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University of Washington
Abstract
Children’s Well-Being: A Longitudinal Analysis
of the Effects of Family Life
on Children’s Outcomes Postdivorce
by Linda S. Stephens
Chairperson of the Supervisory Committee:

Professor Diane N. Lye
Department of Sociology

Although a number of studies have examined children'’s
well-being postdivorce, such studies have commonly used
non-representative samples and simple cross-sectional
designs. To date, analyses of children's well-being
after divorce have also been hampered by a lack of data
on family characteristics, parenting patterns, and
spousal relationships during marriage. Those studies
which have considered these characteristics have
employed retrospective measures which may be biased.
Other studies have not been able to include any measures
of family life during marriage, e.g., parental discord,
and consequently, could only theorize as to why children
should have lower levels of well-being before their
parents separated. This analysis overcomes many of

these difficulties because it employs a representative



national sample, provides data on the same families over

time, and includes a rich variety of indicators.

The analyses of children’s behavioral outcomes,
emotional problems, and of the parent-child relationship
employ five explanatory perspectives of children’s well-
being postdivorce: family structure, mothers’
involvement, family economic status, children’s prior

well-being, and marital relationship.

The results of these analyses are very encouraging
for parents and for policymakers interested in promoting
children's well-being. In the case of the behavioral
outcomes, the family economic status and the mothers’
involvement perspective are most useful in explaining
the probability that children would engage in any of the
behaviors. Although the parents' marital status has
some effect on a few of the outcomes, the effect is
quite minor. The predicted probabilities of most of
behavioral outcomes suggest that mothers' educational
attainment and the frequency of their positive
interactions are much more important to good outcomes

for the children.



For the children's other outcomes, the prior well-
being perspective appears to be most useful. By that, I
mean there appears to be a great deal of continuity
between the children's well-being at the time of the
first interview and their well-being at the time of the
second interview.. Likewise continuity in relationship
quality between various members of the family is
important in explaining the relationship between mothers

and their children.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

List Of TableS.ecieeieenieneeeeeeeonenennnannnnnssnsoiii
Chapter I: Children’s Well-BeinNQg....e.eeeeceeeeeeeass 1
Chapter II: Theoretical Perspectives.......ceceeeeee. 9
Prior FindingS..cceeeeeeeeeseecececcancacnnnasess 24
Organizational StruCtUre...c..ceeeeceecccccceaeaas 32
Chapter III: Data and MethodS....c.ceeeeeeeeecenneaes. 34
Chapter IV: Effects of Marital Disruption............ 44
Behavioral OUtCOMES...ccieereeeeeccconcnnacaceenass 45
Emotional ProblemS.....cciviceeeccceececcnanaeaas 48
Relationship QUality..eecieeeeeeeececeaaaneneenaaes 52
Parents’ REPOItS..c.ectessssscsscsnscssssscacscaas 55
Chapter V: Behavioral OUtCOMES....ceeceeceecencaneeas 62
Bivariate RelationshipS..ccceeeeeeerenceecesenaas 70
Multivariate AnalySeS.....ccceccececccececececeacas 15
Predicted Probabilities.....ceceeeeceeeneeeeenns. 83
Discussion of FindingS...eeeeeeeeeeeeeecosaanaas. 88
Chapter VI: Children’s Other OutCOMES...c.eveveeees.. 98
Emotional ProblemS...c.ceceeecececceseecocneeeessal05
Relationship Quality...eieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeanaeean..108
Gender and Age of the Child..ve.veveereeneeeenneaaall5

Discussion of FindingS.e..ceeeeeeeereeeenceneeeeal20



TABLE OF CONTENTS CONTINUED

Chapter VII: Understanding Children’s Well-Being..... 131
Family StIUCtUI . ..cietineeeceeeeeoececcaeanennonne 132
Prior Well-Being........ cecesscsscnn cecccccttnnas 135
Economic StatuS...ceveceeeceecececnncanna cecencan 138

Mothers’ INVOlVemMENt.eceeceeerecocccccccccsessseeseeld

Marital RelationsShip.cccieereeeeeeececasennnnenns 144
Other FaCtorS..ciietieeeieeneeeeeeencncennneanan 145
CONClUSiONS.eeeeeeesensceacaccccannnsa ceccccscscana 146
List of ReferenceS........... cececssecssanessssarsane 149
Appendix I: Dependent VaridbleS....ceeeeceeececcacecas 161
Appendix II: Independent VariableS.....eeeeeeeececen. 164

i



LIST OF TABLES

Table 3.1: Frequency Distributions Of...cecevececs...43
Selected Characteristics of the Sample

Table 4.1: Proportion of Men and Women Reporting.....58
Selected Behaviors of Children

Table 4.2: Proportion of Men and Women Reporting.....59
Selected Behavioral, Emotional, or
Psychological Adjustment Difficulties

Table 4.3: Proportion of Men and Women Reporting.....61
Selected Characteristics of Their
Relationship with Focal Children

Table 5.1: Bivariate Logistic RegressionS............94

Table 5.2: Multivariate Logistic Regressions......... 95

Table 5.3: Predicted Probabilities of a child........96
Having Repeated a Grade or of Dropping Out
of School

Table 5.4: Predicted Probabilities of a child........97
Having Skipped School

Table 6.1: Bivariate Regression Coefficients........127

Table 6.2: Multivariate Regression Coefficients.....128

of Selected 1987 Independent Variables

iii



LIST OF TABLES CONTINUED

Table 6.3: Multivariate Regression Coefficients.....129
of Selected 1987 Family Life Characteristics
by the Gender of the Child

Table 6.4: Multivariate Regression Coefficients of..130
Selected 1987 Family Life Characteristics

by the Age of the Child

iv



ACRKNOWLEDGMENTS

The author wishes to express sincere appreciation
to Professor Diane N. Lye for her assistance in the
preparation of this manuscript. Professor Lye
provided continuous guidance in the formulation of
the research question and thoughtful commentary on
earlier versions of this work. In addition,
special thanks to Professor Herbert Costner for his
untiring assistance with the research design and
for his detailed and timely feedback on earlier
versions of this manuscript. The author also
wishes to acknowledge the scholarly assistance and
support of Professors Judy Howard, Sharon Reitman,
and Wayne Duncan. Special thanks to Susanna Hanson
for her guidance and kind words throughout the last
six years and to Jack Bailey for the initial

encouragement to develop this project.



DEDICATION
To Sarah and Nick Stephens who remind me daily

of their love and of the importance of

children’s well-being for all of us.

vi



Chapter One: Children's Well-Being:

During the summer of 1996, both the Republican and
Democratic Conventions were centered around discussions
of, platitudes concerning, and calls for family values.
In particular, one dialogue emerged at the Republican
Convention that was immediately responded to by
participants at the Democratic Convention. Both the
keynote speaker and the Republican candidate made
reference to a recent publication by the First Lady
titled It Takes a Village. The Republican response to
the claim was: "It doesn't take a village, it takes a
family to raise a child." At the Democratic Convention,
the First Lady immediately defended the claim by
explaining the meaning of the book's title. The
exchange was, of course, political, but it was also a
bit silly since both sides talked in generalities, and
neither side clarified how we might act, either as
individuals or as a society, to promote the well-being

of children.



Although children’s well-being is often the topic of
political posturing and rhetoric, (not unlike the way
politicians kiss babies to show their concern for the
American family), it is also essential that scholarly
efforts ascertain the factors which actually promote or
detract from children’s ability to grow and develop to
their fullest potential. The consequences of these
factors for individuals and for society are obvious.
Thus, the purpose of this work is to evaluate a series
of factors which potentially affect children's well-
being. My specific goal is to examine the relationships
between various characteristics of households and of the
households' members and children's well-being. In
essence, the goal is to provide a better understanding
of what it takes to raise a healthy, happy, and

productive child.

The analyses which follow focus on differences in
children's well-being by family structure because this
has been the traditional focus of most social science
research and government policy. An analysis of family
structure alone, however, is deceiving. Instead, we
need to utilize a range of other family characteristics

to determine their relative effects on children's well-



being. These include economic, emotional, social, and
physical characteristics of family members and their
relationships that potentially affect children's well-
being. The intent of this work is not to determine the
most compelling explanation for children's well-being,
but rather, to examine the ways in which many of these
factors jointly shape children's lives. Thus, the
effects of economic losses are dependent upon the degree
to which custodial parents' are able to not only meet
their children's economic needs, but also their
children's social and psychological needs. The effects
of stressful events in children's lives is similarly
dependent on the level of the custodial parent's
psychological well-being. The effects of contact with
an absent parent are dependent on the level of parental
conflict. Each of these factors is best understood

within the context of the others.

This research addresses four central questions related
to the effects of marital and family characteristics on
children's well-being. First, what is the relationship
between family structure, i.e., the marital status of
the parents, and a series of outcomes for children at

the end of the 20th Century? To what extent is the



separation or the divorce of parents associated with

negative outcomes for children postdivorce?

The second question asks to what extent can those
differences between children from intact families and
children whose families have experienced marital
disruption be attenuated by the children's prior well-
being? If children whose parents have ended their
marriages are at risk for negative outcomes, can this
risk be explained by characteristics of the child that
existed prior to the marital break up? These questions
examine the possibility that children who experience
difficulties or engage in negative behaviors after
divorce were more likely to be experiencing difficulties

prior to the end of their parents' relationships.

After addressing the first two questions, the next
step is to ask how do family characteristics, parenting
patterns, and spousal relations during marriage affect
children's well-being? How do these characteristics
affect children's well-being in families that later
experience marital disruption? It is possible that the
reason some children do less well after divorce is not

divorce, per se, but rather, characteristics of families



which might also place them at a higher risk of
divorcing. For example, it seems reasonable that
couples who divorce are likely to experience dgreater
levels of marital conflict than couples who remain
married. Given this possibility, are children whose
parents divorce at greater risk because of the conflict
that accompanies the divorce as opposed to being at
greater risk because their parents no longer live

together?

And finally, this work will examine the possibility
that characteristics of the child, e.g., age and gender,
might condition the effects of the family
characteristics on children's well-being. How might
children's outcomes differ for those outcomes for which
there is evidence of variation in the effects of the
predictor variables on children's outcomes by the age or

the gender of the child.

In chapter two, I introduce some of the previous
research on these questions and present the five
perspectives on children's well-being which I utilize in
this work. The perspectives I focus on are family

structure, prior well-being of the children, mothers'



involvement with their children, marital relationship,
and the family economic status perspectives. After
presenting the perspectives, I discuss the findings of
earlier research related to each of these perspectives.
Finally, I suggest ways in which the research on the
relationships between these perspectives and outcomes

for children might be enhanced.

In chapter three, I describe the data and general
study design employed in this analysis. I also briefly
discuss differences in women and men's reports of family
life. 1In chapter four, I begin by addressing the first
question of interest. I compare the outcomes for
children whose parents' have separated or divorced with
those whose parents are still married and living
together. I also discuss ways in which men and women
vary in their reports of children's psychological and
emotional well-being, children's behavioral outcomes,
and in the relationships mothers and fathers have with
their children. The differences in reports by gender
are problematic, and consequently, I suggest a strategy

for addressing these problems.



The effects of predivorce characteristics on minor
children's behavioral outcomes postdivorce is the
subject of chapter five. I focus on five explanatory
perspectives: family structure, parent involvement,
family economic status, prior well-being, and the
marital relationship. I use these perspectives to
examine other factors, e.g., marital conflict and
parental involvement might be affecting the behavioral
outcomes for the minor children. I use logistic
regression for these dichotomous outcomes and also
examine the predicted probabilities of any of these

outcomes occurring.

In chapter six, I examine the effects of the five
perspectives on an index of the children’s emotional
problems and on some measures of the quality of the
relationship between the mothers and their children. I
also examine how the children's outcomes differ for
those outcomes for which there is evidence of variation
in the effects of the predictor variables on children's
outcomes by the age or the gender of the child.

Finally, in chapter seven, I compare the patterns of the
predictor variables across all of the outcomes presented

in earlier chapters. In doing so, I evaluate the



relative importance of the five perspectives of

children’s well-being.



Chapter Two: Theoretical Perspectives:

Explaining Children's Well-Being Postdivorce

The increase in the divorce rate in the United States
and Europe in recent years has fostered an interest in
the effects of marital dissolution on all family
members, but particularly an interest in the effects on
children's well-being. This body of family scholarship
has documented differences in children's well-being
between children in families who have experienced
divorce and children whose families have remained
intact. In general, these studies have suggested that
children of divorced parents are more likely to
experience emotional and behavioral problems and do less
well in school than children from intact families
(Emery, 1988; McLanahan and Booth, 1989; McLanahan and
Bumpass, 1988). However, early studies of children's
well-being postdivorce were primarily cross-sectional,
and consequently, did not take into account children's
well-being prior to their parents' divorce. Prior to
the last ten years, the few existing longitudinal
studies were conducted on small or non-representative or

clinical samples (Hetherington, 1979; Hetherington, Cox,
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and Cox, 1976; Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). Prior
analyses also tended to be limited in scope. Most
focused either on the effects of fathers' absence from
the family on children's well-being or on the
relationship between parental conflict, family
structure, and children's well-being. In this chapter,
I briefly discuss the findings from this early research.
I then delineate a series of perspectives and their
respective hypotheses that I will employ in the
subsequent analyses. Finally, I provide findings from
some of the past tests of these hypotheses and a
discussion of ways in which the present work may improve
our understanding of the factors that affect well-being
for children whose parents have divorced as well as

those whose parents remain married.

Prior Research on Father Absence
Because the vast majority of children live with their
mothers following divorce (Buehler, 1989; Furstenberg,
1988b; Grief, 1979; Maccoby, Depner, and Mnookin, 1988;
Seltzer, 1990), nonresidential fathers often have very
limited contact with their children immediately after
the marital disruption (Furstenberg et al., 1983;

Seltzer et al., 1989; Seltzer and Bianchi, 1988;
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Anspach, 1976; Stephens, 1996). Furstenberg and Nord
(1985) found that half of the children in a nationally
representative sample of children who had experienced
marital disruption had not seen their fathers in the
last year, and only one out of six children had at least
weekly contact. Children were more likely to see their
non-custodial fathers immediately after their parents
separated, but paternal contact dropped off
precipitously for those families who experienced marital
separation two or more years earlier (Furstenberg and

Nord, 1985).

Most of the early studies of children‘'s well-being
postdivorce suggest that frequent contact with
nonresidential fathers was positively associated with
children's cognitive and social development (McKinnon
and Wallerstein, 1986; Steinmann, 1984; Clingempeel,
1982; Wallerstein and Kelly, 1982; and Hetherington,
1979). Although these studies often employed small
clinical or other non-representative samples which
usually contained a disproportionate number of high
conflict divorces, contact was found to be beneficial
for children as long as the fathers did not have

emotional or substance abuse problems and there were low
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levels of conflict between the parents (Hetherington,
1979; McKinnon and Wallerstein, 1986; Steinmann, 1984;
Tschann, Johnston, Kline, and Wallerstein, 1990;

Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980).

In contrast, one study by Furstenberg, Morgan and
Allison (1987) finds little evidence that paternal
involvement had either harmful or beneficial effects on
children's academic performance, personal behaviors, or
psychological well-being. The inconsistency in findings
on the effects of contact on children's well-being may
be explained by several factors. First, the
inconsistency may be explained by the differences in the
characteristics of the samples; the earlier samples were
more likely to consist of families experiencing
particularly traumatic divorces. Furstenberg et al.
(1987) employed a nationally representative sample of
American children in their analysis, and consequently,
the difference in findings may be explained by this
factor. Likewise, as divorce has become a more common
experience for children in this country, much of the
stigma associated with divorce and the concomitant
effects of the stigma on children may have lessened.

And perhaps most importantly, early studies did not
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examine the relationship between the child's level of
contact with the noncustodial parent and the economic
assistance provided by the noncustodial parent for the
child. Furstenberg et al. included economic transfers,
e.g., child support, in their analysis and found the
negative effects on children's well-being attenuated
when they controlled for child support payments.
Children who endured economic hardships were more likely
to experience behavioral and academic difficulties than

those children who regularly received child support.

Prior Research on Parental Conflict

Another explanation for the difference in findings on
postdivorce parental contact is that parental conflict
may condition the effect of contact on children. Early
studies consistently found that parental conflict had a
stronger association with children's postdivorce
adjustment than either divorce or loss of contact with
their fathers (Emery, 1982; Hess and Camara, 1979;
Hetherington et al., 1979). Similarly, in a recent
analysis of a nationally representative sample of
children, Amato and Rezac (1994) found contact had
positive effects on boys if parental conflict was low,

but negative effects on boys if the level of parental
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conflict was high. Consequently, parental discord and
economic conditions before and after divorce must be
taken into consideration when estimating the effects of

postdivorce contact on children's well-being.

More recent longitudinal studies in the United States
and England have found that the frequency of children's
behavioral problems and scholastic difficulties could be
explained, in large part, by controls for children's
prior characteristics measured while the parents were
still married (Cherlin, Furstenberg, Chase-Lansdale,
Kiernan, Robins, Morrison, and Teitler, 1991). Simply
put, many of the children who experienced difficulties
after their parents divorced also were experiencing
difficulties during the time in which their parents were
married to each other. This finding suggests that among
children whose parents divorce, the disadvantages begin
long before their parents separate. Consequently,
characteristics of the children, their parents, and
their marriages may predict children's outcomes

postdivorce.

To date, however, analyses of children's well-being as

well as analyses of other outcomes of divorce, e.qg.,
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child support compliance and contact between
nonresidential parents and their children, have been
hampered by a lack of data on family characteristics,
parenting patterns, and spousal relations during
marriage. Therefore, the inclusion of measures of
family life prior to marital dissolution should improve

our understanding of the effects of divorce on children.

Understanding Children's Well-Being After Divorce
In a recent review of the literature on children's
adjustment to divorce, Paul Amato (1993) discusses five
explanatory perspectives of children's well-being and
summarizes the existing evidence in support of each of
these perspectives. Amato suggests children will do
better after marital disruption if the custodial parent
is able to function effectively, the noncustodial parent
has frequent contact with the child, the divorce had low
levels of conflict, and the family experiences less
financial and other forms of stress. These factors may
help to explain the range of responses children
experience when their parents separate. Thus, Amato's
perspectives provide a useful framework for analyzing

the impact of divorce on children's well-being.
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Amato's perspectives are particularly useful, however,
if we expand them to incorporate the predivorce origins
of these factors. For example, postdivorce contact and
involvement between parents and children can be better
understood if we also examine the predivorce
interactions of parents and children. Likewise, the
effects of parental conflict postdivorce are better
understood when we examine the predivorce marital
relationship. In the following section of this chapter,
I discuss the relationship between pre-and postdivorce
characteristics and briefly delineate the perspectives I
utilize in this analysis: family economic status, prior
well-being, parent involvement, marital relationship,

and family structure.

Family Structure Perspective: According to the
family structure perspective, the marital status of the
parents has a direct effect on children's well-being.
Children whose parents separate or divorce will do less
well than children whose parents do not. This
perspective suggests that when parents separate or
divorce, children will have more behavioral problems, do
less well in school, have more psychological problems,

and will have weaker relationships with their parents.
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Furstenberg and Teitler (1994), however, have argued
that this view of the relationship between divorce and
children's well-being may be too simplistic. They
suggest that the relationship is much more complex, and
that in fact, for some children, their parents' divorce

may even be beneficial.

Family Economic Status Perspective: According to
the family economic status perspective, children's
negative outcomes postdivorce result from the economic
decline of their mothers following divorce. Since
parents' socioeconomic characteristics, e.g., income and
education, are generally positively associated with
better outcomes for children, children from intact
families may potentially be advantaged. They are
advantaged because their parents are able to provide two
incomes to meet the family's needs. In addition to the
problems associated with having only one income
postdivorce, because women often earn less than men and
because the majority of children live with their mothers
after divorce, many children experience a decline in
their economic circumstances (Duncan and Hoffman, 1985;
Weitzman, 1985). This perspective also suggests that

children of divorce will have a higher level of well-
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being if their parents have higher levels of educational
attainment. Better educated parents, particularly
mothers, will be more aware of findings that suggest
children should not be exposed to conflict, they will be
likely to encourage good learning habits, and they will
spend more of their time and energy helping their
children with school work and other constructive

activities.

The Prior Well-Being Perspective: From the prior
well-being perspective, children's well-being
postdivorce can be predicted by the children's well-
being prior to marital disruption. Children's well-
being postdivorce may be determined by their well-being
prior to the disruption of their parents' marriages.
Consequently, children who have more behavioral and
emotional problems after marital disruption probably had
more than other children prior to the termination of

their parents' marriages.

Marital Relationship Perspective: According to the
marital relationship perspective, children suffer
deleterious effects if they are exposed to high levels

of parental conflict. Children may feel they have to
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choose between their parents or they may worry that they
are the reason their parents are fighting. Children may
also learn inappropriate ways of dealing with problems,
develop difficulty communicating and negotiating, and
learn threatening or violent behaviors if they are
exposed to high levels of parental conflict. From this
perspective, parental conflict rather than divorce
affects children's well-being after divorce.
Consequently, this perspective suggests children's level
of well-being will be better after divorce if there are
low levels of postdivorce conflict. From this
perspective, children in low conflict intact families
will have the highest level of well-being, followed by
children in low conflict divorced families while
children in high conflict families will have the lowest

levels of well-being.

The marital relationship perspective also suggests
children whose parents will eventually divorce may be
exposed to higher levels of conflict before marital
disruption than will children whose parents remain
together. If this is the case, then at least part of
the difference between children's well-being in divorced

families and their well-being in intact families can be
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explained by characteristics of the marital relationship
that existed prior to the parents' separation. If
parents argued frequently and heatedly or if they had
difficulty discussing their problems during the
marriage, the children may be at greater risk for
negative outcomes postdivorce, not because of divorce,
per se, but because of the parental conflict preceding

and following the divorce.

According to the marital relationship perspective,
children's well-being improves as the duration of time
since the divorce increases because the level of
parental conflict also declines with time. Although the
duration of time since the divorce may be associated
with a decline in the levels of conflict for many
families, for other families the passage of time may not
be associated with a reduction in acrimony because the

duration of time may be associated with additional

stressful events, e.qg., the custodial parent's
remarriage (Hetherington et al., 1985). Likewise
parental conflict may persist postdivorce, and

consequently, children may continue to be impaired by
the effects of their parents' hostility. Therefore, a

longitudinal analysis which incorporates levels of
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parental conflict before and after marital disruption is
necessary to better determine the exact relationship
between levels of parental conflict, the duration of

time since the divorce, and children's well-being.

Parent Involvement Perspective: For most children,
marital separation and divorce means children will have
limited contact with one of their parents (Furstenberg
and Nord, 1985; Seltzer, 1991; Stephens, 1996; White,
Brinkerhoff, and Booth, 1985). Traditionally, advocates
of the parent involvement perspective have argued that
children whose parents divorce will experience more
difficulties than children in intact families because of
the lack of contact and involvement of the noncustodial
parent. Children may suffer because they have fewer
role models, have 1less adult supervision, or because
they miss the daily affection and companionship of the
absent parent. From this perspective, the frequency of
contact with the noncustodial parent is positively

associated with children's well-being.

This perspective suggests children's well-being
postdivorce is also positively associated with the

quality of their relationship with their custodial
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parents both after and before marital disruption. By
including measures of parental involvement with their
children during marriage, however, we can better
understand the effects of parental contact after
divorce. Parents, particularly fathers since they are
not as likely to be custodial parents after divorce, who
are more involved with their children during marriage
should be more involved postdivorce. Although few
studies have attempted to examine the relationship
between fathers' involvement with their children during
marriage and their involvement after marital
dissolution, those that have done so have employed
retrospective measures of fathers involvement during
marriage (Hetherington, 1993; Kruk, 1991; Maccoby and
Mnookin, 1992; Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). Therefore,
longitudinal data which include non retrospective
measures of fathers' 1level of participation in care
giving activities during marriage may help to explain

the effects of parental involvement postdivorce.

In addition, the frequency and nature of the
interactions between either parent and the child will
have beneficial effects on children's well-being later

in their lives. For example, if parents have frequent
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positive interactions with their sons and daughters, if
they frequently play and talk to their children, and if
they frequently provide positive reinforcement to their
children, the children will have higher levels of well-
being. In contrast, if parent frequently have difficult
times with their children or often argue with or yell at
their children, the children will do less well in the
future whether or not the parents separate or divorce.
From the parental involvement perspective, positive
interactions may insulate the children from the problems
associated with family stress that may occur later in

the children's lives. 1

1 This perspective also suggests that children will do better
if the divorce takes place when they are older because more
socialization will have taken place. Young children will have
spent less of their developmental years with an additional role
model in the home. Likewise, young children will experience
longer periods of their lives without a second parent's
supervision and guidance than will older children.

According to the parental involvement perspective, children
will also do better if they have more supportive adults in their
lives than if they have fewer supportive adults in their lives.
Consequently, children should do better if there are more
supportive people, e.g., grandparents, other relatives, friends,
and neighbors, in both the children and their custodial parents'
lives. Likewise, according to the parent involvement perspective,
children also do better if their custodial parents remarry than if
their custodial parent remains single because remarriage should
introduce another caregiver to the family.
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Prior Findings: Research on the Perspectives

of Children's Well-Being

In this section, I discuss earlier analyses of
children's well-being after marital disruption. My
objective is to ascertain the level of support for each
of the perspectives discussed in the previous section of

this chapter.

Family Economic Perspective: According to the
family economic status perspective, differences in
children's well-being between children in divorced
families and children in intact families will be
eliminated or attenuated when income is controlled.

Most studies that have used actual income as their
measure have supported this hypothesis (McLanahan, 1985;
Perry and McLoughlin, 1983). Thus, income appears to
attenuate the relationship between divorce and

children's well-being.

The family economic status perspective also suggests
children's well-being will improve if their custodial
parents, usually mothers, remarry. However, little

support exists for the remarriage hypothesis, i.e., a
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mother's remarriage may bring additional economic
resources to her children, but it doesn't necessarily
improve the children's well-being. Remarriage may
require additional adjustment for all of the members of
the reconstituted family, the economic advantage may not
be visible. Therefore, it is important to control for
income and the possibility that the custodial parent has

remarried or is cohabiting with a new partner.

Although past studies have reported mixed results in
support of these hypotheses, inconsistencies in the
measures of income may explain the varying results. For
example, various studies have measured income as actual
income, decline in income between marriage and divorce,
or amount of child support paid. In addition, many
existing studies did not have measures of family income
prior to divorce, and therefore, they have had to
substitute parents' educational attainment or occupation
as indicators of family income during marriage. Aan
analysis which incorporates measures of the families'
income prior to the divorce, the custodial parents'
income at the time of the postdivorce interview, the
amount of child support paid, and the noncustodial

parents' income is potentially the best test of the
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family economic status perspective because it provides
information on actual family income after divorce and on
the degree to which that income had changed compared to

the family income prior to the marital separation.

In sum, the evidence in support of the family economic
status perspective has not been consistent, but this may
occur, in part, because of a lack of good measures of
income, particularly measures of income prior to the
divorce. As suggested by Amato (1993), ideally we want
to test whether the relationship between divorce and
children's well-being is spurious, (i.e., both are the
result of family income prior to marriage), indirect,

(i.e., mediated by postdivorce income), or direct.

Prior Well-Being Perspective: Recent analyses have
found support for the importance of children's well-
being prior to marital disruption in predicting
children's well-being postdivorce. 1In a recent
longitudinal study of children in England and the United
States, Cherlin et al. (1991) found that most of the
differences in well-being between children from intact
families and children from divorced families were

reduced or eliminated when controls for the children's
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well-being during marriage were introduced. Similar
results have been reported in other recent studies of
children's well-being (Block, Block and Gjerde, 1986;
Doherty and Needle, 1991; Furstenberg and Teitler,

1994). 2

Overall, studies tend to support the prior well-being
perspective, but methodological problems often plague
the studies. For example, because mothers evaluate both
their own and their children's state of well-being in
many of the studies, their reports may be biased. 1In
addition, parents' may be affected by their children's
well-being, and consequently, the direction of the
effect is not clear. And finally, adults with

psychological problems have a higher risk of divorce.

2 Likewise, differences in children's well-being may be
attenuated by controls for parents' psychological well-being The
better the parents' adjustment to the new circumstances in their
lives, the better the child should do. Few studies have tested
this hypothesis, and the results of those studies are mixed
(Amato, 1993). These differences may occur because custodial
parents often have more personal difficulties during the early
months following the separation or divorce, but generally are
functioning better within two years (Booth and Amato, 1991;
Hetherington et al., 1982; Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). The
prior well-being perspective also suggests that children‘s well-
being improves with time because parents' well-being should
improve as the duration of time since the divorce increases.
Although cross-sectional studies have not found support for this
hypothesis, longitudinal studies have provided a modest level of
support (Hetherington et al., 1982). Therefore, it is important
to consider mothers' as well as children‘'s well-being.
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Likewise, adults with psychological problems are more
likely to have children with psychological problems.
Consequently, the association between divorce and
children's emotional adjustment may be spurious (Amato,
1993). 1In order to fully understand the relationship
between these factors, any analysis must include
measures of the parents' and children's psychological
adjustment prior to divorce which help to determine the
relationship between the parents' psychological state
and children's well-being after divorce. Thus, while
some support exists for the parental well-being
perspective, an analysis which provides a more thorough
test which includes longitudinal data that incorporate
measures of parents' and children's well-being before
marital disruption is necessary for a better

understanding of these complicated relationships.

Marital Conflict Perspective: Most analyses support
the marital conflict hypothesis (Emery, 1982; Hess and
Camara, 1979; Hetherington et al., 1979; Long, 1986).
Berg and Kelly (1979), for example, found children from
conflictual intact families experienced lower levels of
well-being than children from low conflict single-parent

families. Other studies have found conflict rather than
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divorce was associated with negative outcomes for

children (Mechanic and Hansell, 1989).

Likewise, we might anticipate that children's well-being
postdivorce may improve because the level of conflict
between the parents declines with time. Currently, the
results in support of decline in spousal conflict
hypothesis are mixed. Longitudinal studies, however,
tend to support this hypothesis, i.e., for many couples,
spousal conflict declines as the duration of time since
the divorce increases, while cross-sectional studies do

not.

Past research provides support for the marital
relationship perspective. It is possible, however, that
psychologically maladjusted parents are more likely to
divorce, to be engaged in conflict with their spouses
and former spouses, and to have children with lower
levels of well-being (Amato, 1993). Consequently, the
relationship between parental conflict and children's
well-being may be spurious. Therefore, the inclusion of
measures of parents' psychological adjustment during
marriage, children's well-being before and after

divorce, and levels of parental discord are necessary to
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better ascertain the relationship between children's
well-being and characteristics of the parents'

relationship.

Parental Involvement Perspective: The parental
involvement perspective suggests that children will do
better after divorce if they have frequent contact with
both of their parents. However, only about one-half of
the studies reviewed by Amato (1993) support this
hypothesis; in some studies, children did worse when
there was frequent contact while in other studies, there
was no relationship between contact and children's well-
being. As suggested earlier, the level of parental
conflict, however, may explain the difference in
findings on the effects of contact on children's well-
being. Past studies suggest contact is positively
associated with children's adjustment if there are low
levels of parental conflict but negatively associated
with children's adjustment if there are high levels of
parental conflict (Amato and Rezac, 1994; Healy, 1990;
Hetherington, Cox and Cox, 1982). Consequently, contact
appears to have some benefit, but only if the level of

parental conflict remains low.
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A second hypothesis associated with the parental
involvement hypothesis suggests children will do better
if they have more adults in their lives. Although the
number of studies that have tested this hypothesis are
limited, the results suggest children do better when
there are other adults involved in their 1lives For
example, teenagers in single-parent families are less
likely to become pregnant if they have a grandparent

living with them.

Although remarriage is predicted to have positive
effects on children's well-being, past studies have not
always supported this hypothesis. Instead, the gender
of the child appears to condition the effect of having a
stepfather present in the home. In some studies boys
did better when a stepfather was present, but girls did
less well. Likewise there is conflicting evidence in
support of the hypothesis that older children do better
postdivorce than younger children (see, for example, the
review of these studies in Amato, 1993). In sum, past
analyses have primarily been cross-sectional, and
consequently, have only provided modest support for the

parent involvement perspective.



32

Organizational Structure: Towards a Better

Understanding of Children's Well-Being

Whereas each of the explanatory perspectives of
children's postdivorce well-being sketched above has
been subjected to some empirical examination, such
studies have commonly used non-representative samples
and simple cross-sectional designs. Most of the
longitudinal studies which have been performed were
conducted on either small, non-representative or
clinical samples. To date, analyses of children's well-
being after divorce have also been hampered by a lack of
data on family characteristics, parenting patterns, and
spousal relationships during marriage. Those studies
which have considered these characteristics have
employed retrospective measures which may be biased.
Other studies have not been able to include any measures
of family life during marriage, e.g., parental discord,
and consequently, could only theorize as to why children
should have lower levels of well-being before their

parents separated.

This analysis overcomes many of these difficulties

because it employs a representative national sample,
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provides data on the same families over time, and
includes a rich variety of indicators. Therefore, this
research meaningfully improves our understanding of the
effects of divorce on children through the inclusion of
measures of family life prior to marital dissolution.
This research also improves our understanding because it
tests several potential explanations for the differences
in children's well-being for children in families who
have experienced a divorce and those who have not. 1In
chapter three, I discuss the study design of the surveys
that have provided the data to be analyzed, the measures
in the data set and their relationships to the
perspectives outlined previously, and the dependent

variables used in this analysis.



Chapter Three: Data and Methods

The data I use in these analyses are from the first
and second waves of the National Survey of Families and
Households (NSFH), a probability sample survey of
persons age 19 and older living in households in the
United States. Because both family and household
composition are likely to fluctuate over time, the NSFH
was designed with individuals rather than families or
households as the units of observation. Individuals
were first interviewed face-to-face in either English or
Spanish over a l4-month period ending in May of 1988
again in 1992 and 1993. The survey consisted of 13,017
primary respondents: a main sample of 9,643 and a double
sampling of Blacks, Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans,
single-parent families, cohabiting couples, recently
married couples, and families with stepchildren.
Respondents were interviewed again between 1992 and
1994. Ten thousand and eight respondents participated
in the second wave of interviews. Thirteen percent of
the interviews were conducted in 1992, 74 % in 1993, and

13 % in 1994.
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The sample employed in this analysis consists of
primary respondents who were married and living with
their spouses at the time of the first interview. Each
couple had at least one biological child under the age
of 19 living with them at that time. 1 At the time of
the second interview, the couple had separated because
of marital problems, divorced, or remained together.
Households in which one or both parents had died since
the first interview were eliminated from the analysis.
After these limitations were implemented, 2,484 cases

remained in the sample.

Because the National Survey of Families and Households
over-sampled many groups of interest to these analyses,
weights were applied when running all of the regressions
to make the samples representative of the total
population. The weighting variable was provided by the
National Survey of Families and Households. I divided
this weight by the unweighted sample size to determine

an unweighted, but representative sample size.

Dependent Variables: At the time of the second

interview, parents were asked questions about two groups

I The child was the biological child of both parents.
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of children: those who were between 18- and 23-years-old
at the time of the second interview and those who were
between 5 and 18 at the time of the second interview. 2
These children were less than 19 and living with both
parents at the time of the first interview. In this
work, I examine several series of dependent variables
for those children who are between 5- and 18-years-old
at the time of the second interview. The first series
of questions provide dichotomous measures of whether or
not any of the minor children had been in trouble with
the police, had skipped school, had been suspended or
expelled from school, had repeated a grade, or had

dropped out of school.

Parents were also asked to evaluate the quality of
their relationship with a focal child on a scale from
zero (extremely poor) to ten (absolutely positive). The
values from zero to seven were later collapsed because
less than three percent of parents rated the
relationship with a value less than seven. Parents were
also asked a series of questions concerning the

frequency with which they engaged in arguments with

2 parents were asked questions about children born since the
first interview, but those children are not included in these
analyses.
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their children over a number of topics such as their
friends, how their children dressed, their children's
help with housework, their school work, and how late the
children stayed out at night. A parent-child argument
index was constructed from these measures (alpha=.67).
Finally, the parents were provided with 23 statements
about the focal child's psychological well-being for
which the parents could indicate the description was
always or often true, occasionally true, or never true
of the focal child. 3 An index of the child's
psychological well-being at the time of the second
interview was constructed from these measures
(alpha=.63). A high score indicates the child had many

psychological or emotional problens.

Independent Variables: The marital status of the
parents at the time of the second interview was used to
measure the family structure perspective. The
households' income at the time of the first interview
and the mothers' educational attainment were used to
measure the economic status perspective. Educational

attainment was coded into the following categories:

3 The statements included assessments of characteristics such as
the child is depressed, irritable, sad, stubborn. The complete
list of statements is available in Appendix 1.
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eighth grade or less, some high school, high school
graduate, some college, undergraduate degree, and post
baccalaureate. Yearly household income at the time of
the first interview was coded into the following
categories: 0 to 10,000, 10,001 to 20,000, 20,001 to
30,000, 30,001 to 40,000, 40,001 to 50,000, 50,001 to

60,000, 60,001 to 80,000, and 80,001 or more dollars.

Parental involvement with the children during marriage
was measured with a series of questions about the
frequencies of various positive and negative
interactions that the parents might have with the
children. The positive interactions consisted of the
frequency of good times between the mother and the child
at the time of the first interview. The negative
interactions consisted of the frequency of difficult
times between the mother and the child at the time of

the first interview.

Finally, two measures were utilized to ascertain the
effects of the marital relationship at the time of the
first interview on children's outcomes at the time of
the second interview. Parents were also asked a series

of questions concerning the frequency with which they
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argued about housework, about childcare, about the in-
laws, about sex, about money, and about having another
child. A parental conflict index was constructed from
these measures (alpha=.76). Parents were asked to

assess the overall quality of the marital relationship

on a scale of zero to ten.

Control Variables: Two additional variables were
included in the analysis because they potentially might
be important predictors of children's well-being.
Without including these features of family life, other
measures which might actually be correlated with one of
these factors might appear to be related to children's
outcomes and a spurious interpretation of the findings
might result. The first factor I control for is the
mothers' prior well-being. Children will be better
adjusted postdivorce if their custodial parents are
coping well with the divorce and related changes in
their lives, and consequently, are better able to give
attention to their children's needs. Parents, for
example, who are under high levels of stress may lack
patience with their children, be more severe with them,
or be more likely to ignore the children's needs

(Hetherington et al., 1982). Because divorce and the
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concomitant changes associated with it are stressful for
both parents and children, there are more likely to be
increasing demands on everyone's time, energy, and
emotions that may cause children to be more needy and
make parents less able to meet those needs. Therefore,
children require at least one parent who is cognizant of

and responsive to the children's needs.

At the time of the first interview, mothers were given
a set of statements about their emotional well-being,
(e.g., depressed, unhappy, and irritable) and asked how
many days in the last week each of these twelve
statements was true of them. These measures were used
to construct a psychological well being index for the
mothers where there scores could range from 0 to 84,
with 0 meaning they never felt any of those negative
emotions and 84 meaning they felt all of them everyday
of the week. Consequently, mothers were doing less well
if they have higher scores. In contrast, children are
doing better psychologically at the time of the first
interview if they have high scores on their index of
well-being. Parents were asked about a series of
characteristics that might describe their children,

(e.g., fearful, bullies, responsible, unhappy, and tries
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new things.) The children's scores could range from
nine to twenty-seven and the alpha for the items

utilized in the index was .74.%

Likewise, the mothers' employment status at the time
of the first interview is also controlled for in this
wor’-. past research suggests mothers who are not
working outside the home spend more time with their
children on a daily basis. These mothers potentially
have a greater ability to supervise their children, and
they may exercise more control over their children's
development. Therefore, mothers' employment status,
rather than the frequency of positive or negative
interactions may actually be affecting children's well-

being.

In addition the age, sex, and race of the child are
included in many of the analyses as control variables.
Likewise, the ages of the respondents and their spouses
were used as control variables and were coded into the
following categories: 16 through 24, 25 through 29, 30
through 34, 35 through 39, 40 through 44, 45 through 49,

and 50 years and above.

4 The complete list of items used is available in Appendix 2.
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As seen in Table 3.1, of the 2,484 cases in the
original sample of interest, 1,394 (56%) were women and
1,090 were men. By the time of the second interview,
400 of the respondents had divorced or separated because
of marital problems. The average respondent had
completed high school or had some college and is in his
or her early 30s. More than three-fourths of the sample
are white and 13% are Black. The vast majority of the
sample are in their first marriage (85%). Two-fifths of
the children in the sample are less than five in 1988;

only about one-fourth are between twelve and eighteen.

In chapter four, I examine the bivariate relationships
between the dependent variables described earlier and
selected independent variables to determine whether,
consistent with much of the earlier research, children
from families which have experienced marital disruption
are doing less well than children from intact families.
I examine these relationships, however, controlling for
the gender of the parent who is responding in order to
ascertain differences in reporting between mothers and

fathers.
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TABLE 3.1: PFrequency Distributions of Selected Characteristics

of the Sample.

Percent
Marital status (1993)
still married 83.9%
divorced 11.8
separated 4.3

Respondent's education (1987)

eighth grade or less 4.

some high school 8.
high school graduate 39.
some college 24,
college graduate 11.
post BA 11.

Focal child's age in 1987

0-4 41.
5-11 32.
12-18 26.

Number of marriage (1987)

first 85.
second 12.
third + 1.

Likelihood will separate (1987)

very low 62.
low 18.
about even 8.
high 1.
N=2484

B JO O

~

5%
2
7
3

Percent
Sex of respondent
male 44.3%
female 55.7%
Race of respondent
Black 12.6%
white (not Hispanic) 77.6
Mexican American 6.6
other Hispanic 1.8
other 1.3
Age of respondent
less than 24 11.3%
25 to 29 20.1
30 to 34 26.1
35 to 39 23.0
40 to 44 12.5
45 + 7.0
Any arguments physical 9.1%

Note: Data are from both waves of the National Survey of Families
and Households. Includes cases in which couples were married and

living together in 1987.

All primary respondents and their

spouses were the biological parents of a focal child less than 19-

years-old in 1987.



Chapter Four: Effects of Marital Disruption

As discussed in chapter two, past research has found
children whose parents experience marital disruption are
at greater risk for a number of negative outcomes than
children whose parents remain married. On average,
these children do less well in school, exhibit more
behavioral problems, and are more likely to experience
negative psychological outcomes, (e.g., depression,

anxiety, and low self esteem).

In this chapter, I first examine the association
between marital status and several series of outcomes
for children. The children's outcomes employed include
measures of specific behaviors, emotional and
psychological adjustment, and of the relationship
between the parent and the child. This is done to
ascertain the degree to which these data are consistent
with past findings on the relationship between marital
status and children's well-being. The second purpose of
this chapter is to explore the differences in the
reports of mothers and fathers in the sample and
ascertain an appropriate strategy for addressing these

differences.l

! These are not matched sets of parents. Therefore, the
differences are not between specific couples, but rather reflect
differences in men's and women's reports in general.
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Behavioral Outcomes

In Table 4.1, I compare the reports of selected
behaviors of children who were between 5 and 17 at the
time of the second interview.2 1In this and subsequent
tables in this chapter, the proportion of children who
have exhibited these behaviors is presented by the
gender of the reporting parent and by the marital status
of the parent at the time of the second interview. As
seen in Table 4.1, mothers were more likely to report
significant differences in the likelihood that a child
had engaged in any of the behaviors than were fathers.
Mothers reported that the children were more likely to
engage in these behaviors if the parents had separated
or divorced for all of the measures, while fathers only
reported significant differences for 1 of the 5

measures.

According to the mothers, children were 50 percent
more likely to have repeated a grade in school if the
mother had separated or divorced since the first

interview. Similarly, if the mothers had separated or

2 PFor ease of presentation, I will usually refer to the children
who were between 5 and 17 at time two as children or as the minor
children.
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divorced, the children were twice as likely to have
skipped school or to have been expelled or suspended
from school. The children were almost three times as
likely to have been in trouble with the police if their
parents' marriages had ended. According to the fathers,
marital disruption was twice as likely to be associated
with children's problems with the police. There are no
significant differences for any of the other outcomes as

reported by the fathers.

These differences in men's and women's reports are
important because the conclusions one might draw about
children's well-being postdivorce, at least as it
applies to their likelihood of engaging in problematic
behaviors, is quite different depending on whose
observations one employs. Based on the observations of
the fathers, there appears to be very little difference
in the likelihood that children might engage in these
behaviors by their parents' marital status. 1In
contrast, if the mothers' reports are utilized, the
children whose parents have experienced marital
disruption are at much greater risk of engaging in
delinquent behaviors than are children whose parents

have remained together.
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This difference in the occurrence of problematic
behaviors is primarily attributable to differences
between the reports of separated or divorced mothers and
the responses of separated or divorced fathers. Married
men's responses are much closer to married women's
responses than is the case for men and women whose
marriages have ended. The most probable explanation
for these differences is that fathers who have separated
or divorced are under reporting the incidence of these
behaviors. Since minor children are more likely to have
their primary residence with their mothers following
marital disruption, fathers are probably not reporting
more of these behaviors because they have less contact
with their children. Consequently, fathers are less
knowledgeable of what is going on in their children's

lives.

This low contact hypothesis is further supported by
the nature of the items for which fathers do report
significant differences. Dads are more likely to know
that their children have been in trouble with the police
because of the seriousness of the event. The
authorities may notify the fathers as well as the
mothers, the police or the courts may require the

fathers to be in attendance for hearings, or the mothers
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may be more anxious to involve fathers if their children
are in trouble with the police. 1In contrast, fathers
may be less likely to be called to school if the child
is misbehaving, be less likely to know if the child
skipped school, and less likely to know if the child has

been temporarily suspended or expelled.

Emotional Problems

In addition to the measures of the children's
problematic behaviors, measures of the children's
psychological and emotional adjustment at the time of
the second interview are included as dependent variables
in this analysis. Parents were presented with a list of
affective characteristics and were asked if each
characteristic "never", "sometimes", or "often" was true
of the focal child. 3 Parents were also asked about
their children's general behavior patterns at home and
at school. For example, parents were asked if their
child lies and cheats, fights with other children, is
disobedient at home and at school, bullies or is cruel,
has friends who are in trouble, or has problems with

teachers.

3 Appendix one contains the full set of questions that parents
were asked.
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These measures should be informative since minor
children have a greater probability of engaging in these
behaviors than they have of engaging in many of the
problem behaviors examined in Table 4.1. For example,
more children are likely to have been disobedient than
to have been in trouble with the police. Parents are
more likely to report that their young children argue
too much rather than that minor children, some as young
as five, have been expelled from or dropped out of
school. Because of this, the negative consequences of
marital disruption may be more evident when these

measures are employed.

As seen in Table 4.2, there are significant
differences in the children's outcomes of separated or
divorced and still-married parents. Mothers report
significant differences on 12 of the 23 measures while
dads report significant differences on 9 of the 23
measures. For each of the measures that mothers report
significant differences, the difference is in the
predicted direction, i.e., children whose parents have
divorced or separated are doing less well than children
whose parents are still married. For example,
approximately one-third of the women in intact marriages

report that the focal child is overactive, while more
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than half of the mothers who have experienced marital
disruption report this problem. Approximately one-
fourth of the still-married mothers report that the
focal child is sad or depressed, while more than 40
percent of the separated or divorced mothers feel that
their children are sad or depressed. Separated or
divorced moms were also more likely to report that the
child lies or cheats, has difficulty concentrating, has
obsessions, has friends who are in trouble, is
disobedient at school, bullies or is cruel, or is not

repentant for their misbehaviors.

Although fathers report almost as many significant
differences on these measures as mothers, the
differences are not always in the predicted direction.
For five of the nine measures in which significant
differences were reported, divorced and separated
fathers reported that their children were doing better
than were the children of the fathers who remained
married. For example, less than one-fourth of separated
or divorced fathers said their children felt no one
loved them, while one-third of still married fathers
reported that their children felt they were not loved.
Fathers who were still married to their children's

mothers said their children were more likely to be
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disobedient (49.6%) than divorced or separated fathers
(31.7%). T