; Vuchinich, 1987). By contrast, others have found that
girls more often used conflict resolution styles characterized by high withdrawal than boys (Branje et al., 2009). To account for
these known sex differences in development, we included adolescent sex as a covariate in all analyses. The mean-level
differences in developmental trajectories for boys and girls are displayed in Table 1.

The present study

This six-year longitudinal study examined whether developmental changes in adolescents' empathic concern and
perspective taking were associated with changes in their conflict resolution behaviors with mothers and fathers. Although
prior research indicates that empathy has correlational and causal links with conflict-related behaviors (Bjorkqvist et al.,
2000; e.g., De Wied et al.,, 2007; Galinsky et al., 2008; Richardson et al., 1994), research to date has not investigated

4 Although we found no prior literature to support such moderating effects, we explored potential sex moderation of the associations between empathic
dispositions and conflict behaviors. These models had consistently worse fits compared to the final models reported in the paper, suggesting an absence of
gender moderation.
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Table 1
Correlations between adolescent empathy and conflict behavior towards parents.
M s? Sex (B) Intercepts Slopes Intercept of conflict
Empathic Perspective Empathic Perspective behavior
concern taking concern taking

Intercepts

Escalation Mother 1.61*** 0.28*** 0.12* -.21** -.19* .01 —.08
Father  1.64*** 0.26"** 0.10* -.11 —.13¢ —.05 -17t

Problem- Mother 3.03*** 0.41*** —0.10 42 53%* —.02 .00

solving Father = 2.94*** 0.42*** —0.20*" .44*** A49*** -.07 15

Compliance Mother 1.89*** 0.15*** -0.04 -.05 .05 20" -.03
Father  1.92*** 0.16*** 0.00 .01 .06 .05 -.07

Withdrawal Mother 2.17*** 0.27* 0.06 -.11 -.19* —.14 —.08
Father  2.26"** 0.21* 0.04 -.18 —.23* -.01 -17

Slopes

Escalation Mother —0.02*** 0.01*** 0.021 .16t 15+ -17 —.22% —. 49"
Father -0.01 0.01*** 0.02 -.06 -.03 .04 —.01 —.36%**

Problem- Mother 0.02* 0.01*** 0.02 0.00 —.18* .26* 50%** —27*

solving Father 0.01 0.01"** 0.02 -.18 —.23* 37 410 —.24*

Compliance Mother —0.04*** 0.01*** 0.02 -.01 —.05 .03 .09 —.40%**
Father —0.04*** 0.01"** 0.00 -.08 —.02 19 221 — 4%

Withdrawal Mother —0.05*** 0.01* 0.04* -.07 .06 .20 0.00 —.441
Father —0.04*** 0.02*** 0.04** .07 .03 —.01 .07 —.39¢

1 < .08. Note. Sex differences refer to the mean difference between boys (0) and girls (1) in latent growth parameters. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

whether the natural development of adolescents' empathy is similarly associated with changing conflict behavior towards
parents. More importantly, although many interventions promote either affective or cognitive empathy (see: Feshbach &
Feshbach, 2011), relatively little is known about their common and unique associations with different pro-social out-
comes, such as constructive conflict behavior. Therefore, we set out to investigate the common and unique associations of
adolescents' developing empathic concern and perspective taking with specific conflict behaviors towards parents. In order to
investigate these questions of parallel development, we estimated developmental trajectories for both empathic dispositions
and conflict resolution behaviors for each adolescent. Parallel development is reflected by correlations between the intercepts
(initial level) and slopes (over-time change) of these trajectories. We predicted that greater levels and over-time change of
both empathy dimensions would be associated with reduced conflict escalation. We further expected perspective taking to be
more positively associated with problem solving than empathic concern, and empathic concern to be more positively
associated with compliance and withdrawal than perspective taking.

Methods
Participants and procedure

Participants were 497 Dutch adolescents (282 boys; initial age M = 13.03, SD = 0.46), enrolled in an ongoing longitudinal
study (Van Lier et al., unpublished manuscript). Adolescents were recruited from randomly selected schools in the province
of Utrecht, and four main cities in The Netherlands. Of 1081 families contacted, 470 refused and 114 did not produce
informed consent. Adolescents predominantly had a Dutch ethnic background (95%), and most (88%) came from medium-
or high-SES families based on parents' reports of employment status (Statistics-Netherlands, 1993). Six annual measure-
ment waves were conducted from 2006 to 2012. Trained interviewers administered questionnaires at home, which included
the variables used in the present study. Adolescents received financial compensation for their participation at each wave
(approximately $40). The average participation rate across waves was 90.10%, and 425 adolescents (85.50%) were still
involved in the study at Wave 6.

Measures

Empathy

We used two subscales of Davis' (1983) Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI), a widely used multi-dimensional self-report
measure of empathy, to assess adolescents' empathic concern (EC; “I would describe myself as a pretty soft-hearted person”)
and perspective taking (PT; “I try to look at everybody's side of a disagreement before I make a decision”). Each subscale
contained seven items, rated on a 5-point Likert scale (0 = Doesn't describe me at all; 4 = Describes me very well). The Dutch
IRI has demonstrated adequate reliability and external validity in samples of adults and adolescents (De Corte et al., 2007;
Hawk et al., 2013). In line with the recommendations of Revelle and Zinbarg (2009), we report both Cronbach's alpha, and
McDonald's omega, because Cronbach's alpha is known to severely underestimate test reliability when scales are not strictly
unidimensional. Omega reflects the proportion of test variance due to all common factors, and is interpreted the same as
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alpha. Reliability of empathic concern was acceptable in the first wave (o = .62, w; = .70) and good in all other waves (as
.72—.76, ws .81—.85). Reliability for perspective taking was acceptable in waves one and two (as = .60 and .67, w¢ = .70 and
.78) and good in all other waves (as .75—.78, ws .87—.82).

Conflict resolution styles

Adolescents indicated how often they used four different conflict resolution styles towards each parent, using a Dutch
adaptation of Kurdek's Conflict Resolution Styles Inventory (CRSI, Kurdek, 1994). This instrument distinguishes between
conflict escalation (“Letting myself go, and saying things I do not really mean”), problem solving (“Trying to find solutions that
are acceptable to both of us”), compliance (“Giving the other what he/she wants”), and withdrawal (“To stop responding and
refuse to discuss the matter further”). Each conflict resolution style is assessed with five items, on a 5-point Likert scale
(1 = Never; 5 = Always). Each style was assessed on a yearly basis, except withdrawal, which was omitted from the ques-
tionnaire in wave 2 and 3 to make place for measures unrelated to the present study. Reliability was good in all waves for
escalation (as .76—.85, ws .80—.92), problem solving (as .82—.89, ws .88—.91), and withdrawal (as .70—.89, ws .76—.90).
Reliability for compliance was lower in the first wave for compliance with mothers (o = .68, w¢ = .76), and in the first three
waves for compliance with fathers (as .64—.67, ws .70—.77). In all other waves, reliability of compliance was good (as .70—.85,
WS .76—.89).

Strategy of analyses

We modeled developmental trajectories of empathic dispositions and conflict resolution behaviors using multivariate
Latent Growth Curve modeling (Preacher, Wichman, MacCallum, & Briggs, 2008). Developmental trajectories are modeled
using two latent variables: An intercept, which reflects the estimated level of the variable at age 13, and a slope, which reflects
the amount of change over time. Because we had no specific hypotheses about the overall shape of developmental trajec-
tories, we estimated the slope factor loadings freely, anchored at the first and last time points. To account for known sex
differences in developmental trajectories, we controlled the latent growth parameters for adolescent sex (see Table 1). For the
sake of power, we conducted analyses separately for the four conflict behaviors and for conflict with each parent. To address
our hypotheses about parallel development, we investigated correlations between the intercepts (level) and slopes (change
over time) of the developmental trajectories of empathic concern and perspective taking, and conflict resolution behaviors,
displayed in Table 1. See Fig. 1 for the resulting structural equation model. We focused primarily on intercept—intercept and
slope—slope correlations, because the interpretation of intercept—slope correlations between variables is complicated if there
are also intercept—intercept or slope—slope correlations. If the intercepts of two variables are correlated, and there are
negative intercept—slope correlations within variables, there are often also negative intercept—slope correlations between
those variables. We used Bayesian model selection to evaluate our inequality-constrained hypotheses that both inter-
cept—intercept and slope—slope correlations with specific conflict behaviors were greater perspective taking than for
empathic concern (or vice versa), against the alternative hypothesis that any other order of correlations was true, also known
as the hypothesis' complement (van de Schoot, Verhoeven, & Hoijtink, 2013). The resulting Bayes factors reflect the ratio of
the extent to which the data support the hypothesis, rather than its complement. Therefore, BF > 1: more support for the
hypothesis than for its complement; BF = 1: inconclusive; BF < 1: more support for the complement of the hypothesis.

Results

Analyses were conducted using structural equation modeling in MPlus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998—2012). We made use of
Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) estimation, which makes use of all available information, without estimating
missing data. Missing data ranged from 0.40% at age 13—14.50% at age 18. Although Little's MCAR test was significant,
(¥2(2610) = 3144.61, p < .001), the %2/df ratio of 1.20 is well within the acceptable range for large samples (Bollen, 2014), and
FIML does not assume MCAR. We considered RMSEA < .05, and CFI > .95, supplemented by SRMR < .08, to indicate good fit
(Kline, 2011). Fit indices for the resulting models are shown in Table 2.

Mean developmental trajectories of conflict resolution behaviors

The means and standard deviations of the intercepts and slopes of the multivariate growth models can be found in Table 1.
The mean developmental trajectories of empathic concern and perspective taking in this sample have been reported in detail
by Van Der Graaff (2014). The mean level of empathic concern was higher than that of perspective taking. Although the
average slope of empathic concern was not significant, there was an average increase in perspective taking. In line with
previous research, problem solving was the most commonly used conflict resolution behavior with both mothers and fathers.
On average, problem solving with mothers increased throughout adolescence, whereas problem solving with fathers
remained stable. Withdrawal was the second most commonly used conflict behavior, followed by compliance. On average,
withdrawal and compliance with mothers decreased over time, whereas withdrawal and compliance with fathers increased.
Finally, conflict escalation was used least often with parents. On average, conflict escalation with mothers decreased over
time, whereas escalation with fathers remained stable.
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Table 2

Overview of model fit indices.
Model %2 df AIC BIC RMSEA CFI SRMR
Conflict resolution with mothers
Engagement 264.30 138 10796.53 11086.92 0.043 0.971 0.054
Problem solving 267.11 138 12350.09 12640.48 0.043 0.971 0.061
Compliance 256.05 138 10956.48 11246.87 0.041 0.969 0.056
Withdrawal 177.20 103 10465.98 10739.54 0.038 0.979 0.059
Conflict resolution with fathers
Engagement 280.68 138 10524.15 10814.54 0.046 0.968 0.059
Problem solving 252.48 138 12261.54 12551.94 0.041 0.974 0.061
Compliance 264.27 138 10759.21 11049.61 0.043 0.966 0.058
Withdrawal 178.24 103 10216.98 10490.54 0.038 0.978 0.058

Developmental links between empathy and conflict resolution behaviors

Conflict escalation

In partial support of hypotheses, the intercepts of empathic concern and perspective taking were both negatively asso-
ciated with the intercept of conflict escalation towards mothers. For fathers, only the intercept of perspective taking showed a
trending negative association with escalation (p = .07). Furthermore, only the slope of perspective taking was negatively
associated with the slope of escalation towards mothers. There were no significant slope—slope correlations for fathers. These
results indicate that adolescents with higher levels of empathic concern or perspective taking displayed lower levels of
escalation with mothers, and that adolescents with higher perspective taking displayed less escalation with fathers. More-
over, over-time increases in perspective taking were associated with decreasing escalation toward mothers. Although we
hypothesized that associations with escalation would be the same for both empathy dimensions, there appeared to be more
negative associations with perspective taking than with empathic concern. As a post-hoc comparison, we therefore tested the
informative hypothesis that both the intercept—intercept and slope—slope correlations were more negative for perspective
taking than for empathic concern against the complementary hypothesis that any other order of parameters was true. For
escalation towards mothers, the Bayes factor was BF = 1.63, indicating that the data provided marginally more support for the
hypothesis than for any other ordering of these correlations. For fathers, the data provided twice as much support for this
hypothesis than for any other order, BF = 2.30. These post-hoc comparisons suggest that perspective taking was more
negatively associated with escalation than empathic concern.

Problem solving

We expected that perspective taking would be more positively associated with problem solving than empathic concern. In
partial support of hypotheses, intercepts of empathic concern and perspective taking were both positively associated with the
intercepts of problem solving with both parents. Furthermore, the slopes of empathic concern and perspective taking were
positively associated with the slope of problem solving with both parents. We compared our informative hypothesis that the
intercept—intercept and slope—slope correlations were both greater for perspective taking than for empathic concern against
the complementary hypothesis that any other order of parameters was true. In line with predictions, for mothers, the Bayes
factor was BF = 3.58, indicating that the data provided three times more support for the hypothesis that correlations were
larger for perspective taking than for empathic concern, as compared to any other ordering of these correlations. For fathers,
the data provided twice as much support for our hypothesis than for any other order, BF = 2.22. These findings indicate that
the levels and change over time in both empathic dispositions were positively associated with problem solving toward both
parents, but also that these associations were stronger for perspective taking than empathic concern.

Compliance

We did not find the hypothesized intercept—intercept and slope—slope associations between empathic dispositions and
compliance with either parent. However, the intercept of compliance with mothers was positively correlated with the slope of
empathic concern. The interpretation of this particular intercept—slope correlation is straightforward, because of the absence
of any other correlations between adolescents' empathic dispositions and compliance with mothers. High levels of
compliance with mothers at age 13 were associated with over-time increasing empathic concern. For fathers, we found a
trending association between the slope of perspective taking and compliance (r = .22, p = .06), suggesting that increasing
perspective taking was associated with increasing compliance with fathers.

Withdrawal

In contrast to previous research, we did not find that empathic concern was positively related to withdrawal. Instead, we
found that the intercept of perspective taking was negatively associated with the intercepts of withdrawal from both parents.
This indicates that adolescents higher in perspective taking withdrew less frequently from conflicts with both parents. We
compared our informative hypothesis that both the intercept—intercept and slope—slope correlations were more positive for
empathic concern than for perspective taking against the complementary hypothesis that any other order of these
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parameters was true. In partial support of our hypothesis, the Bayes factor was BF = 9.39 for withdrawal from mothers. For
withdrawal from fathers, BF = 1.00, which is inconclusive.

Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to examine whether the development of adolescents’ empathic concern and
perspective taking is paralleled by changes in their conflict behaviors towards parents. In partial support of hypotheses, we
found that both empathic dispositions had common negative associations with escalation, and positive associations with
problem solving. In addition to these common associations, however, we also found evidence for unique associations with
conflict escalation and problem solving. Specifically, associations with escalation and problem solving were consistently
stronger for perspective taking than for empathic concern. Thus, although we found support for common associations of both
empathy dimensions with reduced escalation and increased problem solving, these associations were greater across the
board for perspective taking than for empathic concern. Counter to hypotheses, we did not find evidence for parallel
development of empathic concern and compliance. Instead, we found that higher levels of compliance with mothers at age 13
were associated with increasing empathic concern over time. Finally, although we hypothesized that empathic concern would
be positively associated with withdrawal, we instead found that perspective taking was negatively associated with with-
drawal from conflict with both parents. These findings, combined with the asymmetrical strength of the associations with
escalation and problem solving, suggest that perspective taking is more strongly associated with a tendency to address
conflict with parents in a constructive and egalitarian way, rather than simply withdrawing from conflict or complying with
parents' desires.

Our results thus provided evidence for both common and unique associations of empathic concern and perspective taking
with specific conflict behaviors. Results were largely in line with hypotheses, although not all specific predictions about
unique associations for empathic concern and perspective taking were supported. For example, we predicted that devel-
opmental trajectories of empathic concern would be positively associated with the parallel development of compliance.
Instead, we found that early levels of compliance with mothers were associated with increasing empathic concern over time.
This discrepancy might be related to the fact that our hypothesis was based on prior cross-sectional research, which reflects
only within-time associations, and therefore could not have supported hypotheses pertaining to developmental order. Our
findings suggest that associations between compliance and empathic concern may emerge over time, as opposed to through
parallel development. Although post-hoc interpretations are speculative, this finding may suggest that the practice of
mitigating conflicts with mothers through compliance might reinforce adolescents' tendency to put their concern for others
before their self-interest. We also predicted that empathic concern would be positively associated with withdrawal, but this
association was not present. Instead, we found that perspective taking was negatively associated with withdrawal. Several
factors might contribute to this unexpected result. First of all, prior research examining empathy and withdrawal in ado-
lescents did not account for potential links with perspective taking (Bjorkqvist et al., 2000; De Wied et al., 2007). Secondly,
these studies used measures of affective empathy that tapped into the tendency to share others' emotions, as well as the
tendency to experience sympathetic empathic concern for others' emotions. Shared empathic emotions can be aversive, and
sometimes evoke a tendency to avoid the source of those emotions (Eisenberg, 2000). This might explain the link between
affective empathy and withdrawal found in previous research.

Prior research has indicated that, in adolescence, developmental changes in empathy parallel a shift in adolescents'
conflict behaviors towards parents (Laursen et al., 2001; Van der Graaff et al., 2014; Van Doorn, Branje, & Meeus, 2011; Van
Doorn, Branje, Van der Valk, et al., 2011). The present research extends previous correlational and experimental findings to a
developmental context, and suggests that, within adolescents, empathy development is associated with a shift towards more
constructive and egalitarian conflict behaviors. Moreover, our findings suggest that perspective taking was more strongly
associated with a shift towards constructive conflict resolution than empathic concern. This is relevant for interventions that
aim to promote adolescents' empathy development and constructive conflict behavior. Specifically, our research suggests that
such interventions might focus primarily on promoting adolescents' perspective taking development. Interventions focusing
on perspective taking might also be more effective, as prior research has suggested that perspective taking is particularly
susceptible to developmental influences in adolescence (Van Lissa et al., 2014).

There were notable differences in the pattern of results between mothers and fathers. For example, higher levels of both
empathic dispositions were significantly associated with lower levels of conflict escalation with mothers, but not with fathers.
These findings can be interpreted in the context of known qualitative differences between adolescents' relationships with
mothers and fathers. Relationships with mothers have been described as more “intense” than relationships with fathers
(Steinberg & Silk, 2002). This intensity is reflected in by the fact that adolescent—mother relationships are, on the one hand,
characterized by more frequent and intense conflict, and on the other hand, by greater support and expressed emotion
(Branje et al., 2013; De Goede et al., 2009; Steinberg & Silk, 2002). Maternal support has been shown to predict empathy
development in adolescents (Miklikowska, Duriez, & Soenens, 2011). If negative emotions are expressed in a supportive
relationship context, they might be more likely to trigger empathic responses, which in turn might help to de-escalate the
conflict. Thus, links between empathy and escalation might be stronger in adolescent—mother relationships, because conflict,
support, and expressed emotion go hand in hand to a greater extent in adolescent—mother relationships than in ado-
lescent—father relationships. Secondly, higher levels of compliance with mothers — but not with fathers — were associated
with increasing empathic concern over time. As we mentioned before, relationships with mothers are typically closer and
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more supportive than with fathers (Steinberg & Silk, 2002). Consequently, adolescents might be more concerned for mothers’
emotional well-being, and comply with mothers out of sympathy. This could explain why the link between compliance and
empathic concern was stronger in adolescent—mother relationships than adolescent—father relationships.

One clear limitation of the present study is the correlational nature of the data, which precludes making causal inferences
about the direction of effects. However, the present multivariate growth curve approach is the most appropriate test for
parallel development, because it reveals the extent to which change in empathic dispositions and conflict behaviors is
associated within individuals. Previous empirical work demonstrated that experimentally induced empathy promotes pro-
social conflict behavior in bogus interactions (e.g., Galinsky et al., 2008; Richardson et al., 1994), and future research might
replicate these findings in adolescent—parent conflict interactions.

Another limitation is that all variables were measured using adolescent self-reports. Consequently, common method bias
might provide an alternative explanation for associations between these variables (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff,
2003). Moreover, perspective taking might have stronger associations with conflict behavior than empathic concern because
items of the perspective taking subscale appear to suggest a context of conflict (e.g., “I try to look at everybody's side of a
disagreement before I make a decision”). Consequently, these questions might tap into similar self-theories as the questions
regarding conflict behaviors. Nevertheless, a strong argument in favor of using self-report measures to assess empathic
dispositions is that empathy is an internal process, which might not necessarily be expressed in overt behavior. Indeed,
research indicates that parents' estimates of adolescents' empathy correlate poorly with adolescents' reports (Cliffordson,
2001). Because conflict resolution behavior is more readily observable, however, future research could include third party
reports of adolescents' conflict resolution behavior, or even code observations of behavior in actual adolescent—parent
conflicts. Parents' reports about adolescents' conflict behavior might be biased, however, if parents are themselves involved in
the conflict.

Another limitation is related to the operationalization of empathy. Empathy has historically been defined in myriad ways
(Batson, 2009). Although the present research contributes to prior literature on empathy and conflict resolution by incor-
porating measures of both affective and cognitive empathy dimensions, the empathic concern and perspective taking sub-
scales of the IRI do not capture all aspects of these empathy dimensions. Most notably, researchers have argued that pure
empathy refers to sharing others' emotions, whereas other-oriented feelings of caring are more appropriately referred to as
sympathy (Eisenberg, 2000). The empathic concern scale used in the present study is purported to measure only dispositional
sympathy. Future research might thus address the role of shared emotions in adolescent—parent conflict resolution. Finally, a
minor limitation of the present study is that the IRI assesses individuals' general tendencies to engage in empathic concern
and perspective taking, and does not measure their specific responses toward their parents. Adolescents' empathic responses
in specific situations — such as conflict with parents — could differ from their general empathic dispositions. Future research
might therefore address the role of situational empathy in conflicts with parents.

Despite these limitations, the present research advances our understanding of the links between empathy and conflict
resolution behavior. This study is the first to investigate the parallel development of empathic concern and perspective taking
with conflict resolution behaviors towards both parents throughout adolescence. Prior experimental work has demonstrated
that affective and cognitive empathy dimensions hold common and unique associations with particular conflict behaviors in
bogus interactions (Galinsky et al., 2008; Richardson et al., 1994). The present study builds upon these findings, by showing
that adolescents' naturally occurring development is accompanied by similar changes in conflict behavior towards parents.
Our longitudinal approach improves upon previous research examining adolescents' empathy and conflict resolution
behavior, which has been mostly cross-sectional, and has failed to address unique associations of empathic concern and
perspective taking (Bjorkqvist et al., 2000; De Wied et al., 2007). Our results suggest that adolescents' developing perspective
taking is more strongly associated with a pattern of increasing constructive and egalitarian conflict resolution behaviors
towards parents than empathic concern. Interestingly, perspective taking also appears to be the empathy dimension most
susceptible to developmental influences in adolescence (Van Lissa et al., 2014). Therefore, interventions focusing on
perspective taking might be most beneficial in promoting adolescents’ constructive conflict resolution behavior.
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