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Impact of Parental Conflict on Children’s Mental Health:
Exploring through Real Life Stories in Qualitative Approach from Nepal
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Abstract

Parental conflict is a serious threat to children’s mental health because it undermines
emotional security, behavioral regulation, and long-term psychological adaptation. This
qualitative study looks at the effects of parental conflict on children by analyzing real-
life cases of people aged eight to fifteen who have been subjected to ongoing familial
strife. The findings show that exposure to verbal arguments, physical violence, and
emotional neglect contributes to increased anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and
poor academic performance. Children frequently withdraw emotion, isolate themselves,
and struggle to make new friends. In Nepal, where cultural norms and family hierarchies
have a significant impact on how children grow up, being unable to discuss problems at
home adds to the mental strain. The study demonstrates the importance of raising
awareness, educating parents, and providing appropriate mental health services, such as
school-based counseling and community support systems. It also demonstrates the
importance of strengthening legal protections and using culturally sensitive conflict
resolution methods. To protect children’s emotional health and promote healthier
growth in families and communities, these issues must be addressed.

Keywords: parental conflict, child mental health, emotional adjustment, attachment
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Introduction

Parental conflict is a common and complex issue that has negative consequences for
children’s mental health and overall well-being (Smith & Johnson, 2018). It includes
both open and hidden signs of parental anger, disagreement, or emotional tension. It has
been linked to significant problems with children’s emotional stability, cognitive
development, and interpersonal skills (Grych & Fincham, 1990). Even though it occurs
frequently in various family settings, people remain concerned about how it affects
children’s mental health.

The family environment is critical for children’s mental development, and parental
conflict is thought to play a significant role in how children deal with their emotions and
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behavior (Cummings & Davies, 2010). The consequences of this type of conflict are
different for everyone; they are determined by how severe it is, how frequently it occurs,
how it is resolved, and how well the child can handle it (Harold & Sellers, 2018). To
develop interventions that protect children’s mental health, it is critical to understand
how these dynamics operate (Rhoades, 2008). The psychological consequences of
parental conflict can manifest in various forms:

Increased anxiety and fear: Children who witness frequent and unresolved parental
conflict often experience increased anxiety and fear. Such conflicts create an erratic
domestic environment, resulting in chronic stress responses. The perceived threat to
familial stability may amplify a child’s feelings of vulnerability and insecurity,
potentially leading to generalized anxiety disorders, sleep disturbances, or somatic
complaints (Power, 2004).

Increased risk of depression: Chronic parental discord is linked to an increased
prevalence of depressive symptoms in children. Observing antagonistic interactions
between parents can cause feelings of helplessness and sorrow. Furthermore, children
may internalize the conflict, holding themselves personally responsible for it, which can
exacerbate feelings of guilt, worthlessness, and despair (Rhoades, 2008).

Low self-esteem and negative self-perception: The emotional atmosphere created by
parental conflict can lower children’s self-esteem. Adverse communication patterns,
such as blame, criticism, or emotional withdrawal during parental conflicts, can be
internalized by children, resulting in distorted self-perception. Children may gradually
come to believe that they are unworthy, unloved, or inadequate, which has a negative
impact on their self-esteem and personal identity (Harold & Sellers, 2018).

Reduced relationship development and social functionality: Children raised in
contentious parental environments may have difficulty forming healthy interpersonal
relationships. Poor conflict resolution, aggression, or emotional withdrawal can stymie
the development of social skills like trust, empathy, and emotional expression. This may
lead to difficulties in peer interactions, avoidance of intimacy in subsequent
relationships, or involvement in similarly maladaptive patterns.

Behavioral and emotional deregulation: The emotional burden of parental conflict
may impair children’s ability to regulate their emotions and behavior. Children who have
experienced prolonged stress may exhibit increased aggression, defiance, or oppositional
behavior. In contrast, some people may exhibit emotional withdrawal or excessive
compliance. These maladaptive responses can occur in educational, social, or domestic
settings, impeding their psychosocial adaptation.
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Development of cognitive distortions and maladaptive beliefs: Adverse parental
interactions can have a long-term impact on children’s cognitive frameworks and
perceptions of relationship dynamics. They may develop distorted cognitive frameworks,
perceiving conflict as unavoidable or believing that emotional expression causes
damage. These maladaptive beliefs can shape their perspective and problem-solving
strategies, potentially impeding emotional resilience and adaptive coping mechanisms.

The psychological effects vary from person to person and are influenced by factors such
as supportive relationships, cultural context, and individual resilience. Nonetheless, it is
critical to recognize and address the mental health needs of children who have grown up
with combative parents. Psychosocial support, therapy, and community resources can
help mitigate the negative effects and increase emotional strength.

Research consistently shows that when parents fight, their children are more likely to
experience anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and behavioral issues (Kelly & Emery,
2003). kids who are around a lot of parental conflict may have a lot of problems, such as
emotional distress, behavior issues, trouble in school, and trouble making friends.
Parental conflict can have especially strong effects on kids during sensitive times of
development, like early childhood and adolescence, when they are more affected by their
family’s environment. However, research frequently fails to consider how children
perceive things, particularly in underrepresented cultures.

This study aims to fill this gap by looking at how parental conflict affects children’s
mental health from the children’s own points of view. The study tries to give useful
information about the psychological factors that make this complicated situation happen
by looking at how kids deal with and think about parental conflict. The study’s goal is to
use qualitative research to ensure the authenticate data from real experiences and to find
out more about the newer ways that parental conflict affects children’s mental health and
emotional well-being.

Literature Review

Comprehensive research has looked into the negative effects of parental conflict on
children’s mental health, with a focus on emotional and psychological development.
Grych and Fincham (1990) introduced the cognitive contextual framework, which
emphasized how children’s cognitive evaluations and coping strategies affect the impact
of parental conflict on their psychological well-being.

In a similar context, Harold and Sellers (2018) conducted a comprehensive review of
empirical studies, discovering a significant link between inter-parental conflict and a
variety of youth psychopathological outcomes. Their findings emphasize the critical



PARENTAL CONFLICT AND CHILD’S MENTAL HEALTH : Maharjan | 139

need for tailored intervention programs and readily accessible support systems.
Cummings and Davies (2010) proposed the emotional security hypothesis, which
emphasized the negative effects of marital conflict on children’s emotional regulation
and sense of security.

Kelly and Emery (2003) investigated children’s adjustment after divorce, identifying
several risk and protective factors that influence resilience. Rhoades (2008) conducted a
meta-analysis to provide additional evidence linking inter-parental conflict to negative
behavioral and emotional outcomes in children.

Parents play an important role in protecting their children’s mental health, especially
when family conflicts arise. Parents should be aware of their influence on their children’s
well-being and take proactive steps to prevent emotional harm.

It is critical to resolve disagreements in private settings so that children are not exposed
to such conflicts. In cases where this approach is impractical, parents must provide age-
appropriate explanations and reassurance about conflict resolution (Hess, 2022).
Effective and transparent communication is especially important in dealing with
children’s unwarranted feelings of guilt as a result of parental conflicts.

It is preferable for parents to model effective conflict resolution strategies, emphasizing
empathy and cooperative problem-solving over assigning blame. During a marital
separation or divorce, at least one parent must play a stable and supportive role,
providing consistent emotional and moral guidance while not undermining the other
parent.

Adopting a neutral stance is critical for maintaining the child’s sense of security and
preventing emotional outbursts. It is critical that children have the freedom to express
their caregiving preferences, especially during the post-separation period. In the face of
familial challenges, parents must maintain respectful interpersonal relationships,
reinforcing prosocial values.

Children aged six to eighteen require special attention because this period is critical for
their cognitive, emotional, and social development. It is best to avoid unnecessary
separation from primary caregivers and reduce reliance on third parties.

Participation in extracurricular activities has the potential to boost psychological
resilience, improve physical health, and provide constructive outlets for emotions.
Professional counseling is recommended when conflicts last a long time or become
extremely intense. This approach can help the child’s overall development and increase
their self-esteem.
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Creating a safe and nurturing environment, even in the midst of family conflict, is critical
for fostering resilience. The consistent presence of a supportive parent helps children
develop confidence and emotional stability, which are necessary for academic, social,
and professional success, while also alleviating the burdens of anxiety and depression.

Methodology

This study used qualitative research design and included semi-structured interviews with
five children aged 9 to 13 from families with high levels of conflict between the parents.
Participants were selected using purposive sampling to ensure a diverse range of ages,
genders, and family structures.

In a counseling setting, in-depth interviews were conducted to learn about the children’s
experiences, emotional insights, and strategies for dealing with parental conflict. Each
interview lasted 45 to 90 minutes and was conducted in a setting that prioritized privacy
and children’s needs.

The data was thoroughly analyzed using thematic analysis, which assisted in identifying
important patterns, new themes, and psychological processes that influenced how
parental conflict affected children’s mental health. To maintain ethical standards,
measures were implemented, such as obtaining informed consent, obtaining child assent,
and strictly adhering to confidentiality rules. Parents received comprehensive
information regarding the study’s objectives, methodologies, and possible effects on
their children. Considerable focus was directed towards the delicate aspects of the topic,
and parents would be prompted to engage in discussions regarding participation with
their children as deemed suitable. Measures to ensure confidentiality be established to
safeguard the privacy of parents and children, with data being securely stored and
anonymized. Parental consent served as the main form of authorization; however, the
perspectives and comfort levels of minors are considered during the research process to
ensure children’s safety. The research would comply with established ethical guidelines
and standards to guarantee the protection and rights of all participants are maintained.

Theoretical Framework

This study is based on Attachment Theory that states a child’s emotional development is
dependent on safe and stable relationships with caregivers. When parents fight,
especially if it is intense or lasts for a long time, it can break these attachment bonds,
leaving children feeling insecure, anxious, and emotionally upset. Bowlby’s (1969)
groundbreaking work on attachment states that children absorb the emotional climate of
their home. When parents fight frequently, children may learn unhealthy ways to cope
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with stress, such as shutting down emotionally, being overly alert, or acting aggressively.
These behaviors may make it difficult for them to cope with stress and fit in with others.

This qualitative case study investigates how parental conflict influences children’s
mental health in Nepal. It seeks to understand how such conflict influences the nature
and safety of attachment relationships. Using real-life stories, the study examines
children aged 8 to 15 years’ emotional perceptions, coping responses, and long-term
psychological effects of living in a conflict zone. Attachment Theory provides a strong
framework for understanding these dynamics, and the study’s findings should help
develop interventions and support systems that are sensitive to the situation and help
children in high-conflict families feel safe and mentally healthy.

Findings
Case 1: A teen with long-term anxiety.

A 14-year-old girl was diagnosed with chronic anxiety as a result of her parents’ frequent
fights, most of which were over money. She stated that she had trouble sleeping, did not
want to leave her house, and did not want to be around other people. Her grades dropped,
and she began to experience panic attacks when people yelled.

This case demonstrates how quickly and profoundly parental conflict can impact a
child’s emotions. Her symptoms are very similar to those of anxiety disorders, which are
often associated with feelings of insecurity. This is consistent with the study’s goal of
investigating how children who witness their parents’ fights become less emotionally
stable and use unhealthy coping strategies.

Case 2: Parental conflict exacerbated sibling rivalry.

Two brothers, aged 9 and 12, were seen while their parents were fighting over custody.
They were frequently placed in emotionally charged situations in which they had to
choose between one parent and the other. This situation resulted in intense sibling
rivalry, increased aggression, and difficulty making friends who they could trust. Both
were emotionally weakened and had broken friendships.

This case demonstrates how difficult it is for children to deal with loyalty issues. It
demonstrates how relationships break down and emotions become fragmented when
there is no strong parental unit, which is what the study aimed to do, investigate how
children do not get along with one another.
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Case 3: Being exposed to physical violence.

An 11-year-old girl witnessed her parents physically fight more than once. As a result,
she reported having nightmares, becoming emotionally detached, and experiencing post-
traumatic stress symptoms such as increased alertness and emotional distance.

This case demonstrates how witnessing domestic violence can result in significant
psychological trauma. The child’s symptoms, which resemble those of post-traumatic
stress disorder, demonstrate how parental violence can have long-term consequences for
a child’s mental and emotional health.

Case 4: Emotional conflict and parental alienation

A 13-year-old boy described how his parents alienated him from one another by
constantly criticizing and undermining each other. This caused emotional confusion and
put me in a difficult position regarding my loyalty. The child exhibited symptoms of
depression, constant anger, and emotional distance from both parents.

Parental alienation causes emotional dissonance, making it difficult for children to
develop their identities and becoming emotionally unstable. The case demonstrates how
parents’ interactions with one another influence their children’s mental health and ability
to form strong emotional bonds.

Case 5: School Setting Leads to Decrease in Academics and Emotion

A 13-year-old girl was struggling in school and experiencing high levels of stress. She
was once a motivated and capable student, but now she struggles to concentrate, turns in
incomplete assignments, and complains about being tired all the time. Teachers observed
that students were withdrawing from social situations and having difficulty interacting
with their peers. Her home life was filled with fights between her parents, which
frequently escalated into heated verbal exchanges.

This case demonstrates how emotional distress can have an impact on both academic and
social life. The child’s behavior is consistent with internalizing symptoms resulting from
an unstable home life. Her case supports the study’s goal of determining how fighting at

home affects thinking and self-confidence in school settings.

These five cases demonstrate how children can express psychological distress in various
ways when their parents are fighting all the time. Anxiety, trauma, depression, friendship
issues, emotional insecurity, and poor academic performance were among the themes
that emerged. The findings support the central idea that unresolved conflict between
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parents has a significant impact on how children develop emotionally, how well they are,
and how well they interact with others.

Key Findings and Themes

The analysis of the children’s stories and background information revealed a number of
key themes:

Emotional and Psychological Impact. Children who grow up with fighting parents are
more likely to develop a variety of emotional and mental issues. These emotions may
include fear, sadness, emotional insecurity, and helplessness. Many children reported
feeling anxious, emotionally unstable, or depressed, with some experiencing panic
attacks and difficulty sleeping. These suppressed emotions frequently result in social
isolation, behavioral issues, and low self-esteem.

Academic and Social Consequences. When their parents fight, children struggle to
focus and perform well in school. Many of the participants reported a significant drop in
their grades, difficulty attending school on a regular basis, and a loss of interest in
learning. These kids also have difficulty making and maintaining friendships. People
frequently reported that trust issues, irritability, and poor communication skills hampered
healthy social development.

Coping Mechanisms and Long-Term Implications. When parents fight, children use a
variety of coping strategies. These behaviors include withdrawing emotionally, avoiding
interaction, spending extended periods of time alone, and blaming oneself. These
behaviors may make you feel better for a short time, but they frequently lead to
unresolved emotional tension, lower emotional intelligence, and poor conflict resolution
skills later in life. Sometimes these coping patterns become permanent, increasing the
risk of future mental health issues.

Family dynamics and the environment. The way the family as a whole and the
environment affect children is critical in determining how they will react
psychologically. Parents’ styles, whether or not they demonstrate emotional warmth,
whether or not they are exposed to aggressive behavior, and the amount of social support
they receive all influence how well children cope. Adults who were helpful, such as
extended family members or counselors, were discovered to help protect children,
whereas neglectful or strict environments caused them to become more upset.

Discussion

The findings of this study demonstrated that parental conflict has a significant and far-
reaching impact on children’s mental health. This study painted a vivid picture of the
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emotional, psychological, and behavioral issues that children face when they are
repeatedly exposed to parental disagreements. It accomplishes this by combining theory,
research objectives, and real-life case examples.

This study took a qualitative approach, examining how children deal with family
conflict, how they understand it, and how they attempt to cope with it. The case
descriptions provided strong support for the research goals. They demonstrated that
being around parental conflict in various forms, such as verbal fights, emotional
rejection, or physical violence, frequently leads to increased anxiety, depression, low
self-esteem, poor grades, and difficulty developing secure and trusting relationships.

Cases involving physical violence, emotional distance, and parental rejection are
extremely serious and demonstrate how deeply children can suffer. According to
research, going through experiences like this can lead to long-term mental health issues
such as stress disorders, emotional imbalance, feelings of loneliness, and ongoing
emotional problems.

This study supports the idea that when parents have a bad relationship, their children’s
emotional and developmental stability suffers. It also emphasizes the importance of
providing children in combative families with the appropriate psychological support,
family counseling, and structured support programs at school in order to maintain their
mental health.

Impression of the Study

This study brings to light an important issue in Nepalese society that is frequently
overlooked. It provides real-life examples that demonstrate parental conflict is more than
just a family issue. Instead, it becomes a larger social issue with long-term implications
for children’s mental health. The real-life cases investigated in this study are similar to
the experiences of many children who grow up in homes with frequent fighting. These
stories demonstrate the importance of taking steps to protect children’s mental health,
such as preventive measures, targeted interventions, and supportive policies.

In Nepal, where collectivism is prevalent and family structure is critical to people’s
social and emotional lives, the findings emphasis the importance of creating stable and
emotionally supportive family settings. Encouraging healthier family relationships is
critical for protecting children’s emotional and mental health in the long term.
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Implications in the Nepalese Context

Nepal is a country where traditional family values and societal expectations make it
difficult to discuss family issues, it is still critical to discuss how parental conflicts affect
children. This study has several important implications:

Need for Awareness and Teaching Parents. Many parents may be unaware of the
impact their fights have on their children’s mental health. Awareness campaigns and
community-based programs are critical for teaching parents how to resolve conflicts in a
healthy manner and the importance of keeping children away from family fights for
extended periods of time.

Providing mental health support in schools. Schools should provide counseling and
emotional support services to help students cope with stress and anxiety from their home
lives. Teachers can learn to recognize early signs of emotional distress and assist
students in receiving the necessary support.

Strengthening legal and social support systems. Nepal has laws against domestic
violence, but little is done to support the mental health of children who live in fighting
families. In cases of divorce, custody, and domestic abuse, policies must be changed to
prioritize children’s mental health over all other considerations.

Cultural Sensitivity in Counseling and Therapy. In many Nepalese communities,
mental illness is still stigmatized, making families less likely to seek assistance.
Counseling programs should adhere to cultural norms by utilizing family-centered and
community-based approaches that encourage people to participate without fear of being
judged by others.

Making community-based support networks stronger. Extended families and
communities play an important role in Nepalese culture. These networks can provide
emotional safety and consistent support to children experiencing parental conflict.
Creating peer support groups and safe spaces for children to express their feelings can
help them become more resilient and emotionally healthy.

This study demonstrates how critical it is to act quickly and effectively to assist children
who are exposed to family conflict. Examples of such actions include educating parents,
providing family counseling, and establishing structured emotional support systems.
Because family dynamics in Nepal are inextricably linked to group identity and social
roles, this issue must be addressed in a way that considers all of these factors. Future
research should look for protective factors that help children stay mentally strong, as
well as ways to assist fighting parents in lessening the long-term effects of their
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children’s fighting experiences. To protect Nepal’s future generations’ mental health and
emotional growth, these issues must be addressed as soon as possible.

Limitations

The execution of a case study with only five respondents presents constraints, primarily
due to the small sample size, which limits generalizability, impedes pattern recognition,
and complicates causal inferences. The risk of bias grows, making thorough examination
difficult and limiting the reliability and scope of results. Although valuable insights are
provided, particularly in exploratory research, caution should be exercised when drawing
broad conclusions or extending findings beyond the specific cases studied.
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