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Distinguishing Communication
Behaviors of Mothers High and
Low in Trait Verbal Aggression

A Qualitative Analysis of
Mother-Child Playtime Interactions

FELICIA ROBERTS, STEVEN R. WILSON,
JULIE E. DELANEY, and JESSICA J. RACK

P arent-to-child maltreatment includes a wide range of prob-
lematic parenting practices such as physical and verbal aggression, neglect,
and sexual abuse. (See Chapter 1 of this book.) In this chapter we focus
on verbal aggression (VA), defined by Vissing, Straus, Gelles, and Harrop
(1991) as a symbolic act (i.e., either verbal or nonverbal) which, whether
active or passive, is intended—or perceived as intended—to cause psycho-
logical pain. Vissing and Bailey (1996) emphasize the complexity of VA
because it is associated with both intent and behavioral outcomes. In the
Commumication discipline, verbally aggressive behavior has been distin-
guished from argumentative behavior by “the locus of attack,” in that
aggressive behavior attacks the self-concept rather than the ideas or posi- .
tions advanced by another person (Infante & Rancer, 1996). Trait verbal
aggression, in turn, is the tendency to enact such behavior when differ-
ences or disagreements arise (Infante 8 Wigley, 1986).

Verbal aggression is commonly viewed as a catalyst for physically
abusive behavior (Roloff, 1996), but it may be as harmful as physical
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