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Abstract. The aim of the paper was to examine the significance and impact of the family
structure on the proneness to conflict of preadolescent students. The research involved 400
seventh grade students. At the very beginning of the presentation of the results, the proneness to
conflict of preadolescent students was established. By applying the y’testfor one variable, it has
been determined that the highest number of students enter into conflicts one or two times per
month (N = 205). The second place is occupied by a group of students who enter into conflicts
one or two times per week (N = 91). In the second part of the analysis, the Mann-Whitney test
was applied, whereby an independent variable (completeness of the family) was crossed with a
dependent variable (related to the frequency of conflicts, ranging from 1-very rarely to 4-
daily).A conclusion was reached that a significantly higher number of conflicts (Z = -2.18, p <
.05) are initiated by children from incomplete families (Mrank = 218.51), ascompared to children
from complete families (Mank = 192.16).In the third part of the paper, Spearman’s correlation
coefficient — rho (rs) was applied.A multiple regression analysis indicated that the educational
level of the parents has a more significant impact on the proneness to conflict of students, i.e.
that students who come from families where the parents have completed university education,
master’s or doctoral studies, more rarely enter into conflicts, in comparison with students who
come from families where the parents have completed college, secondary or primary education,
namely, that the lower the educational level of the parents (father or mother), the greater the
child's proneness to conflicts.In order to examine the correlation between the sociodemographic
characteristics of the family (education of the father, education of the mother and completeness
of the family) and the child (sex and age),and the frequency of conflicts, a multiple regression
analysis was applied. The predictor (independent) variables, presented as the sociodemographic
characteristics of the family and the child, in relation to the criterion variable, which represents
the frequency of conflicts, indicate the results of this analysis and point to the conclusion that the
sociodemographic characteristics of the family and the child are significantly related to the
outcomes of the conflicts (F(388, 5) = 2.74, p < .05; R =.185).
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Introduction
Conflicts and quarrels represent an integral part of all human relationships and in and of
themselves are considered neither “good” nor “bad”. According to Webster's Dictionary
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(Merriam Webster Online,2018)the word ““conflict” originates from the Latin word conflictus
meaning to collide. The most common protagonists of conflicts are persons who are always at
the pinnacle of the conflict situation and have a personal inclination towards conflicts, due to
the fact that their cultural model — starting point, the capacity for dialogue and discussion, are
in essence founded on the occurrence of conflict. Conflicts are necessary for development. They
contribute to maturation, to the discovery and building of identity, to the creation of our self-
images and of the images of the world that surrounds us. The first conflict situations are
experienced by the child precisely in communication with the persons that love him or her the
most — the parents: father and mother. Children’s attempts to demonstrate to their parents that
they “exist”, that they have their own desires and needs, apart from those that were chosen for
them by their parents (in the interest of the child), who “certainly know best what their child
needs”, in most cases result in conflict. With starting kindergarten/preschool, and then primary
and secondary school, a new phase of life begins for the child, in which he or she acquires
conflict experiences and learns from them about his/her own boundaries and abilities
(Dzaferovi¢, 2013). In the older school age, preadolescents and adolescents often enter into
conflict situations with their peers, parents and the wider surroundings. Their emotional
immaturity and lack of life experiences represent the main obstacles for successful interpersonal
relationships.

American psychologist Hall (1904), defined and described adolescence as an inevitable
and special developmental stage in the lives of young people (according toArnett,
2006).Adolescence occurs as a transitional period, a stage in which periods of “gales and
storms” follow one another. It is precisely this developmental stage that directs the development
of a young person towards the irreversible transition from childhood into adulthood.
Adolescence is considered to be the most significant and one of the “hardest” periods in every
individuals life.

In the 20" century, in the field of life and social sciences, a multitude of different
theories have been created that sought to explain the various aspects of adolescence: the
physical and psychological development, the formation of adolescent peer groups, the increased
and frequent conflicts of adolescents with their parents, the formation and development of
personal identity, the emotional instability and irritability of adolescents, etc.(Petkovic, 2014).
During adolescence, numerous changes and transformations occur, which are inevitable, as they
lead to maturation, to psychological and psychosocial functioning. Biological theories that deal
with the issue of adolescence are based on Darwin’s theory of evolution (1859) and Hall’s
biogenetic theory of adolescence (1904) and define adolescence as a period and time of
accelerated physical and sexual maturation, which has an array of psychological and social
consequences (Dzaferovi¢, 2018).Freud himself (1923), in his psychoanalytic theory, treats
adolescence as a turbulent and dynamic period, directed and guided by unconscious drives
which, as such, constitute a dominant part of the adolescent’s personality. Piaget (1978), as a
representative of the developmental-cognitive theory, explains that, at the beginning of
adolescence, numerous qualitative changes take place in mental activity, i.e. that what unfolds
is the transition from concrete to abstract thinking.

Today, we define adolescence (lat. adolescentia, to grow towards maturity, to mature,
to strengthen, to grow up) as a stage of life that requires a good deal of adjustment both from
the child and from the parents (Sujoldzi¢, Rudan & De Lucia, 2006). For Vujaklija
(1997),adolescence is merely a period of youth or youthfulness. Adolescence is a period of
development and growth of a person, but also a period of sexual maturation (DzZaferovic,
2018).Lewin (1939) speaks of adolescents as of persons who are constantly “on the margin”,
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and treats adolescence as a period of continuous balancing between the role of a child in relation
to the role of an adult. At the threshold of adulthood, with the beginning of adolescence, children
go through numerous and comprehensive changes that reflect on the intrapsychic and inter-
psychic reality of adolescents, on their behaviours, physical and emotional reactions.
Adolescents are aware of the physical changes (which usually do not make them happy), they
are of changeable moods and tense, confused or withdrawn. In the period of adolescence, the
cycles of physical, intellectual and emotional maturation have not yet been completed. Curéié
(2005) indicates that adolescence is characterized by numerous re-examinations of the roles and
of belonging to various groups, but also by the preparation for the tasks and roles that are
characteristic of adulthood. Adolescents themselves notice that they have a tendency to be
highly agitated, that they are rebellious and prone to conflicts, which is accompanied by
negative feelings towards parents, peers and the wider surroundings. It is precisely these types
of relationships and states that make adolescents irritable and ambivalent. Polovina (2000)
defines adolescence as a crisis period that manifests itself both on the personal and on the family
level. The crisis period develops bi-directionally, in the direction of accepting the said changes
on the personal plane, while the second direction refers to how the parents experience the
changes in adolescents, as well as the changes in their own positions and roles in their lives
(Polovina, 2000). The period of adolescence is not equally difficult for all children. It is
precisely this fact that causes the discrepancy between different authors when it comes to
determining when the period of adolescence begins and when it ends. During the period of
adolescence, boys show more interest in health, safety, money, intimate relationships (sex),
while girls become more interested in personal attraction and being liked, life attitudes, mental
health and domestic relationships. It often happens that the period of adolescence is identified
with the period of puberty, which is certainly inaccurate. The beginning of adolescence is
marked by puberty, i.e. by an array of physical and hormonal changes, that end in the
adolescents’ achievement of sexual maturity and ability to reproduce (Vasta, Haith & Miller,
1997). Puberty is just a part of adolescence and strictly refers to physiological changes (bodily
changes and reactions), while adolescence refers to the psychological aspects of puberty and
includes a wide area of psychological changes. In the last ten years, there has been a shift in the
onset of puberty, and it became clear that girls enter puberty on averagewhen they reach the age
of10-and-a-half,and boys when they reach the age of12-and-a-half (Sujoldzi¢, Rudan & Lucia,
2006).The process of adolescence in girls beginsabout two years earlier than in boys (Vujinovic,
2015). By analysing the relevant sources on adolescence, it is possible to determine that there
is no general consensus in the classification of the beginning and end of the adolescent period.

Today we speak of a trend to view adolescence from the perspective of the adolescent.
The Convention on the Rights of the Child applies to children who are defined as “every human
being under 18 years old” (UN General Assembly, 1989;Proteknon, 2017), but adolescence is
not clearly defined in this framework, nor has this developmental stage been given necessary
attention thus far. The General Comment of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child No.
20 (CRC GC 20, 2016), on the implementation of the rights of the child during adolescence,
recognizes that “adolescence cannot be easily defined and that each individual child reaches
maturity at a different age” (CRC GC 20, 2016), and explains that “the implementation of rights
should take into account the development of children and their developmental capacities” (CRC
GC 20, 2016).

Adolescence,or youth, is a period in which children grow up to become adults which,
according to the definition of the World Health Organization, lasts from the age of 10 to the age
of 19 (Sedlecki, Markovi¢& Rajin, 2001). Hurlock (Herlok, 1971), defines adolescence as a
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developmental period that covers an entire decade, from the ages of 10 to 20, whereby the said
interval is divided into three periods:

- preadolescence from the ages of 10 to 12,

- early adolescence from the ages of 13 to 16 and

- late adolescence from the ages of 17 to 20.

Montessori (1994)also recognizes three periods of adolescence, with the first two being key in
the development of adolescents:

a) the period from birth to the age of 7,as the first level of education,

b) the period immediately preceding adolescence, in the interval from the ages of 7 to 12,

c) the period of adolescence itself, which is manifested from the ages of 12 to 18.

In 1980, the World Health Organization has shifted the upper boundary of adolescence
to 24 years of age. Consequently, a new division of adolescence has been determined, to —early
adolescence (from the ages of 10 to 14), mid-adolescence (from the ages of 15 to 19) and late
adolescence (from the ages of 20 to 24).From the perspective of developmental psychologists,
adolescence represents a period of transformation in which adolescents undergo different
phases and changes: biological, psychological and social. According to Erikson (1968) andthe
Proteknon Group (2017), these changes help adolescents to achieve a positive and coherent
personal identity. According toMoore and Rosenthal (1993), the onset of puberty at the
biological level indicates the maturation of reproductive organs, a pronounced sexuality and
sexual drive, as well as the ability to achieve the parent role, while at the psychological level,
adolescents strive and aspire to adopt the roles of adults and in doing so they engage in sexual
relationships and reproduction. In an attempt to become independent from their primary
families, adolescents choose their role-models among potentially problematic peers (Eisenstadt
1956; Proteknon, 2017; Blos, 1962). Piaget (1964; 1972) emphasizes that the cognitive
development of higher mental functions allows adolescents to plan and anticipate the future, as
well as to reach moral judgements (Kohlberg, 1984). Since adolescents do not possess quality
life experiences, their attempts to independently solve conflicts and problems, reach decisions
and moral judgements, usually result in new open conflicts and failures. Adolescents construct
their beliefs, attitudes, value orientations and also develop other central parts of their
personalities that play a role in determiningthe manner of their future existence in the world
(Vukicevi¢, 2014).

Research Methodology

Problem, Subject, Objective and Tasks of the Research

The problem of this research can be set forth by asking the following question: What is
the extent of the significance and impact of the family structure and the educational level of the
parents on the observed conflict behaviours of preadolescent students? The discussion on the
proneness to conflict of preadolescent students demands that the significance of various
influences on the behaviours of preadolescent students be listed, such as the family, educational
institutions, peers, media, sport activities, quality of leisure time, and the like. The subject of
this research is an examination of the impact of the family and its structure (complete or
incomplete family) and educational level of the parents on the proneness to conflicts of
preadolescent students. The objective of the research is to examine the frequency (incidence)of
student conflict behaviours depending on the structure of the family from which the students
originate (complete or incomplete — single-parent) and the educational level of the parents
(parents with primary, secondary, college, university education, master’s or doctoral studies).
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Research tasks:
1. Examine the frequency (incidence)of preadolescent student conflicts (in school),
2. Examine the relationship between the completeness of the family (1- raised by both parents;
2- raised by a single parent), i.e. sociodemographic variables and the frequency of conflicts;
3. Examine the connection between and impact of the educational level of the parents (mother
or father) on the frequency of student conflicts, i.e. examine whether students who originate
from families with a higher level of education (parents with completed university education,
master’s or doctoral studies), enter into conflicts more rarely than students who originate from
families where the parents have completed college, secondary or primary education.

Hypotheses

The overall analysis of this paper was oriented towards creating a snapshot of a cross-
section of the situation in the process of conflict situations of preadolescent students. In
accordance with this, the following hypotheses have been derived from the research objective:

H1 The assumption is that the highest number of students engage in different types of
conflicts regularly and on a daily basis, and that the number of students who rarely (once or
twice a month) or never enter into conflicts and conflict situations (i.e. who have no conflict
experiences) is the lowest.

H2 The assumption is that the structure of the family in which the child was raised (1-
raised by both parents/complete family; 2- raised by a single parent/incomplete family), has a
significant effect on the frequency (incidence) of entering into conflicts when it comes to
preadolescent students, i.e. that children who come from complete families (raised by both
parents — parents are married), enter into conflicts considerably less than children who come
from incomplete families (raised by and living only with their mother or father (parents are
divorced); grandmother/grandfather (without parental care); in a home (without both parents)).

H3 The assumption is that the educational level of the parents significantly affects the
frequency (incidence) of student conflicts, i.e. that students who originate from families with a
higher level of education (parents have completed university education, master’s or doctoral
studies) enter into conflicts more rarely than students who come from families where the parents
have completed only college, secondary or primary education.

Research Sample

The research was carried out in four primary schools on the territory of Novi Sad. The
research sample was suitable and consisted of 400 seventh grade students, of which 210 were
boys and 190 were girls. The age difference between students (2003 and 2004 as the years of
birth) occurred due to early enrolment of students in the first grade (Tablel).

Table number 1 —Description of the research sample

Variable Category F %
Boy 210 5250
Sex Girl 190 47.50
13 years 63 15.75
Age 14 years 337 84.25
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By both parents 296 74.00
Raised By a single parent 101 25.25
Missing 3 0.75
Primary school 10 2.50

Secondary education 107 26.75
Education of the father  College education 78 19.50
University education 173 43.25
Master’s degree 32 8.00

Primary school 3 0.75
Secondary education 124 31.00
Education of the mother College education 56 14.00
University education 167 41.75
Master’s degree 50 12.50

F — frequency; % - percentage.

Results

In order to provide a response to the first hypothesis a y2 test for one variable was
applied, carried out in order to verify whether there are statistically significant differences in
the proportions of individual response categories. The differences in the proportions of
individual response categories are statistically significant (y? (5) = 407.90, p < .001). There is
no doubt that the highest number of students enters into conflicts once or twice within a month
(N =205), followed by once or twice a week (N = 91) (Table2). Similar results are demonstrated
by a study conducted byRaffaelli (1997),on determining the frequency of conflicts between
peers in early adolescence. The study confirms that the average frequency of conflicts is based
on one occurrence during the week (according to Noakes & Rinaldi, 2006).

Table2 —Frequency of conflicts between preadolescent students
Category of frequency | Observed N Expected N Residual

Daily 34 66,7 -32,7
(at least once)

Daily 25 66,7 41,7
(several times a day)

Once-twice during the | 91 66,7 24,3
week

Once-twice during the | 205 66,7 138,3
month

This never happensto | 42 66,7 -24.,7
me
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Something else 3 66,7 -63,7
Total 400

The results are presented in Figure 1. According to the above, the first hypothesis has
beenconfirmed.

Something else | 3

This never happens to me B

Once-twice during the month GG 205
Once-twice during the week [N 51

Daily (several times a day) [ 25

Daily (at least once) L EN
0 50 100 150 200 250

Figure 1 —Frequency of conflicts

In order to examine the second hypothesis and determine the differences in the
frequency (incidence) of conflicts between students who were raised in complete and
incomplete families, the Mann-Whitney test was applied. The variables were defined as follows:

a) family completeness as the independent variable (complete; incomplete),

b) frequency of conflicts as the dependent variable (1 — very rarely to 4 — daily).

Results point to the conclusion that a significantly higher number of conflicts (Z = -2.18,
p <.05) is initiated by students who come from incomplete families (Mrank = 218.51),compared
to students from complete families (Mrank = 192.16).The results are presented in Table3,while
the distribution of responses is presented in Figure 2.

Certain studies that dealt with the differences between boys who grew up in complete
families with fathers and boys who grew up in incomplete families without fathers, suggest that
the differences between the two groups of boys are most pronounced in the preadolescent
period. Boys who live without their fathers from the age of five onwards, are more passive and
characterized by a lack of competitive spirit. Also, in relation to boys (their peers) from
complete families, they are less assertive, more attached and more dependent on peer interaction
(McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994; according to Parke, 1996).In accordance with the above, it
can beconcluded that the increased number of conflicts among male students, who grew up in
incomplete families (fatherless boys raised by their mothers), occurs due to the fact that their
communication skills are underdeveloped and their tolerance threshold is lower, which leads to
them entering into conflicts more often.Girls who grow up in incomplete families demonstrate
a greater orientation and assertiveness towards the opposite sex, while girls who grow up
fatherless are particularly inhibited (constrained and insecure) and anxious in the presence of a
male person (Hetherington, 1972; according to Parke, 1996), which also leads to the conclusion
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that what is at play is a lack of developed communication skills, insecurity and a low threshold
of tolerance, that inevitably lead to conflicts in the preadolescent period.

Table 3 —Differences in the frequency of conflicts between students from complete and
incomplete families

Family N | Average rank
Complete | 294 192.16
Incomplete | 103 218.51

Z=-2.18,p=.029

Legend: N — Number of respondents

180
B Regularly, every day,
157
160 at least once a day
140 - Daily, several times
120 during the day
100 Occasionally, once-
twice during the
80 70 week
60 a8 - Rarely, once-twice
during the month
40 8
20 18 15 I g This never happens
2 " tome
. l 1
Something else
Complete Incomplete

Figure number 2 —Distribution of the frequency of conflicts in children raised in
complete and incomplete families

The partial contribution of the predictor is presented in Tables 1 and 4. The
completeness of the family stood out as a significant predictor of positive direction (B=.125, p
< .05). The age of the child stood out as a marginally significant predictor ( =.090, p = .07).
Thus, the ages of the children were coded from 1 to 4, whereby the younger students were coded
with 1 and 2, and the older students with 3 and 4.

Table 4 —Partial contribution of the predictors
B T test | p level

Sex .005 | .090 .928
Age .090 | 1.792 074
Education of the father -.057 | -1.105 270
Education of the mother -.063 | -1.250 212

Completeness of the family | .125 | 2.452 015
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In order to verify the third hypothesis in which the assumption was made that the
educational level of the parents has a more significant effect on the frequency (incidence) of
student conflicts, i.e. that the students who originate from families with a higher level of
education (parents have completed university education, master’s or doctoral studies) enter into
conflictsmore rarely, as compared to students who originate from families where the parents
have only completed college, secondary or primary education, Spearman’s correlation
coefficient — rho (rs) was applied. The results point to the conclusion that both the education of
the father (r = -.137, p <.05) and the education of the mother (r = -.137, p < .05) have a low,
negative and statistically significant correlation with conflict frequency. In other words, the
lower the education of the parents (father or mother), the greater the number conflicts the child
exhibits. The third hypothesis has been confirmed, although it is necessary to emphasize that
these correlations are very low in intensity.

Table 4 —Relationship between conflict frequency and the education of the mother and
the father

Conflict frequency
r p N

Education of the father -.112° 025 | 397

Education of the mother | -.131"" | .009 | 397

Legend: N — Number of respondents (three respondents did not respond when asked
how often they enter into conflict situations)

Within the statistical processing of data, a multiple regression analysis was applied, in
order to examine the connection between the sociodemographic characteristics of the family
(education of the father, education of the mother and completeness of the family) and the child
(sex and age), and conflict frequency. The predictor (independent) variables were the
sociodemographic characteristics of the family and the child, while the criterion variable was
the frequency of conflicts. The results of this analysis point to the conclusion that the
sociodemographic characteristics of the family and the child are significantly related to conflict
outcomes (F(388, 5) = 2.74, p < .05; R =.185).

According to the results of the research conducted byHetherington and Jodl (1994),
regardless of age, 25% of children from incomplete families, as compared to 10% of children
living with both parents, experience difficulties at school, behavioural problems (delinquent
behaviour, emotional outbreaks), frequent mood shifts and disorders, low self-esteem and
unsuccessful intimate relationships (according toSantrock, 2000).

Conclusion

This paper clearly delineated the concept of adolescence in relation to preadolescence
and puberty, with a clear overview of the behaviours and quality of interpersonal relationships
of adolescents, i.e. preadolescents, and characteristic conflict behaviours that are conditioned
by growing up in complete or incomplete families (students living with both parents or with a
single parent or guardian). In order to determine and present the results of the research
concerning the significance and impact of the family structure on the proneness to conflicts of
preadolescent students, the existence of statistically significant differences in the proportions of
certain categories of responses on the students’ proneness to conflicts was examined first
(N=400). By analysing the processed responses, it was found that there are statistically
significant differences in the proportions of certain categories (2 (5) = 407.90, p < .001). The
category that states that students enter into conflicts once or twice during the month (N = 205)
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and the category that states that students enter into conflicts once or twice during the week (N
= 91)were distinguishedas the two dominant categories that describe the proneness to conflicts
of preadolescent students.

The results that are related to the established differences in conflict frequency between
students who grew up and live in complete families (who live with both parents), as compared
to the students from incomplete/impaired families (who live with a single parent or guardian),
point to the conclusion that a significantly higher number of conflicts (Z = -2.18, p < .05) is
initiated by students from incomplete families (Mrank = 218.51), as compared to students from
complete families (Mrank = 192.16). The assumption can be made that the reasons for a greater
proneness to conflicts in students who originate from incomplete families lies in the fact that
the parents with whom the child lives are overworked, that the student’s family is economically
disadvantaged or of poor financial situation and that there is a lack of well-planned leisure time
for the student (different sports clubs, music schools and foreign language schools, and other
activities) which would contribute to quality interpersonal relationships and active learning.

In the continued analysis of the data, an influence of the educational level of the parents
on the frequency of conflicts of preadolescent students has been established. Based on the above
results, it can be concluded that the students whose parents have completed university
education, master’s or doctoral studies are less likely to enter into conflicts than students who
come from families whose parents have completed primary, secondary or college education.
The applied Spearman’s correlation coefficient — rho (rs) points to the conclusion that both the
education of the father (r = -.137, p <.05), and the education of the mother (r = -.137, p < .05)
equally yield a low, negative and statistically significant correlation with conflict frequency.
The lower the education of the father or the mother (both parents)(i.e. parents are at a lower
educational level), the more often the child enters into conflicts.
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