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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Divorce has become increasingly common in our society.
Statistics reveal that between the years 1966 and 1976,
divorce rates have risen over 100% (Plateris, 1978;
Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979). It is estimated that one out
of every three marriages now results in divorce (Gardner,
1974; Hozman & Froiland, 1976). This suggests that the
likelihood of children being involved in the divorce
process will have increased correspondingly.

Wallerstein and Kelly (1979) estimated that 65% of
ali divorces involve children under eighteen years of age.
Levitan (1979) stated that over one million children per
year experience the divorce of their parents. Bane (1976)
utilized survey research to estimate that 20 to 30% of the
children born or growing up in the 1970's would have
divorcing parents. Hetherington (1979) stated that this
number was closer to 50%. It is thus clear that a signif-
icant number of children are involved in parental divorce.

Research studies have demonstrated that children are
often adversely affected by divorce (Landis, 1960; Despert,
1962; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979; Hetherington, 1979).
Children between the ages of 6 and 12 have been found to
be particularly at risk for developing adjustment problems
in response to divorce (Despert, 1962; Wallerstein & Kelly,

1976; Hetherington, 1979; Drake, 1979). For this reason



studies focused on the school-aged child and his or her

adjustment to divorce are especially needed if an under-
standing of the important parameters of this problem is

to be obtained.

Each child's response to divorce is individualized
(Gardner, 1978; Hetherington, 1979; Wallerstein & Kelly,
1980). Since researchers to date have not been able to
reliably isolate any one or any combination of variables
that can accurately identify the at-risk child, it is
difficult to predict which children will experience diffi-
culties in adjustment.

A child's adjustment to divorce is apparently related
to a number of factors. The parent-child relationship is
one factor that has received a great deal of attention.

The nature and the stability of the continuing interactions
between the parents and the child have been identified as
having a major influence on the child's adjustment to
divorce (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980; Kurdek & Siesky, 1980).
This parent-child relationship is considered of great
importance because it is the child's main source of support
(Jacobson, 1978; Hetherington, 1979). This suggests that
the child's support system is an important ingredient for
successful adjustment to divorce.

Some research has shown that there are children who
can adjust to divorce without the benefit of a supporting

parent-child relationship (Kapit, 1972; Anthony, 1974;



Hetherington, 1979). Many authors have suggested that the
availability of alternative persons, other than parents,
within the child's environment may assist in promoting
healthy adjustment to divorce (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1976;
Jacobson, 1978; Hetherington, 1979). Little attention has
been given however, to identifying alternative support
persons who could also contribute to the child's successful
adjustment. It is important to know in what ways the
child's interactions with these support persons are signif-
icantly related to the child's adjustment. The availability
of helping, significant persons and the quality of these
relationships may then be assessed for their impact on the
child's adjustment to divorce. By noting the absence of
essential support variables it may then be possible to
recognize those children who are at a higher risk for
developing adjustment problems. The aim of the present
study is to delineate the salient variables of the child's
support system that may affect favourable adjustment.

The following review of the literature will explore
the current research as it pertains to (1) the child's
response to divorce, (2) the child's long term adjustment

to divorce and (3) the child's support network.

Review of the Literature

The Child's Response to Divorce

Children display a wide variety of reactions in



response to their parents' divorce. Most investigators
agree that children of divorce cannot be viewed as a homo-
genous group (Landis, 1960; Hetherington, 1979; Kurdek &
Siesky, 1979). They are affected in accordance with their
age, sex, developmental level and family situations
(McDermott, 1968; Fulton, 1979; Kurdek & Siesky, 1979;
Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980). The child's age appears to be
the most crucial factor.

Children of all ages are affected by their parents'
divorce and all have their own specific, age related
responses. In both numbers and impact however, school-
aged children have been identified as being the largest
single group of children that are affected by divorce (Kelly
& Wallerstein, 1977; Drake, 1979). Jacobson (1978) found
that the most seriously affected children were between the
ages of 7 and 13. These results were corfoborated by
Desimone-Luis, O'Mahoney and Hunt (1979) and Schoettle and
Cantwell (1980).

The school-aged child's immediate response to divorce
has been well documented in the literature. Landis (1960)
reported a retrospective study in which university students
were asked to describe the reactions they had experienced
as children when their parents divorced. The major finding
was that as children, these individuals had felt less
secure and less happy after the divorce. This was found to

be true even in those cases where the children had been



well aware of interparent hostilities. Feelings of un-
happiness were also a predominant finding in McDermott's
(1970) study. He found that 34.4% of the children of
divorce in a clinical population displayed overt symptoms
of depression in the first year following divorce. On
further investigation, he found that an underlying de-
pression was present in all of the 116 children studied.
These feelings of unhappiness and insecurity are a common
finding in most of the research studies completed to date
(Wallerstein & Kelly, 1976; 1976; Kelly & Wallerstein,
1977; Brun, 1978; Kurdek & Siesky, 1979; Fulton, 1979;
Hetherington, 1979).

Another commonly identified reaction of the school-
aged child is that of shame (McDermott, 1968; Cantor, 1977;
Brun, 1978). Wallerstein and Kelly (1976) found that
feelings of shame emerged specifically in the 8 to 10 year
old child. Kurdek and Siesky (1980) however found that
66.7% of the 132 children studied did not feel any shame.
One possible explanation for this finding is that the sample
was composed of children between the ages of 5 and 19 years
and it is therefore difficult to know if the school-aged
child has a greater tendency to feel shame and guilt than
other age groups. The shame of the school-aged child may
have been hidden by the range of responses due to the
range of age.

The school-aged child also experiences anger about



the parental divorce; Wallerstein and Kelly (1976) found
that this anger is what distinguished the response of the
8 to 10 year old from any other age group. Hetherington
(1979) found that anger persisted throughout the first
year following the divorce.

From the literature it is apparent that divorce poses
a stress for the child. Certain characteristic responses
have been identified including sadness, shame, guilt and
anger. These reactions, often combined with a misunder-
standing of the situation, cause the child to be frightened
by the changing family relationships (Blaine, 1969;
Anthony, 1974; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980). The gquantity,
intensity and recognition of these responses greatly

influence the child's adjustment to divorce.

The Child's Adjustment to Divorce

Parental divorce demands that children adjust to a
new family situation. Some children are able to make this
transition and to adjust to the changed situation with
little difficulty. Other children however experience major
problems. Research studies have shown that there are a
significant number of children who do experience adjust-
ment problems.

McDermott (1968) found that 62% of the children studied
presented as management problems. Rosen (1979) reported

that 34% were negatively affected by the divorce process.



Brun (1878) in a large study (n=500) found that the same
percentage of children became worse as improved. In a
sample of similar size, Fulton (1979) discovered that 70%
of the parents involved felt that the children had displayed
obviously negative adjustment reactions as a result of the
divorce. 1In a five year study completed in 1980, Wallerstein
and Kelly found that 37% of the children studied had failed
to recover from the divorce while 29% were adjusting but
still unhappy and suffering from a lowered self-esteem.
These figures clearly illustrate that for a significant
number of children, divorce has a deleterious effect and
that children do encounter problems in adjustment.
Adjustment problems are displayed in an individualized
way by each child. Research however has determined that
there are certain characteristic problems that indicate
possible maladjustment. These are behaviour changes,
psychosomatic disturbances, altered relationships with
family members and peers and decreased school performance.
The majority of the school-aged child's adjustment
problems are evident in his or her behaviour. In attempting
to cope with and to defend against their immediate response
of feelings of anger, guilt and fear, children become more
active, hostile, aggressive and have a greater incidence
of temper tantrums (Gardner, 1974; Weiss, 1975; Wallerstein
& Kelly, 1976; 1977; Fulton, 1979). Researchers have also

found that there is increased nail biting, enuresis, night-



mares and attention seeking behaviours (Anthony, 1974;
Weiss, 1975; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1976; Kurdek & Siesky,
1979; Fulton, 1979). Many of these behaviours are a result
of the child's anxieties and confusion about the family
situation (Anthony, 1974; Fulton, 1979;: Kurdek & Siesky,
1979). These feelings of anxiety may cause the child to
feel powerless (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1976). 1Investigators
have proposed that this powerlessness may be related to the
increase in antisocial behaviours that are seen in some
children (Anthony, 1974; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1976; 1977).
Children have been found to display increased running away,
acting-out and stealing behaviours following divorce
(McDermott, 1970; Anthony, 1974; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1976;
19T ).

In contrast to these overt problem behaviours that are
indicative of possible adjustment problems, some children
experience adjustment difficulties that are less easily
identified. Wallerstein and Kelly (1976) found that some
children become less aggressive and better behaved after
divorce. This was thought to be a result of the child's
fear of being sent away like the absent parent, if he or
she displayed any angry or disruptive behaviours (Kelly &
Wallerstein, 1977). Luepnitz (1979) and Kurdek and Siesky
(1979) found that some children show withdrawn and moody
behaviours to indicate that they are experiencing adjust-

ment difficulties. Researchers have proposed that it may



be more difficult to identify maladjustment in children
when they display these less obvious problem behaviours
(Kelly & Wallerstein, 1977; Drake, 1979).

Children of divorce have an increased frequency of
somatic complaints (Anthony, 1974; Wallerstein & Kelly,
1976; Kelly & Wallerstein, 1977; Fulton, 1979; Luepnitz,
1979). Children have been found to have many physical
complaints with the most frequent ones being headaches and
stomachaches (Fulton, 1979).

In their study of the adjustment problems that children
experience researchers have further found that there are
often changes in the child's relationships with family
members and peers. The child is faced with the loss of one
pafent and may direct feelings of anger and resentment
toward the parent that he or she perceives to have been the
cause of the divorce and this loss (Wallerstein & Kelly,
1976; Brun, 1978). As a result there may be an increase
or decrease in both the quality and the quantity of the
interactions between the parent and the child.

In addition to their relationships with parents,
children may show changes in their interactions with peers.
Wallerstein and Kelly (1976) found that children had de-
creased interactions with their peers following divorce.
This is thought to be the result of feelings of shame and
guilt and the child's reluctance to share divorce information

with peers (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1976). This finding was
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also evident in other research (Cantor, 1977; Drake, 1979;
Kurdek & Siesky, 1979). 1In contrast to these findings
however, Luepnitz (1979) found that children increased the
quality and quantity of their interactions with peers.,

This finding was proposed to be the result of the child's
seeking support to help him or her to cope with the divorce.
Luepnitz (1979) also found that the child had increased
interactions with siblings, relatives and teachers follow-
ing divorce.

A child's school performance has also been suggested
to be a means by which adjustment problems can be identified.
Wallerstein and Kelly (1976) reported that 50% of their
school-aged subjects showed a decrease in school performance.
This was also a finding of Kurdek and Siesky (1979). They
found that 37% of the children studied displayed decreased
academic functioning. A decreased school performance is
suggested to be the result of the child's anxieties about
what is occuring in the home situation (Wallerstein & Kelly,
1977; Kurdek & Siesky, 1979).

The research clearly shows that children do face a
period of adjustment following divorce. There are a sig-
nificant number of children who encounter difficulties in
making this adjustment. These adjustment problems are
individualized for each child however researchers have
identified certain characteristic symptoms that indicate

possible maladjustment in children. These symptoms include
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behaviour problems, somatic disturbances, altered relatioﬁ-
ships between the child, his or her family and peers and
decreased school performance. However not all children
experience these problems to the same extent. This has
prompted researchers to suggest that there are some factors
in the child's environment that promote or inhibit a healthy
adjustment to divorce. One of the proposed factors is the

child's support network.

The Child's Support Network

For the purposes of this study, discussion of the
child's support network will be restricted to the child's
immediate environment, including the custodial and non-
custodial parents, siblings, extended family members,
teachers, school counselors, and peers.

Parents provide the main componentAof the child's
support network. The parents' ability to maintain a warm
and supportive relationship with the child is a factor
that is crucial in the child's adjustment to divorce
(Jacobson, 1978; Rosen, 1977; 1979; Wallerstein & Kelly,
1980). Landis (1960) found that one of the major variables
affecting the child's adjustment was the increased emotional
distance that often occurred between the child and the non-
custodial parent. Hetherington (1979) confirms these
findings when she states that it is the quality of the

child's continuing relationship with both parents that has
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a substantial effect on the child's coping and subsequent
adjustment. It is apparent that the child needs the con-
tinued support of both parents following divorce if he or
she is to avoid adjustment problems.

It is not always easy for the parents to maintain
this supportive relationship. The divorce precipitates a
crisis for both the parent and the child (Wallerstein &
Kelly, 1977; Luepnitz, 1979; Kurdek & Siesky, 1978; 1980).
Parents may become preoccupied with their own concerns and
emotions and thus become unable to meet the needs of the
child. Parents are often less sensitive to their child's
needs or problems as they attempt to reorganize their own
lives (Kelly & Wallerstein, 1977; Drake, 1979; Hetherington,
1979). Jacobson (1978) concluded that parents find it
difficult to give individualized attention to their children
at this time thus decreasing their availability to provide
support for the child.

Divorce often necessitates the mother's employment
and thus further compounds this loss of parental support
that results from the parent's own concerns and needs.
Research has suggested that the mother's return to or
commencement of employment is viewed as an additional loss
by the child (Anthony, 1974; Derdeyn, 1977; Fulton, 1979).
This is especially true when the mother is the custodial
parent. The child is faced with another new, insecurity-

causing situation that further decreases the availability
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of parental support. Wallerstein and Kelly (1976) concluded
that since parental support becomes less available to the
child following divorce that the child must then seek support
from other significant persons.

It has been proposed that children who have the benefit
of siblings are less likely to have adjustment problems
(Wallerstein & Kelly, 1976; Jacobson, 1978). 1In an ad-
ditional study, Kelly and Wallerstein (1977) found that the
"only" child appeared to be much more vulnerable to the
stresses and conflicts of divorce than those children who
had siblings. Rosen (1977) found that over 50% of the
children studied felt that the presence of siblings had
helped with their eventual adjustment to divorce.

In addition to siblings, it has been suggested that
the presence of an extended family can ease the stress of
divorce. Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) found that grand-
parents were a good source of support. An earlier study
by these authors however found that the presence of an
extended family either provided support or else exacerbated
the conflicts. It was found that family members who were
in favour of the divorce were sﬁpportive while those who
were hurt or angry about the separation tended to promote
further conflict (Kelly & Wallerstein, 1977). Thus although
extended family members can be sources of support, they are
not always available for or successful in this role.

The school-aged child is at a developmental stage in
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which his or her peer group takes on more importance
(Erikson, 1963). Peers are available to provide a great
deal of support to the child of divorce but only if the
child is able to utilize this resource (Kelly & Wallerstein,
1977). Children who respond to the divorce with feelings
of shame or guilt may be unable to discuss the situation
with peers. Simarilarly, those children who are having
difficulty in accepting the divorce may be unable to talk
about it without increasing their own levels of anxiety
(Kelly & Wallerstein, 1977). Kurdek and Siesky (1980)

found that the child's ability to discuss his or her parents'
divorce varied with the age and sex of the child. Younger
school-aged children and girls had greater difficulty in
sharing this news with peers. The child's use of his or
her peer group for support therefore does have some limit-
ations. In general however, Kurdek and Siesky's study d4did
suggest that children do have a peer support system that is
utilized to neutralize some of the stressful effects of
divorce.

Another extrafamilial support sysﬁem available to the
child of divorce is the school. McDermott (1968) found
that teachers themselves felt that the school offered extra
support and security at this time. This was corroborated
by Kelly and Wallerstein (1977) who found that children
viewed the teacher and/or the school counselor as supportive,

stable figures in their lives. Wallerstein and Kelly (1976)
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found that the school-aged child often used the school to
express what they could not safely say at home.

It would appear that the school can provide some of
the child's much needed support. Wallerstein and Kelly
(1980) however found that 66% of the children studied had
moved at least once in the two to three years following
the divorce. This would suggest that many children lose
the familiarity of their usual school and the availability
of familiar school personnel and peers for support. Some
investigators propose that the change in residence and/or
change of schools has a detrimental influence on the child's
healthy adjustment to divorce (Sprey, 1969; Derdeyn, 1977;
Fulton, 1979). This then suggests that the school may
provide support but this may only occur if the child remains
in his or her pre-divorce setting or if school personnel
are sensitive to new students and their needs.

The child's support network would appear to contribute
significantly to his or her adjustment to divorce.
Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) suggest that the child's sense
of stability is dependent upon the availability of support
persons. The child utilizes a variety of sources in seek-
ing this support. The custodial and the non-custodial
parents provide the primary component of the child's support
network but they may not always be able to fulfill the
child's needs due to their own problems in adjustment.

Research studies suggest that siblings, extended family
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members, peers and school personnel may be beneficial in
providing the child with support. The availability of and
the child's interactions with this support network has been

proposed to be directly related to his or her adjustment.

Summary

Parental divorce affects an increasing number of
children each year. Divorce precipitates characteristic
responses such as sadness, shame, guilt and anger in
school-aged children. The intensity and duration of these
responses greatly influences the child's adjustment to
divorce. Although not all children experience adjustment
problems; there are a significant number who do. These
adjustment problems are individualized for each child but
researchers have identified characteristic symptoms.
These include behaviour problems, somatic disturbances,
alterations in the child's relationships with his or her
family members and peers and decreased school performance.
Since not all children experience these adjustment problems
to the same degree, researchers have also suggested that
there are factors within the child's immediate environment
that influence adjustment. The child's support network,
composed of the custodial and non-custodial parents,
siblings, extended family members; peers and’school
personnel; has been identified as one such factor. Re-
searchers have attempted to link the child's support net-

work with his or her subsequent adjustment.
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Statement of the Problem

From the review of the literature it is clear that
parental divorce does have an effect on children. It is
also apparent that a significant number of children en-
counter difficulties in their adjustment to the situation.
The reasons explaining why some children experience problems
while others do not have not been clearly identified.
Several explanations have been proposed in the literature
but Have received limited research attention.

It is possible that the child's adjustment may be
related to the availability of persons within his or her
support network. Research findings in this area are incon-
clusive. To date this variable has received little reliable,
research based study. Research has identified that the
parent-child relationship has a great impact on the child's
adjustment. However, since the parent may not always be
available or able to provide the necessary support for the
child, researchers have proposed that the child utilizes
other support persons in achieving healthy adjustment.

Hetherington (1979) states that the major research
emphasis has been directed toward support for parents
rather than for children. This investigator also states
that there is a lack of research to show how family func-
tioning and the child's support network can facilitate
adjustment to divorce. Hetherington strongly emphasizes

the need for research on the subject of the child's
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support network.

Factors contributing to the child's successful adjust-
ment to divorce must be reliably identified if children and
their families are going to receive appropriate guidance,
counselling or treatment. Divorce constitutes a potential
developmental interference for children which can lead to
problems in the child's psychosocial health and interfere
with his or her ability for healthy functioning (Kelly &
Wallerstein, 1977). It is thus imperative that the factors
contributing to healthy adjustment to divorce be recognized.

The question that the present study will address is:
Is there a relationship between the child's interactions
with his or her support network and his or her subsequent

adjustment to parental divorce.

Hypotheses

Based on the previous review of the literature the
following hypotheses are formulated:

1. Children who maintain or have increased involvement
with the non-custodial parent will have a more satis-
factory adjustment to divorce than those children who
'experience less involvement.

2. Children whose mothers return to, or commence
employment following the divorce will have a less
satisfactory adjustment than those children whose

mothers did not change their employment patterns.
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Children who have one or more siblings will have a more
satisfactory adjustment to divorce than those children
who have no siblings.

Children who maintain the same or have improved relation-
ships with extended family members will have a more
satisfactory adjustment to divorce than those children
who have deteriorated relationships with extended family
members.

Children who maintain the same or have improved relation-
ships with peers will have a more satisfactory adjustment
to divorce than those children who have deteriorated
relationships with peers.

(a) Children who do not experience a change in residence
or in school following the divorce will have a more
satisfactory adjustment than those children who experi-
ence a change in both residence and school.

(b) Children who experience a change in residence but

no change in school following the divorce will have a
more satisfactory adjustment than those children who
experience both a change in residence and a chanée iy 5!

school.



CHAPTER II

METHODS

- Subjects and Setting

The data utilized in the present study were drawn from
information gathered in an earlier study entitled "The
Impact of Divorce on Parents and Their Children":

The previous study was conducted in Clackamas County,
Oregon in 1976 and was funded by the Law Enforcement Admin-
istration Agency through a Federal grant. Participants in
that study were selected on the basis of the following
criteria: They were parents who,

l; were terminating their first marriage.

2; had at least one minor child.

3. had filed for divorce in the period between

July 1, 1975 and December 31, 1975.

The population was identified by reviewing the files of
divorcing parents at Clackamas County Courthouse. From
this population a random sample of parents was contacted
and those who were willing to participate became the sample
for the study. This selection yielded a sample of 98
parents. Data was collected six months to one year after
the parents had filed for divorce.

The sampling selection for the present study imposed
one further criteria. Each parent must have had at least

one child between the ages of 6 and 12 years at the time
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the divorce. This resulted in a sample size of 50 children
representing 32 families. From these 50 children one child
was randomly selected from each family in which there was
more than one child within the desired age range, thus
resulting in a sample size of 32 children. The present
study utilized only the records of these previous partic-
ipants. The identities of these subjects were known only
by code numbers thus ensuring anonymity. Consent for
utilization of these data was obtained from the previous

investigator.

Data Collection Instruments

Data for the present study were derived from existing
data collected through a structured interview schedule
devised for the previous study. This instrument is an
open-ended, standardized interview schedule which required
the interviewer to code responses into predetermined cate-
gories. The investigators were given training prior to
their contact with the participants in attempts to achieve
consistency in the interviewing technique.

Attempts were made by the present investigator to
identify the procedures utilized in establishing content
validity and inter-interviewer reliability. This infor-
mation however is not available.

For the purposes of the present study, 67 items were

selected from the interview schedule (See Appendix).
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The previously recorded responses were coded according to
the following categories:

1. general information.

2. the child's support network.

3; the child's adjustment to divorce;
The items in these categories were selected based on the
analysis of the current literature on children and divorce.

The general information category is composed of 15
questions regarding the parents' educational background,
occupation, income, age and divorce status. (Questions 1
through 15 on the interview'guide);

Information regarding the child's support network was
gathered utilizing 45 questions (16 through 60, and 6lc on
the interview guide). This information was categorized
according to six variables that have been suggested in the
literature as having an influence on the child's adjust-
ment to divorce. These variables are:

1. the nature of the child's post-divorce
contact with the non-custodial parent.

2. the number of children in the family.

3. the nature of the child's post-divorce
relationships with ektended family members.

4. the nature of the child's post-divorce
relationships with peers;

5. maternal post-divorce changes in employment

patterns.
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6. post-divorce changes in residence and/or
school;

Responses to these 45 questions were coded according to
the relationships under examination. Responses concerning
variable 1 were coded as showing: (1) The same; (2) In-
creased, or (3) Decreased involvement (Questions 34 through
60). Involvement was measured by comparing the pre and post-
divorce parenting patterns and the non-custodial parent's
involvement in the child's activities; Responses relating
to variables 3 and 4 were coded as showing: (1) A positive
change, (2) A negative change; or (3) No change (Question
61c); Responses to variables 5 and 6 were coded in terms
of the change or the lack of change that had occurred
(Questions 16 through 25).

Data concerning the parental perception of the child's
adjustment were gathered using 7 questions (items 60 through
67 on the interview guide); These included the parents'
perceptions of changes in the following:

1. the child's health.
2; his or her school behaviours.
3. his or her relationships with family members
and peers;
4. the child's adjustment to divorce.
Responses in areas 1;2 and 3 were answered as showing:
(1) A positive change, (2) A negative chaﬁge, or (3) No

change. Responses concerning area 4 were answered in terms
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of the child having made: (1) A satisfactory adjustment,
(2) An unsatisfactory adjustment or (3) An undetermined

adjustment.

Independent Variables

The 6 through 12 year old child's support network
within his or her immediate environment is defined as the
primary independent variable of interest. The child's
support network is defined by the present study as being
composed of the custodial and non-custodial parents,
siblings, extended family‘members; peers and school personnel.

Additional independent variables examined were:

1; the custodial and non-custodial parents'
economic level.

2. the educational achievement of both the
custodial and non-custodial parent.

3. the ages of both parents at the time of
the marriage;

4. maternal versus paternal custody.

Dependent Variable

The dependent variable is defined as the parent's
perception of the 6 through 12 year old child's adjustment
to divorce; The child's adjustment is described in terms
of being satisfactory, unsatisfactory or undetermined;

A child wés cbnsidefed as héving made a satisfactory

adjustment based on the following criteria:
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1. the parent(s) have stated that they are
satisfied with the child's adjustment and,

2; there was no more than one negative change
in each of the following: (a) the child's
health; {b) his or her school behaviocur and
(c) his or her relationships with family
members and peers.

A child was considered as having made an unsatisfactory
adjustment when:

1. the parent(s) have stated that they are not
satisfied with the child's adjustment or,

2. the parent(s) have stated that they are
satisfied with the child's adjustment but
there was more than one negative change in
each of (a) the child's health, (b) his or
her school behaviour and (c) his or her
relationships with family members and peers.

A child's adjustment was said to be undetermined when

there was insufficient data to make the above determinations.

Research Design and Procedure

The present study is retrospective and is descriptive
and correlational in nature. Relationships were examined
to determine whether significant correlations could be

identified between the independent variables and children's
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adjustment to divorce.

The previous study followed an interview format. A
random sampling of parents who had filed for divorce in
Clackamas County were sent a letter by the Circuit Court
Judge informing them of the study. Parents were then
contacted by telephone by a member of the research team
to set up an interview between an investigator and the
parént(s); Interviews took place in a research office at
Portland State University or within the parent's home
depending on which was most convenient for the participant.

The interview lasted approximately two hours.

Analysis of the Data

The data were analyzed using non-parametric statistics.
Contingency tables were constructed for each independent
variable to identify and analyze the relationship between
the independent and dependent variables. Due to the small
sample size the relationships under investigation were
examined for significance using Fisher's exact test. A
probébility of less than 0.05 indicated a statistically

significant finding.



CHAPTER III

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this chapter findings regarding the characteristics
of the sample will first be discussed; This will be
followed by an analysis of the findings regarding the
relationship between the child's adjustment to divorce and
the major variables, including the child's involvement with
the non-custodial parent, the changes in the maternal post-
divorce employment pattern, the number of children in the
family, the relationships with extended family members and
peers, and changes in residence and/or school. Within each
section evidence for and against each of the six hypotheses
will be presented. Finally, a general discussion of the

results and their implications to nursing will be presented.

Description of the Total Sample

Subjects for the present study were selected according
to the criteria given in the previous chapter. For purposes
of data analysis, one child was randomly selected from each
family in which there was more than one child meeting the
selection criteria. A sample of 32 children from 32 families
was thus obtained. (See Table 1).

This sample was comprised of 18 males and 14 females
ranging in age from 6 through 12 years with the median age
being 8 years. The number of children in the family ranged

from 1 to 5 children as described in Table 1. Custody was
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Selected Characteristics of the Sample of School-age

Children Who Experienced Parental Divorce

Numbers of Children with

Satisfactory Unsatisfactory
Characteristics Adjustment Adjustment Total
- N=26. : N=6 N=32
Sex
Male 13 5 18
Female 13 14
Total 26 6 32
Age (years)
6-8 18 3 21
9-12 8 11
Total 26 6 32
Number of Children
in the Family
i 0 1 1
2 15 3 18
3-5 1.1 2 13
6+ 0 0 0
Total 26 6 32
Custody
Maternal 24 5 29
Paternal
Total 26 6 32
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primarily maternal with only 3 of the 32 children being in

paternal custody.

Description of Children With Adjustment Problems

The characteristics of the children experiencing
divorce related adjustment problems are shown in Table 1.
The distribution of the adjustment problems experienced by
the children is shown in Table 2. Problems were evenly
distributed among the three major areas of interest.

From the total sample of children, 6 children met the
criteria for maladjustment as described in the previous
chapter. These children were predominantly male with only
1l of the 6 being female (See Table 1). This disparity
in sexual representation did not prove to be statistically
significant (Fisher's exact test= 0.4192, p>0.05). This
corroborates the findings of Wallerstein and Kelly (1980)
who also found no statistical difference to exist between
adjustment problems and the sex of the child.

The age range of the children with adjustment problems
was from 6 through 12 years with a median age of 9 years.
Statistical analysis revealed no significance between the
child's age and the incidence of maladjustment (Fisher's
exact test= 0.2422, p»0.05). Kelly and Wallerstein (1977),
Jacobson (1978), and Schoettle and Cantwell (1980) have
stated that adjustment problems most frequently occur in

children aged 6 through 12 years. The results of this
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TABLE 2

the Sample of School-Age Children
Who Experienced Parental Divorce
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Numbers of Children With

, Satisfactory  Unsatisfactory
Characteristics Adjustment Adjustment Total
N=26 N=6 N=32
A. Changes in Health
Positive or No
Changes 18 2 20
Negative Changes 8 4 12
Total 26 6 32
B. Changes in School
Positive or No
Changes 19 2 21
Negative Changes 7 4 A3
Total 26 6 32
C. Changes in Relations
With Others
Positive or No
Changes 17 1 18
Negative Changes 9 5 14
26 6 32

Total
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study lend support to the selection of this age group,

since within this group there was no statistically signif-
icant difference between the younger school-aged children
and the older school-aged children in terms of adjustment.

The majority of the children had one or more siblings
as described in Table 1. Analysis of these data showed
no statistically significant difference between the presence
of siblings and the incidence of maladjustment (Fisher's
exact test= 0.3336, p% 0.05). This does not corroborate
the findings of Wallerstein and Kelly (1976) and Jacobson
(1978) who noted that children who had siblings experienced
fewer adjustment problems.

With respect to custody, the majority of the children
with adjustment problems were in the care of their mothers
as described in Table 1. This factor was not found to be
statistically significantly related to maladjustment

(Fisher's exact test= 0.4104, p>0.05).

Characteristics of Parents

The data used in the present study were obtained from
the responses of 61 parents. These parents represented
29 families in which both parents responded and 3 families
in which only one parent responded; In each of the cases
in which only one parent responded, demographic data con-
cerning the non-responding parent were given by the

respondent (See Table 3). Divorce had been finalized
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TABLE 3

Selected Characteristics of the Parents Who Underwent Divorce
and Their Childrens' Adjustment

Custodial Parent Non-Custodial Parent
Characteristic Child's Adjustment Child's Adjustment Total
Sat. -Unsat. 8/T* Sat. Unsat. S/T* N=64
Age at Marriage
(years)
<18 3 0 3 0 0 0 3
18-20 17 1 18 7 1 8 26
21-25 5 3 8 17 3 20 28
26- 30 1 2 3 2 0 2 5
31-35 0 0 0 0 2 2 2
35+ 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
{Median 21 vyrs.) (Median 19 vyrs.) (Median 22 yrs.)
Educational Level
<4 yrs. High School 4 1 5 3 2 5 10
4 yrs. High School 9 4 13 8 0 8 21
1-3 yrs. College 9 1 10 7 3 10 20
4 yrs. College 3 0 3 3 0 3 6
5+ yrs. College 1 0 1 5 1 6 7
Income Level
(per month)
<$200 11 3 14 3 I 4 18
$200-599 8 0 8 1 0 1 9
$600-999 5 2 7 6 2 8 15
$1000~1399 2 1 3 11 3 14 17
£$1400~1799 0 0 0 3 0 3 3
$1800+ 0 0 0 2 0 2 2
Working Status
Working 17 3 20 23 6 29 49
Nom—Working g 3 12 3 0] 3 15
Divorce Status
Final 18 6 24 18 6 24 48
Not Final 8 0 8 8 0 8 16
Remarried
Yes 3 0 3 1 0 1 4
No 29 0 29 31 0 8l 60

* Sub-Total
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for 24 of the 32 marriages.

The age of the parents at the time of marriage ranged
from 16 to 31 years with the median age being 19 years for
the custodial parent and 22 years for the non-custodial
parent; These data showed that most adjustment problems
occured in children whose custodial parents married between
the ages of 21 to 31‘ (See Table 3); This was found to
be statistically significant (Fisher's exact test= 0.0107,
pt:O;OS). Although this finding is significant, the inter-
pretation of its meaning is unclear without data concerning
the parent's age at the time of the divorce as well. The
literature does not offer any support for this relationship
between the age of the custodial parent and the child's
adjustment.

The educational backgrounds of the custodial and non-
custodial parents ranged from less than 4 years of high
school to 5 or more years of college (See Table 3). The
mode for the custodial parent was 4 years of high school
and 1 to 3 years of college for the non-custodial parent.
Neither parents' educational achievement was found to be
statistically significant in relation to the child's
adjustment (Fisher's exact test= 0.1324, - p> 0.05 for
custodial parent; Fisher's exact test= 0.3336, p> 0.05 for
non-custodial parent).

As shown in Table 3, the monthly income level of the

parents ranged from less than $200 to $1800 with a mode
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of less than $200 for the custodial parent and $1000-13994
for the non-custodial parent. The income level of these
parents was not found to be statistically significant in
relation to the child's post-divorce adjustment (Custodial
parent: Fisher's exact test = 0.2039; p>-d.05; Non-
custodial parent: Fisher's exact test = 0,3058, p» 0.05).
However; Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) have suggested that
it is not the income level itself that influences a child's
adjustment to divorce. These investigators found that the
change in the economic situation that occurs post-divorce
is the factor that exerts an influence on the child's
adjustment; The present study found that 4 of the 6
children with adjustment problems experienced worsened
economic situations as a result of the divorce. However,
this finding was also statistically insignificant and thus
not in agreement with the findings of Wallerstein and

Kelly (1980). (Fisher's exact test = 0.2767, p>0.05).

Evidence For and Against the Hypotheses

Hypothesis I

This hypothesis states that children who maintain or
have increased involvement with the non-custodial parent
will have a more satisfactory adjustment to divorce than
those children who experience less involvement.

The child's involvement with the non-custodial parent

was found to be statistically significant in relation to
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the child's post-divorce adjustment (Fisher's exact test =
0.0427, p<0.05). This hypothesis is therefore accepted.

All 6 children with adjustment difficulties experienced
decreased involvement with their non-custodial parent,
while only 14 or the 26 children with satisfactory adjust-
ment showed this decreased involvement’ (See Table 4).
These findings are supported by Landis (1960), Wallerstein
and Kelly (1976) and Hetherington (1979) who found the
emotional distance that often occurs between the child and
the non-custodial parent to be a major variable affecting
the child's adjustment to divorce.

Hetherington (1979) found that one of the most crucial
factors in the child's adjustment was the ability of the
parents to maintain their relationships with the child.
Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) suggest that the child's
continued involvement with the non-custodial parent is
closely related to the visitation patterns that are formed.
These investigators found that the greatest changes in
post-divorce relationships occured between the visiting
parent and the child. The most frequent sources of problems
were the continued inter-parental conflicts that inhibited
regular visitations and the non-custodial parent's lack of
knowledge of what to do with his or her "part-time" child.
These factors tend to discourage the maintenance of good
parent-child relationships between the child and the non-

custodial parent (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980). This in turn
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TABLE 4

The Child's Post-Divorce Involvement with
the Non-Custodial Parent and His or Her
Adjustment to Divorce

Numbers of Children Experiencing

Changes in Satisfactory Unsatisfactory
Involvement Adjustment Adjustment
- N=26 N=6

No Change or
Increased 12 0

Decreased 14 6

Total 26 6
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decreases the parent's involvement with the child leading
to potential adjustment problems; The present study
however did not find the visitation patterns to be statis-
tically significant in relation to the child's adjustment
(Fisher's exact test = 0.3336, p>0.05)  (See Table 5).
Nor were visitation patterns statistically significant in
relation to the non-custodial parent's involvement with the
child (Fisher's exact test = 0.3191; p>0.05). It would
thus appear that although visitation is an important factor
in the child's continued interactions with the non-
custodial parent; that there are other factors that must
also be considered. The results of the present study
would appear to indicate that the non-custodial parent's
continued involvement in parenting and in the child's
direct care have a significant influence on the child's
post-divorce adjustment. However, in order for continued

parenting to occur, these factors must be closely related.

Hypothesis II

This hypothesis states that children whose mothers*
return to, or commence employment following the divorce
will have a less satisfactory adjustment than those children
whose mothers Qid not change their employment pattern.
Changes in the mother's post-divorce employment
p&ttern were not found to be statistically significant in

relation to the child's adjustment (Fisher's exact test =
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TABLE 5

Patterns of Visitation with
the Non-Custodial Parent and
the Child's Adjustment

Numbers of Children Experiencing

Frequency of Satisfactory Unsatisfactory

Visitation Adjustment Adjustment
N=26 N=6

Weekly : 5 2

Twice a Month 10 2

Once a Month 5 2

Every Few Months 3 0

Special Occasions 2 0

Never 1 0

Total 26 6
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0.3336, p>0.05). This hypothesis is therefore rejected.

Four of the 6 children experiencing adjustment problems
were not ekposed to any changes in the maternal employment
pattern. 1In contrast; 11 of the 26 children with satis-
factory adjustment had experienced post-divorce changes in
the maternal employment pattern (See Table 6).

The findings of the present study do not corroborate
the proposal by Anthony (1974), Derdeyn (1977), and Fulton
(1979); that the mother's employment pattern does have an
affect on the child's post-divorce adjustment. These
investigatbrs had suggested that the mother's commencement
of; or return to work following divorce is viewed as an
additional loss by the child and thus contributes to
adjustment problems. One possible explanation for the
findings of the present study is that 6 to 12 year old
children are in school for most of the day and it is there-
fore possible that they may not experience a significant
decrease in their contacts with their mothers if they should
return to work after the divorce. Thus the school-aged
child may not experience the problems that a younger child
would when the mother's employment pattern undergoes a
change in the post-divorce period.

In addition to changes in working patterns, analysis
was conducted on the variable of working versus non-working
mothers. Again there was no statistically significant

relationship between the mother's working and the child's
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Changes in Maternal Post-Divorce Employment
Patterns and the Child's Adjustment to Divorce

Numbers of Children Experiencing

Changes in Satisfactory Unsatisfactory

Employment Pattern Adjustment Adjustment
-N=26 N=6

Commenced Employment 5 0

Part-time to Full-

time Employment 5 1

Terminated

Employment 1 1

No Change 15 4

Total 26 6
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adjustment (Fisher's exact test = 0.2767, p>0.05).

Hypothesis III

This hypothesis states that children who have one or
more siblings will have a more satisfactory adjustment to
divorce than the only child.

Testing of this hypothesis revealed that there was
no statistically significant relationship between the
numbers of siblings in the family and the child's adjust-
ment (Fisher's exact test = 0.3336, p>’0.055. The hypothesis
is therefore rejected.

The literature has suggested that the number of child-
ren in the family has an influence on the child's adjustment
(Wallerstein & Kelly, 1976; Jacobson, 1978). The findings
of the present study did not corroborate this statement.

Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) found that the "only"
child was exposed to greater parental conflicts and pressures
than the child with siblings. In addition these investi-
gators found that the presence of siblings decreased feelings
of loneliness and vulnerability in the child. Although the
present study did not find a strong relationship between
the number of siblings and post-divorce adjustment, the
sample was small, and thus may have not allowed for such
a relationship to be evident. There was only one child
who was an "only" child; with 18 of the 32 children

studied having one sibling, and 13 children having 2 to
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4 siblings (See Table 7). Interestingly the "only" child
was among those who were categorized as having unsatisfactory
adjustment. Three of the remaining 5 maladjusted children

had only one sibling.

Hypothesis IV

This hypothesis states that children who maintain or
have improved relationships with extended family members
will have a more satisfactory adjustment to divorce than
those children who have deteriorated relationships.

A significant relationship was found to exist between
the child's relationships with extended family members and
his or her adjustment to divorce (Fisher's exact test =
0.0323, p<0.05). Thus this hypothesis is accepted. There
was a higher incidence of adjustment problems when children
experienced a negative change in their relationships with
~grandparents and other relatives (See Table 8). Three
of the 6 children with adjustment problems experienced
negative changes in their relationships with grandparents
and other relatives. In contrast only 2 of the 26 children
with satisfactory adjustment showed evidence of these
deteriorated relationships. This finding is supported by
Wallerstein and Kelly (1976; 1977; 1980); In a 5 year
longitudinal study these investigators found that extended
family members made a significant contribution to the

child's support system. For many children these family
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TABLE 7

The Number of Children in the Family
and the Child's Adjustment to Divorce

Numbers of Children Experiencing

Satisfactory Unsatisfactory
Number of Children Adjustment Adjustment
in Family N=26 N=6
] 0 1
2 15 3
3-5 L 2
6+ 0 0

Total 26 6
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TABLE 8

The Child's Post-Divorce Relationships with
Extended Family Members and His or Her
Adjustment to Divorce

Numbers of Children Experiencing

Changes in Satisfactory Unsatisfactory
Relationships Adjustment Adjustment
N=26. N=6

No Change or a
Positive Change 24 3

Negative Change 2 3

Total 26 6
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members were able to provide continued interest and stability
at a time when the child's life was in turmoil (Wallerstein &

Kelly, 1980).

Hypothesis V

This hypothesis states that children who maintain the
same or have improved relationships with peers will have a
more satisfactory adjustment to divorce than those children
who have deteriorated relationships;

The child's post-divorce relationships with his or
her peers was found to be statistically significant in
relation to the child's adjustment to divorce (Fisher's
exact test = 0.0004, p< 0.05). The hypothesis is therefore
acceptedl

Children who experienced negative changes in their
relationships with peers had a higher incidence of adjust-
ment problems than those children who maintained the same
or had improved relationships with their peers (See
Table 9); Four of the maladjusted children experienced
negative changes in their relationships with peers while
none of the children with satisfactory adjustment experi-
enced these same negative changes. These findings agree
with those of Kelly and Wallerstein (1977) and Kurdek and
Siesky (1980) who found that the child's peer group was
able to provide a great deal of support if the child was

able to utilize this resource. These investigators also
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TABLE 9

The Child's Post-Divorce Relationships With
Peers and His or Her Adjustment to Divorce

Numbers of Children Experiencing

Change in Satisfactory Unsatisfactory

Relationships Adjustment Adjustment
N=26. N=6

No Change or a

Positive Change 26 2

Negative Change 0 4

Total 26 6
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found that, as a rule, those children who were well
adjusted had good friends and were able to maintain these
relationships. 1In addition, Wallerstein and Kelly (1980)
found that children who were experiencing problems in
adjusting to their parents' divorce had great difficulty

in maintaining their roles in friendship and play groups.

Hypothesis VI

The final hypothesis states that:

(a) Children who do not experience a change in
residence or in school following the divorce will have
a more satisfactory adjustment than those children who
experienced a change in both residence and school, and that

(b) Children who experience a change in residence but
no change in school following the divorce will have a more
satisfactory adjustment than those children who experienced
both a change in residence and a change in school.

A change in residence and school was not found to be
statistically significant in relation to the child's post-
divorce adjustment (Fisher's exact test = 0.1423, p=0.05).
Nor was a statistically significant difference found if the
child changed residence but not school (Fisher's exact
test = 0.4073, p» 0.05). Thus both components of this
hypothesis are rejected.

It is interesting to note however that 5 of the 6

children with adjustment problems had experienced a change
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in residenge and/or school while only 12 of the 26 childreh
with satisfactory adjustment had made the same change

(See Table 10); Thus, although these findings are not
statistically significant,‘they do suggest support for
statements in the literature by Sprey (1969), Derdeyn (1977),
and Fulton (1979) who propose that changes in residence
and/or school do have a detrimental influence on the child's
healthy adjustment to divorce. Wallerstein and Kelly (1980)
also found that the school setting was used as a support

in different ways by children of different ages, with older
children being better able to utilize this resource. Support
was available to children as a result of the structure and
routine of the school program; the presence of a friendly
teacher and/or because it was a place where the child could
experience success and thus maintain his or her self-esteem.
These support factors may continue to be available to a
child irregardless of whether or not a move has been made.
Thus although the present study found no significant re-
lationship between a change in residence and/or school and
the child's adjustment, the school cannot be disregarded

as a potential source of support for the child of divorce.
It is possible that a larger sampie may indeed show this

factor to be significant.
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TABLE 10

Post-Divorce Changes in the Child's
Residence and/or School and the
Child's Adjustment to Divorce

Numbers of Children Experiencing

Satisfactory Unsatisfactory
Type of Change Adjustment Adjustment
N=26 N=6
No Change 14 1
Change in Residence,
No Change in School 7 3
Change in Residence
and in School 5 2
No Change in Residence,
Change in School 0 0

Total

26 6
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Additional Analysis

One of the criteria for determining maladjustment
was that a child must have'ekperienced a minimum of 2
negative changes in each of health and school behaviours
and in relationships with others. Only 6 children met
this criteria. However 16 additional children had a
maximum of only one negative change in each of the above
areas. Additional analysis showed that there was no
statistical difference between the children with only one
negative change per category and those with no negative
changes in relation to adjustment. In addition there was
no statistically significant difference found between those
children with only one negative change per category and
those with 2 or more negative changes in relation to adjust-
ment; The only statistically significant finding was that
two or more negative changes per category was related to
maladjustment when compared to less than 2 negative changes
per category. Thus, this finding lends support for the
use of the stated criteria as one indicator of maladjustment

in children.

General Discussion of Findings

The results of the present study confirm that statis-
tically significant relationships do exist between some of
the components of children's support networks and their

adjustment to parental divorce. These findings support the
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proposals in the literature which suggest that children
utilize a variety of support persons in their efforts to
adjust to divorce (Hetherington, 1979; Kurdek & Siesky,
1980; wWallerstein & Kelly, 1980). Specifically, the present
study found that the child's maintained or improved inter-
actions with the non-custodial parent, extended family
members and/or peers was positively related to satisfactory
adjustment in the post-divorce period.

The selection of the sample for the present study was
based on criteria that were established for the previous
study plus additional criteria that were established by the
present investigator. These criteria limited the number
of extraneous variables and yielded a population from within
which a random sample could be drawn. Thus the findings of
the present study can be generalized within the boundaries
of these criteria.

Although the findings of the present study can be
generalized within the limits of the established criteria
it must be recognized that the results cannot be generalized
to include all divorcing families. Each child in the present
study was from a family that was experiencing its first
divorce. This may reflect a less complex home situation
than might be found in other divorces. The first divorce
may also reflect a different level of trauma than would
be found if families had expérienced a previous divorce.

The further generalizability and implications of the
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findings of the present study are dependent upon a number of
factors. One such factor is that there were only 6 children
who could be categorized as having adjustment problems thus
vielding a small sample for study. This was an appropriate
group to study since the criteria used in the determination
of maladjustment proved to be valid. Only those children
meeting the established criteria for maladjustment were
found to show statistically significant relationships when
compared with the children who displayed one or no negative
changes. The group of children displaying one negative
change showed no statistically significant difference from
those children with no negative changes. Despite the small
sample size, it was still possible to obtain statistical
significance in the areas previously mentioned. It is
possible that a larger sample may provide further evidence
of significance between maladjustment and the independent
variables and would allow for stronger relationships to be
seen.

The determination of the child's adjustment was based
on the parents' perception of the child and his or her
behaviours. There is some aisagreement in the literature
as to whether or not the parents’ perception is an accurate
determinant of the child's adjustment.

Kurdek and Siesky (1978; 1979) compared the parents'
perception of the child and the child's actual behaviours

and found that the majority of the parents did have an
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accurate view of the child's adjustment. Klatskin (1272),
Westman (1972), and Kelly and Wallerstein (1977) however,
suggested that the parents' own adjustment problems may
occupy the parent to such a degree that they may be unable
to accurately perceive how the child is adjusting.
Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) found that parental perceptions
regarding the child were often inaccurate and strongly in-
fluenced by the divorce events. These investigators noted
that the parent who was eager for the divorce tended to
perceive the child as being well adjusted, while the parent
who opposed the divorce action saw the same child as having
severe adjustment problems. In addition, it has also been
suggested that the child's own coping mechanisms may mask
the child's true adjustment and thus cause the parents

to make errors in assessing how well the child is adjusting
to the divorce (Klatskin; 1972).

It is thus apparent that parental perception may be
accurate, although it cannot always be depended upon as
being a truly reliable method for determining the child's
adjustment to divorce. Thus the parents' perception is
considered to be one factor that is a possible limitation
of the present study.

One further potential limitation of the present study
is that the reliability and validity of the interview
schedule, as well as inter-interviewer reliability have not

been determined. However since the questions used in the
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present study were structured and since the previous inter-
viewers were given training to administer the interview
schedule in a standardized way, one would expect reliability
to be at an acceptable level.

Other possible limitations may be the fact that 8 of
the 32 divorces were not final and that the time period
between the divorce and the data collection ranged from
six months to one year; In cases where the divorce was not
final the children may not have had to acknowledge the
reality of the situation or to adjust to the permanent
departure of one of the parents from the home.

The time difference between parental divorce and data
collection may also be reflected in the child's adjustment
behaviours. Children have been found to experience fewer
difficulties toward the end of the first year following
parental divorce (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980). However it
is known that all parents had filed for divorce and that
all data were collected within the one year of filing for
divorce; Thus generalizations are limited to within this
framework.

Although several limitations of the present study have
been identified, the results do have implications in the
field of nursing. Since it is known that some children do
experience problems in adjusting to their parents' divorce
it is important to recognize any factors that may inhibit

the child's healthy adjustment. By isolating and describing
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these significant factors, health professionals will be
better able to ddentify the at-risk child and thus be able
to provide appropriate services and/or to initiate the
necessary referrals. Early screening for and identification
of potential divorce-related adjustment problems may prevent
long-term difficulties and may be of great assistance to
both the child and the family as they make the transition
from marriage to divorce.

Although the child of divorce may first encounter
psychological problems; these will often be translated into
and be displayed as physical symptoms. Thus, nurses in all
areas of family-child nursing involving the school-aged
child can benefit from the knowledge obtained through
research such as that presented in the present study. The
pediatric nurse practitioner, public health and/or school
nurse may first become aware of a child's adjustment problems
when he or she presents with vague physical complaints, or
when a parent or a teacher comments on a change in the
child's behaviour. Knowledge of the factors that contribute
to adjustment problems can aid nursing personnel in deter-
mining which children are indeed experiencing adjustment
problems and who may need assistance in coping with parental
divorce.

The knowledge of the relationships between the child's
support network and adjustment can also be used by nurses

who are in contact with the divorcing parents. Nursing
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personnel in these positions can offer counselling and
~guidance which will help the parents in their dealings with
the children. By helping the children to make a smoother
adjustment to the changed family, the parents will also
benefit and may possibly'decrease some of their own adjust-
ment problems.

The key to having children make a satisfactory adjust-
ment to parental divorce is to prevent as many problems as
possible. The findings of the present study do contribute
to the knowledge of the factors that are related to adjust-
ment and thus can be useful in promoting a child's healthy

transition into a changed family life.



CHAPTER IV

SUMMARY, RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Summary

A significant number of children are exposed to
parental divorce and have been found to experience
adjustment problems in the post-divorce period. Because
of these findings the present study focused on some of the
available supports which have been suggested as being re-
lated to adjustment. The purpose of this investigation was
to determine those variables within the child's support
system that correlate with favourable adjustment to divorce.

The data used in the present study were derived from
the records of parents who had participated in a 1976 study
entitled "The Impact of Divorce on Parents and Their
Children". Data for this previous study were collected
through the use of a structured interview schedule that was
administered by the researchers. The selection criteria for
the present study yielded a sample of 32 children ranging
in age from 6 through 12 years.

Twenty-six of the 32 children studied were determined
to have satisfactory adjustment according to the criteria
established in the present study. The remaining six
children were determined to have unsatisfactory adjustment.

The data on the 32 children were analyzed according to

the following six hypotheses: (1) Children who maintain
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or have increased involvement with the non-custodial

parent will have a more satisfactory adjustment to divorce
than those children who experience less involvement,

(2) Children whose mothers return to or commence employ-
ment following the divorce will have a less satisfactory
adjustment than those children whose mothers did not change
their employment patterns, (3) Children who have one or
more siblings will have a more satisfactory adjustment to
divorce than the only child, (4) Children who maintain the
same or have improved relationships with extended family
members will have a more satisfactory adjustment to

divorce than those children who have deteriorated relation-
ships; (5) Children who maintain the same or have improved
relationships with peers will have a more satisfactory
adjustment to divorce than those children who have
deteriorated relationships, (6) Children who do not
experience a change in residence and/or school following
the divorce will have a more satisfactory adjustment than
those children who do experience such changes.

Hypotheses 2,3 and 6 were rejected. There was no
relationship between changes in the mother's post-divorce
employment pattern and the child's adjustment. The relation-
ship between the number of children in the family and the
child's adjustment also failed to achieve statistical
significance. Finally there was no statistically significant

relationship found between the child's adjustment and his



59

or her change in residence and/or school.

Hypotheses 1, 4 and 5 were found to be statistically
significant and were therefore accepted. Children who
maintained the same or had increased involvement with
their non-custodial parent did have fewer adjustment
problems than those children who experienced decreased
involvement; Statistically significant results were
also found between the child's post-divorce adjustment and
his or her relationships with extended family members and
peers. Those children who were able to maintain the same
or to have improved relationships with extended family
~members and/or peers experienced more satisfactory adjust-
ment than those children who had deteriorated relationships.

It may thus be concluded that school-aged children of
divorce do benefit from the use of a support network
comprised of the non-custodial parent, extended family
members and peers. It would appear that this network can
provide the child with much of the support that is necessary
if the child is to achieve healthy adjustment to divorce.
When the support network is not available or is not utilized,
the child may fail to properly adjust to the parental

divorce.

Recommendations

The findings of the present study suggest a number

of recommendations for further research.
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First, the study should be repeated with the childreh
themselves being interviewed. This would allow for a more
objective measurement of the child's adjustment with less
reliance being placed on the accuracy of the parents'
perceptions;

Second; a study utilizing a larger sample might produce
a different distribution of scores on each of the support
variables. This may then allow for more accurate testing
and may permit further significant relationships to be seen.

Third; additional support variables should be examined
for significance. These would include such factors as
children's groups and clubs, professional counselling and
specific divorce oriented services. Such a study would
provide an indication of those referral services that would
be beneficial for children of divorce.

Fourth, a study should be conducted on other age
groups, for example pre-school and adolescence, to identify
the support variables that influence the adjustment of
children with these age ranges. The results could then
be compared to those of the school-aged child to determine
whether certain supports are more significant for different
ages. This would assist in the accurate identification of
the at-risk children.

Fifth, a final recommendation is made for further
research in the areas that were found to be significant in

the present study. Additional research is needed focusing
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on the support variables of the non-custodial parent,
extended family members and peers in order to determine
how these supports are utilized by children to achieve

healthy adjustment.

Conclusion

It would appear that children could indeed benefit
from support in their efforts to make an adjustment to
their parents' divorce. One way to encourage healthy
adjustment would be to ensure that this support is made
available and is being utilized by the child. By noting
the absence of significant support variables it may thus
be possible to recognize those children who are at a higher
risk for developing adjustment problems. As a result,
nursing resources can be more efficiently and effectively
channelled to provide interventions for these identifiable

high risk children.
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