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A Prospegtive Study of Divorce and its Relation to Family Functioniﬁg

.
)
<*

By the year 1990 it is prOJected that one-th1rd of the children aged 18
in the Un1ted States will have lived with a d1vorced parent (Glick, 1979).
Yet, the existing- divorce 1literature leaves many important  questions
unanswered. Perhaps the principle shortcoming of the literature d; divorce is
the fact that it is ent1reJy retrospect1vez it provides no insight into fam11y
interaction and ‘the Home environment before divorce occurs.

The d1vorce literature is also plagued by other serious methodo1og1ca1
‘p}ob1ems, including: non-random, self- selected samp1es, lack of objective
measures, lack of independence'in subject eva\uatiék’across time, and most'im-
portantly, lack of control éroups of cﬁi1dren f}om intact families for pur-
poses of comparisons ) - . |

' This ;tudy attempts to respond to many of the. methodological problems
present in the divorce literature, but most importantly %t aims to provide a
“‘pfospective view of thg impact of divoree on family functioning. Specifical-
1y, in this ;tudy the nature of~the home environment, the characteristics of
the parent-child interaction, the parents' child rearing, orien£€tions, and the
parents' ‘self- descr1pt1ons are examined prior to divorce, wh11e the familiel

were still 1ntact and "then again post-divorce when the fam11ies are no longer

intact.

[N . -

) Method

Subjects ’ . .. . Lo -
The families included in the sample are participating in a -Tongitudinal
study of "ego and cognitive deve1opmen£ initiated when the children were 3- -

yé&r-o1ds by Jeanne and Jack Block (Block & Block, 1980)}. The range of so-
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. cioeconomic and educationa1.1eve1s of thg parénts is\wide. ' ! R

In order to insure that the data an§1yzed are prospectiye with regard to .
divorce, families in which parents had divarcéd befdré the first assessment
pe%idd areknoi included in the ana1ys%s, For“each subsequent assessment, fam-
'iiies in which the parents had divorced since the previous assessmeﬁt were ex-

cluded from the-ana1ysjsT Only whenethe children were twelve- and thirteen- .

years old, when the data analyses are concurrent ratﬁer than prospectfva;'wefe ,

1

a1l the subjects included in the ¥nalysis.

"Assessment of -Family Functioning

" The assessments of family functioning was accomplished using the follow-- (i;#

$
!
3

ing instruments: ; ‘ .

1. The Child-rearing Practices Report. The CRPR is a 9l-item Q-set
. (Harrington, Block, & Block, 1974; (B1ock,.B1ock, & Morrison,'1981) deve&qat:

-

for use by parents in describing their child-rearing orientations. The CRP
was completed by the mothers when the children were 3 1/2 anﬁ 12-years old.

2. The Self-descriptive Adﬁective Q-sort. The AQS, developed by Block

and Block (Note 1), contains'43-items that reprééen;, in fdjective form, a -

\

broad range of behaviors which ﬁequiré minima{ psychological inference._ The
AQS was completed by mothers to describe themselves and their spouses when the
children were 6¢year;'o1d and by both parents to describe themselves when tke
children were 12-years old.

3. Parenta] Teaching Strategies Q-sort. fhe.TSQ, developed by Block and

. Block, was used to assess mother-child interaction in structgred.situations
that emphasized maternal teaching stratégies when the children were 4-years.-
‘0161 The TSQ consists of 45 items that cover a broad range of maternal so-

cialization and teaching behaviors.
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4. Family Interactibn Q-sort. The FIQ (Gjerde, Block, &'Block, theqiz)

was used to describe mother-adolescent interaction when the children were 13-

_years old. The FIQ consists of 33 jtems that reflect important dimensions ,of

-

parental behavior in essentially normal families. .

5. The Environmental Q-sort. "The EQS (Block, 1971) was “developed to

capture the relative salience of the familial ci;humstances in which-a j?i1d
develops, including the physical, social, and psychological aspects of the

home.

Resu1fs

In this preséntétion, time permits us to only highlight some of the main
results. More extensive descriptions of both the prospective and co}current
resylts can be fouﬁd in the tables that have been made available. For.each of
the analyses to be presented, data were avai1ab1e‘at two points in time. (}he
_results at the earlier age are always prospective with regard to divorce, that
is, families thét subsequently divorced were compared with fam11ies that
}emained intact. The resﬁ1ts a£ the later age are always- concurrent with re-
<gard to divorce, that is,‘fami1y functioning in divorced aﬁd intaét families

N

are compared. -

>

The Relationship between Marital Status _and Mothers' Descriptions of

- their Child-rearing Orientations . -

Table 1 "shows the correlations between mothers' chi1d¥rearing orienta-

.

tions and marital status when the children were 3 and~tZ-years old.

“ ]
Y

«

-------- -k e - - == - -

Insert Table 1 abou? here
; o
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lyses. Prior to divorcé (age 3), relationships between marital status and
chi]d-rearipg_were most numerous for boys. The relationship of mothers who

subsequently divorced and their preschool sons were difficult, distant, and

! 2

conflicted several years prior to divorce. Mothers who eventually ‘divorced

favored .strict discipline, physical punishment, and maintainance of self-

control for their sons while they de-emphasized intimate warm mother-son rela- .

tpons. - . \ ' ~

Subsequent to divorce (age 12), re]ationsh%ps between marital status and
cqjﬁd-rearing orientations were more numerous for mothers of girls. At this

age, the mother-daughter’relationship was described as distant and lacking in

kR ?

warmth.  The .mothers did not take their daughters preferences into

[ PR

when making p]anSvand3 in fact, they found long periods with tﬁeir daughfeqs

account

qo to be uninteresting. ) \ -

The Relationship of Marital Status to Parental Self-description
Parents' self-descriptions and mothers' descriptions of fathers are shown

in Table 2. ' \ -

e o - - A - - -

P N

Mothers of 6-years old girls in famjlies which eventually divorced,

)

‘ . ’ — v .
described themselves as being emotionally unavailable to their children as

much as six years prior to the divorce. These mothers described themse)ves as

more self-centered, non-app}oving, critical, and ambitious. Mothers«of 6;year

old boys from families that eventually divorced described themselves in more

)
-

positive terms; they saw themselves sensitive and canfident but as'less

creative and adventurous ihah‘ﬁothers of boys in families that remaiged in-

[N

.
-
R e
Sy
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.When the children were 6-years o1d, mothers. also described their spouses.
Mgthers of both girls and boys from families that eventua]]y'divorce&
“described their husbands years beforé the divorce as frresponsible, incon-

iﬁderaté, self-centered, stubbqrn, and even rebellious. . ) e
When ;he children were 12 years of ébe, mothers once again described
themselves. Divorced mothers of girls, relative to married mothers of girls,
viewed themselves as more:digorderiy; distractap]é, and sympathetic and as
“Jess helpful and creaéivet For ‘boys, mothers' se1f-deszriﬁtions were essen-

tially unrelated to maritaljst;tus. 'Ig_%s interesting to note that divorced -
fathers of boys described themselves éimi1ar1y to how they had been describéd
‘by their spouses before the divorce,.gﬁ years earlier; these fathers now

deséribed themselves as more rebellious, irresponsible, and as .acting with

less generosity and foresight than fathers from intact families.

The Relationship between Marital Status and Mother-child Interaction‘ig Struc-

tured Situations.

When mothers and 4-year old children were observed in structured Situa-
tions no differences emerged between mothers who eventually divorced and moth-
ers who remained in intact families. Nine years later, striking differences

energed when mother-adolescent relationships were compared in divorcedcand.in-

T

 tact families. These results are summarized in Table 3. -7~

Divorced mothers of girls, retative—to married- mothers of girls, were

°

more _reSponsive, accepting, egdalitarian, and affectionate ‘with their
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daughte;s. Divorced mothers of young male adolescents were also seen as less

critical, hbsti]e, and rejecting('of their sons than married mothers of the .

sameiaged boys. \ ] " / '\}

The Relationship between Marital Status and Environmental Quality.

The correlations, between marital status and and engifbnmenta] quality .

when the children were 6 and 12-years old are presentéd in Table 4. f

L L L T

»

For girls, families that eventually divorced were characterized by a

“

career-priented mother who did not seem t§ enjoy her maternal role; she was
active cutside.the home and emotionally unavailable to thg chifd._ These’fami-
Ties were éharacterized yedrs before the divorces by sjgns of {nstabi1ity.'.
For boys, the quality of the'epvifonment was 1gss sfrong]y unrelated to subse-
quent divorce. - ’ | -
When the chiTdren were 12-years 0ld, the environment of divorced and in-
tact families.were compared. The divorced mothers of girls were seen as brit-
tle, VuTnerable women with 1imited finaqcia1rand emotional resources and hav;

ing difficulties in managing the competing demands of family and career. -

These single pérent families were unstable, disorderly, and characterized by
little consi&eration of the needs of others. Several of the same Q-sort items.

were used to describe the home environments of single pareﬁt families of boys,
: >

~ but the magnitude of the relationships were generally 1owern' . v

S

Discussion - '

7

These results indicate that parental functioning declinmes in  important

I
’
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ways years before divorce actually occurs. Before the divorce, mothers are
unavailable emotionally and physically to their children and" more tnvo]ved
with their own careers and activities After divorce economic pressures; as
“well as the compet1ng demands of fam11y and career on the mother, combine to
further depress the quality of Jife for children 1iving in sing]e parent
‘homes. . . . )
_One of the most common findings in the divoroe literature is that boys
are more vulnerable to the effects of divorce than gir]s. Boys behavior

after divorce has consistent1y been characterized by- undercontrol of impulse

and aggression (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980; Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1979).

-

'Recent data indicate that even before divorce occurs in a family, the boys are
impulsive and undercontrolled (Morrisona Note 3). Consistent with this char-
acterization of boys' behavior prior to dirorce' the results of this study th-'
dicate that in " subsequently d1vorc1ng fami11es the chi]d rearing practiees
endorsed by mothers of boys are str1k1ng1y more severe than the child-rearing

. " . practices endorsed by mothers of - girls. ~ The prob]emat1c nature of the .
mother-son re]ationship post;divorce.has been attributed to Stresses  inherent

in.the situation/where the opoosite sex parent, usuai]y the mother, has custo- .

dy of "the ch11d (Santrock & warshak 1979)._ The data from thts*“studyu.indj;,«,mew"s,f

< e o e

cate,

however, that the mother-son re1at{onship is problematic years before .
dtvorce occurs, while the father-is st111 nominally presént. . ‘
| After divorce, single mothers have. more egalitarian, )ess-directive re-
1attonshth with their chijoren, especially with gir]s;.than do mothers. in in-

tact families. - This finding supportg Wefiss's (1979) theory that sin§1e parent

households lack the power hierarchy prlesent in. two parent families. A rela-
. tive lack of hieravrchy may in part be the result of the stngle parents' ™ prac-

L]
¥
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tical need to share ﬁguseho]d respons1b1}1t1es with their adolescent children.
Cantor (1979) reports that dur1ng the pre-sépara:‘?n period, parentgrtyp-
ically be]ieve that they are able to protect” their children from the stress of
an unstable fam11y s1tuatlon The. results of this study suggest that zthe\
pre-separation per1od can be stressful in important ways. Thus in order to
approach & more complete understanding.of the implications of divorce, it -is
" important to look at families years before the}e is a divorce, while the fami-
ly }s~stillr?ﬁtact: Only longitudinal siudig§ of pﬂ%e]e&ted samp1és of fami-

lies are 1ikely to accomplish this aim. . '

P

10
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Reference Notes
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& Block, J. -The Self-descriptive Adjective Q-sort. (Avail-

1. Block, J.H.,
able from Jack Block, Department of Psychology, University of California,
BerKeley, CA 94720.) ' '

Block, J., & Block, J.H. The Familx}fnteraction Q-sort. A

2. Gjerde,:P.F.,
set of Q-items for describing parental behaviors ig:essentia11y normal y,
Department  of

families. {(Available from Jack Block or Per F. Gjérde,

Psychology, University of California, Berkeley, CA 94720).

) -~

A prospect1ve stu@x of divorce: Its re1ation to chi1dren s

development and parenta1 functioning. Doctor1a1 dxssertat1on Department

'of Psychology, Un1vers1ty of Ca1iforn1a Berke1ey, CA 94720).
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Table 1 -

- Fhe Re1 ;1gnship between Divorce and Mothers
Child-Rearing Orientations a "

. Girls Boys+ CRPR Item
. ,‘ ) - 4 1
. | Aged Yy | :
.02 - J3gF** Respects C opinions, encouragegs express1on ‘
. -.19 -.39%xx ? Puts wishes of mate before tﬁﬁ?btgf C
- 27% e 32 0ftéh feels angry with C
.03 . JBgFEE ' Wishes spouse were more interested in C
.06 J5O*** Believes physical, punishment best form of d1scip11ne
.03 - 43x** . Thinks it good practice for C to perform for others
.10 -.30** | , Takes C's preferences into account in making Family plans
=11 e =.33FK . Feels C should have time to think/daydream/even loaf .
7xxx - 09 ‘Finds it difficult to punish C
23 . J39Fx* Doesn t allow C to say Had things about his teacher
= 26% o .- Q4% Worries about'bad/sad thigs happening as C. grows up
R & R YA " Teaches C punishmént will find him when he is bad
v, mUe36%* -.09 . Doesn't blame C for outcome of others ask for trouble
Ab¥EX . 30%* . Fee1s§§ is a bit of a disappointment to me ‘
14 ow JHFFK Is eaSy going and retaxed with C
-,09 T = 46*r* Parent and C have warm/1nt1mate times together
-.21 -.30** - . Encourages C to be curious/explore/question things
o =09 L 4grex . Uses supernatural. forces/beings in explaining things to C
-.14 . -.66%** . Makes sure C knows attempts/accomplishments appreciated
.01 J38FFx L - Teaches C to keep control of feelings at all times-
. -.12 . 34%* . Gives C extra privileges for good behavior
£ .09 A3FF* Enjoys having the house full of children .
.35%% .20 Good deal of conflict between parent.and C
-.04 -.34%* Likes to have some time away from C
.30** .16 . T Makes C aware of shame/disappointment at misbehavior
.20 -.30** " Hants'C to make good impression on others
-.09 - 31%r . Know where C is and what he is up to )
-.13 J37FE* o ' ¢ should be weaned from breast/bottle as soon as possib1e
;06 60 ** ¥ Th1nks C must learn early not to cry
-.11 J30%* Doesn't want C to be seen as different from others
-.34%* -.23 . _ Gets pleasure watching C eat well and enjoying: food
. .02, - 32%%- Thinks it is wrong to insist young boys/gir}s have
a : different kinds of toys/p1ay different sorts of games

¢
y
\




A

P \
. N ' - * / !
Girls. Boys . . "CRPR Itep |
o '_ LS . ,
- I gic kg 23 v /“
; T ) _g_“lz , o

L 34x* ’ . 6 33* Wishes spouse were more interested inf

S0*** 12 ) Tries to prevent rough games or other dangerous-acts
-.36** - 40*** . Encourages C to wonder and think about life
= 52%%*  _ 14% . Takes C's preferences into account in making plans
-.13 - 34%* . Doesn't b]ame C for outcome if others ask for trouble
- 65**% . 20% . Parent and C have warm/intimate times together
-.04 -.35%% Encourages C to be curious/explore/question things

N Vil .05 Expects C to be grateful and appreciative of advantages
-.19 $-.33%x . Dreads answering C questions about sex

.38** .01 Gives C.extra privileges for good behavior

.11 -.36%* - Teaches C he is responsible for what happens to him

J34*%* .- - 01 , Worries about health of C
-41** .28 Likes to have some time away from C '
-, 35** -.24 Finds long periods with C interesting and educat1ona1
- 50%**x . 35%% Thinks it is wrong to insist young boysfgirls have different

: - ; kinds of toys/play different sorts of g%mes
Note:
The number of subjécts are 45 girls and 43 boys at age 3 . )
. » and 34 girls and 38 boy¢ at age 12. . —

*k p<.05 T . . s

*%k %k .
p<.01 .
: A J
: ~
‘ :
\
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Table 3

The Relationship between Divorce and Mother-Child

Interaction when the Children are 13

Faﬁi]y Interaction Q-sort:Item

]

Mother appears to be responsive to child's needs, opinipns and

feelings

Mother tends to.behave towards: chi]d in a seductive manner
Mother's behavior toward child tends to express an egalitarian,

status-free relationshipt .
Mother tends to be critical, hostile, and rejecting of

child's and ideas

Mother appears to be aware of, and to be comfortable with -

child's sexuality

Mother appears to exclude the child from her interactions

Mother tends to show affection for child

Mother tends to be evaluative and judgemental regarding child

via words, gestures, or action

Mother tends to enforce directives or in other ways insist upon

compliance:

Mother tends to encourage individuality and 1ndependence of

action and opinion in child

4

IS
7

E ;
Girl's Bg;s
.. .36**/: -.08
.36%* -.14
v Bh** 34%*
Fw e
- 41%* - .00.
.Bh¥** .09,
-.31 .33**
. 39** -.10
- H3F** -.31*
- 049*** K - 014
A0%* .09
Note:

The number of subJects are 29 girls and.35 boys.

** <05
' *k*k p<.01

-k

e
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Table 2

The Relationship ‘between Divorce'and'ParentE"
Descriptions of Self and Spouse

; Girls  'Boys' Mothers' Self-descriptions
. . Age 6
. o
A5%% .32 Competent '
.38**  -.03 Talkative
.34* .09 Self-centered
. .33* .25 ¢ Non-approving :
.36* .07 Critical : Py Lt
. . 33% .33 Excitable ' . s
37 -.26 Galm ' - i
.38 - .02 .Likes to do well
-.2T .40* Considerate
-.10 -.38* Creative : :
.09 .36% " Sensitive . ’
N~ -.01 .35% . r Confident
T .15 -.36% (‘Adventurous‘ ) ) :
- ¢
J ~ Girls Boys  Mothers' Descriptions_of Spouses
. . T . - Y
A Q 3
' Age & . ‘
-, 49%*% - Baxx Considerate
, -.65%%  -.24 Generous *
36 -.31 . Mischievous .
-.51%*  -.30 Helpful .
-.36F .29 Sympathetic ' )
.40* -.12 Self-centered
~-41* -.06 . . Trusting e
-.37% -3 Affectionate, <
. .33 .05 © Assertive
.40% .35% - Talkative
A3%% 47 Stubborn * -
. -,37* - 38* Responsible
39* -.39% *  Restless
. .16 - 54** Reasonable
.13 AT*% .. Rebellious
.15 (50** Not approvjng
¢ -.18 45%* Show off .




-.27 -.44% Cheerful .
. =15 7 -.40* Playful '
-.14 -.40* Sensible "
.02 -.39* Confident ’
-.06 -

.36* Caim X .

Girls Boys Mothers' Se\f-describtions : .

’ Age 6 ’ -
C . .45 17 " Worrying -8
- - 43** -.46%* _Orderly, neat
' 46%% - .31 Distractible e
-.51** - .31 Creative ,
-.54** 0] Helpful
37* -.06 Sympathetic
37 .24 ’ Affectionate
-.36 .10 ‘Reasonable
.37 .14 ‘' Easily upset
i ? Girls "Boys Fathers' Se\f-desé}ibtions N ¢ .
[ jre ) -
 Age 12
.26 L49*x* Rebellious
07 .08 Foresightful \ .
.07 -.46* . Responsible . - . >
-0 - A2* *  Generous
-.16 ° %45 Show off
.14 :.46 ) Sensible
Note:
- . The numbers of $ubject are 37 girls_and 31 boys at age 6
and 31 girls and 32 boys at age 12. 7 - c
* p¢,05 L' )
. ** p<,01
( \
\ —




Table 4

The Relationship between Divorce and Environmental Quaiityf; .

‘ \ Y

Girls®  Boys . Environmental Q-sort Item ' .
Age 6
41%* _ .29.  Mother is career oriented for herself
-.45**  _ 25 -&Mother.is available to child .
.44 - 07°, Family'seems stable, pérmanent . ) .
A7** - 20- " Mother is constructiveiy active outside. ho%e .
-.31* -.12- Mother seems to enjoy maternal role .,
. -.31% -.16 * Mother emphasizes culture and arts
N -.32* .16 Opportunities for child to play outdoors
. .33* -.05 Family emphasizes conformity
R V4 -.39* Mother seems indulgent of child .
17 -.36% Mother teases and is playfully contradictory .
: , A _S._L
-.65%% .03  House and grounds appear to be well-maintained
B7** .24 Family seems stable, permanent
-.57** -.08 ‘Home environment structured orderly and predictable /( )

-.51%  _ .35  Family atmosphere of considerdtion of needs of others
-.56%*  -.30* . Mother effectively manages competing demands

.59%* .25 Mother seems neurotic, brittle, anxious . :
-.48%* .13 QOpportunities for chi]d to p]ay outdoors *
-.58** .29 Mother appears to be an educated woman

.45%* .31*.  Mother discourages child's stéps toward independence
and maturity

)

.68%%  47**¥ Family is beset by mi s fortune /
.62*%x . 60**  Child may be subjetted to discrimination

Y o-.2** - 35% Financial condition of family appears comfortable ‘ .9
55%* .32* Mothers YTimitations, needs, vulnerabilities are apparent , °-

‘ -.59%* - 3b* Child is- experiencing a SOphisticated complex home'
, L48** .16 Mother's izterpersonai mode$ induce ¢onflict in children
.48%* .30 - Mother is manifestly long suffering“’

-.39% .36 " Mother appeaps to be respected in community N
. -.36% .04 House is ornate !
;> ,39* . .44**  Child experiencés cudltural conflicts
Al -.20 Home situation is child oriented -
. 18 -,




Girls, Boys Environmental Q-sort Item '

-
\

. . ' ‘

-.41F -.22 Mother emphasizes culture and arts
-.25. -.36* Mother is-constructively active outside home
-.01 .43** , Mother is authoritarian L.
-.55%*  .J39* Mother emphasizes intellectual orientation

.26 .60** Relatives play role in child's socialization
.
+Note: , ;

The number of subjects are 42 girls and 33 boys at age
and 33 girls and 38 boys at age 12. t
*p<..05 .

**p<.01




