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Foreword 

Although celebrated as a distinct event in and of itself, marriage in 
Western society marks a significant stage in the ongoing development 
of intimate relationships between the partners. Normatively, the 
process of relationship formation begins long before marriage and 
relationship development continues well beyond the wedding day. 

Thus construed, marriage represents a transition in the develop
ment of intimate bonds. That transition process itself endures over 
time, ebbing and flowing between periods of greater or lesser stabili
ty. In contemporary Australia, the majority of marriage partners 
achieve levels of mutual adjustment which are sustained for their re
maining lifetime. 

For other couples, however, enduring adjustment is elusive; bonds 
of intimacy become unsustainable and divorce ensues. 

In this, the third and final volume to emerge from the Australian 
Institute of Family Studies investigation of the consequences of 
marriage breakdown, Kathleen Funder, a Principal Researcher at the 
Institute, examines divorce, not solely as an event marking the ending 
of a marriage but as itself a stage in a process of transition which 
confronts the principals involved with challenges to adjust to their 
separate lives while continuing to be effective parents. 

In Settling Up, the first volume in this series, what happened to the 
children, the division of matrimonial property and other aspects of 
the immediate economic impact of divorce on parents and children 
were all examined. 

Settling Down, the second volume to appear, reported on the 
patterns of adjustment to new jobs, homes, schools and partners that 
had become evident between five and eight years after the divorce. 

In Remaking Families, Kathleen Funder carries forward the longi
tudinal narrative of post-divorce transition and adjustment, giving 
particular voice to the perspectives of the children of the parents 
whose divorces form the primary subject matter of the two previous 
volumes. 

The sequelae of divorce impact differently on the lives of parents 
and their children. Parents have degrees of choice and capacities for 
preparation, anticipation and negotiation that are not shared by 
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children. Whereas parents embark on divorce in acknowledgment of 
the severance of intimate bonds, the children of divorced parents are 
confronted by the distinctive and different tasks of conserving rela
tionships of significant intimacy across space and time. In its account 
of how children adjust to the process of constructing for themselves 
unified families out of distributed households, and of the individual 
differences that affect their so doing, Remaking Families makes a 
positive and significant contribution to the literature on the conse~ 
quences of divorce for children. 

Remaking Families describes the different pathways to post
divorce adjustment followed by parents and their children. In some 
respects these pathways are complimentary, in others less so. Under
standing how the best interests of children are to be promoted in 
these contexts is not straightforward, nor is it always clear how the 
interests of children and parents can best be harmonised. In common 
with its predecessors in this series, Remaking Families will challenge 
and stimulate parents, policy makers, child and family counsellors 
and other service providers concerned to understand such issues and 
contribute to their resolution. 

Harry McGurk 
Director 

Australian Institute of Family Studies 
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1 
Approaches to 

Family Transition 

In Chinese, two characters combine to mean crisis; separately they 
convey danger and opportunity. In the case of divorce between parents, 
the separation period certainly seems to contain more danger than 
opportunity, and most research has concentrated on this period of 
disorganisation. Opportunity may take time to become apparent, 
although few studies have taken the longer view. This book approaches 
parental divorce and the adaptation of parents and their children as a 
transition over time, in order to explore whether conditions exist which 
may minimise dangers and increase opportunities for families. 

Parental divorce involves reorganisation in the structure of fami
lies, the resources they command, and the roles, relationships and 
identities that characterise family members. These changes take place 
over time, and so divorce can be seen as a transition between one 
relatively stable period in the life cycle of the family and another. A 
comprehensive understanding of the ramifications of divorce thus 
requires a focus going beyond the initial crisis to cover subsequent 
longer-term adaptation. The approach adopted in this book is to des
cribe factors affecting the wellbeing of parents and children five to 
eight years after parental separation. 

Wellbeing of parents is defined as their emotional state and their 
general life satisfaction or morale (Headey and Wearing 1981, 1992). 
Parent wellbeing can also be inferred from the quality of family rela
tionships, and thus the links between emotional state, psychological 
wellbeing and the quality of relationships are explored. For children, 
wellbeing is defined by a set of indices including the ambience in the 
home where they live and in that of the non-resident parent, their 
social competence, emotional state and self image. This set of indi
cators was chosen to explore the child's wellbeing in the two house
holds of the post-divorce family, and the individual child's adjustment 
and wellbeing. As with the parents, the quality of relationships is also 
assumed to reflect children's wellbeing, so that links between family 
relationships and other aspects of wellbeing are also explored. 

The interaction of structural and interpersonal factors are ex
amined. The reorganisation of families encompasses the obvious 
changes in family structure (from a two-parent household to two 
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households); shifts in the economic resource base (from one house
hold economy to two, with or without continuing transfers of money 
or services); fluctuations in household income; reassignment and 
redefinition of roles (resident to non-resident parent, homemaker! 
parent to parent/provider, spouse/parent to non-spouse/parent); and, 
finally, transformation of relationships (harmonious to conflicted, 
conflicted to peaceful, trusting to distrusting, warm to distant, 
attached to detached). 

Considered individually, these changes provide some insights, but 
commonly there is a complex interplay among them. A central focus 
of this book is to examine the various patterns that emerge over time, 
and their effects on people's lives. 

The research is based on a large representative sample of 523 
Australian parents with dependent children. The study, a project of 
the Australian Institute of Family Studies (described fully in Chapter 
3), is longitudinal, extending over the five to eight years after parental 
separation. Data were collected in two face-to-face interviews with 
parents, and one interview with a sub-set of 105 of their children 
from 55 families. Life histories and other retrospective measures were 
used to extend the study back into the marriage, and multiple 
measures of family process and individual wellbeing were analysed 
five to eight years after the separation. As a consequence of the size 
and representativeness of the sample, the time span covered, and the 
scope of the analyses, the findings of research challenge some 
commonly-held assumptions that divorce irreparably breaks up 
families and necessarily produces dysfunction. 

The findings show that, in general, families transform and con
tinue to function after divorce in a range of ways which do not appear 
seriously to disadvantage most family members. However, parents 
and children are not equally well served by family transformations, 
and comparisons of the effects of various adaptations on parents and 
children highlight dilemmas. 

The individual chapters examine divorce in Australia under con
ditions operating in the early 1980s, some years after the deregulation 
of divorce following the Family Law Act (1975). 

Chapter 2 sets the context for divorce in the social 'macro' struc
ture, exploring social, economic and legal conditions. Comparisons 
of national and international trends in divorce and the parallel 
changes in family functioning, both in child rearing and economic 
organisation, are presented. These indicate that Australian conditions 
have much in common with those in other western countries, and 
thus that certain generalisations may be made from the observations 
and inferences of an Australian study. Australia also has unique 
features which affect families and the conditions of divorce, and the 
particular economic, social and legal contexts of divorce in Australia 
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are thus noted. International and national trends also reflect sources 
of variance in individual and family functioning well beyond those 
examined in this work. Some acknowledgment of these is required, 
since these factors add meaning to roles and circumscribe what may 
validly be attributed to family or individual factors such as family 
composition or relationships between members. 

An account is given in Chapter 3 of the research context of the 
study, in terms of the psychological and sociological investigations of 
families and divorce. The review considers divorce as a family tran
sition, involving transformations in structure and resource base, 
roles, relationships and notions of family identity over time. Several 
key aspects of transition are identified for examination in the Aus
tralian context, and some refinements to previous work are proposed. 
From this framework questions are derived about the major aspects 
of the divorce transition. 

Addressing issues of adaptation to the family transition of divorce 
in Australia requires a representative sample, a longitudinal design, 
and multiple viewpoints of family members. The third chapter 
describes the way in which the Australian Institute of Family Studies 
project provided a novel way of examining certain aspects of the 
divorce transition, including details of the respondents in the samples 
and the methods and measures used in the study. Further details on 
design, sample statistics and measures are presented in the Appendix 
to Chapter 3. The particular questions that guided the research are 
then addressed in Chapters 4 to 8. 

In Chapter 4, the structural transformation of the family by the end 
of the transition period is mapped from the perspectives of both parents 
and children. The extent to which this structural change predicts 
transformation in family identity is then addressed from the vantage 
point of the children. The key questions are: To what extent is it correct 
to describe the family at the end of the divorce transition as 'broken'? 
What is the objective family structure of parents and children in the 
medium term after divorce? What are the objective links between 
households, in terms of reported child access and child maintenance? 
How does the child construct a family identity, and how well does 
objective family structure match the child's construction of family? 

In the Australian context, as in most western countries, mothers and 
fathers reconstruct their families differently after divorce; children's 
families, the amalgam of both parents' households, are even more 
variable. Links between households are stronger than is often reported, 
and qualitative factors predict satisfaction ·with non-resident 
father-child contact better than quantitative ones. As described in the 
fourth chapter, children were asked to construct their family using a 
family sculpture technique. From these sculptures there appeared to be 
considerable continuity in family identity; in addition, notions of family 
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were actively transformed by the selective inclusion of old and new 
members of households and other kin. Thus children's psychological 
construction of family differed from objectively defined households. A 
typology of children's post-divorce family is proposed based on patterns 
of inclusion of household members, biological kin and others. 

Two major changes to the post-divorce family are repartnering and 
redistribution of income. Many studies have considered the effects of 
economic resources and family type (sole-mother family or step
family) on children's wellbeing after divorce. Income adequacy and 
family type are correlated - sole-mother families tend to be poorer 
than step-families - and few studies have examined the separate and 
combined effects of these factors on children's wellbeing at the end of 
the divorce transition. In Chapter 5, the independent and combined 
effects of income and family type on children's wellbeing are ex
amined. The major questions are: Leaving aside family income, to 
what extent do family structures affect children's wellbeing? Does 
drop in household income, relative to that before parental separation, 
reduce children's wellbeing? 

Neither family type nor drop in household income account for very 
much variation in children's wellbeing in this sample. Children in 
sole-mother homes tend to fare as well or better than children in step
father homes, but the differenc~s are not significant. However, the 
income in the child's home before separation still exerts some effect 
on children's wellbeing five to eight years later. These results are dis
cussed in terms of the meaning of income as a proxy for the milieu of 
early development and for continuities in the child's development 
through the divorce transition. 

In the study, parents who repartnered are happier than those who 
remained single; in previous studies, children in step-families have 
been shown to fare less well than those in sole-mother families. Here, 
the new partners' roles as co-parent with the biological parent and as 
step-parent to the child are explored in Chapter 6, as are the effects of 
the exercise of these roles on the wellbeing of parents and children. In 
a consideration of the roles and relationships in step-families and their 
effects on the wellbeing of parent and child, the following questions 
are asked: What roles do new spouses play in supporting resident 
mothers and non-resident fathers, and does this support change over 
time? What effect does this support have on the wellbeing of mothers 
and fathers? How do children perceive the involvement of resident 
step-parents as custodians and guardians, and is this involvement 
affected by the age and sex of the child? How affectionate are children 
towards their step-father, and how are patterns of affection and 
involvement with step-fathers associated with children's wellbeing? 

The results show that new spouses are perceived as active support 
for parents, and that their willingness to engage in this role is seen to 
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increase over time. Although repartnering increases parents' well
being, the extent of the partner's support for the parent adds little to 
their wellbeing. For children, wellbeing (particularly quality of the 
home environment) is related to patterns of affection and involve
ment with the resident step-father, whom they generally like. Connec
tions between step-father involvement and non-resident father's 
involvement show that children seem to add figures to their family 
rather than substitute. These results have implications for concepts of 
family functioning and children's wellbeing after divorce, as well as 
for family law. 

The law and society expects parents to share responsibility for 
bringing up their children after divorce, although the difficulties of 
doing this are well recognised. The roles of spouse and parent are 
intertwined in marriage and difficult to disentangle afterwards. The 
longer-term adaptation of parents to this role transformation is 
addressed in Chapter 7. The following questions about the co
parental relationship and parent wellbeing are considered: Does prior 
or current emotional state, or current qualities in the relationship 
between parents, distinguish parents who remain engaged in parent
ing from those who do not? How do resident mothers and non
resident fathers perceive their relationship to their former spouse and 
co-parent? In what ways are previous and current emotional state and 
wellbeing of parents associated with the co-parental relationship? 

Only by sampling points of view of all family members can we gain 
a clear understanding of the dynamic interactions within the family. 
In Chapter 8, links between family relationships in the original family 
and children's wellbeing are explored at the end of the divorce transi
tion. In family relationships (mother-child, father-child, father
mother) each report of the quality of the relationship has an ana
logue, so that exploring questions about relationships and children's 
wellbeing from the perspectives of both members of each relationship 
provides a grid of relationship data from different sources. The major 
questions asked are: Which relationships are linked to children's 
wellbeing five to eight years after parental divorce, and are parents' 
and children's perspectives on these relationships in accord? Are the 
effects on the child of parental disharmony moderated by the 
parent-child relationship or the emotional state of the mother? 

The relationship from the original family which continues to affect 
children's wellbeing is that between resident mother and child. After 
five to eight years the non-resident father-child relationship no longer 
appears central to child wellbeing, nor does the co-parental rela
tionship. Comparisons of parents' and child's views of relationships 
provide insight into the functioning of the original family system in 
the post-divorce period. In many settings, children's wellbeing is 
assessed in terms of family relationships (for example, family law and 
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child protection); in such circumstances the validity of reports is an 
important issue. The implications of the results are then discussed in 
relation to family research and practice. In practical situations where 
children's wellbeing is in focus (for example, family court, or child 
protection), reporters on relationships may be parent(s) or child. By 
comparing data sources on relationships and their links with 
children's wellbeing, this chapter addresses the issue of the validity of 
parents' reports on family relationships, as well as the power of 
relationships within the original family to affect children's wellbeing 
at the end of the divorce transition. 

Chapter 9 reviews the effectiveness of the various adaptive strate
gies and changes in the post-divorce family in promoting wellbeing in 
parents and children; continuities as well as changes in roles, relation
ships and family identity are noted. The small differences in wellbeing 
between groups analysed suggests that various structural changes, 
role reassignments and a range of qualities in relationships promote 
wellbeing in parents and children at the end of the divorce transition. 
The general observation that various pathways are adaptive for 
parents and children at the end of the divorce transition is compared 
with studies of crisis and long-term results. 

No comparison is made between intact and divorced families, but 
the pathways to adaptation five to eight years after the separation 
crisis are considered for all family members after separation. Some 
indications of pre-separation factors operating in children's lives 
suggest that early life experiences in the pre-separation family, and 
continuities in family environment or child rearing, affect wellbeing 
of children after divorce; continuities in family functioning and 
identity are also considered in redefining the divorce transition. Some 
areas of dilemma in promoting children's best interests are noted, 
since strategies which unambiguously increase parent wellbeing have 
more complex effects on that of children. 

The strengths and limits of the methods used in analysing these 
data are also explored. The study adds to knowledge of adaptation to 
divorce in Australia by considering wellbeing of parents and children 
together, and at a time when adaptations may be seen as relatively 
stable. This view fits between intensive studies of psychological func
tioning in families and the broader sociological studies of families, 
divorce and status over time. A new application of family sculpture 
and a 'relationship/data' grid approach to analysing post-divorce 
family relationships have been adopted. Some of the problems of 
omnibus surveys are acknowledged and suggestions for future designs 
made. From the multiple perspectives of family members, some 
notions of family functioning at the end of the divorce transition are 
discussed. Implications of this study for family law and public policy 
are canvassed, and some directions for future research suggested. 



2 

Divorce in Context 

This chapter sets divorce in a somewhat broader historical and social 
context, where Australia may be seen as one of the western countries 
where recent changes have been rapid. Without this context more 
focused consideration of divorce issues may be distorted. In addition, 
changes in emphasis in research represented in the divorce literature 
need to be seen in the light of macro-social changes. Finally, the social 
policy implications of research need to be assessed in relation to the 
social, economic and political realities which impact on families and 
individual members. 

These interacting contexts, referred to as an ecosystem, are described 
by Bronfenbrenner (1979: 9): 'It is clear that the desirability of a 
reciprocal relation between science and social policy follows from the 
inclusion, in the theoretical model of the environment, of a macro
system level involving generalised patterns of ideology and institutional 
structure characteristic of a particular culture or sub-culture. Public 
policy is a part of the macrosystem determining the specific properties 
of exo-, meso-, and microsystems that occur at the level of everyday life 
and steer the course of behaviour and development.' 

Although the research presented in this book focuses primarily on 
the micro systems of families after divorce - the ways individuals ex
perience divorce and its ensuing transitions, the possibilities they see 
for their future - their expectations of and values informing family 
life are all part of the wider socio-cultural world. As well as attending 
to individuals and families, this work also relates to public policy and 
the roles of national economic, social and legal institutions. 

Much public discussion about divorce (Joint Select Committee 
on Certain Aspects of the Operation and Interpretation of the Family 
Law Act 1992b), and research about adaptation to divorce, are 
ahistorical and narrowly focused within one society. This confined 
view risks false attribution of the incidence and consequences of 
divorce to recent and local variations, and may exaggerate certain 
aspects of divorce. For example, the microsystem of intrafamilial 
relationships may obscure the power of economic, social and legal 
institutions to define relationships and roles, and to affect family 
functioning. 

7 
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The adaptations that families .make to divorce, the ways in which 
research questions are formulated, and the social policy recom
mendations that may flow from such research all take meaning from 
the macrosystem specified by Bronfenbrenner (1979). Although this 
review does not include an extensive analysis of the broader historico
cultural context, some of the particular approaches and weaknesses 
of the research reviewed here cannot be well understood without 
reference to this wider framework. In terms of history, Australia, for 
example, was most-married in the 1950s and most-divorced in the 
1980s, and we may reasonably ask why. 

Bronfenbrenner's ecological approach has much in common with 
sociological theories of the social construction of reality. In this vein, 
Berger and Luckmann (1972:20) propose that: 'Marriage ... may be 
reified as ... the necessary consequence of biological or psychological 
forces, or, for that matter, as a functional imperative of the social 
system. What all these reifications have in common is their ob
fuscation of marriage as an ongoing human production.' 

In other words, marriage (and the family as it is perceived through
out the transition of divorce) are created in particular historical, 
cultural and inter- and intra-personal contexts. Thus, in this section 
is sketched some of our current understanding of marriage (and 
divorce) which constitutes part of the cultural heritage of Australian 
and other Anglo-Saxon societies. Also presented is national and 
international data on divorce, to underline both national and supra
national influences on marriage, divorce and families. 

Social History 
Traditions of divorce are necessarily predicated on those of marriage, 
whether marriage is formal or informal. Social historians such as 
MacFarlane (1986) and Gillis (1985), and sociologists of marriage 
such as Goode (1956, 1992), provide evidence for the variability of 
marriage and divorce according to the economic organisation and 
culture of the period and country. They describe links between the 
timing and duration of marriage, its functions in production and 
reproduction in society and the incidence and effects of divorce. As 
Phillips (1988:640) concludes in his history of divorce in western 
society: 'The overall point . . . is that marriage stability, marriage 
breakdown and divorce cannot be understood in isolation from their 
social context.' 

MacFarlane (1986) argues for a connection between marriage and 
the nuclear family on one hand, and the pre-medieval Germanic 
traditions of land ownership and inheritance through primogeniture 
on the other. This tradition, differing from Roman law and thus 
setting Anglo-Saxon countries apart from those of southern Europe, 
encouraged late marriage and lower fertility to enable independent 
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nuclear family units - and family economies - to survive. Gillis 
(1985) describes the marriage ceremonies which drew communities 
together to help establish the independent new couple on the principle 
of 'all for one'. Studies of marriage in early English communities link 
nuclear families together with the importance of free choice of 
partner and encouragement of greater individualism, to the economic 
underpinning of individual ownership of property - that is, to an 
economic base (MacFarlane 1986). 

The doyen of the sociologists of divorce, William Goode (1956, 
1992), also argues that there is a link between marriage, divorce and 
the economic institutions in society. His cross-cultural studies reveal 
nineteenth century divorce rates in Japan and Malaya at levels much 
higher than presently in the United States. He argues that, with early 
industrialisation and a shift away from a land-based economy, 
marriage has become more durable in these countries, but that 
divorce will now begin to rise again as post-industrial demands are 
made on industry and family. 

Social historians and sociologists point to the changes in industrial 
societies which demanded a more mobile labour force, removed from 
the home and with wages attached to the individual, as crucial factors 
in understanding changes in the functions of marriage in the society 
(Burguiere et al. 1996; Goode 1992; Phillips 1988). Citing the history 
of poor laws and laws insisting on the payment of support for 
deserted wives and children, writers in the United States (Friedman 
1990), in England (Stone 1990), and in Australia (Australia 1984), 
find evidence for the fragility of the family in the face of social 
changes in pioneering and rapidly industrialising countries. 

The links between marriage and divorce are not simple. Formal 
marriage solemnised by the Church existed historically alongside 
customary marriage (Gillis 1985). As for other traditions (vide 
Dickens' A Christmas Carol), the mores of the middle class in terms 
of marriage percolated down to the working class in the nineteenth 
century, becoming one of the reasons for higher marriage and, 
subsequently, divorce rates (Stone 1990). Some of these traditions, of 
individual couples setting up households, had their origins much 
earlier; but at the beginning of the nineteenth century national usages 
were distinct enough to warrant comment by de Toqueville (quoted 
in Glendon 1989) on the strange English custom of men escorting 
their wives in public. 

As many of the economic and social functions of the family were 
taken over by public institutions such as schools, employers and 
hospitals, marriage was shorn of many of its roles and became more 
essentially an intimate relationship (Phillips 1988). Goode (1992) sees 
this remaining bond as inherently fragile; furthermore, as the 
economic interdependence of couples diminished, women could own 
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property and divorce laws were relaxed (Stone 1990). However, 
access to legal divorce was extremely restricted in England, being 
available only by Act of Parliament until 1857. Desertion was com
mon enough, however, and emigration to colonies such as Australia 
included individuals escaping family responsibilities. 

Phillips concludes that the rise in divorce rates, which began in the 
nineteenth century and escalated rapidly over the recent decades, is 
real and cannot be accounted for as replacing desertion from informal 
unions. On the other hand, Stone (1990) finds some similarities in 
today's pattern of marriage/divorce/remarriage and that of marriage/ 
death/remarriage which existed until early last century, before mortal
ity rates fell dramatically and life-long marriages commonly became 
long-life marriages. 

Divorce Trends in Western Countries 
Two major trends are discernible in relation to divorce in many 
western countries over this century. First, the incidence of divorce has 
risen; second, in the last three decades divorce laws have become 
increasingly deregulated, making divorce more a private decision 
between individuals than a matter for societal regulation. 

Figure 2.1 shows the rise in incidence of divorce in a number of 
western countries. These data, extracted from the United Nations 
Yearbooks, produce an illustration of trends in divorce rates in west
ern countries selected for their similarities with Australia in terms of 
their levels of economic development and their cultural heritage. Simi
larities and differences may be instructive about the extent to which 
divorce rates have common historical and cultural roots. One feature 
of this graph is the long, slow increase in divorce until the sudden rise 
after World War 11, and another sharp increase over the past 25 years. 
A third feature is the long-standing and continuing gap between 
divorce rates in the United States and in other countries shown. 

Several conclusions may be drawn from these data. First, although 
the so-called divorce revolution is linked with the past, it is real and 
distinct, as seen in the extremely rapid rise in incidence. Second, its 
wellsprings are at least in part to be found at a supranational level, 
since the rise occurs in many countries at the same period. Third, 
there are nonetheless clear national differences, the most obvious 
being that between the United States and elsewhere - the United 
States has always had, and continues to have, a significantly higher 
divorce rate than Australia and the other countries shown. Thus, 
although there is a solid basis for international comparisons of 
divorce experience, generalisations from the huge American divorce 
literature to Australian experience must be made with caution. 

The rise in incidence of divorce has been accompanied by deregu
lation of divorce, making divorce more accessible and removing 
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Figure 2.1 Selected crude divorce rates (per 1000 population) 
in western countries derived from United Nations 
Demographic Yearbooks 
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sanctions - the general introduction of so-called 'no-fault' divorce. 
Phillips (1988) has produced a table, reproduced here as Table 2.1, of 
major reforms to family law in 22 countries between 1961 and 1981, 
the period of steepest increase in divorce rates. The Australian Family 
Law Act 1975 is clearly in the mainstream of this movement. 

It would be misleading to think that reforms were completed by 
1981. In fact family law review and reform have continued apace in 
countries such as Great Britain, the United States and Australia. Indi
cations of this are seen in reform to custody law in California in 
1988; to child support legislation in the United States in 1988, 
Australia in 1988 and 1989, and England in 1991; to the law relating 
to children in Great Britain in 1989 and Australia in 1995; and to 
matrimonial property in 1987. 

This intense review in common law countries reflects largely an 
intent to alleviate some of the unintended consequences of deregu
lated divorce, including the economic imbalance between parents 
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Table 2.1 Divorce law reform, 1961-81 

Year of legislation 

1961 
1963 
1967 
1968 
1969 
1969 
1969 
1969 
1969 
1970 
1971 
1973 
1974 
1975 
1975 

1975 
1975 
1976 
1976 
1977 
1978 
1980 
1980 
1981 

Country or state 

West Germany 
New Zealand 
New York State 
Canada 
England and Wales 
Denmark 
Finland 
Norway 
California 
Italy 
Netherlands 
Sweden 
Belgium 
Australia 
Portugal 

France 
Italy 
Scotland 
West Germany 
Portugal 
Austria 
Luxembourg 
New Zealand 
Spain 

General description 

Major reform 
Complete revision 
Complete revision 
First federal divorce law 
Complete revision 
Major reform 
Major reform 
Major reform 
Complete revision 
Divorce legalised 
Complete revision 
Complete revision 
Major reform 
Complete revision 
Divorce legalised 

(Roman Catholics) 
Complete revision 
Major reform 
Complete revision 
Complete revision 
Complete revision 
Major reform 
Major reform 
Complete revision 
Divorce legalised 

Source: Phillips, R. (1988) Putting Asunder: A History of Divorce in Western Society, 
Cambridge University Press, New York, p.562. 

after divorce and more directly the risk of poverty for children. From 
the public policy viewpoint, key questions include the allocation of 
responsibility for the costs of divorce between private individuals 
(parents) and the state (for example, social security and taxes). In 
addition, ways of integrating private divorce law with public 
administrative laws such as those relating to social security have been 
a focus. 

The Australian Experience 
Divorce in Australia is regulated by the Commonwealth under the 
Family Law Act 1975. This law defined irretrievable breakdown, 
proved by at least 12 months separation, as the sole grounds for 
divorce. Although Australia shares the common law tradition of the 
United Kingdom and the United States, its family law is distinguished 
by being federal (whereas in the US divorce laws vary between states) 
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and by having one sole ground for divorce (whereas both the UK and 
various states of the US still have fault as a ground for divorce). 
Although over the 20 years of the Family Law Act there have been 
many debates and a considerable number of reforms to regulations, 
there has been little support for changes to the uniform law on the 'no 
fault' grounds for divorce. 

The abrupt increase in divorce in the 1970s was both cause and 
effect of the relaxation of laws. The Family Law Act (1975) was 
greeted with alarm in some quarters, and followed by a series of law 
reform commissions and Parliamentary reviews (Australia 1991-92, 
1992b, 1994). As well as moral outrage and concern for the well
functioning of Australian families, the mounting costs of divorce to 
the public purse caused controversy about the relative responsibility 
of the individual and the State for divorce. The direct public costs of 
supporting parents and children escalated 300 per cent between 1978 
and 1990. By 1994-95, the numbers of recipients of Sole Parents 
Pension were almost 325,000, an increase of 3.6 per cent over the 
previous year (Department of Social Security 1995b). Between 1985 
and 1995, the number of recipients doubled and costs increased by 
140 per cent. Divorce will end more than one in three marriages 
contracted in the 1980s, and will affect the lives of one in six children 
before they reach 18 (Carmichael and McDonald 1987). 

The rapidity and extent of change seen in these statistics, and the 
fiscal and personal costs suggested by them, illustrate some of the 
dimensions of divorce. It is impossible that people's understanding of 
marriage and divorce have remained constant in the midst of this 
social revolution. On the other hand, rapid changes clearly produce 
inconsistencies in institutions and in individual attitudes, behaviours 
and expectations (Glezer 1984). 

Social Change 
Such rapid change did not take place in a social and economic 
vacuum. After the second world war there was an increase in 
marriage rates in Australia, so that in the first half of the 1960s more 
than 95 per cent of Australian women of marriageable age married, 
and they married at an earlier average age than ever previously. 

The period was one of economic expansion and increased invest
ment in education; it saw both the entry of more women into higher 
education, and the advent of more married women and mothers into 
paid employment. The economic base for families has thus changed, 
so that now, according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 
1995), about 58 per cent of couples with children have two employed 
parents. The average number of children is now less than two per 
woman; and these children are more likely to be planned, and born 
to older parents. Finally, although attitudes and values have also 
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shifted markedly towards more egalitarian notions of marriage, 
behaviours have been slower to change (Glezer 1984; Edgar and 
Glezer 1992). 

Among the responses to these changes have been recommendations 
for, and actual reforms to, the Family Law Act. The Matrimonial 
Property Inquiry (Australian Law Reform Commission 1987) recom
mended changes to expedite property division; the Child Support 
Scheme replaced a moribund system of child maintenance; and the 
Family Law Reform Act (1995a) made major changes to the language 
and regulation of matters relating to children. 

Another index of the intense scrutiny of divorce, in Australia and 
elsewhere, has been the burgeoning of social science research relating 
to divorce. This body of research is informed by, and responsive to, a 
variety of elements: historical traditions operating in various 
countries; the recent changes in macro-economics (labour and wages 
policies, social security provisions); the shifting economic base of 
marriage (division of the roles of nurturer and provider); and the 
evolution of values and priorities of various cultures and groups 
(feminist ideas, the attribution of responsibility for children in the 
public and private domains, and the value of children to the society). 

It seems an inescapable conclusion that men and women who 
divorced in the 1980s entered marriages with different expectations, 
had different understandings about the nature of marriage, and had 
different options outside of marriage from those of their great-grand
parents, their parents and even the cohort who divorced ten years 
before. Understanding their adaptations following divorce requires 
careful attention to the ecosystem from which they construct mean
ings. Discovering ways to maximise their wellbeing also demands 
reference to the social policy dimensions of a changing world; fram
ing research questions will reflect assumptions about this changing 
world. Not surprisingly perhaps, many studies have treated divorce as 
a disability category, like being one-legged; such studies are con
strained from insights into walking, and lead almost inevitably to 
warnings about accidental limb loss. A broader context reveals more 
of the infrastructure of divorce and gives some insight into multi-level 
possibilities for intervention. 

In 1974, 18.2 per cent of Australian marriages were estimated to 
end in divorce (Carmichael and McDonald 1987); by the 1990s it was 
estimated that divorce will end one in three marriages within 30 years 
and involve about one in five children during the years of their 
dependency (McDonald 1995). With a relatively rapid increase in 
the rate of divorces, three accompanying changes are likely. First, the 
heterogeneity of the divorced population will increase; second, the 
rate of psychopathology in that group will diminish; and third, 
expectations for divorced and non-divorced people become more 
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similar as familiarity with divorced people increases. Hence attitudes 
and expectations change, as do institutions such as law, churches, 
social security and employment. This description is not an expression 
of a value judgement; not all is necessarily for the best in the best of 
all possible worlds. 

Since the introduction of the Family Law Act 1975, the pool of 
people available for remarriage increased, as did second marriages -
from about 9 per cent of brides and grooms in 1970 to about 24 per 
cent in 1994 (ABS 1970, 1994a). In 1974, 25,505 children were 
affected by their parents divorcing in that year; in 1993 that figure 
was 48,055 (ABS 1993). Along with these trends in divorce and 
remarriage, children's family circumstances changed in several 
important ways. The number of dependent children living in step
families rose to 5.23 per cent in 1994, and 14.7 per cent lived in one
parent families (ABS 1994b). Most children, about 85 per cent, live 
with their mothers after divorce, and nearly four-fifths of these 
families rely on social security at some time following the separation 
(Funder, Harrison and Weston 1993). In 1974, there were 183,000 
sole parents in receipt of a pension; by 1995 that figure was 325,000 
(Department of Social Security 1995b). Public costs were com
mensurate with this increase in numbers. 

The rapidity of these changes in society means that cohorts of 
divorced persons will have had different experiences over this period, 
as a consequence of social, economic and legal changes in the society, 
and because attitudes, expectations and behaviours have also 
changed (Edgar and Glezer 1992). Thus comparisons across even this 
relatively short time may be confounded by historical changes. The 
project on which this book is based, and which is described fully in 
the next chapter, was begun in 1984, eight years after the new divorce 
laws were introduced, in this period of rapid change. The study is a 
product of the times and thus will reflect the times. 

One of the difficulties in presenting this background to the experi
ences of parents and children after divorce is that changes are more 
remarkable than stable elements in family life and society. Noller and 
Callan (1991) show that people distinctly overestimate the degree of 
change in families and its harmfulness - 80 per cent of children in 
Australia live with two married biological parents, 90 per cent of 
teenagers are happy, and people's satisfaction with family life is high. 
One must watch the doughnut and the hole. That people do, however, 
tend to see family life as imperilled is perhaps a manifestation of 
changing times and the anxiety thus engendered. 

The increase in the divorce rate has been accompanied pari passu 
by changes to the institutions and social structures in which indi
viduals and families function. In Australia, marriage ceremonies and 
family law, social security provisions for sole parents, banking 
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practice for housing loans, and school procedures for parent-teacher 
nights have all changed in response to the increasing numbers of 
divorced people. Attitudinal changes have accompanied these wider 
transformations and people, including those doing research, are more 
likely to ask about risk reduction as well as prevention in relation to 
divorce. 

Another implication of these shifts is that the pool of people avail
able for remarriage has increased. Thus opportunities in the marriage 
market have grown and children are more likely to move into step
families. Comparisons across time, therefore, may be confounded by 
changes in family law and social security, and in attitudes, expec
tations and choices of role. In other words, comparisons between the 
experience and outcomes of divorce in 1975 and 1995 will reflect, 
among other things, the broad social changes which have occurred 
over that period. 

Moreover, as social and family circumstances vary from country to 
country, it is important to examine post-divorce adaptations in 
context. Cross-national comparisons, although complex and difficult, 
help distinguish the effects of divorce from the effects of specific 
socio-legal conditions on the adaptations of parents and children. The 
changing context outlined above becomes part of the psychosocial 
experience of the divorce transition. The psychosocial experience of 
divorce includes reappraisal of the event, anticipatory coping, and 
altered expectations. Not surprisingly, perhaps, contextual changes 
also alter the perspectives of social scientists, and the questions posed 
and outcomes examined. 

This description of the macro system (the bigger picture) has two 
major implications for understanding the microsystem of divorce (the 
intermeshing of individuals, families and law). First; some divorce 
phenomena are experienced in similar ways throughout western 
countries surveyed and, second, some events are particular to a nation 
- for example, the inflated divorce rate in the United States compared 
with other countries. Thus a considerable amount of variance in 
people's experience of divorce will be accounted for in the macro
structure (family law, the divorce rate, economic support for families, 
religious values). 

Although the wider social and cultural framework is not the 
primary focus this inquiry, nevertheless significant interactions occur 
in the microstructure which influence how people perceive and act in 
relation to the macrostructure. Chapter 3 examines some of the im
portant research on how parental separation and divorce interact 
with the life trajectories of men, women and children. 



3 
Ways of Thinking 

about Divorce 

Two broad assumptions appear to underpin much of the literature on 
the psychosocial aspects of divorce in families. The first supposition 
is that divorce is an individual and family crisis; the second is that 
divorce is a an unexpected and undesirable event affecting relatively 
few people. These assumptions may be inferred from the questions 
posed, the designs employed in research and outcomes measured. 

In this chapter, some ways in which these assumptions have influ
enced research directions are advanced, some of their limitations 
discussed, and other bases canvassed for considering the long-term 
adaptations of parents and children after divorce. 

Defining Divorce 
Although the word 'divorce' is a useful peg on which to hang the 
complex experiences at the end of marriage and their aftermath, it 
can be a misleading shorthand term. One reason for this emphasis is 
the ease of definition - divorce is a public statistic and so people can 
be easily categorised as 'divorced/non-divorced'. A second reason is 
that in societies where lifelong marriage is still powerfully endorsed, 
divorce implies finality - thereby enabling an easy distinction between 
people who have experienced this 'event' and others. 

However, the dissolution of a legal marriage, finalised in a decree 
absolute, is merely one event in a long process and a public declara
tion of new status. Questions in research studies on the effects of this 
change in status are often framed around divorce, although the main 
crisis almost invariably pivots around separation. 

Separation as a pivot 
The public declaration of the end of a marriage is now commonly 
seen as part of a process extending backwards and forwards in time 
from the pivotal event of separation (Hetherington 1988). Although 
in the literature divorce is used as a generic term including separation, 
failure to distinguish divorce and separation in terms of time and ex
perience confuses the events which are inferred as the causes of sub
sequent outcomes. In addition, comparison of studies concerning 
post-divorce outcomes for parents and children are made difficult by 
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the glossing over of individual events in the period of separation and 
divorce. 

Bohannan's (1970) concept of divorce as having six 'stations' -
emotional, social, economic, legal, personal/psychological and 
parental, each with its own time-line and tasks - is an anthropologi
cal expression of this notion of divorce. Social psychologists (Argyle 
and Henderson 1985) also note the multiple aspects of divorce -
severing the marital bond based on costs and rewards, but also dis
mantling a joint way of life, social networks, and an emotional 
attachment to the spouse. An indication of change in the orientation 
of divorce research is the renaming in 1990 of the Journal of Divorce 
as the Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, signifying the extension of 
divorce into the sequences of family re-formation which follow 
marriage breakdown. 

Divorce as life transition or crisis event? 
That divorce may be seen as a passage or progression may seem like 
commonsense to some. It is only relatively recently, however, that re
search has reflected this stance (Kunz 1992). Psychosocial transitions 
are defined by Cowan (1991:5) as 'long-term processes that result in 
a qualitative reorganisation of both inner and external behavior'. He 
suggests the qualitative shift may be seen from two perspectives: first, 
the way people experience their world, their sense of identity, both 
individually and as a family, and, second, external Ichanges in roles 
and relationships, in resources and conditions. In this model of the 
divorce transition, divorce is not seen as a set of events but as a set of 
experiences. Cowan (1991) points out that the experience is not 
necessarily synchronous with the event - for example, one member of 
a couple may have detached emotionally from their spouse well 
before the separation, and the other not until some time afterwards. 
Yet emotional detachment usually will occur at some point. 

Processes preceding separation are globally referred to as 'marriage 
breakdown', signifying malfunction of and damage to the marital 
relationship between spouses. This common definition contrasts with 
notions of adult development expressed in more neutral or 'normal' 
terms such as individuation or detachment (Weiss 1991). Such a 
concept of the process (also used by Kitson and Sussman 1982 in an 
analysis of marital complaints, and by Dominian 1986) is described 
as that of differentiating interests, becoming emotionally independent 
and establishing more individuality. 

Although this notion of ending the marital relationship contrasts 
with notions of damage, Weiss (1991) emphasises that in pair attach
ments the degree of trauma is great, a view endorsed by Bowlby 
(1980) who notes that many of the most intense of all human 
emotions arise during the formation, the maintenance, the disruption 
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and the renewal of close emotional bonds. One distinction implied is 
that powerful and painful emotions are not necessarily signs of 
damage or dysfunction. A second possibility is that crisis responses 
may not be good predictors of later outcomes (Folkman 1991). 

Reviews of research on the impact of divorce on children and 
adolescents (Barber and Eccles 1992; Kunz 1992) comment on the 
conceptualisation of divorce as a crisis event; a shock, to which indi
viduals respond. Attention is thus often directed to questions of im
mediate or short-term responses, and designs of studies are frequently 
cross-sectional, examining effects soon after the crisis point. In so 
doing, they capture the disorganisation and distress of divorce; not 
surprisingly, outcome measures include a wide array of disadvant
ages. It is no deficiency in these studies that they focus on crisis; it is, 
however, inappropriate that crisis findings be extrapolated to long
term outcomes. 

In reviewing studies over 60 years on the effects of divorce on 
children, Kunz (1992) concludes that the early work in the 1950s has 
been thoroughly confirmed: family structure, whether the family is 
described as divorced or not divorced, accounts for less variance in 
children's wellbeing than intra-familial processes - for example, the 
degree of conflict or warmth of relationships (Amato 1987a, 1987b; 
Dunlop 1988; Dunlop and Burns 1988). The surprising thing is that 
these results, replicated over time, are not adequately reflected in the 
literature on the consequences of divorce. 

Like divorce, separation is rarely one isolated event, thus using the 
event of separation is not the most appropriate way to approach 
adaptation to divorce since it excludes from consideration subsequent 
changes and the possibility of lagged effects for conditions pre-exist
ing in the individuals and family before separation. An event/crisis 
perspective also limits conclusions which may be drawn about long
term effects of divorce. For example, Wallerstein and Corbin (1989) 
report 'sleeper' effects in girls ten years after parental separation. 
Although sleeper effects are quite controversial (Dunlop and Burns 
1995), Chase-Lansdale et al. (1995) describe quite long-term risks 
which are manifest in early adulthood. Caution needs to operate in 
generalising from short-term crisis perspectives to longer-term out
comes, and length of time since the crisis and age are clearly import
ant. Still, in general, a great deal more is known about short-term 
effects than about the longer-term outcomes. 

A second constraint imposed by a crisis orientation to divorce is 
that crises are characterised by disorganisation, which in the case of 
divorce may last from two to three years (Hetherington 1988). This 
is the period observed by lawyers, counsellors and clinical 
researchers, so that personal and family distress, and disturbed 
relationships, are common subjects in the literature. Of 189 studies of 
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the effects of divorce on children in the decade 1980-90 reviewed by 
Kunz (1992), the outcomes considered were mostly negative and 
more likely to be evident close to disruption of any sort: 60 concerned 
personal adjustment, 51 interrupted relationships, 35 antisocial be
haviour, 22 cognitive functioning, and 30 self esteem. Accordingly, 
Barber and Eccles (1992) draw attention to the need to reconsider the 
effects of divorce on children and adolescents across a broader spec
trum, including mainstream aspects of development such as educa
tional and occupational plans. 

The crisis perspective on divorce predisposing researchers to con
sider short-term negative outcomes, and then to generalise from 
short-term to long-term effects, has proven useful in suggesting crisis 
interventions, but may have warped inferences about more lasting 
outcomes. In contrast to the crisis/life event conceptions of divorce, 
recent thinking about divorce considers it more as a life transition 
(Cowan 1991; Hetherington 1991; Hinde and Stevenson-Hinde 
1991). Although divorce clearly involves a major change, or more 
exactly a series of changes which together may be seen as a transition, 
the notion of life transition requires further definition if it is to yield 
a framework for investigating conditions under which parents and 
children can develop through change, are made dysfunctional by it, 
or remain unchanged. 

Identity and Wellbeing 
The shift from conceiving divorce, solely or largely, from the view 
point of crisis and catastrophe, to considering divorce as a life transi
tion, which holds the possibility of adult development, is relatively 
recent. It is a shift which is occurring in the context of society's in
creasing familiarity with divorce and at a time when legal, social and 
economic institutions are making major changes to accommodate the 
transition. (As indicated in the previous chapter, the divorce revo
lution of the last 25 years has been accompanied by rapid, though 
uneven, changes in social and economic contexts.) 

Studies of divorce must take account of these ubiquitous changes, 
and ask how they affect various individuals and groups within a 
society. For example, do people who actively choose to end a mar
riage approach divorce and remarriage with different values and 
resources from those for whom the end of marriage is forced or for 
whom social support or material resources are lacking? And does 
divorce in a country with more generous social security provisions to 
support dislocated homemakers have less harmful economic effects 
than divorce in countries which are less charitable? These are key 
questions when considering the wellbeing of individuals and families 
and the ways in which they perceive themselves throughout the 
divorce transition. 
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Transition and a sense of self 
Major life transitions clearly change the ways in which people per
ceive themselves. Identity shifts are described as major changes in the 
sense of self in emotional and social contexts, in sets of expectations 
and plans. Family therapists sometimes talk of the fundamental plans 
and expectations of self as 'life scripts' (Paterson 1989). Families, too, 
may be said to change identity on divorce. Using therapeutic and 
laboratory observations, Reiss (1981) infers that families approach 
the world with shared expectations, or, in Reiss' terms, that they have 
a family paradigm. This shared view mediates the way family mem
bers interpret events, their responses, and the outcomes of their 
dealings with crises. 

The transition of divorce fundamentally alters family structure. 
The implications of divorce for personal and family identity, which 
may mediate the way people interpret their world and adapt to 
change, have been largely studied within clinical settings, although 
kin systems may be included (Reiss and Olivieri 1983). Other 
approaches, including anthropological studies (Johnson 1989), are 
perhaps needed to test the nature of this aspect of transition and its 
role in adaptation among divorced individuals and families. 

As divorce and remarriage are increasingly being reconceptualised 
in the literature as rolling sequences of events (Hetherington 1988) 
to which individuals respond in normative patterns (although there 
are, of course, variations to these patterns), research frameworks are 
changing to include questions of how these sequences affect indi
viduals and families. A subsidiary question is what combinations 
of events, resources and personal attributes predict successful 
adaptation. 

This orientation is consistent with Meyer's (1988:54) observation 
that developmental psychology has shifted away from an assumption 
of 'a rationalised and carefully sequenced life-course trajectory' 
towards a notion of individual adaptations to discontinuities. Two 
aspects of this approach are worth noting. Examining only one direc
tion of Meyer's 'virtuous change' is inadequate in life-span develop
ment. Meyer's approach questions what is normal or universal in 
occurrence and sequence. In addition, it is an approach that also 
places interactions between individuals and environmental changes 
more centrally in research design. 

These emphases on the possibility of several directions for positive 
change, and the interaction between individuals and the environment 
in producing the changes, are reflected in Rutter's (1985) notions of 
'transactional events' or 'turning points'. Turning points are moments 
at which the life course may make a radical shift, again identified 
through interactions between individual characteristics and particular 
circumstances. Hetherington and Baltes (1988) have suggested ways 
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in which life-span development approaches may mesh with concepts 
in child development to provide ways of investigating transitions at 
the individual, dyadic, triadic, family and community levels. They 
have focused on normative transitions which are expected changes 
affecting most people (entry and exit from school, marriage) and non
normative transitions (catastrophes such as premature widowhood). 

Divorce straddles this dichotomy between a normative and non
normative transition. A problem, highlighted by Hetherington and 
Baltes (1988), is the lag between social theory and a manageable 
research framework for tackling divorce from the perspective of a life 
transition. Since the concepts are complex and lives do not often 
proceed along direct and predictable paths, one of the key issues is 
that of how particular turning points are negotiated. For example, at 
a time of great stress about making arrangements for children, how 
useful is legal advice, or counselling, or a parent support group? And 
which parents will benefit from each intervention? It is these ques
tions about the interaction of events and people and resources which 
must concern researchers if they are able to advise policy makers who 
manage services and must avoid unintended effects. 

Placing emphasis on the normative aspects of divorce introduces 
questions of how best to achieve the transition, what resources are 
needed, what positive developmental outcomes may accrue, and what 
hazards obstruct adaptation. This approach opens the way to explore 
notions of continuities and discontinuities, and assumes that devel
opment almost always has elements of gain and loss (Hetherington 
and Baltes 1988; Meyer, 1988). Thus in a context in which divorce is 
estimated to be a family transition experienced by one in five Aus
tralian children by the age of 20 (Carmichael and McDonald 1987), 
a range of developmental possibilities aside from risk and pathology 
should be considered in studies of divorce in the 1980s. In opening up 
inquiry into how a transition which affects many families can be 
effectively negotiated with minimum negative effects, the researcher 
does not necessarily comment on the issue of whether the transition 
ought to take place. Rather, given that it does occur in many people's 
lives, the questions are now being framed more openly than was the 
case when divorce was a rarer phenomenon. 

Erikson (1950, 1959) offers a psychosocial perspective pertinent to 
the inner changes associated with life transitions. He conceptualises 
development over the life-span in terms of crises or turning points 
which are stressful; each shift has the potential for advancement and 
fulfilment, or for arrested development and reduced psychological 
and social functioning. At the family level, Mattessich and Hill (1987) 
have elaborated Hill's model of family stress to include the notion 
that stressful events have the possibility to improve as well as 
constrain the functioning of the family. Hill's ABCX model of family 
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stress proposes that new situation demands (A) plus current resources 
(B) in the context of the family's definition of the event (C) produce 
a crisis (X). How that process is managed determines later function
ing - with possibilities for reorganisation and growth, or disorgan
isation and disability. These perspectives combine notions of crisis 
and normative transition at both individual and family levels. 

Although it is now possible to consider divorce as a known variant 
on lifelong marriage, it is still, like illness, not expected or desired, 
and thus may perhaps more appropriately be viewed as a quasi
normative transition - that is, having qualities of both the normative 
and non-normative. For example, sociologists such as Cherlin (1978) 
consider that uncertainty about roles and expectations of parents and 
children in step-families engenders stress. He proposes that in 
American society, second marriages are 'incomplete institutions' and 
as such lack legal, social and economic definition applied to 'normal' 
families. 

More recently, Thery (1991) canvasses options for norms for 
French families after divorce - approximating the pre-divorce family 
through remarriage, accepting sole-parent families as fully functional, 
or creating new models for families. Another expression of this search 
for norms in the midst of change is seen in the neologisms of 'bi
nuclear family' and 'co-parenting' (Ahrons 1979, 1981) and in the 
divorced family and 'non-divorced family' as a descriptor replacing 
'intact family'. The language may shock because it challenges a 
unitary view of family. Conversely, however, a unitary view of family 
may prejudice research and policy options for various family types. 
Clearly, we have here an ongoing dilemma. 

When does transition end? 
The transition of divorce sets in train other changes, so that the tran
sition period may be seen as continuing until some relatively stable 
reorganisation is achieved (Cowan and Hetherington 1991). Of 
course, there are no hard and fast definitions of such a state, as 'only 
time can tell'. In the case of divorce, demographic data on time from 
separation to divorce, on the duration of periods of living alone, and 
on repartnering rates should provide some guide as to when such 
relative stability might be expected. Six years after divorce, Hether
ington (1988) refers to unrepartnered mothers as a 'stable divorced' 
group; statistics support this view in Australia, since most parents 
who repartner seem to have done so by this time. However, second 
marriages are somewhat more prone to divorce than are first unions 
(McDonald 1990), and thus stability is always relative to the rapid 
changes surrounding separation and includes the possibility of further 
family change. Somewhere around six years after separation may, 
however, be an appropriate time to reconsider adaptations to the 
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divorce transition. At any point in time after separation, individuals 
will clearly vary in the degree of stability in their circumstances, 
whether single or repartnered. 

Implicit in considering divorce as a life transition is the require
ment to observe changes over time. The choice of points in time for 
observation will, of course, affect the picture of adaptation derived. 
As previously discussed, the near-crisis perspective will differ from a 
longer-term view. In choosing the span of time for observing a tran
sition, the best guide is possibly demographic statistics on the likely 
occurrence of significant changes, and by implication, estimates on 
relative family stability. 

No matter what perspective is chosen, limitations on general
isation from one time point to another must be considered. No one 
study can cover the field, but so many studies of the consequences of 
divorce have taken the short view, or retrospective accounts at one 
point in time, that reviews of the literature regularly call for more 
longer-term studies with repeated observations. (See Barber and 
Eccles (1992) and Gecas and Seff (1990) in relation to adolescents 
and family transitions, Ganong and Coleman (1984) concerning 
issues of children in step-families and adults and remarriage, and 
Kunz (1992) in probing the effects of divorce on children.) 

Reasons for taking a longer-term perspective on the consequences 
of divorce in the lives of parents and children are both substantive 
and methodological. First, important adaptations take time - for 
example, finding paid employment, or a new partner, or reorganising 
family life; and these adaptations follow necessarily different time 
lines (Bohannan 1970). Accordingly, different opportunities for re
covery will be observed at different time points. Second, without 
studies over time, causal inferences cannot be made. Cherlin et al. 
(1991) and Elliot and Richards (1991), using national cohort studies 
and controlling for pre-existing conditions, have demonstrated that 
detriment in children attributed to divorce has been overestimated 
(Chase-Lansdale et al. 1995). Third, time-lagged effects may be 
hidden in short-term studies, although finding the appropriate time 
lag for various effects is problematic (Kalter 1987; Wallerstein and 
Corbin 1989; Weiss 1991). 

Coping with crisis and later adaptation 
Observations of stress and coping in the crisis period of divorce have 
not been strongly associated with later outcomes for either parents or 
children as reported by Hetherington (1988) and Wallerstein and 
Kelly (1980b). Both these longitudinal studies report reorganisation 
in many ways over two to three years, and early distress is not 
necessarily a good predictor of later functioning by parents. In a more 
generic sense, the links between crisis coping and later adaptation are 
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problematic (Folkman 1991). Weiss (1991) also argues that 
disruption in attachment in children who experience parental divorce 
is likely to affect children in interactive ways as they confront later 
developmental tasks, so that earlier loss may resurface as a factor in 
later relationships involving intimate attachment. 

From a psycho-analytic orientation, Wallerstein and Cor bin (1989) 
interpreted 'sleeper effects' in adolescent girls whose parents divorced 
ten years before. The girls showed intense anxieties which were 
repressed by close mother-daughter ties, and which resurfaced in 
difficulties of attachment in later relationships. Such problems in 
adolescence were attributed to reactivation of individuation issues. 
These findings imply a need for caution in predicting later adaptation 
from coping responses to crisis, and a need for longitudinal studies to 
track longer-term adaptations to divorce and to test the duration of 
effects reported in crisis studies. Empirical studies (Chase-Lansdale et 
al. 1995; Dunlop and Burns 1995; Rodgers, in press) present diverse 
views on this issue. 

Within the stress and coping literature, particularly as it applies to 
divorce as an exemplar of a major life transition (Folkman 1991; 
Hetherington 1988; Hetherington and Baltes 1988), events have 
clearly been redefined. Folkman (1991) proposes a contextual model 
of stress and coping, where coping is viewed in the context of the 
person-environment relationship, and the stressor is not unitary 
in time or experience. Life-span development approaches consider 
stresses associated with divorce as embedded in contexts which are 
personal, interpersonal and social. Thus divorce is considered as part 
of a larger series of changes of circumstance occurring over a period 
of time (Hetherington 1988). 

In one model of coping with life transitions (Folkman 1991), 
coping efficacy is evaluated, not only in terms of outcome measures 
of wellbeing, but also as a function of the fit between appraisal of 
what is going on and actual resources and options. Presumably, how
ever, effective coping defined by goodness of fit between the appraisal 
and options or resources should have a positive relation to adapta
tion. Finding appropriate outcomes is sometimes difficult, however, 
since distress experienced at one point in time may not be a good pre
dictor of later adaptation. Furstenberget al. (1987) suggest that 
divorced fathers withdraw from contact with children to alleviate 
distress felt in proximity to the former spouse. Berman (1988) shows 
that post-divorce distress in women is a function of both conflict and 
attachment. Withdrawal by non-resident fathers from such a painful 
situation may have deleterious effects for the child and father, the 
latter through loss of identity and role satisfaction (Greif 1992). Thus 
the timing and type of outcome measure are difficult matters to define 
in divorce transitions. 
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The 'deficit family model' (Marotz-Baden et al. 1979) considers 
that variations in the nuclear family will produce undesirable devi
ations in children and in adults. Problems with this perspective are 
that it may obscure stress reduction outcomes; it may fail to examine 
the importance of within-group variations in conflict, warmth, com
munication and other characteristics of individuals and relationships; 
and it may fail to examine issues such as how personal characteristics, 
events and resources interact. Such interactions could point the way 
to resolutions. Barber and Eccles (1992) conclude from their review 
that 'normal' developmental outcomes for adolescents (for example, 
values and plans, educational goals) are rarely the subject of divorce 
research. They and others (Kunz 1992) criticise assumptions of 
damage and the choice of outcomes; an interesting historical com
parison with the divorce-deficit model is Hoffman's (1974) review of 
working mothers-deficit model in the 1970s. Now that 61 per cent of 
Australian mothers with dependent children are in full-time or part
time employment, such a simplistic model looks foolish (ABS 1995). 
The issue of how people cope remains important, however. 

Life transition approaches to divorce change both questions and 
methods in research. Under this rubric, questions include continuities 
across transitions, as well as discontinuities in the way changes are 
perceived - in individuals, relationships and roles, and in environ
ments. Furthermore, since a transition involves an interaction be
tween person and environment (or rather, many sequences of these), 
the context of change becomes more focal. The contextual model of 
coping with a transition such as divorce considers the interaction of 
personal characteristics, the ways circumstances are appraised, and 
opportunities as they unfold over a period of reorganisation. Import
ant among contextual elements in divorce, but not often included in 
studies of psycho-social adaptation, are material resources. Issues 
relating to the material circumstances of individuals and families will 
be considered under a separate heading in Chapter 6. 

Issues for Research 
This review of literature on parental divorce and individual wellbeing 
gives rise to six issues, framed here as general questions keyed to the 
main points in the above discussion. 

The first issue is: If divorce is conceived as a family transition over 
time, will popular conceptions of damage, disorganisation and dis
tress continue to dominate in the ensuing period of relative stability? 

The second issue concerns the structure and identity of the post
divorce family. Children's wellbeing is frequently related to family 
categories derived from demographic descriptors - divorced or 
broken family, sole-mother family or step-family. The question posed 
is: How well do structural categories of family match the post-divorce 
family experience of the child? 
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In studies of the importance of post-divorce family structure and 
economic resources in children's wellbeing, the two factors are often 
confounded. This situation leaves open the possibility that effects on 
wellbeing due to economic factors will be attributed to family struc
ture and vice versa. The third question arising is: What are the inde
pendent and additive effects of changes in economic resources and 
post-divorce family structure on children's wellbeing? 

Roles are redefined and reassigned in the post-divorce family. A 
new spouse has been shown to increase the wellbeing of the parent, 
but step-parents are consistently associated with small, though 
significant, detriment to children. The fourth question posed is: How 
do the roles of new partner/step-parent affect the wellbeing of parents 
and children? 

The qualities of family relationships are associated with child well
being in several literatures. It is rare, however, to be able to examine 
relationships - family sub-systems - from the perspectives of all 
family members. It is also rare to have independent measures of child 
wellbeing from the perspective of two parents and the child, although 
Marotz-Baden et al. (1979) identified this need as fundamental to the 
study of the family. The fifth and sixth questions posed are: Are 
previously reported links between family relationships and children's 
wellbeing replicated when independent measures are used? The sixth 
question arising is: What can be learned about the function of post
divorce family relationships in children's wellbeing at the end of the 
divorce transition? 

The study design required to examine these questions includes the 
following features: a representative sample of divorced parents and 
their children; a longitudinal design extending over the period from 
separation through the crisis to a period of relative stability; the 
perspectives of both parents and children. 

Overall, it is expected that: the degree of dysfunction in individuals 
and families reported in short-term crisis studies of marriage break
down will not be reproduced at the end of the transition period; the 
indicators of wellbeing of family members will be in the normal 
range; and post-divorce families will reorganise and individuals adapt 
to their new circumstances as seen in their individual wellbeing and 
family identity. 

Context of the Study 
A family transition framework permits divorce to be viewed as a 
quasi-normal passage in family life. Certain characteristics of inquiry 
flow from this particular vantage point on divorce and the wellbeing 
of family members. The inquiry which follows spans the medium- to 
long-term, and is not crisis-oriented or short-term. It considers 
changes in structure and resources as the scaffolding of psychological 
meanings about family. It appraises the remoulding of roles and 
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relationships and their reciprocal connections as families re-form over 
time. 

The approach is limited by being necessarily highly selective of 
aspects in the complex ecology in which family members live and 
develop over time. The transition approach permits elements of adult 
development to be viewed in tandem with child development, how
ever, and the three perspectives of mother, father and child may open 
new ways of viewing options for family adaptation through divorce. 

This work is part of a larger inquiry into the consequences of 
marriage breakdown in Australia. The design of the Australian 
Institute of Family Studies project, The Consequences of Marriage 
Breakdown, of which this present study is a component, was dictated 
by three major concerns. The first was that the study provide an 
account of what happened to ordinary Australian families after 
divorce, since no baseline data exist for purposes of comparison with 
legal, judicial and clinical observations of cases with particular needs 
for these services. Since generalisations from select groups to the 
population of divorcing parents may be a poor basis for evaluating 
family law and social policies affecting the population of parents who 
divorce, a large national study was commissioned. 

A second requirement was that the project provide precise infor
mation on the reorganisation of the economic base of families after 
divorce. Three public policy questions hinge on this information: 
How well does the Australian Family Law Act function, especially in 
its regulation of the economic base of families, their assets and in
come spread across two households? What are the implications of 
divorce for social welfare and employment policies? How does 
divorce and the reorganisation of the economic base of families affect 
the general wellbeing and functioning of family members? 

A fourth question concerned the duration of hardship almost uni
versally reported after separation and the effectiveness of strategies of 
reorganisation over time. The objective in this dimension was to evalu
ate the longer-term impact of family law and social policy responses 
on the wellbeing of parents and on the functioning of families. 

The sample and measurements used in the Australian Institute of 
Families project reflect these priorities. Every effort was made to 
obtain a representative sample of parents who divorce; precision of 
measurement (and hence space in the interview schedule) of economic 
aspects of family organisation was preferred. This choice extended 
into detailed examination of family composition and dependency, 
employment, earnings and inter-household transfers, roles and 
responsibilities and their human capital costs. Subjective measures of 
wellbeing of parents were included to enable objective outcomes of 
financial settlements and family reorganisation to be evaluated. These 
priorities continued in the repeated measures taken at the second 
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phase of the project and thus enabled analysis of change in these 
aspects of parents' lives after separation. 

The description and analysis of these aspects of the project at two 
periods of time have been published by the Institute in two books. 
Settling Up: Property and Income Distribution on Divorce in Aus
tralia (McDonald 1986a) describes the legal processes, short-term 
(two to five years after separation) economic consequences of 
divorce, family change and wellbeing. The longer-term (five to eight 
years after separation) economic and family adaptations and 
individual wellbeing of parents is described in Settling Down: Path
ways of Parents after Divorce (Funder, Harrison and Weston 1993). 

In the second phase of the study the Institute was able to extend 
the study to examine other aspects of parental roles and the rela
tionships of parents with each other, with their new partners and with 
their children. In this way, other aspects of family reorganisation were 
examined as possible correlates of medium-term parental wellbeing 
after divorce. The second direction added to the project was the inde
pendent view of children. By adding the child perspective on roles and 
relationships, multiple measurements of family processes were 
possible, so that strategies of reorganisation in post-divorce families 
could be evaluated for their effects on parent and child wellbeing. 

The questions addressed in this book have an applied and practical 
purpose. They are pragmatic and are posed to test some commonly 
held beliefs and opinions about the impact of divorce on families. 
They are framed as hypotheses derived from a number of bodies of 
knowledge, and the work designedly eschews false theoretical parsi
mony, a course of action advocated by Blalock (1982) in studying 
social phenomena. The approach adopted in this study reflects to 
some extent the state of scholarship in divorce studies, and a con
scious decision to resist an easy reductionist approach to complex life 
transitions such as divorce. However, the approach also reflects the 
practical constraints of competing priorities and the costs of such a 
project. 

Description of the Study 
In this section, the study samples, the phases of the two adult and the 
children's studies, and the measures are presented. (For further details 
on the sample, methods and measures used in all three parts of the 
study, see the Appendix to Chapter 3.) 

Samples 
A representative sample of parents who experienced marriage break
down was sought. The variability in that population is great in terms 
of age, years of marriage, number of children, and time since the end 
of the marriage. To concentrate on issues considered central to the 
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study, particularly the vulnerability of parents responsible for 
children, samples were drawn from particular strata of the divorcing 
population. The basis for selection was the only available census of 
divorces - that held on the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data 
tape which records demographic and court process data from the 
Family Court applications for divorces. 

In early 1984, as soon as the ABS tape for the previous year was 
prepared, a random, stratified sample was selected from divorces in 
1981 and 1983. Three general criteria were used: homogeneity in a 
modal group of parents who divorce as determined by demographic 
descriptors on the ABS tape; feasibility of access to the selected 
sample; and financial costs of travel and interviewing the sample. The 
personal and detailed information sought demanded face-to-face 
interviews, yet limitations in funding meant that an Australia-wide 
sample could not be reached. 

At the time of the study, the largest registry of the Family Court of 
Australia was in Melbourne; it was also the only registry serving a 
complete state - city and country. It was assumed that the state of 
Victoria is sufficiently like other populous states of Australia that 
many aspects of the experience of divorced parents in that state 
would be shared by other Australians. This restriction meant that all 
in-scope persons still residing in Victoria, whether in the city or 
country, could be interviewed. On the other hand, although the 
Family Law Act is a federal law, there may be regional differences 
limiting the validity of extrapolations from Victoria to the nation -
for example, the administration of family law in the state registries of 
the Family Court of Australia may vary. Greater distances between 
cities and towns and greater decentralisation of the population in 
states such as Queensland may also mean that families disperse more 
widely in other states, with subsequent effects on inter-household 
contact and subsequent wellbeing of children and parents. 

The other selection criteria are presented in Table 3.1. The 
populations from which samples were drawn were of people divorced 
from their first marriages under the Family Law Act and who were 
recently divorced (1983 divorces), or those who had longer to adapt 
(1981 divorces). From within these two groups couples were selected 
with moderately long marriages (5-14 years) and with two dependent 
children. This group is representative of the greatest number of 
divorce cases in which there are children. In 1981, 48 per cent of 
divorces were granted to couples married between five and 14 years; 
92 per cent of husbands and wives had not previously been married 
and of these 34 per cent had two children (the next largest group 
having one child) (ABS 1982). 

The samples were drawn within this frame by random selection of 
case numbers corresponding to Family Court file numbers. File 
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Table 3.1 Sample specifications for the 1984 study of divorced 
parents drawn from the Melbourne Registry of the Family 
Court of Australia 

Selection criteria 

Year of divorce 
Duration of marriage 
Number of dependent children 
Period between separation and divorce 
Previous marital status of parties 

Period from separation to first interview 
Period from separation to second interview 

1981 

Sample groups 

1983 
5-14 years 
2 
12-23 mths 
both never 
married 
3-5 years 
6-8 years 

5-14 years 
2 
12-23 mths 
both never 
married 
under 3 years 
under 6 years 

numbers refer to a couple; but locating individual men and women 
from a highly mobile population posed difficulties. Since Family 
Court Records are confidential, no access can be had to names and 
addresses, or any other information held on court files. In this 
Australia differs from the United States and many other countries 
where divorce files are public documents and the population can be 
approached as they make their applications for divorce. An ad
vantage in having such access is that cases can be selected closer to 
the time of separation than was possible here. 

The Family Court of Australia generously cooperated in a strategy 
which enabled confidentiality to be preserved and letters of invitation 
to be sent. Court Registry staff searched the files and mailed to the 
addresses on the file. Invitations were signed by the Chief Judge who 
endorsed the worthwhile nature of the study and assured participants 
of confidentiality. Replies were made to the Court and the names and 
addresses of participants only were forwarded to the Australian 
Institute of Family Studies; thus Court confidentiality was not 
breached. With these procedures, it was hoped that prospective par
ticipants would be assured of the value and seriousness of the study 
and reassured that their privacy would be safeguarded. 

Three years after the first interview, and five to eight years after the 
final separation, a second approach was made to the 91 per cent of 
participants who had agreed to take part in a follow-up. Of this 
group, a further 91 per cent were located and interviewed. 

The purpose of this second phase was twofold: first, to update the 
life histories for the intervening period and to repeat measures of 
family economics and of wellbeing; and second, to explore parenting 
and coping strategies. Only basic descriptive information on parent
ing and relationships had been included in the first phase when life 
histories, legal process and economic circumstances had taken 
priority - and all the allotted time. 
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The study thus had some facets which were longitudinal - tracking 
life histories including employment, repartnering and family 
reorganisation; some repeated measures - for example, economic cir
cumstances, wellbeing and emotional state; and some elements which 
were cross-sectional - for example, relationships between parents, 
and between parents and children, and parents' perceptions of chil
dren's wellbeing. These two phases completed the study of parents' 
adaptations to marriage breakdown. 

The children's study 
Most studies of marriage breakdown and its effects on parents and 
children have taken only the view of one parent, usually the resident 
parent, or the child. Clearly that single report cannot adequately 
represent the non-resident parent or the child. Ideally, this study 
would have comprised mothers and fathers who were all former 
spouses; failure to locate and refusals resulted in the study being 
mainly of unrelated men and women. However, within the parent 
sample was a set of 78 former couples. This sample provided an 
opportunity to extend the study in two ways: to add the children's 
perspective to that of parents whose histories went back to the mar
riage and divorce; and to look at four perspectives on the original 
nuclear family at a point in time beyond the crisis in the post-divorce 
period. 

At this time there were no large, representative studies known, out
side clinical case reports, which considered outcomes of marriage 
breakdown from the perspectives of all family members. The 
Stanford Custody Study (Maccoby , Depner and Mnookin 1988) has 
a large sample of Californian families and their recent publication 
(Maccoby and Mnookin 1992) presents a landmark study of family 
reorganisation in the three years after divorce. 

With the aim of conducting a study of the children of these former 
couples, at the second interview parents were asked to give their per
mission for letters to be sent to their children inviting them to 
participate. Most parents (87 per cent) agreed, and from these invita
tions 105 children from 55 families were interviewed. Figure 3.1 
summarises the samples and design for the parents' and children's 
studies, indicating where multiple views on families were derived. 

In the second phase, since the parents of the children had been in 
the study from the beginning, four views on family life were available: 
those of the mother, the father and the two children. The design of the 
study was now multi-layered. At one level, it was a study of 523 men 
and women at two points in time, the first approach including fairly 
extensive life histories; at the next level, the study examined 105 
children close to the second point in time, though the histories of their 
families gathered from both parents were extensive; at a third level, 
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Figure 3.1 Design of the Australian Institute of Family Studies 
Consequences of Marriage Breakdown Project 

Time since Year of Groups 
separation inteNiew 

PARENTS 
2-5 years 1984 Men (259) 

Women (309) 

PARENTS 
5-8 years 1987 Men (234) 

(June-Sep!) Women (289) 
FAMILIES 

(65) 

1988 
(March-April) 

the study examined the divorce and its sequels for 56 original family 
units. Six siblings were not interviewed, however, and the mother in 
one family had not completed the second interview. The final number 
of complete family units from the time of the marriage was forty-nine. 

Measures 
The main measures used in this study are described under two major 
headings - their source (parents and children), and the general con
struct to which they relate (wellbeing, family functioning, family 
structure, economic resources, roles and relationships). Table 3.2 
summarises this information on the major constructs, measures and 
sources of data. Both parent and child sources are used to measure 
the roles of step-parents, and the qualities of their relationships with 
new spouses and with children. No interview data were taken from 
step-parents themselves. As mentioned earlier, the Appendix to 
Chapter 3 contains further details on the· sample, methods and 
measures used in all three parts of the study. 



Table 3.2 Summary of constructs, measures and data sources in the study 

Construct 

Wellbeing 

Family 

Family structure 

Economic resources 

Roles 

Relationships 
parent-parent 

parent-child 

step-parent -child 

Source of data 

Parents 

Life satisfaction 
(Headey & Wearing 1981) 
Profile of Mood States 

Moos Family Environment Scale (cohesion) 

Life history & family composition 
(1984, 1987) 

Interview schedules 1984, 1987 income, 
sources, changes, adjusted household 
income, poverty status 
Residence, custodial, guardianship & 
financial support functions 
(ditto step-parents) 
Ahrons' co-parental relationships scale 
- modified with conflict, hurt/blame, 
warmth/attachment, cooperation, shared 
parenting, 
rating of closeness, availability, 
involvement 
parent's rating of relationship 

Children 

Offer Self Image Questionnaires (OSIQ) 

Piers Harris Self Concept Scale (younger children) 
Moos Health & Daily Living (Youth form) 
Moos Family Environment Scale (cohesion) 
Kvebaek Family Sculpture 
Home ambience in resident & non-resident 
parent's home 
Composition of resident & non-resident homes 
Kvebaek family sculpture 
As for resident & non-resident households 

Custodial, guardianship functions of mother, father 
and step-parents 

children's rating of parental interactions 

mother-child, father-child scales of closeness, 
availability & support 
affection & involvement 



4 

Family Structure 
and Family Identity 

Families naturally grow and shrink, undergoing metamorphosis while 
maintaining their identity. This balance of change and stability is 
captured in the notion of a family life cycle. Family may include any 
kin, related by blood or through marriage, or exclude all but the 
'nuclear family' of mother, father and children. Family may be 
restricted to a residential unit so that members who leave or live else
where are excluded, or may be said to have 'started their own family', 
or in the case of divorce, to have 'a second family'. In this way, family 
has an immediate meaning based on living arrangements. It has func
tional meaning in terms of how intimacy, nurture and material sup
port are provided. And it has historical meaning reaching back 
through the family of origin to a genealogical identity. 

Post-Divorce Family Structures 
Most obviously at a demographic or structural level, the post-divorce 
family differs from the original nuclear family unit by occupying two 
residences. Confusion of household with family is common. The 
family may be seen to comprise only one household, as in sole-parent 
family. The household of a single, non-resident parent may not be 
seen as a family at all, and step-family households may be seen as 
having replaced the original family. Depending on the vantage point, 
the family may be seen to have diminished, to have augmented, to 
have substituted members, or even to have ceased to exist. 

Another feature of the post-divorce family is that it is subject to 
further changes. In this study, two-thirds of fathers repartnered with
in five years as did half the mothers, and step-children and children 
born to the new unions added further members to households 
(Weston and Khoo 1993). Change in membership of families is a 
normal part of the family life cycle, but the potential for rapid change 
is high following divorce. The 'objective' family (defined by either the 
event of separation or the demographics of a household) is not 
necessarily the family experienced by the members of the households, 
however, and awkward nomenclature ('the father of my step-sister in 
my father's house') suggest the newness of some relationships, and 
perhaps their tenuousness. Anthropological studies draw attention to 
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some of these complexities in kinship defined by cultural law 
(Schneider 1980); the word 'quasi-kin' has been coined to describe 
non-biological additions to the post-divorce family (Clingempeel 
1981). 

Categorical descriptions of the post-divorce family as 'broken', 
'sole-parent' or 'step-parent' all carry connotations of deviance from 
the 'normal' two-biological-parent family. Such attributions raise 
difficulties for both parents and children in these families and they 
have also acted to limit research questions. The lack of positive 
images for families after divorce has been noted (Ahrons and Wallisch 
1987), so that parents and children may find it difficult to have posi
tive (or even realistic) expectations of family functioning post-divorce 
(Ricci 1980). 

Society has not evolved a clear description of roles and respon
sibilities for the individuals concerned, and other institutions in the 
society do not have clear and cqnsistent responses to post-divorce 
families. Cherlin (1978) summarised this phenomenon as the post
divorce family being 'poorly institutionalised' in America; in Aus
tralia similar ambiguities are evident throughout the 1980s. A stark 
example of such inconsistency up to the time of this study was the co
existence of family law regulations prescribing continuing responsi
bilities of both parents for the care and support of their children (as 
are implicit for all parents), and the practice of setting child main
tenance at trifling levels and then not enforcing its payment (Harrison 
1993; Harrison and Tucker 198~). Before the introduction of the 
Child Support Scheme, family law in Australia appeared to hold that 
parents both were, and were not, responsible for the material support 
of their children after parental separation. 

From another perspective, although the degree to which both 
parents continue their involvement in the care and supervision. of 
their children varies (Furstenberg et al. 1983; Funder 1993b), the dis
engagement of non-resident parents has been attributed in part to 

poorly defined roles for parents who no longer reside with their child. 
There is also poor definition of the co-parental relationship between 
the former spouses (Boss 1980; Boss and Greenberg 1984). In Aus
tralia, assumptions by both resident and non-resident parents that 
divorce reassigns responsibilities to the resident parent, to the alm·ost 
total exclusion of the non-resident father, appear to be based on 
ignorance of the Family Law Act's quite contrary stipulation, and 
often run quite counter to court orders for custody and access when 
they exist (Weston and Harrison 1989). There are thus ambiguities 
about legal rights and about common practice and guidelines; such 
ambiguities can be a source of stress and conflict for parents (Ahrons 
1979; Weir 1985) which may in some ways be alleviated by clear 
information about both law and practice. 
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From the European vantage point, Thery (1991) has drawn atten
tion to the tendency to apply universal models of family post-divorce. 
Family norms, she notes, seem to assume a two-parent model, and 
individuals and policy planners alike are perhaps seeking to recreate 
this model. As evidence, Thery points to social policies in France 
which favour a post-divorce family with two parents in one house
hold (a step-family), and which are less able to accommodate families 
with one parent, with two parents in separate households, or with 
more than two functional parents (for example, biological parents in 
two households, plus one or two step-parents). 

In moving from a sociological perspective of family to demo
graphic descriptors of family after divorce, there is clearly another 
dilemma. The description of household as the basic demographic unit 
emphasises the discreteness of these units - two locations, two dwell
ings and two incomes. This approach may hide or under-emphasise 
inter-household transactions such as income transfers, division of 
child care and movement of children between households. Although 
living together has social and economic meaning, a demographic and 
sociological view of family may underestimate linkages between 
households which reflect continuities in family functioning under 
changed conditions. Relatively little is known of the composition and 
inter-household operations of the post-divorce family in the medium
term in Australia, apart from earlier work on this Australian Institute 
of Family Studies project (McDonald 1986a; Funder, Harrison and 
Weston 1993). The gap may be significant in several ways. 

First, notions of family functioning have been predominantly 
drawn from the immediate post-separation period, one in which dis
organisation and instability are characteristic. In addition, studies are 
often of small, selected groups (McDonald 1992; Weir 1985). This 
work, although instructive about the dynamics of relationships, pro
vides inadequate information on which parents and children can 
build realistic expectations of stability as well as change in family 
structure, roles and functions. 

In the United States, the large statistical collections (Furstenberg, 
Morgan and Allison 1987) have crude descriptors of contact between 
non-resident parent and child (visits per year), but do not include 
other measures of the visits such as duration of, and satisfaction with, 
visiting. The results of a large longitudinal study of a sample of 
divorced Californian parents has shown higher rates of continued 
contact over four years than other studies, and the importance of 
duration of visits as an index of continuing parenting by the non
resident parent (Maccoby and Mnookin 1992). 

Studies taking a longer view may note changes in children over 
time - for example, that older children become more self-determining 
in their relationships and enter into qualitatively different 
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relationships with parents and peers (Maccoby and Martin 1983). In 
an extensive British study of post-divorce parenting, Walker (1993) 
describes very considerable variation in arrangements for children. In 
terms of emotional support and development, the same visiting 
arrangement over a period of five years may have different meanings 
- supportive and close for a nine-year-old, claustrophobic and 
intrusive for a 14-year-old. Thus clear description of what happens 
over the years after parental separation is required to test pro
positions about the nature of the post-divorce family and to explore 
the outcomes for children of flexibility in parenting arrangements. 

Broken families? 
Families after divorce are commonly referred to as 'broken'. The term 
derives from the time when parents separate into two households, 
and usually denotes a continuing division and deficiency in function 
from that point on. The first issue explored in this chapter is the ex
tent to which the division into two households abrogates the func
tioning of the original family; how separate are the two households in 
which the members of the original family reside? The second propo
sition addressed here is that structural change in household composi
tion may not denote deficiency; it may be that roles are'reassigned 
and functions performed within new structures. Structures may 
change but functions persist, performed by the same members in two 
households or by new family members in either household. In sum, 
from the vantage point of five to eight years after parental separation 
at the end of the divorce transition, is the family static at the point of 
the break, and hence aptly described as 'broken'? And to what extent 
do inter-household links persist and roles continue, and how is the 
family transformed? 

In later chapters the roles and functions of family members are 
examined in more detail. Here the structural changes within and 
across households are explored. Family, however, even at the struc
turallevel, is not the same for all members. One member may experi
ence no structural change subsequent to the separation; another may 
go through many shifts. For example, a parent, not resident with 
children and living alone, is in a different position from another who 
lives with the children, and different also from the children who may 
be the pivots between two households. Income transfers and shared 
functions may continue the links between households and offset the 
apparent discontinuity of separate households. 

In general, the results of the study indicate both continuities and 
discontinuities in family structure and inter-household links five to 
eight years after parental separation. From the multiple perspectives 
of mother, father and child, considerable variety in household 
membership, inter-household links and family membership is 
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demonstrated; this lack of homogeneity does not support a single 
notion of post-divorce family. From the child's perspective, family 
appears to be constructed from members of the original nuclear 
family, across households and from other kin. A typology of the post
divorce family is derived and the most common form of family 
identity does not appear to conform to that of the 'broken' family. 

The following sections in this chapter describe the specific changes 
in family composition for parents and children after divorce. 

The Families of Parents 
In the period following separation, many parents change their living 
arrangements from single to repartnered (in either de facto or de jure 
marriages). Figure 4.1 shows that fathers are more likely to have 
repartnered than mothers; five to eight years after separation, 71 per 
cent of fathers and 52 per cent of mothers were repartnered. The 
likelihood of repartnering was higher for both mothers and fathers in 
the first two to five years, by which time 54 per cent of fathers and 
39 per cent of mothers were already repartnered. 

Changes recorded at this point in time included marriages pre
ceded by de facto relationships. Almost four in five parents reported 
having lived with their partner before marriage (Weston and Khoo 
1993). Not all de facto relationships are converted to marriage, 
however, and thus this picture perhaps underestimates the degree of 
family change, although we do not have the details of moving in and 
out of such partnerships. In part, women's slower repartnering 
reflected, among other things, their liking for independence (23 per 
cent), but a large group of single women (64 per cent) said they would 
like to repartner (Weston and Khoo 1993). Other factors influencing 
repartnering include the responsibilities women have for children 
(which retards their repartnering) and the tendency for men to part
ner with young women who form a larger pool of potential partners 
than is available to women. 

In 1984, both parents were more satisfied with their life as a whole 
if they were repartnered (Weston 1986b), but by 1987 repartnered 
men were not significantly happier than single men. Repartnered 
women were still significantly happier than single women, however. 
Of men who were not repartnered in 1987 (29 per cent), half had an 
intimate relationship and appeared to be satisfied with that; three
quarters of the remainder expressed a desire for an intimate relation
ship or marriage in the future. Although 20 per cent of single mothers 
also had an intimate relationship, and like the men 72 per cent of the 
remainder expressed a wish for such a relationship in the future, the 
life satisfaction of single women was significantly lower than for the 
men. This finding may be explained by barriers that seem to hamper 
single mothers in their desire for an intimate relationship; it may also 
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Figure 4.1 Parents' marital status 2-5 years after separation (1984) 
and 5-8 years after separation (1987) 
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80 

70 

60 

50 

2-5 years post-separation 

Single De facto Remarried 

D Mothers 
_ Fathers 

5-8 years post-separation 

Single De facto Remarried 

be that added strains of being single and a responsible parent reduce 
satisfaction with life. In general, however, repartnering is associated 
with increased wellbeing for both mothers and fathers in the short
term and for mothers in the long-term as well, so that, overall, 
repartnering appears to be a concomitant of parental adaptation to 
divorce. 

Over the years since separation, the family composition of both 
mothers and fathers tended to revert to that of two parents and 
children (51 per cent of men and 50 per cent of women). Figure 4.2 
shows the ways in which family composition changed for men and 
women between 1984 and 1987. Mothers living with children tended 
to repartner. Of these, 65 per cent lived with their own children, 23 
per cent also had a child of the new union, 10 per cent had their own 
and step-child(ren), and only 2 per cent were in blended 'his, hers, 
ours' type families. 

Fathers not living with children repartnered and acquired step
children (32 per cent), or children of the new union (26 per cent), or 
both (15 per cent). Another 10 per cent had only their biological 
children in the new family. The most salient difference between men's 
and women's families was the very large percentage of sole-mother 
families (48 per cent) in comparison with 11 per cent of fathers in this 
family type five to eight years after separation. Another group of 
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fathers (19 per cent) were living in a couple unit with no children and 
another 14 per cent were living alone. 

From the point of view of children of the marriage, mother's 
repartnering brought a step-father and less frequently (10 per cent) 
other children. On the other hand, father's repartnering introduced a 
different pattern of changes. A small number of fathers (10 per cent) 
introduced a step-mother to their own biological children; 19 per cent 
lived alone with their new partner. Most often father's repartnering 
meant new children in his household - step-children (32 per cent), 
children of the new union (26 per cent), and children from more than 
one union (23 per cent). For both parents, these moves were wel
comed, although their implications for children are ambiguous. Resi
dent step-fathers raise the household income; father's household 
income rises whether he is single or repartnered, but returns to about 
pre-separation level when he supports more children (Weston 1986a, 

Figure 4.2 Household composition of parents 2-5 years after 
separation (1984) and 5-8 years after separation (1987) 
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1993). Changes in resources, roles and relationships and increased 
complexity of family composition are thus also possible sources of 
variation in wellbeing for all family members. These aspects of family 
change will be explored in later chapters. 

The Families of Children 
From the orientation of the children, the family status of the children 
five to eight years after their parents separated is presented based on 
the reports of the parents. The total percentages shown in Figure 4.3 
are from the averages of men's and women's reports. More men (13 
per cent) reported the children with them than were reported to be 
living with their fathers by the women (3 per cent). As mobility ap
peared to be the largest source of non-response in the sample, finding 
fathers in the matrimonial home with their children may explain 
some of this discrepancy, as would failing to interview mothers living 
apart from their children. Perhaps, too, fathers were likely to report 
children as living with them when they spent a considerable time in 
their household. 

By far the most common situation overall was that in which 
siblings live together in one household (86 per cent) - just over three
quarters with their mother and 8 per cent with their father. The 

Figure 4.3 Children's households 5-8 years after parental separation 
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households of these children include three of the original four people 
in the pre-separation family. This degree of continuity over the years 
since the separation is noteworthy, since these children have had in 
the same household two sources of attachment, support and stability 
in their lives as possible buffers against adversity. Jenkins and Smith 
(1990) present evidence of siblings fulfilling this function; Dunlop 
and Burns (1988) and Rutter (1987) confirm the importance of a 
parent in this role. This aspect of continuity over the years following 
separation appears to be less emphasised in the general literature on 
broken and discontinuous families. 

Another 8 per cent of children lived one with each parent, and in 
only five cases did the children alternate between households. Finally, 
8 per cent had other living arrangements, the most common of which 
was to be living independently in flats or colleges or hostels, a not 
unexpected move in a sample including young people who were 
already employed, doing apprenticeships, or in tertiary study. A very 
few were living with other relatives, or were in institutional care. 

In general, most children have a household including all but one of 
the original family members; young adults are moving out, and a few 
children have experienced more radical changes - either living else
where or apart from their sibling. Throughout this study the residence 
of the children has been determined by where they nominated home 
to be and who was the principal carer. If they now were relatively 
independent, this was considered their home base. 

Figure 4.4 Presence of step-parents in children's families 5-8 years 
after parental separation 
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Step-parents 
Families were most commonly enlarged by the addition of a step
parent. No distinction was m~de between resident partners and 
spouses; the criterion used was whether the parent's partner lived in 
the household. Men were more likely to report that their former wife 
had a partner than were the women to report being repartnered; the 
reverse appears not to be the case, so that the rates reported here may 
over-estimate the repartnering rate of women, or perhaps the women 
in this sample were less likely to repartner than were the wives of the 
men. When data from former couples within the sample were com
pared, the same tendency was found, though less marked. 

After five to eight years, the children's families had been altered by 
repartnering as shown in Figure 4.4. By that time, only 13 per cent of 
children did not have a step-parent, resident or non-resident. For this 
small subgroup, family composition had remained the same as it was 
before the separation, spread across two households. Since this was 
almost always how the family was altered at separation, most chil
dren (87 per cent) had experienced subsequent family changes over 
the five to eight years monitored, with at least one step-parent. More 
children had a step-mother but no step-father (27 per cent) than had 
only a step-father (17 per cent); however, the largest group (43 per 

Figure 4.5 Composition of children's households 5-8 years after 
parental separation 
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cent) had two step-parents. It appears, then, that adults are very 
common additions to the families of children. 

Members of children's households 
As shown in Figure 4.5, most children were still living with their 
sibling and one parent (the mother) members of their present 
household. Other relatives and friends who occasionally shared the 
household have been omitted; only parent, step-parent, new children 
born to the second partnership and step-children are shown. 

Most children were still living in households with their mother and 
sibling only (48 per cent). The second largest group of children (30 
per cent) had a step-parent living with them but no extra children. 
Twelve per cent had a new half-brother or -sister in the family they 
live with, and another 10 per cent of children had a step-sibling (or 
siblings). Of this latter group one in five (2 per cent of the total) had 
a new half-sibling as well. 

Over the years most children will thus add step-parents to their 
family, but more often the step-parent is in the household of the non
resident parent; fathers are more likely to repartner than mothers, 
and non-resident parents more often than parents who live with their 
children (although the number of non-resident mothers is small all 
were repartnered). A minority, about one in five children, will have 
new half-brothers or -sisters and/or step-siblings. 

Movement of children between households 
Another source of family change following separation may be 
changes in the residence of children. Although at the time of sepa
ration there was considerable instability in terms of housing 
(McDonald 1986b), after this initial period relatively few (18 per 
cent) of parents reported changes in living arrangements for children 
which involved their moving between parental households. This 
relative stability in the five to eight years after the parental separation 
contrasts with the picture presented in cases of dispute over custody 
seen by judges, lawyers and court counsellors. Most parents (95 per 
cent) make their own arrangements for children (Harrison and 
Tucker 1986) and they are lasting ones. 

Change could be seen as beneficial, however: 'Tony has changed a 
lot for the better since he came to live with me. I helped him get a 
cadetship.' Another father who would have liked his children with 
him commented that: 'They want to come when they are fighting with 
their mother.' Such a comment is perhaps a caution about how diffi
cult it may be to interpret children's wishes and their best interests. 
Parents need the wisdom of Solomon. 

This does not mean that either parent or the children is necessarily 
completely happy with the arrangement. Non-resident fathers 
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frequently expressed a desire to have the children live with them (32 
per cent), but their comments were often a wish recognising diffi
culties: 'In the best of all possible worlds, I would be able to manage 
work and caring for the children, but .. .'. They sometimes said they 
wanted their children with them 'for selfish reasons', which suggested 
that they had put the children's interests first in making arrangements 
which were in place. 

One non-resident father said: 'I feel the children would be happier 
and financially better off with me ... I just want them with me.' Another 
was discouraged from seeking sole custody because: 'The counsellor told 
me only 2 per cent of males get custody so I dropped my application.' 
In this case, the children's mother said she had received a letter telling 
her the father no longer wished to see the children. The case had all 
the hallmarks of a continuing battle, and raises the issue that residence 
and contact carry many different meanings for parents. 

Almost all the non-resident mothers said they would like the 
children to live with them, but resident mothers could find children 
an overwhelming responsibility: 'I feel utterly unsupported.' Al
though only 1 per cent of resident mothers actually expressed a wish 
that the children live elsewhere, many wanted the fathers to share 
more of the responsibility for parenting. 

However, there was talk of children swapping over: 'One of the 
kids talked of leaving home, and we [new partner and mother] said, 
fine, as long as you take all your junk and not just the good stuff.' 
Mother said this strategy called the child's bluff. 

Inter-household connections 
The two-household division of families has been widely reported to 
become a one-household family with the diminution of contact between 
non-resident fathers and their children (Furstenberg, Morgan and 
Allison 1987; Weir 1985). In this study, non-resident fathers reported 
no contact (13 per cent) less often than resident mothers (22 per cent); . 
they also reported frequent visits with overnight stays (39 per cent) 
more often than mothers (28 per cent). The discrepancy between 
mothers' reports and fathers' reports may reflect sample bias in that the 
fathers who were found and responded in the study were less likely than 
other fathers to have moved interstate. Therefore mothers' estimates 
may be a more accurate reflection of contact than those of fathers. 

Most population estimates on the ongoing contact between non-resi
dent fathers and their children are based on frequency of physical visits 
(Furstenberg, Morgan and Allison 1987). Others, however, have 
pointed to the importance of the quality of the visits as an indicator of 
father involvement and the satisfaction of fathers and children 
(McDonald 1992; Weir 1985). Longer, overnight stays are more cor
related with satisfaction by fathers and children (Funder 1989, 1993b). 
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On the other hand, Johnson, Kline, and Tschann (1989) caution about 
the risk to children in frequent access accompanied by high conflict. 

A full account of access arrangements in the families in this study 
is given elsewhere (Funder 1989, 1993b). In brief, one-third of the 
fathers appeared to have little or no contact with their children, one
third had modest contact (less than one visit a month but some holi
days or longer stays), and one-third maintained close contact, includ
ing overnight stays and holidays. The age of the child was related to 
the frequency of visits and their quality; older teenagers were more 
likely to have a 'drop-in' style of contact with fathers: 'I ring or he 
rings and we do something.' Visits were not necessarily regular, nor 
for very long, but they appeared to be no more or less satisfactory 
than frequent visits for either father and child. 

One should be cautious, therefore, in interpreting a diminution in 
visiting as unsatisfactory for children or parents. Moreover, some of 
the tailing off over time may be a function of the age and develop
mental stage of children. Teenagers in two-parent families have been 
observed to have similar patterns of contact with their parents. The 
film Georgie's Girl encapsulated this with amusing irony in the father's 
rare breakfast meeting with his 'normal' 16-year-old son: 'Good 
morning, Georgie. How are you? Your mother tells me you have been 
keeping well.' Other fathers had virtually no contact with their 
children, however, and many expressed extreme sadness and bitter
ness. 'My ex did everything to get revenge ... the child wanted to live 
with her grandmother [the father's mother] - she brought him up.' 

Financial transfers between households 
A second aspect of ongoing inter-household links is that of financial 
interdependence. Although economic factors will be considered in 
detail in Chapter 5, a brief summary of the extent to which families 
are linked by financial transfers is given here. In Australian law, both 
parents have continuing obligations for the support of their children. 
The dereliction of non-resident parents in this regard has been legen
dary, and the cause of both several major inquiries (Australia 1984, 
1986) and a revolutionary reform in policy (Child Support Consulta
tive Group 1988a; Harrison et al. 1990; Harrison et al. 1991). The 
Child Support Scheme, implemented in 1988 and 1989 to collect 
child support through the Taxation Department at levels assessed by 
a formula, has overtaken the present study; however, the Scheme was 
not made retrospective, and there is thus a cohort of dependent 
children for whom the conditions described will apply over the whole 
period of their dependency. 

Earlier work on the Australian Institute of Family Studies project 
(Harrison and Tucker 1986; Harrison 1993), and a subsequent study 
evaluating the introduction of the Child Support Scheme (Harrison 
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et a1. 1990) give a full background and discussion of contemporary 
child maintenance law and practice in Australia. In the context of this 
work, inter-household transfers of money are seen as part of the 
structure of the post-divorce family. Two questions are posed here. 
What continuing financial links persist? How are financial links and 
access connected? At a descriptive level, the following section pre
sents the nature of the family as a functional unit for rearing children 
in the medium-term after divorce. 

Table 4.1 shows the amounts of maintenance paid by fathers as 
reported by men and women. Part of the discrepancy may reflect the 
previously mentioned sample bias operating, but another explanation 
(Funder 1989) is that fathers tend to count all expenses paid for the 
child during visits, direct gifts and payments to the child as part of 
maintenance. Mothers were either unaware of these payments or did 
not perceive them as child support. In summary, however, 75 per cent 
of fathers said they paid regularly over the years, but only half the 
mothers reported this degree of compliance with court orders. 
Couples, though showing less extreme discrepancies, reflected dis
crepancies in the same direction. 

When child support and access were viewed as two aspects of the 
non-resident father's continuing activity as' a parent, the following 
picture emerges. About 15-20 per cent of children did not see their 
non-resident father in the preceding year. About another quarter saw 
him less than once every two months. The remainder were in more 

Table 4.1 Inter-household links in the post-divorce family: access 
and maintenance reported by non-resident fathers and 
resident mothers with two dependent children living with 
mother 

Inter-household links 

Access 
Some contact in the last year 
Mean frequency of visits per month 

for those with contact in last year 
Overnight stays 

Maintenance 
Some periodic payments 
Some support 
Average $ per week per child if paid 
Average $ per week per child from 

all sources if paid 

Group 

Non-resident father 
N=141 

86% 

1.7 
75% 

79% 
90% 

$18.89 

$38.00 

Resident mother 
N=220 

76% 

1.1 
56% 

59% 
66% 

$14.27 

$28.50 
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Inter-household links 5-8 years after separation: child 
maintenance! and type of visits2 between the non-resident 
father and child reported by resident mothers and non
resident fathers' 

Dollars per week 
40 

30 

o Non-resident fathers 
_ Resident mothers 

None Few & short Few & long Many & short Many & long 

Type of visit 

Note: 1. periodic payments and other costs paid 
2. long visits include overnight stays; few and long visits were most often holiday times 

frequent contact: about 30 per cent once or twice a month, 10 per 
cent more often than that, and 10 per cent visited between once a 
month or every two months. Visiting and financial support were 
related in the accounts of both resident mothers and non-resident 
fathers. Links between continuing financial support and ongoing 
contact with children have been presented elsewhere (Funder 1993b). 

Figure 4.6 shows the payments of child maintenance reported by 
resident mothers and non-resident fathers. The main difference in the 
amount of child maintenance paid was between fathers with no con
tact, or who had few and short visits without overnight stays, and 
other fathers who had variable patterns of visits. Whether fathers saw 
their children mostly on holidays, had a 'drop in' pattern of many and 
short visits, or were in touch and had the children to stay over night, 
they tended to continue financial support. 

These statistics on ties between households five to eight years after 
parental separation describe at one level a dichotomy between the 
85 per cent of children who had some contact in the last year and 
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variable financial support, and the remaining 15 per cent for whom 
the family ties with the father appear completely severed. For those 
children with some continuing contact, there is great variability in 
financial support and contact. 

Summary of the structure of children's families 
The economic unit of the family continued in some form for about 
two-thirds of children who were still dependent; the approximate 
nature of this figure reflects discrepancies in reporting by mothers and 
fathers. About one-third of children saw their non-resident parent 
once a year or less and maintenance was paid at a lower rate, if at all, 
in this group. Among those parents who paid some maintenance, the 
amount increased with the frequency and type of contact, but this 
was much more pronounced when all types of support were included 
- direct money paid to the child's household and payments for 
holidays and the like. Visiting links were variable and type of visits 
rather than just frequency was a better correlate of satisfaction. The 
post-divorce family based on income transfers and visiting is clearly 
very variable, but some continued links between residences are a 
feature of most families in the medium-term after divorce. 

The family changes in a large group of divorcing Australian 
parents present a number of perspectives which differ from the 
stereotype of families· after divorce. Clearly the withdrawal of a 
parent from the intimacy of an established household (in this study 
the marriages were of 5-14 years) cannot be seen as less than a 
major life event. For a significant percentage of families this is 
followed, abruptly or gradually, by the renunciation of any effective 
interdependence in financial terms and of continuing care and 
supervision of children. For these families it would appear that 
divorce has a finality at the level of composition and functioning 
which is almost complete. 

On the other hand, from the perspective of children and their resi
dent parent (usually mother), this view of family composition shows 
a degree of continuity less remarked on in the literature of divorce. 
These children continue to reside with a parent and with a sibling, 
and half of them have no added members to their household. In this 
regard they experience considerable continuity and stability since the 
parental separation five to eight years earlier. Another half have 
experienced more change, with the addition of a step-parent (usually 
a step-father) and less often step-siblings who join the intimacy of 
their household. A small number of children have half-siblings from 
this new union and a very few have families with children of the 'his, 
hers and ours' variety described by Bernstein (1989). 

Some emphases common in the divorce literature are not 
altogether supported in the preceding picture of children's family 
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structure five to eight years after divorce. For example, when children 
continue to live with one parent, and maintain contact with the other, 
emphasis has been placed more on the discontinuity than the con
tinuity and what that may signify in children's lives. In the present 
study, 76 per cent of children lived with one parent and maintained 
some contact with the other, so that both break and continuity 
characterised their family situation. 

If children continued to live with all but one member of the origi
nal family, without further compositional change in the household 
over a period of five to eight years, it has been more common to 
categorise that family by the event of its transformation - divorce -
than by its relative stability. In the case of the 50 per cent of children 
in this study who had spent up to half their lives in a relatively stable 
post-separation family, discontinuity would not adequately describe 
their family structure. 

There were, however, children in the study for whom the parental 
separation put in train a series of changes in the composition of their 
household and the function of their family which were ongoing, and 
perhaps cumulative, in the demands they made on the individuals and 
the family group. The incidence of these cumulative changes - the 
domino effects of divorce - appears to be less than is popularly per
ceived, and less than the focus of the literature would suggest. 

In general, single dichotomies as descriptors of families after 
parental separation, although convenient, may be too crude to be use
ful explanatory devices for the adaptation of families and individuals. 
For example, to describe a family as 'single-mother' without reference 
to the financial, social and emotional supports that are transferred 
over considerable time may miss the operative factors in adaptation 
of parent and child. Similarly, to describe non-resident parent-child 
contact by visits per month may reduce a relationship, albeit one with 
changed logistics, to unreadable simplicity. 

In this section on the structure of children's families, structural 
aspects of family in the medium-term after parental divorce have been 
described. Some of these descriptors have been refined and others 
were found to have a lower incidence than popular discussion and 
research emphasis would suggest. In the Australian experience, as 
elsewhere, the construction of the family after divorce has emphasised 
discontinuity and change based on the very real upheaval of the 
separation period. A medium-term view of family composition sug
gests a revision to take account of continuities as well as discon
tinuities. It is important to note, however, the variability in rates and 
degree of change; for example, there is less change in the households 
of children than in those of their non-resident parents. In later 
chapters the impact of some of these variations on the wellbeing and 
of parents and children will be explored. 
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Family Identity 
All these approaches to describing the post-divorce family are from the 
outside looking in, via institutions such as family law, or from 
objective indices such as household composition, visits, and financial 
transfers. The ways in which family is experienced and created by its 
members is less well charted, particularly at the level of identifying 
one's family, and where one sees oneself as a member. Anthropologists 
(Johnson 1988a, 1988b, 1989) stress the significance of family identity 
as a predictor of many behaviours, expectations, roles and functions. 
On the other hand, these obviously have less than perfect correlation 
either with household, or with blood or legal relationships. Family in 
these terms is a biological unit, domestic unit and extended kinship 
system, and divorce modifies these units in various ways. 

Changed identity is a hallmark of a major transition such as 
divorce (Cowan 1991), although there is clearly an imperfect cor
relation between structural changes and the subjective sense of 
changed identity. A second question posed about the nature of the 
post-separation family is that of how family structure, defined by 
membership of the two households, matches the sense of family. In 
this study, the question is asked solely of the children, who are the 
pivots between households in terms of the family transition 
considered in this study. The work here focuses on the child's 
perspective on the post-divorce family; it asks how children construct 
meaning for the post-divorce family, and how their meanings relate to 
the structural family in which they live. A family sculpture technique 
is used to appraise children's sense of family identity. 

Kinship is defined by anthropologists in terms of relationships 
determined by blood and law (Schneider 1980). Blood relationships 
(for example, between parents and children) are culturally defined 
as inalienable. Spouses, however, are related by law, a relationship 
which differs fundamentally from that between each parent and child 
since 'where blood endures, marriage is terminable' (Schneider 1980). 
The ex-spouse is familiar to us; the ex-mother or father unknown. A 
particular insight into the bonds of kinship and the meaning of 
'family' is possible through the eyes of children whose parents have 
divorced. Divorce dissects the family, laying open the tiers of mean
ing, of what is perhaps more commonly seen as a unity. 

Family may be defined, however, as a functional entity without 
locational boundaries. This definition is obvious in anthropological 
literature of families and kinship after divorce from both the parenfs 
perspective (Johnson and Barer 1987) and that of the children 
(Johnson, Klee and Schmidt 1988; Klee, Schmidt and Johnson 1989). 
However, the roles of members following divorce are problematic as 
functions and relationships are negotiated between individuals rather 
than 'set' by society. At any moment, some members of a family 
may be invisible but may become functional at another stage. For 
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example, Clingempeel et al. (1992) describe the 'latent function' of 
grandparents after divorce, where they may become important when 
the family is stressed, but only if the child is receptive - that is, at the 
developmentally appropriate time. The concept of latent function 
suggests that family membership varies according to needs and cir
cumstances, and hence the sense of the family and belonging as well 
as the utility of the family will vary over time. 

Confusions about family membership are described in family 
systems theory (Minuchin 1974), in terms of lack of definition of 
boundaries - who is in the family and how they should relate to each 
other. The notion of boundary ambiguity - for example, the physical 
absence but psychological presence of a member (Boss 1977, 1980; 
Boss and Greenberg 1984: Pasley 1987; Pasley and Ihinger-Tallman 
1989) - has been associated with stress and malfunctioning in the 
family. In all these accounts of the post-divorce family, the family is 
an individual construction (Berger and Luckmann 1972) rather than 
a demographic or household unit. 

The post-divorce family poses difficulties of definition because it is 
variously constructed by the different members. From the point of 
view of each individual in the pre-divorce family, changes will be 
variously experienced: for children, depending on age, gender, living 
and visiting arrangements, pre-separation and present relationships; 
for parents, depending on reasons for and participation in the deci
sion to separate, relationship with the former spouse, present living 
arrangements and relationships. Most parents seem to construct 'bi
nuclear' or two-household-one-family configurations (Ahrons 1979; 
Ahrons and Rodgers 1987). They also describe numerous variants, 
although the impact of these on children, and the longer-term rela
tionships of parents, are not well explored. Although individual vari
ants will occur in the construction of family identity, all these will be 
influenced by social norms and expectations about the nature of the 
post-divorce family. In the present study the attempt is made to test 
how far some norms coincide with individual constructions of family. 

Extended family 
Although kinship implies rules which prescribe and proscribe roles 
and behaviours between relations, in the Anglo-Celtic traditions of 
Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States, kinship seems 
to be more regulated by voluntary acceptance of roles and responsi
bilities, by personal preferences and mutual interests (Johnson and 
Barer 1987). Thus family may be very variably conceived - for 
example, with one set of cousins within the boundary, and other 
cousins, with an identical biological claim to be family, outside. 

The extended family includes patrilineal and matrilineal kinship 
strands, related by blood or by law, but variably conceived as within or 
outside the boundaries of family, or as denoting relations with reciprocal 



54 Remaking Families 

role prescriptions. Matrilineal ties have been found to be stronger in that 
more voluntary relationships are maintained with mothers' kin than 
with fathers' (Troll, Miller and Atchely 1979). If the nuclear family is 
split, as it is at separation, children are perhaps more likely to perceive 
mother's kin as family, a possibility augmented after divorce by the high 
incidence of maternal custody (85 per cent in Australia). 

Nuclear family 
The nuclear family is distinguished from 'amorphous kin' (Johnson 
and Barer 1987) by being an interdependent economic and emotional 
unit usually within a household. It is distinguished further by its rela~ 
tive autonomy, functioning separately from the more diffuse kinship 
component. There are no prescriptions for financial or custodial 
responsibility being shared, for example, with grandparents. This 
very autonomy and the dependence of children on their parents 
makes parental divorce a serious threat to children's emotional and 
economic security. 

Reflecting on this, Margaret Mead (1971) made this comment 
which may also apply to Australian children: 'Each American child 
learns, early and in terror, that his whole security depends on that 
single set of parents who, more often than not, are arguing furiously 
in the next room over some detail of their lives. A desperate demand 
upon the permanence and all-satisfyingness of monogamous marriage 
is set up in the cradle.' 

Mead's observation encapsulates the very particular functions of 
the nuclear family in the child's development, and the fragility of the 
nuclear family when functions are not widely shared with other kin. 

Children's Perceptions of the Post-Divorce Family 
Marital separation reveals the isolation of the nuclear family from 
extended kin who have no prescribed responsibilities for the children, 
although they may choose to give practical, emotional and financial 
support. But as discussed earlier, divorce is not an isolated event; it is 
a marker in a process which includes a series of family changes in the 
years following separation. Although separation shrinks the house
hold, subsequent remarriage of parents, new biological or step-sib
lings and step-kin expand the pool of potential family. When parents 
separate they sever a tie which was voluntary; children remain united 
by blood ties (non-negotiable in our culture) to parents, one of whom 
no longer lives in the household. Separation thus highlights some of 
the criteria by which family can be defined - biological, legal, resi
dential, or any combination of these. 

Whether we describe step-parents after divorce as additions, not 
replacements for parents, depends fairly much on the perspective taken 
(Bohannan 1970). The situation is somewhat clearer for step-parents 
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who replace parents after death, although ambiguity is still possible 
(Boss 1980). However, this general approach is an objective one, based 
on positions in the kinship network. Children's sense of family may not 
match this objective view; the new spouse of a child's parent mayor may 
not be perceived as a family member, and may be perceived as either an 
addition to the family or a replacement for the biological parent. 

Children may eliminate a person from the perceived family if 
contact is lost or reduced; Isaacs and Levin (1984) report that 15 per 
cent of children omitted their non-resident father from drawings of 
the family one year after separation, and 22 per cent did so after two 
years. Families may contract as contact is lost between children, their 
non-resident parent and his or her kin. Changes in contact, relation
ships between parents and between each parent and the child may 
also remould the perceived family. 

Using a draw-a-family approach to explore the effects of custody 
type and interaction between parents on children's perceptions of 
family, Isaacs, Leon and Kline (1987) report that the relationship 
between parents was a more powerful predictor of omission than 
formal custody arrangements. Going further into the kinship system, 
Johnson and Barer (1987) examined the place of grandparents in the 
post-separation family. They report very variable engagement of 
grandmothers in the lives of their children, former daughters-in-law 
and grandchildren after their child's divorce. 

In another anthropological study of grandparents and the effects of 
a child's divorce on their continuing relationship with their grand
children, Johnson, Klee and Schmidt (1988) and Klee, Schmidt and 
Johnson (1989) explored the child's conception of kinship networks. 
These studies show that children are active in constructing their kin 
networks; they also show the variability and complexity of these 
networks, which points to the importance of residence and contact in 
children's kin groups following divorce. 

The family sculpture technique 
A transition from one sense of family to another, however, does not 
necessarily coincide with an event or observable change; it is a psy
chological phenomenon. Conversely, structural changes in house
holds mayor may not be accompanied by concomitant changes in 
family identity. In this section on identity, family and family change is 
considered from the perspective of children's experience - their 
psychological experience of family in contrast to the objective indi
cators described above. 

The family sculpture technique is used to explore how children 
perceive family boundaries and identify membership, how this experi
ence coincides with household units, and how children's experience of 
family corresponds with their preferred closeness to family members. 
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The family sculpture allows children to designate members of their 
family and to position family members in two dimensions on a 
chequer board to indicate closeness. The procedure was modified 
from Kvebaek's technique (Cromwell, Fournier and Kvebaek 1980) 
which is based on an assumption that relationships can be repre
sented spatially. 

Children were seated beside the interviewer at a table on which 
there was a chequer board. They were shown a set of 20 simple 
wooden figures in two sizes (adults and children) with heads made of 
orange and green spheres (male and female). The interviewer intro
duced the task by saying: 'We call this a family sculpture. In front of 
you we have different figures which stand for people in your family. 
I want you to put these people on the chequer board to show how 
close you feel to each one, and how close they feel to one another.' 

The technique then allows children to indicate preferred or desired 
membership and closeness of family members. With the figures they 
had put on the chequer board in front of them, the children were then 
asked: 'This time I want you to show me what you would like to 
change in your family. If you could make any changes you wanted, 
what would the family look like? You can move any of the figures, or 
leave them all where they are.' 

All positions and relationships were coded, as were any moves. 
Full details are presented in the Appendix to Chapter 3. 

A preliminary description of the perceived families of a sample of 
Australian children whose parents had separated is presented below. 
To explore these aspects of family, the data in this section derive from 
the sub-sample of 105 children in the study. From observations about 
children's constructions of family and comparisons with membership 
of the two parental households, inferences are made about principles 
guiding children's re-definition of family following separation. 

Children lived in households with an average of four people, while 
their non-resident parent's household averaged three. The families 
they constructed contained an average of nine people, with a range 
from three to nineteen. Household members comprised the core of all 
families. Most children were living in households which were the 
same size as that before the separation. However, the range in house
hold membership was large: from two to nine. 

Parents and step-parents 
The residence of children's parents and step-parents is shown in 
Figure 4.7. Most children lived with their mothers (92 per cent) or 
had done so until leaving home, leaving only 8 per cent who lived 
with their fathers. Moreover, almost half (49 per cent) of these chil
dren were living in households in which there was no step-parent. 
More fathers than mothers had repartnered so that 71 per cent of 
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Figure 4.7. Children's post-divorce households: resident and non
resident parents and step-parents 
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children had a step-mother and 63 per cent had a step-father. In keep
ing with the preponderance of children in mother-resident house
holds, most children with step-fathers lived with them (86 per cent), 
while only 10 per cent shared a household with a step-mother_ Thus, 
in this sample we see that households are much more likely to com
prise mother and step-father than father and step-mother. It should be 
noted here that the children's sample has a higher proportion of 
children living with the mother than the parent sample, and since 
mobility accounted for such a large part of attrition in the parent 
sample, other characteristics of the children's families may differ also. 

The existence of a parent or step-parent does not necessarily mean 
that person is perceived by the child as a member of his or her family. 
Figure 4.8 shows the rate of inclusion of these relatives in the chil
dren's family sculptures. All mothers were seen as family members, as 
were 99 per cent of step-fathers, most of whom lived with the chil
dren. Some fathers (9 per cent), all of whom were non-resident, were 
not represented in the sculpture. The major omission from con
structed families of existing relatives were step-mothers, only 63 per 
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Figure 4.8 Children's inclusion of parents and step-parents in their 
post-divorce families 
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cent of whom were perceived to be family, although all resident step
mothers were included_ Since almost all step-fathers were included by 
the children as part of their family, no distinction can be made here 
on the basis of residency. That is, step-fathers may be included 
because they happen, for the most part, to reside with the child. 

Residency as a criterion for inclusion in the family extends further 
to all household members. Of all members of the resident household, 
24 (5 per cent) were not included in the sculpture and 62 (18 per cent) 
non-resident biological/step-parent family members were similarly 
excluded from the family. Non-residence thus increases three- to four
fold the likelihood of a member being excluded from the family. 
These results confirm the trend noted for parents and step-parents. 
Most members of both households were, however, considered to be 
family. Thus most children recognised two complete households 
within the boundaries of one family. 

Children were given the opportunity to adjust their constructed 
family to how they would like it to be. They could leave each person 
as they were, remove or add persons, or move them closer or further 
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away. In the children's 'ideal families', all mothers remained part of 
the family. Of the 91 per cent of fathers who were included in the 
constructed family only one was removed. Another father, absent in 
the constructed family, was included in the preferred family. Mothers 
are not optional, and although nine fathers were omitted and eight of 
these were not restored, fathers also appear to be fairly stable 
members of the family, actual and preferred . 

In constructing their 'ideal' family, children could adjust their 
closeness to members they had included in their family, and a sum
mary of these moves is shown in Figure 4.9. Most children (81 per 
cent) preferred the degree of closeness they had to their mothers and 
the remainder split quite evenly into those who wanted to be closer 
and further away. Where fathers were concerned, children expressed 
more desire for change. Although 67 per cent were happy with the 
closeness they experienced with their fathers, 25 per cent wanted their 
fathers closer, with only a few (8 per cent) desiring more distance. 

Step-fathers were much more likely to be perceived at a satis
factory distance (69 per cent) than were step-mothers (48 per cent); 
moreover, step-mothers were most likely to be moved further away 
for preference. It appears that step-fathers, most of whom lived with 
the children, had established more comfortable distance with the 

Figure 4.9 Children's preferred closeness to parents and step-parents 
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children than had step-mothers, who were for the most part 
physically more distant, but still too close for comfort. 

Biological kin 
Family mayor may not include extended kin related to the child 
through the ties of the parents. Children who include such people in 
their family are following the kinship rule of blood. In all, 58 per cent 
of children included at least one such biological kin, and like their 
counterparts in the United States they were more likely to include 
mother's kin than father's (Johnson 1988a, 1988b). One in two chil
dren included at least one member of the mother's extended family, 
but only one in three included any of father's kin. Matrilineal links 
were also more numerous: in cases where at least one kin person was 
included, the average was 1.8 patrilineal kin and 2.3 matrilineal kin. 
In line with this disparity, maternal kin comprised an average of 24 
per cent of the family for those who included any such kin, whereas 
for patrilineal kin the average was 14 per cent. It appears that the 
'rule of blood' is much tempered by selection, influenced by mother
linked and perhaps residency-associated factors. 

One girl's thinking on this is captured in her comments on a family 
sculpture which integrated maternal grandparents: 

'I'm really close to my sister, so I put her next to me. I'm really 
close to Molly - my grandmother, that is - and my mum. So they 
are next to me ... and I'm really close to my grandpa, so he's 
next to me as well . .. And my dad, he's not so close, so he's over 
there.' 

Table 4.2 shows the inclusion of maternal and paternal relatives in 
children's families. Maternal grandparents were more likely to be 
included than paternal, as were all other kin. Fifty-five per cent of 
children included a maternal grandmother and 53 per cent a grand-

Table 4.2 Inclusion of maternal and paternal kin in children's family 
sculptures 

Kin 

Relative Mothers Fathers 
% % 

Grandmother * 55 42 
Grandfather * 53 40 
Aunts 16 3 
Uncles 14 4 
Cousins 10 5 

• percentage of children with a living relative 
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father. For paternal grandparents the percentages were 42 and 40 
respectively. Although other kin were much less likely to be included 
than grandparents, the preference for maternal relatives becomes even 
stronger: 16 per cent 'included maternal aunts and 14 per cent uncles 
in comparison with 3 per cent paternal aunts and uncles. Ten per cent 
included maternal cousins and half as many placed paternal cousins. 

The inclusion of biological kin appears very variable but biased in 
favour of maternal kin. Both these observation are consistent with 
extended kin being ill-defined in roles and positions and their inclu
sion therefore optional. As seen earlier in this chapter, most children 
live with their mothers, and residency plays no small part in the 
inclusion of step-parents in the family. In the wider family, too, resi
dency may also affect the child's view of who among the kin belong 
in the family. Another possibility is that matrilineal links, which exist 
in all family forms, operate also in the post-separation family. The 
small number of non-resident mothers and resident fathers in this 
sample, although representative of the population of dependent chil
dren in the post-separation period, does not permit an examination of 
the contributions of residency and kin lines in accounting for the 
probability of children perceiving their post-separation family as 
embracing mother's kin rather than father's. 

In earlier work on this sample of divorced parents (McDonald 
1986a; Funder, Harrison and Weston 1993), the different roles that 
men and women play in marriage were examined. Our female and 
male respondents both attributed the larger share of 'kin-keeping' to 
women. In the broader literature on divorced families (Johnson 
1988a) mothers are reported to continue this role, even to the extent 
of forming coalitions with paternal grandmothers to maintain family 
ties. It seems entirely possible, then, that the motivational links 
described here may reflect a general trend. . 

Grandparents' involvement in children's lives is very variable in 
our society. Grandparents can sustain children by their affection, link 
them with a family culture stretching back through the generations, 
and be the fulcrum of an extended family over generations of aunts, 
uncles and cousins. They may also be a source of practical and finan
cial help to the family, and provide a sense of acceptance and identity 
for children beyond the nuclear family of parents and children. 

Although families do not necessarily stop at the door (children 
frequently identify family across households), and extended kin may 
offer children a sense of security and allay anxiety through turbulent 
changes in the nuclear family, the law requires no assumption of re
sponsibility on the part of grandparents. On the death or desertion of 
a parent, in the case of destitution or of parental divorce, no auto
matic responsibility passes to grandparents. In the absence ot strong 
cultural norms or laws relating grandparents to children and children 
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to grandparents, we may assume that the roles will be largely volun
tary, that relationships between children and grandparents will be 
diverse, and that the extent to which children understand grand
parents to be part of their family will also vary widely. The Family 
Law Reform Act (1995) specifies grandparents as having the power 
to intervene in matters of residence and contact with children, and 
thus confirms them as important figures in the post-separation family. 

Women appear to be the 'kin-keepers' in our society, forging links 
between the nuclear family and extended kin - grandparents, aunts, 
uncles and cousins. For example, in one study in the Australian Insti
tute of Family Studies project, wives saw themselves as very import
ant in maintaining social relations, and their former husbands tended 
to agree with this perception (Funder 1986b). Thus, if family soli
darity and reciprocity are nurtured through celebrations of birthdays 
and family festivals, through gifts and practical exchanges, then 
maternal kin may be more tightly bound into the child's family. 

If kinship links are predominantly matrilineal, children may have 
more and closer relationships with mother's family than with father's. 
And so, when parents separate, children living with their mothers may 
continue to have closer relationships with their maternal kin. Reduced 
time with fathers, and possible conflicting loyalties between the families, 
might further reduce the child's access to paternal kin, particularly if the 
mother is central to maintaining ties to both sides of family. 

In a small American study, Johnson and Barer (1987) found that 
grandmothers and their former daughters-in-law formed coalitions in 
which grandparent-child relationships were fostered. In this way, two 
generations of women made kin-keeping a joint endeavour. Never
theless, these American grandmothers tended to see their roles as 
limited by the wishes and tolerances of the children's parents - they 
were careful not to be intrusive, not to usurp parental roles. It 
appeared that grandparents may know more about what they must 
not do than what they must do. In the absence of clear, socially 
sanctioned guidelines, we might expect grandparenting to be flexible 
and variable at all times, but especially after the separation of the 
children's parents. 

In the present study, fewer than 10 per cent of children with a living 
grandparent reported never seeing them; 50-60 per cent saw them 
occasionally, or on special occasions such as Christmas; and 30-40 
per cent saw grandparents on a monthly basis or more frequently. 
Although children saw their maternal grandparents slightly more 
frequently than paternal grandparents, the difference was very slight. 
It appears, then, that whether or not children perceive grandparents as 
part of the family depends on more than frequency of visits. 

How frequently children (most of whom were adolescents or 
young adults) saw their grandparents did not necessarily indicate the 
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frequency they desired. Responses were polarised, with fewer than 10 
per cent reporting the current rate.of visiting grandparents as accept
able. Almost half (48 per cent) wanted to see less of their maternal 
grandparents and close to two-thirds (64 per cent) wanted less con
tact with the paternal grandparents. Children who saw their grand
parents at least monthly were more likely to find this too much than 
were those who saw them only occasionally. 

This group of young people appear happiest with occasional visits 
with grandparents. This finding may reflect their desire for more 
independence from the family in general, or the demands put on their 
time by family activities. On the other hand, grandparents who are 
seen most often may also be those who are more dependent and who 
make greater demands on the children and their parents. They may, 
in addition, be more intrusive in the children's lives, assuming more 
of the parental roles of supervision and discipline which have to be so 
carefully negotiated with young people on their way to independence. 

An interesting question is why children are more likely to perceive 
maternal rather than paternal grandparents as being part of the 
family, even though they do not necessarily seen more often. Another 
question concerns why they are more likely to tolerate maternal 
grandparents, even when seen frequently. Possibly mothers are the 
kin-keepers and children benefit from continuing close ties with 
maternal grandparents. A mother's role as intermediary between her 
parents and her children may also play a part. 

Maternal aunts and uncles were more than three times as likely to 
be seen as part of the family as their paternal equivalents. Thus the 
maternal kinship links appear to go even further, although it may be 
that residence of the child is the key to the bias toward maternal kin. 
If residence is the key - and intuitively it would seem that children 
have much more opportunity to forge binding links with the extended 
family of the resident parent - we are left with the problem of 
distinguishing the gender of the parent from residency as the operat
ing factor in contact with grandparents. It is not possible to say 
whether the closeness of grandparents would change when children 
live with their fathers. 

Extended kin 
Repartnering of parents opens the way into a network of step-kin. If 
kin relationships are largely voluntary in our society and not based on 
codes of obligation, step-kin relationships may be more so. Still, 
adults who are linked into a child's family may function as grand
parents to both their own kin and those who live in the household. 
They may become important additions or surrogates. However, chil
dren appear to be highly selective in this category of step-kin and 
rarely included step-grandmothers and step-grandfathers in their 
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Figure 4.10 A typology of children's post-separation families 
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families: only six step-grandmothers and three step-grandfathers who 
were the parents of the step-father, and three step-grandmothers and 
four step-grandfathers who were the parents of the step-mother, were. 
seen as family. Children rarely substituted or added family members 
from the pool of step-grandparents. 

In each element of the constructed family, children exercised 
options for inclusion and exclusion. In the final category of extended 
kin, not accounted for by rules of blood or law, the optional nature 
of the selection is even more pronounced in setting the family 
boundary. The most numerous members (five cases of each) were 
boyfriends and girlfriends of the children, one boyfriend's mother and 
two de facto sisters-in-law. The children who included these people in 
their family seemed to capture a family in transit from the family of 
origin to the family they looked forward to founding. Others in this 
miscellaneous group were two godmothers and a godfather, mother's 
best friend, and a dog. 

Family types 
In this description of families constructed by children, the criteria 
applied appear to have been membership of the original nuclear 
family, the two households in which members of that original family 
now reside, extended biological kin, and extended kin comprising 
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step-kin and miscellaneous others. From the use of these criteria a 
loose typology of children's construction of family after parental 
separation has been deduced. 

Figure 4.10 shows the application of these criteria in defining the 
post-separation family. The range is from the restricted criterion of an 
historical (pre-separation), minimal, nuclear family to families incor
porating 'unorthodox' members. The Figure shows, at the bottom, 
the few children who perceived their family in the time warp of pre
separation and without any biological kin (6 per cent) and, at the top, 
children whose families embrace people not usually thought of as 
relatives by blood, by law or by residence. 

At the bare minimum, unchanged over the five to eight years since 
the separation, were the families of six children who included in their 
representation of the family only the four original members. For these 
children, the family is the resident family which existed before the 
separation. Half these children expressed the wish that their parents 
would reunite; perhaps in this family configuration we see the time 
warp of that wish. 

For some children, biological ties appeared to be the criterion for 
inclusion: 13 per cent of children pictured their family as including 
the original nuclear family and non-resident kin (grandparents, aunts, 
uncles and cousins), but included no step-kin or non-kin. Again, these 
children are identifying families which have remained unchanged by 
the parental separation. If to these are added the children whose 
family was just the original hearth family, there is a sizeable group (19 
per cent) for whom time has stood still at the kin/family boundaries. 

Another seven children included a resident step-parent as well as 
the original family. This finding indicates an opening of the family 
boundary to admit a residence-sharing step-parent. As previously 
described, residence is a powerful influence in the admission of new 
persons to the family. A further 9 per cent of children included step
family from the non-resident parent's family, while still restricting 
family to two hearths. In all, 21 per cent of the children restricted 
their family to one or two hearths and did not include any non
resident kin, or non-related members. 

In all, 35 per cent of the children identified families which were 
defined within the boundaries of the extended biological kinship net 
or the two households. Many more, however, combined these two 
criteria to create families with boundaries including nuclear, extended 
kin and step-families. Forty-one per cent of children conceived their 
family to include these far-reaching links. Not included in this family 
type were families which included extended step-kin (step-grand
parents, step-in-Iaws, step-cousins) or others such as 'my brother's 
girlfriend's mother'. Another 24 per cent of children saw their 
families as inclusive of such a broad and amorphous array of people 
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including an adopted grandmother, girlfriends or boyfriends and 
those of brothers and sisters. 

Children clearly use a variety of criteria in defining family. The 
criteria appear to be original nuclear family, biological kin, resident 
household members, membership of the non-resident parent's house
hold, extended step-kin, and people with particular importance to the 
child or to key people within the child's intimate circle - for example, 
a brother's girlfriend's mother. The variety within the group cannot be 
ignored; children conceive of their family in idiosyncratic ways, and 
use boundaries which mayor may not coincide with standard notions 
of family relationships. 

Although we do not know the full extent of biological or step
kinship systems, it appears that children are selective in their sense of 
who is within their family circle. Thus, known formal links appear to 
be modified by personal quality of relationships, or perhaps even just 
by contact. In the case of resident and non-resident step-family, pro
pinquity appears powerful, although the formal relationship between 
parent and new family overrides this for many. In the case of family 
who are perceived by the child as family, but ideally would be 
removed from the family, we have some evidence for formal relation
ships overriding ties of affection. 

Family synthesis 
In this description of children's constructions of their post-divorce 
family using a family sculpture technique, a number of limitations 
should be acknowledged. The technique has been used in measures of 
family process including a dimension of power (Feldman and Gehring 
1988), and in a test of family sub-system changes pre- and post-family 
therapy (Watson and Russell 1991). In the latter study, parents and 
the identified patient (a child) completed a sculpture before and after 
therapy. The re-alignment of parent sub-system and parent-child sub
system after therapy coincided with the independent judgements of 
therapists. The confirmation in these studies of the family sculpture 
as reflecting real changes in the family is an interesting validation of 
the technique. Nevertheless, in general the family sculpture technique 
currently lacks adequate validation against other measures of family 
relationships in samples of Australian children of different ages and 
family structure, particularly intact, two-parent families. 

The variations in children's construction of their post-divorce 
family and the divergence between structure and experience suggest 
that family may have quite different meaning from the outside look
ing in and from the inside. The sculpture approach is one response to 
the difficult problem of inquiring into the nature of family. More 
sophisticated calculations of interpersonal distances have been con
sidered by Watson and Russell (1991) and Eckblad and Vandvik 
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(1992). In the latter study, mean interpersonal distance, family stan
dard deviation, and family configuration categories were derived 
using a computerised scoring procedure. 

In the present study, criteria governing inclusion have been inferred 
from the different types of families constructed; differences between 
the perceived family and household membership were found, which 
suggest that further study of the perceived or constructed family may 
prove fruitful in understanding children's adaptations to divorce. 
Residency was identified as an important factor in setting boundaries 
for the family but this finding is suggestive only given the few resident 
fathers and non-resident mothers in our sample. 

Further work is required to discern the effects of a possible matri
lineal ascendancy in the Australian kinship system, and to judge 
the effects of this vis-a-vis those of sex of resident parent and post
separation changes to households. This study cannot refine the issue, 
as the sample reflects the preponderance of children who live with 
their mother following their parents' separation and divorce. 
Children seem to construct families from their biological kin, those 
who are related to them by law, and those who live with them in the 
same household, but they are selective in all these categories. Their 
perceived families, while largely congruent with their demographic 
families, are different enough to warrant further investigation. 

A child does not just inherit a family after parental divorce, but 
constructs one from among the people with whom she or he lives, or 
to whom she or he is related by blood or by law. The ways in which 
children construct their families may be important in their 
adaptation to parental divorce and subsequent family changes, and 
thus this approach to defining family may answer questions about 
the effects of marriage breakdown and family reformation in chil
dren's lives. 

In this chapter snapshots of the post-divorce family from the. 
perspectives of mother, father and child reveal some of the complexity 
and subsequent changes which suggest that the category 'divorced' 
will hold many meanings, and that the group will be heterogeneous 
whether we look at mothers, fathers or children. Furthermore, the 
links, although not necessarily satisfactory, continue in some form for 
the majority of families; thus continuities and discontinuities should 
both be part of defining post-divorce family structures. Finally, the 
majority children appear to construct families without limiting them
selves to the family as it existed at the 'break'. 

All these aspects of family adaptation after divorce hold implica
tions for how we think about families after divorce, and generally 
support a notion of members transforming their families, rather than 
being arrested by a past event. 



5 
Money, Family and 

Children's Wellbeing 

Apart from the changes in family composition and identity, the major 
disruption of divorce is the rent in the fabric of the family economy. 
In the research literature on divorce and children, social and emo
tional effects are the domain of clinicians and psychologists, while the 
economics of divorce is addressed in the socio-legalliterature. In this 
chapter, these two strains of inquiry are reviewed, and the impact of 
family composition and standard of living on children's post-divorce 
wellbeing is examined. 

Economic Impact of Divorce 
The almost universally felt effects of divorce on the economic func
tioning of families is now well documented in Australia (McDonald 
1986a; Funder, Harrison and Weston 1993), in the United Kingdom 
(Eekelaar and Maclean 1986), in the United States (Weitzman 1985), 
and in most Western countries (OECD 1990; Weitzman and Maclean 
1992). Although the severity of economic distress is debated (Duncan 
and Hoffman 1985), and varies according to the social, legal and eco
nomic structures in different nations, common law countries such as 
Australia, Britain and the United States share some general features. 

Parental divorce has been associated with long-term downward 
economic and occupational mobility in children in the United States 
(McLanahan and Bumpass 1988) and in the United Kingdom 
(Kiernan 1990; Wadsworth and Maclean 1986). Since divorce will 
disrupt the lives of almost 20 per cent of Australian children under 
the age of 20, such disadvantages would be a serious loss to the 
individual child and to the human capital of Australian society. 

International studies indicate wide-spread disadvantage for 
children in sole-mother families (OECD 1990). The concurrence of 
sole-mother families and children's failure to attain the educational 
and occupational levels of matched children in two-parent families 
poses questions about the routes by which that disadvantage is passed 
on - via changes in family composition, or reduced economic re
sources, or both. 

Although the economic impact of divorce on the households in 
which children live varies across countries, there are some quite 
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general features. First, in countries with very different support 
structures for families such as Australia and Sweden, about six out of 
seven children live with their mothers following divorce. Children are 
thus likely to spend some time in mother-headed households (Agell 
1991; Weston and Khoo 1993). In the present study, almost half the 
children were still living with one parent five to eight years later. 

Second, whatever the public provisions and the private transfers of 
money from the non-resident father to the children, the household in 
which the children reside is likely to experience a considerable initial 
drop in income, as shown by Weitzman (1985) in the United States, 
Eekelaar and Maclean (1986) in the United Kingdom, and Weston 
(1986a) in Australia. When adjusted for the number of persons in the 
household, the disparity between the pre-separation income and that 
in the sole-mother household, and the disparity between the child's 
household and that of the non-resident father, are even greater 
(Weston 1986a). Thus it seems that many children will experience 
material deprivation relative to conditions existing before the parental 
separation, and to those of the household of the non-resident father. 

The risk of poverty in sole-mother households in many countries is 
well documented, as is the prevalence of this family type (Burns and 
Cairns 1987). Reduced income and its extreme - poverty - may affect 
children's wellbeing directly or indirectly, in the short- or long-term. 
It has been suggested that sole mothers may be marginalised through 
lack of resources and dependence on welfare, and through insufficient 
public services to enable them to enter paid work while caring for 
dependent children. Such factors, it is argued, pose a threat to the 
adult competence of children reared without models of achievement 
and independent endeavour (OECD 1990). 

The most convincing evidence for association between material 
resources and the longer-term development and achievement of chil
dren comes from analyses of national cohort studies. In the United 
Kingdom, for example, Maclean and Wadsworth (1988) and Kiernan 
(1990) report deleterious effects of parental divorce, net of socio
economic status and ability factors, on educational and occupational 
achievement in young adulthood. It has not been easy, however, to 
distinguish the impact of parental separation per se from that of post
separation family changes, nor to distinguish the effects of changes in 
material resources available to the child, at different times before and 
after the separation, from those associated with living in a particular 
family type. 

Family changes and household economy 
Parental separation, a marker more important in children's lives than 
legal divorce which follows, is an event within a process encom
passing marriage breakdown and subsequent adaptations such as the 
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move from a sole-parent household to one in which there is a step
parent. As we have seen in the last chapter, almost half the children 
whose parents divorce have a step-father living in the household 
within the next six years (Weston and Khoo 1993). About one-third 
of these children also have either a half- or step-sibling living with 
them. Such family changes have important but inconsistent implica
tions for the household economy. Although a male earner increases 
the household income, new children reduce the mother's time for 
earning. Having a partner increases the mother's participation in the 
workforce, unless she has another infant (Funder 1993a). 

The economic effects of separation are thus often altered by sub
sequent changes in family composition. However, Weston (1993) has 
shown that if household income is adjusted to take account of the 
needs of members of that household, long-term economic disadvan
tage and the risk of poverty is revealed in sole-mother families. This 
finding holds true in comparison with national household incomes, 
with pre-separation household income, and with the father's house
hold income. Sole-mother households are economically disadvan
taged in all these comparisons. With the advent of a step-father into 
the child's home, household income rises, approximating that which 
obtained in the pre-separation household. There are cautions, how
ever, about the degree to which this income is shared among all family 
members (Edwards 1985). 

Post-separation family changes may pose significant issues in 
adjustment and alter the quality of life in other ways. For example, 
although the risk of poverty may be reduced by the entry of an addi
tional adult, there is evidence that the child is not always advantaged 
by this change. Kiernan (1990) in the United Kingdom and Young 
(1987) in Australia both report that young people leave home earlier 
from step-families than from sole-parent families. Moreover, the 
reason given for leaving is most often conflict within the family 
(Young 1987). Ochiltree (1990) has shown young children's self 
esteem and school achievement are lower in step-families than in sole
mother families. On the other hand, children in step-families have 
more material resources, and most of their mothers consider the step
fathers are willing to share resources (see Chapter 6). Mothers also 
perceive step-fathers to be a support to them in their role as parent 
(Funder 1991). It appears, then, that step-families are a mixed bless
ing for children and their mothers. 

Mothers with new partners report greater satisfaction with life and 
a greater sense of general wellbeing than do sole mothers (Weston and 
Funder 1993). If step-fathers are associated with deleterious out
comes for children, these appear to be contrary to the general positive 
experience of mothers, and also contrary to a general expectation that 
greater material resources, or at least near-guarantees against poverty, 
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are in the interests of the child. These contrary effects make it difficult 
to disentangle the impact of changes in material resources available 
for children post-separation from changes in the composition of the 
household, particularly as some of the moves that place the child in 
more secure material circumstances appear to carry costs in the 
longer term. 

In their review of the long-term impact of divorce and single 
parenting on adolescents, Barber and Eccles (1992) draw attention to 
two salient omissions in assessing the impact of divorce on adoles
cents - the failure to take account of pre-existing conditions and the 
neglect of correlates of family structures. To assess the effect of post
divorce changes in income on children's wellbeing, it is necessary to 
control for pre-divorce income levels, which are correlated with the 
family cultural background. One of the major features of sole-mother 
families is their low income. Thus a study that takes account of pre
separation income, as well as current income and family status, can 
distinguish pre-existing effects of income from those of current 
income, and income effects from those of family composition. 

In the longer-term after parental separation, two family structures 
have been much examined in relation to children's wellbeing - sole
mother and step-family. In general, both structures have been shown 
to confer some risk compared with the two-parent non-divorced 
family (Barber and Eccles 1992; Capaldi and Patterson 1991). On the 
other hand, as noted by a number of reviews (Dunlop and Burns 
1988; Emery 1982; Ganong and Coleman 1984; Ochiltree 1990), 
studies failing to distinguish structure per se from, for example, con
flict or access to economic resources are clearly flawed. Studies that 
have controlled for interpersonal factors have observed family type 
give rise to few negative effects (Amato 1987a; Ochiltree 1990), or 
essentially none (Dunlop and Burns 1988). However, few studies have 
had adequate measures of economic resources to distinguish between 
their effects and those of family composition. 

Two refinements are thus proposed in the present study. The first 
is the inclusion of pre-divorce conditions in the child's life, and the 
second is the distinction between the effects of family structure from 
those of income. 

One of the few studies of children's wellbeing after divorce which 
included measures of economic resources in households, and dis
tinguished them from family composition, was that of Braver, 
Gonzalez and Sandler (1989). In their study of the impact of income 
on custodial mothers' distress, they measured gross income, negative 
economic events, actual drop in gross income, ratio of income pre- to 
post-separation, and the ratio corrected for the minimum material 
needs of members of the household. They report a significant rela
tionship between drop in income and negative economic events and 
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maternal wellbeing. They also discuss flow-on effects of loss of status, 
reduction in activities and isolation on the risk of depression. 
Menaghan and Leiberman (1986) chart similar sequences for women 
after divorce. Both Braver et al. (1989) and Garbarino (1992) argue 
that relativities in income are a key aspect in predicting wellbeing, 
and Johnstone, Kline and Tschann (1989) connect the mother's 
economic circumstances with her power to bargain in access
maintenance disputes. 

There does not appear to be a similar study of the effects of income 
on child wellbeing which also examines these effects across sole
mother and step-family composition; similarly, there does not appear 
to be a study which considers the independent effects of household 
structure and income on children's wellbeing. Links between eco
nomic conditions and psycho-social adaptation to divorce are not 
well understood, and the two literatures appear to run parallel. 
Another general failing in this research, however, is the inadequacy of 
measurement of income and the paucity of theory linking economic 
aspects of divorce to relationships and wellbeing. 

Economics and Family Functioning 
The various routes by which economic distress affects children are 
discussed by Hetherington (1979). Mothers need to earn, but their 
often relatively low wage rate and insecure employment results in low 
income. These factors and attendant stress may reduce the ability of 
the mother to provide quality care herself or obtain suitable substitute 
care. Children may then receive more erratic care from dissatisfied 
and resentful mothers. If the mother is forced to work soon after the 
separation, the child experiences disruption, the loss of the father's 
presence and reduction in mother's capacity to care, resulting in a 
higher rate of behaviour disorders (Hetherington, Cox and Cox 
1978). Weiss (1991) and Rutter (1988) comment on the child's risk of 
double loss, of father and of the protective continuing relationship 
with the mother - a risk exacerbated by the difficulties of earning and 
caring as a sole parent. 

On the other hand, as Hoffman (1974) has argued, the positive 
side of maternal employment is often forgotten. Mothers who estab
lish themselves in paid employment may experience heightened satis
faction with control over finances, self esteem, and social satisfaction 
from adult companionship in the workplace. Thus initial economic 
deficits may translate into later opportunity, an inference endorsed by 
Australian Institute of Family Studies projects (McDonald 1986a; 
Weston 1993). 

Several features of economic change are widespread and likely to 
have an impact on individual wellbeing of parents and children, and 
on the functioning of the family. First, although it is widely thought 
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that separation causes universal economic hardship, the drop in real 
income (measured on an income-to-needs ratio) is specific to mothers 
with children in their care; non-resident fathers actually experience a 
rise in standard of living (Weitzman 1985; Weston 1986a). Second, 
the higher the pre-separation household income the greater the drop 
for the mothers' households. Thus for some, the gap between pre- and 
post-separation standard of living is large, as is that between their 
household and that of their former spouse/father. Third, although 
these gaps tend to reduce as mothers earn more, and/or marry, and 
fathers acquire new dependents, on average the gap remains, with 
many mothers and children experiencing these conditions five to eight 
years after separation (Weston 1993). These are the bald economic 
facts of divorce. However, it is poorly understood how these eco
nomic experiences affect parents and children. 

Economic stress 
The way in which economic aspects of divorce impinge on the lives of 
parents and children has not been well conceptualised. Studies have 
used crude income of the parent(s), unadjusted for the needs of 
dependents. They have rarely considered relativities in income, even 
though wellbeing is judged· in these terms. They have considered 
income effects to be linear, when they may be curvilinear with the 
major effects below a 'poverty line' (Garbarino 1992). 

Moreover, studies have rarely considered the direct and indirect 
ways in which income may affect wellbeing. Wellbeing may be directly 
affected by stress, fatigue due to extra working hours, or curtailment 
of educational and occupational options. Indirectly, wellbeing may be 
affected by adverse comparisons with the other household and resent
ment and anger between the ex-spouses. The resident parent-child 
relationship may be affected by reduced time for attending to chil
dren's needs, harsher discipline and less warmth. At another remove, 
the non-resident parent-child relationship may be affected by strains 
in the parental relationship over wrangles about income transfers 
(Johnson and Campbell 1988; Johnston, Kline and Tschann 1989). 

After separation, children living with their mothers frequently 
experience deprivation relative to the standard of living the family 
enjoyed during the marriage, and also relative to the standard of 
living in their father's household (Weston 1993). The degree and 
expression of these emotions in relation to economic circumstances of 
divorce is not well documented. Braver et al. (1989) suggest that 
economic hardship may be at the base of many stressful experiences 
after divorce, including the experience children have of their mothers' 
distress over money, and of parental conflict over finances. 

Braver et al. (1989) also examined the effects of economic circum
stances on the wellbeing of custodial mothers, considering income in 
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various dimensions: dollar income, drop in income, negative eco
nomic events, actual dollar difference between pre- and post-separa
tion income, and ratio of income pre to post, ratio corrected for 
needs. They found an increase in psychological suffering and sub
stantial economic declines (30 per cent) in this sample of recently 
separated mothers, and a significant link between drop in income, 
negative economic events and wellbeing. 

The actual pathways by which reduction in material resources 
affects wellbeing are less well understood, but may include the flow
on effects of loss of status, and a reduction in activities which may 
lead to social isolation which, in turn, is associated with depression 
and loss of self esteem (Menaghan and Leiberman 1986). The actual 
amount of income is not the only factor in wellbeing. Source of in
come - whether earnings, pension or maintenance - may have impli
cations for wellbeing and self esteem (Hoffman 1974). 

Although the Braver et al. (1989) study conceptualises material 
resources more exhaustively than most studies, it does not include 
source of income (from, for example, earnings, transfers into the 
household through child support, and payments from social security). 
A further limitation, shared by many studies, is that the direction of 
effects cannot be inferred, since income and wellbeing are measured 
at the same time. It is equally plausible that depressed mothers have 
reduced earning capacity and perhaps less power to pursue private 
law remedies for maintenance. 

The first major problem in studies relating to structural and eco
nomic changes following divorce is that the two are so often con
founded in research (Barber and Eccles 1992). Few studies have 
adequate measures of income of the sort discussed above. Accord
ingly, when attempts are made to control for income effects in studies 
of sole-parent and step-parent families, the measure used is usually 
crude income at the time. 

The second problem is that unless income effects which pre-date 
the separation are known and assessed in relation to post-separation 
income, the effects of current income cannot be determined. Barber 
and Eccles (1992) recommend the use of path analysis or structural 
equation modelling that includes post-divorce income and controls 
for pre-divorce income, as an appropriate analytic strategy to deter
mine the impact of income loss on post-divorce outcome measures. 
By the same logic, the inclusion of pre-separation and post-separation 
wellbeing measures would permit changes in wellbeing to be assessed 
in relation to changes in material resources. 

Third, as income is highly correlated to post-separation family 
structure (single-mother, single-father, step-family), entering family 
structure variables into a path analysis would permit the effects of 
structure to be distinguished from those of income changes and from 
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pre-exlstmg wellbeing of parents. No such studies with adequate 
income measures have been found in this review of the literature. 

Household finances and children's wellbeing 
The mechanisms by which material resources and changes in material 
resources affect the wellbeing of children have been conceptualised as 
direct and indirect. Garbarino (1992) also distinguishes between effects 
of absolute poverty in relation to meeting children's basic needs for 
safety, health, nurture and security, and the effects of relative poverty. 
Relative poverty may be in contrast with general societal standards or 
other reference groups because 'human beings tend to evaluate their 
surroundings in relativistic terms' (Garbarino 1992:229). In discussing 
the meaning of poverty and its effects on children, Garbarino argues 
that violated expectations engender frustration, anger, and hostility and 
that this negativity increases the risks for children. 

Some of the risks of poverty may be passed on to children through 
parents' reduced capacity to care for and supervise their children. 
Patterson (1976) has shown that low income parents are more likely 
to use coercive methods with their children and to occasion reactive 
anti-social behaviour in their progeny. It is not clear whether these 
observations spring from poverty per se or other pervasive factors. 
For example, middle class custodial mothers under other stress have 
been described as interacting with their sons in this way (Hether
ington 1988). The ways in which poverty interacts with mothers' 
capacity to care for children are clearly complex. 

In an American national study of households, Gelles (1989) dis
tinguishes the effects of family structure (one-parent and two parent) 
from those of poverty and shows that it is poverty which poses the risk 
of abuse. The exception is that living with a sole father also puts 
children at risk of abuse. In studies of families in dire poverty, both 
Gelles (1989) and Garbarino (1992) suggest that income may not have 
linear effects on children's wellbeing. Moreover, these studies do not 
explore the effects of sudden loss of income on previously adequately 
resourced families. Further work is required to uncover the routes by 
which the economic circumstances of divorce affect the wellbeing of 
children, independently of family structure and previous resources. 

Household Finances and Children's Wellbeing: Analysis 
This section presents the effects of post-divorce family structure (sole
mother and step-family), and examines household income (pre
separation, current, and changes between the two) on children's well
being five to eight years after parental divorce. 

The relationship of family composition and economic resources 
with a number of indices of children's wellbeing (for example the 
child's perception of the ambience in the homes of mother and father, 
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social competence and self image, and emotional state) provides a 
window on the adaptation of children to life after parental divorce. 
General contentment with the ambience in the home may indicate 
how well suited that environment is for the child, and the child's rela
tionship with the sibling may also reflect qualities in the home 
(Hetherington 1988). The ambience children experience in the 
father's home indicates the emotional and other resources available to 
them from the non-resident parent. 

Three personal attributes, also measured in this study, may be 
related to later behaviour and achievements in young people; collec
tively they depict elements of individual wellbeing which may be 
affected by pre-existing resources, changes in those resources, and 
family composition in the post-divorce period. The first attribute was 
measured by engagement in ordinary social activities and access to 
clubs, friends, and cultural pursuits. The second attribute, self image 
(Offer 1982a), has been ambiguously related to family composition 
(Fine and Kurdek 1991) and thus may be a relevant index of well
being. The third attribute, emotional state, was measured by how the 
child felt in the month prior to interview, and might be expected to be 
responsive to home conditions. 

Four hypotheses have been framed concerning the possible impact 
of the financial resources of the household on children's wellbeing, 
and how that impact may in later years be associated with children's 
failure to fulfil their potential. 

The first two hypotheses are that the level of current household 
income is positively associated with children's wellbeing; and that a 
fall in household income relative to that experienced before parental 
separation will decrease children's wellbeing. 

Since links between the structure of the post-divorce family and 
children's wellbeing have been questioned, the following two hypo
theses have been put forward: that family composition when the avail
able household income is controlled will not account for significant 
variance in child wellbeing; and that the wellbeing of children in sole
mother families will not differ significantly from that of children in 
step-families. 

The testing of the above propositions required careful analysis of 
the impact of standard of living in the child's household before the 
parents separated and then five to eight years later. The standard of 
living of the child at these two points in time were then analysed to 
see what impact they had on a number of aspects of the child's well
being. At the same time it was important to distinguish the effects of 
the type of household the child was living in, be it a step-family or 
sole-parent family. 

This work required statistical analyses of some complexity. We 
were breaking new ground in addressing the questions of the relative 
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importance of standard of living and family composition in children's 
lives and have thus taken care to make available all our methods and 
measures. These are presented in full in the Appendices to this chapter. 

Hierarchical regression was used to explore the effects of pre
separation income and current income and family composition on 
children's wellbeing. Pre-separation household income and children's 
age at separation were entered in the first step of the analyses. Many 
of these measures were correlated with the age of the children and 
thus in all analyses which follow, age has been taken into account. 
Current household income and current family composition were then 
added to the pre-separation factors in the second step. 

The family type in which the child was living at the time of the 
interview was categorised as sole parent (1) or step-parent family (0). 
Pre-separation household income, adjusted for number of dependents 
and expressed in 1987 dollars, was entered in the analysis of chil
dren's wellbeing five to eight years later. Adjusted household income 
was based on a ratio of costs of dependants to net household income 
(Commission of Inquiry into Poverty 1975). These figures are up
dated quarterly by the Institute of Applied Economic and Social 
Research (Weston 1986a, 1993). This measure enabled pre-existing 
income to be examined as an independent determinant of later well
being. In conjunction with current household income this procedure 
also permitted an analysis of the effects of change in income over time 
to be assessed. 

Current material circumstances of the household in which the child 
lived were entered in the model in two forms - first as adjusted 1987 
dollars per week and second as a dichotomous variable (poor/not 
poor). The second measure was tried because income could have had 
a non-linear relationship with wellbeing; very low income (poverty as 
determined by the Institute of Applied Economic and Social 
Research) may have effects on wellbeing not seen over the rest of the 
income range. In fact the dichotomous poverty variable was not a 
strong predictor of wellbeing, so only the results of the continuous 
variables are shown. Appendix Table A 5.1 presents the descriptive 
statistics for the measures in the analysis, and Appendix Table A 5.2 
presents the correlations among the variables in the analysis. 

The beta weights accounting for the effect of each variable (inde
pendently of all the others) are presented in Table 5.1, which presents 
the results for the three indices of wellbeing in the child's homes, and 
Table 5.2, which shows the results of the same analysis on three 
indices of personal wellbeing. In the first step of the hierarchical 
regression pre-separation variables were entered; in the second step, 
current variables were added, so that current effects are independent 
of pre-separation effects. The R2 value shows the amount of variance 
accounted for in the regression equation. 
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First, as Table 5.1 shows, the total effects are modest, accounting at 
most for 19 per cent of the variance in any model. Second, current 
circumstances (household income, family composition, or family 
change since separation) appear to be less important, except in regard 
to ambience in the non-resident father's home, than the two factors 
operating at the time of the parental separation (child's age and house
hold income). Third, of the current circumstances, family composition 
appears to be somewhat less important than income, or change of 
income, in children's wellbeing. Remaining in a sole-parent family five 
to eight years after parental separation appears to confer no 
disadvantage on children. 

The ambience in the mother's home is not significantly related to 
any variables in the equation except age of child at separation. Table 
5.1 shows that younger children find their residence with mother 
more congenial. A second aspect of wellbeing, the quality of the rela
tionship with the sibling, was positively affected by pre-separation 
income, but not by age or any current conditions. Wellbeing in the 

Table 5.1 Beta weights a from hierarchical regression analysis of 
children's wellbeing (ambience in resident home, ambience 
in non-resident home and relationship with sibling) and 
current conditions (household income and family type) 

Children's Wellbeing 

Ambience in Ambience in Relationship 
Predictor Variables resident home non-resident home with sibling 

Pre-separation 
Age of child -.28** -.24* .13 

Household income .15 -.23* .35** 
($ per week)b 

Current (1987) 
Household income -.07 .36* -.14 
($ per week) 

Family type .05 .14 -.05 
(Sole parent=l 
step-family=O) 

N 94 87 94 
R2 .08 .19 .17 

Notes: * p<.OS *. p<.Ol 
a Variables were entered in two blocks in a hierarchical regression analysis. 

Block 1 comprised pre-separation variables and block 2 current variables. 
The coefficients show the total effects of each predictor variable on the 
dependent variable net of the effects of other variables previously entered in 
the analysis. 

b Household income converted to 1987 dollar equivalent. 
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father's home shows reverse effects; lower pre-separation income pre
dicts a more congenial ambience for children in father's home. In 
addition, current household income has a positive effect on children's 
perception of the non-resident parent's home. 

These two results are hard to explain and inconsistent with those 
observed in analyses of all other indices of children's wellbeing. With 
small numbers and rather high correlations freak results can occur 
due to multicollinearity. The major finding is that pre-separation 
income, five to eight years previously, continues to exert influence on 
two aspects of children's wellbeing - the quality of the ambience in 
their mother's home and in their father's home - demonstrating last
ing effects in the post-separation period. 

Finally, children's age at separation, which is here used as a con
trol, accounts for significant variance in children's perception of the 
ambience in both homes. This is probably due to the tendency of 
older children to react more negatively than younger children to 
separation and the many adjustments it requires; younger children 
appear more adaptable. 

Table 5.2 Beta weights a from hierarchical regression analysis of 
children's wellbeing (social competence, emotional state 
and self image) and current conditions (household income 
and family type) 

Children's Wellbeing 

Social Affective Self 
Predictor Variables Competence State Image 

Pre-separation 
Age of child -042 * * * -040** .03 

Household income .26"* .12 .14 
($ per week)b 
Current (1987) 
Household income .14 .06 .26 
($ per week) 
Family type .11 .10 .32* 
(Sole parent=l 
step-family=O) 
N 94 90 76 
R2 .02 .15 .08 

Notes: * p<.05 * * p<.01 * * * p<.001 
a Variables were entered in two blocks in a hierarchical regression analysis. 

Block 1 comprised pre-separation variables and block 2 current variables. 
The coefficients show the total effects of each predictor variable on the 
dependent variable net of the effects of other variables previously entered 
in the analysis. 

b Household income converted to 1987 dollar equivalent. 



80 Remaking Families 

In Table 5.2 shows the results of hierarchical regressions of indi
vidual aspects of child wellbeing on the same pre-separation and cur
rent circumstances as in the previous table. Here, age of child at 
separation has a similar relation to social competence and emotional 
state as described previously. Self image is not age-related. Pre-separa
tion income is a significant predictor of social competence, but not of 
emotional state or self image. The social competence scale includes 
items about social activities including clubs, hobbies and extra-cur
ricular learning, all of which may have monetary costs. However, 
neither current income, nor change in income significantly affects 
social competence, so that it appears that initiatives begun perhaps 
years before carry through to the present. 

Emotional state, measured by a series of items on how the child 
was feeling in the week prior to interview, appears to be independent 
of past and present income and family type. However, self image, 
although unaffected by pre-separation factors or current income, is 
significantly higher in sole-mother families than in step-families. This 
result is consistent with Ochiltree's (1990) finding that children's self 
esteem, highest in intact families, was higher in sole-mother families 
than in step-families. In the present study the effect is refined by con
trol for income, so that independently of pre-separation and current 
income (not significant in determining self image in children) living in 
a sole-mother family confers higher self image on children. The differ
ences observed in the self image of children in sole-mother families 
and step-families may thus be interpreted as the impact of pre-exist
ing factors which both determine the type of family the child lives in 
post-divorce - (long-term) sole-mother families or step-families - and 
the self image of the child. Alternatively, factors other than income 
may be the key to differences between the self image of children in the 
two family types. 

Although current income appears to have little effect on wellbeing, 
it is possible that being poor - in comparison with children who had 
an adequate, if modest, standard of living - may affect children's well
being. When poverty status (defined as being within 20 per cent of the 
Henderson poverty line, or above) was substituted for current house
hold income, the effects were similar to the results for income (results 
not shown). Hence being poor did not change the picture of child 
wellbeing from that observed when income was measured in dollars. 

Household Income and Children's Wellbeing: Discussion 
This chapter considers the effects of changes in family composition 
and household income as factors affecting the wellbeing of children 
five to eight years after parental separation. The strengths of the data 
were that they came from interviews with a sample of divorced par
ents with children, the most representative group available to date. 
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The income data were collected at interviews in which family eco
nomics were quite exhaustively recorded. This degree of detail and 
cross-checking, often with statements made to the Family Court and 
the Taxation Department, was a sound basis for computing adjusted 
income (that is, a ratio of income to dependents derived from the 
Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research) and making 
standard comparisons with income adjusted to 1987 dollars (Weston 
1993). The time-span covered more than the crisis period around the 
separation, so that changes in both household income and family 
composition could reasonably take effect. 

There are, however, other indices of economic resources, as well as 
adjusted household income. For example, the type of housing and 
equity in the house is an index of security with implications for the 
wellbeing of sole mothers (Wulff 1988). Other wealth and human 
capital or earning capacity might all be considered part of economic 
resources and explored in future studies of children's wellbeing after 
divorce. However, in our earlier work (McDonald 1986c), women 
were not generally asset-rich and income-poor, so tangible wealth 
may not be as important as human capital. 

Several caveats are perhaps warranted in relation to these findings. 
First, the sample probably under-represented the very poor, socially 
isolated and non-English-speaking members of the divorced popu
lation. Second, there are relatively small numbers in each group so 
that effects which might be significant in a larger group may not be 
so here. Finally, the indices of children's wellbeing are but some from 
a wide array - for example, these results have nothing to say about 
the impact of income on later status attainment such as educational 
achievement, occupation and income. Within these constraints, some 
cautious inferences may be drawn. 

Pre-separation income 
Pre-separation economic conditions appear to have significant, last
ing or lagged effects on some indices of children's wellbeing five to 
eight years after parental separation. Mechanisms by which economic 
resources may act on children's wellbeing over time have been 
suggested in several previous studies. Colletta (1979), for example, 
found that children in low income homes - divorced and intact - had 
more restrictive and demanding rearing than those in higher income 
families, and concludes that economic conditions may affect the child 
directly by deprivation, and indirectly through child rearing prachces. 
Gelles (1989), who focused on the stress of poverty on mothers and 
the indirect effects on children, found that mothers in poor, one
parent families are no more abusive than mothers in poor two-parent 
families, but poor mothers are significantly more likely to be abusive 
than other mothers. 
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Although we have no data on parenting practice, it is possible that 
child rearing differed in some respects in conjunction with material 
resources available to families before separation when the children 
were young. It is also possible that child rearing practices have con
siderably continuity over the child's life and hence that the early 
effects carry through to the post-separation period. 

Relative poverty 
Garbarino (1988) proposes that relative, not absolute, poverty in
duces anger, resentment and conflict, and affects children's self image. 
The mechanism he offers is that children construct self image through 
the comparisons they make with significant individuals and groups 
around them. In the present study, self image was not significantly 
related to income at either point in time. It is possible that the positive 
effect of higher current household income on children's perceptions of 
the ambience in their father's home reflects a relatively small gap in 
income between the two households. 

In subsidiary analyses not reported here, relative income between 
households was not significantly related to any indices of child well
being, although about two in five children thought the amount of main
tenance paid was not fair. Their comments also contained some bitter 
remarks such as: 'Mum has to scrimp, but they [father's family] have 
everything.' Thus relativities between households may create resent
ment, engendering poor relations between parents, and between non
resident parent and child. Further research might unravel some of the 
ways in which relativities in income may affect children's wellbeing. 

Although correlates of pre-separation household income could not 
be examined in this study, pre-separation factors need to examined as 
possible explanations of child wellbeing after divorce. Among pre
separation factors are resources, child rearing conditions and child 
wellbeing. Without taking account of these factors spurious infer
ences may be made about the impact of post-divorce conditions on 
children's wellbeing. Household income may be a proxy for other 
factors operating in the child's life, indicating a whole milieu in which 
the child was reared in his/her early years. 

The children in the study were on average six-and-a-half years old 
at the time the parents separated. Parental priorities and their hopes 
and expectations for their children may carry forward through 
changed circumstances, providing continuity in the child's life, in spite 
of financial strictures and family change. In addition, correlates of 
household income may include the resources of family and friends, 
and the capacity to manage these resources when in need (for example, 
borrowing from family who are in a position to make the loan). 

Paradoxically, perhaps, the drop in income may mobiise personal 
and social resources of people who had higher pre-separation in-
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comes and thus diminish some of the effects of income loss per se. If 
access to such resources is a key to assisting people through changed 
income circumstances, then making support services more generally 
available might assist families who do not have these resources. 

Changes in income 
Changes in household income seem to have little effect on children's 
wellbeing except for the ambience in the non-resident father's home. 
This finding runs counter to that of Braver, Gonzalez and Sandler 
(1989) and of Desimone-Luis, O'Mahoney and Hunt (1979) who 
found drop in income an important factor in mothers' and children's 
post-divorce functioning. These studies were closer in time to the 
crisis than the present work, so that the economic dislocation was 
probably more recent and more severe, and adaptation correspond
ingly less complete. 

In the present study, although some mothers reported very low 
incomes, they expressed satisfaction with the control they had over 
their (sometimes meagre) budget and with their economic inde
pendence. Others saw their role as full-time (poor) mothers as worth
while but temporary. Thus, at least some of the poor mothers may 
have been less vulnerable to the stresses of poverty that Garbarino 
(1992:230) proposes follow 'violated expectations', with its atten
dant frustration and anger which may in turn affect children's sense 
of self and other aspects of wellbeing. Yet other mothers voiced their 
anger and resentment at being poor and their struggle to pay for 
basics ('I can't even buy them jeans, just grey op-shop pants'), and 
others were careworn ('I've got no-one to turn to'). 

Such heterogeneity among mothers and poorer mothers is reflected 
in the results reported. Drop in income was associated with a more 
positive perception by the children of the non-resident parent's home. 
Surprising though these results may be, if true, they could indicate 
that children who had experienced greater drop in household income 
found their non-resident parent's home more congenial by virtue of 
its relative affluence. The non-resident fathers, who constituted the 
majority of non-resident parents, were more affluent than resident 
mothers (Weston 1993). 

There may be several reasons why the results reported here do not 
match those in American studies. For example, being income poor in 
Australia may not be as devastating as it is in the United States. Access 
to adequate schools, health care, public housing and the level of social 
security may be such that poverty is not so severe. Cross-national 
studies of poverty are very difficult to assess (OECD 1990), but 
Australian families seem to have reasonable support relative to the 
United States. Thus the lack of effect of poverty may reflect a milder 
level of hardship experienced by families after divorce in Australia. 
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Changes in family composition 
The degree of stability in the post-separation family has also been 
associated with risk for children. In a New Zealand longitudinal 
study, Fergusson, Horwood and Lynskey (1990) document the 
cumulative risks associated with multiple family changes. In a large 
Danish study, Mednick, Baker and Carothers (1990) found that 
divorce per se confers no extra risk of criminality in youths, but that 
unstable families (those which changed membership more often than 
others after divorce) increased the probability of offences. Both these 
reports are consistent with Rutter's (1987) concept of the cumulative 
nature of risk in children's lives. It thus seems appropriate to include 
the degree of post-separation family change, as well as mid-term 
family composition, in considering children's wellbeing. From the life 
history of the parents, each move from sole parent to step-family to 
the addition of new children was considered as a separate event, as 
was the return to sole-parent family from step-family if the second 
partnership broke down. Changes may be welcomed and positive as 
well as stressful; for example, new half-siblings were often welcomed, 
a source of pleasure and pride and a symbol of security. 

Changes were not able to be tested adequately in this study. A 
change index with the child's appraisal of changes would be required 
to test which changes, their sequence and frequency pose hazards to 
children's wellbeing after divorce. Future work could refine the effects 
of change, distinguished from economic conditions. Children in this 
study who remained in sole-parent families throughout the five to 
eight years had experienced fewer family changes and, in terms of self 
image, appeared to fare better than children in step-families. 

A comment is perhaps required about the effects of the age of the 
child on the outcomes considered. Since it correlated with the depen
dent variables, age of child was considered as a control in these 
analyses; on the other hand, age may have some independent role. 
Except in quality of sibling relationships, children who were older at 
the time of separation in general appear to have lower wellbeing than 
younger children, with the exception of their self image which did not 
differ. However, this interpretation requires replication with measures 
with appropriate age norms. It may just be that older teenagers are 
generally more discerning about home ambience. 

In summary, these results direct attention to the importance of the 
pre-separation experience of children in the evaluation of post
separation adaptations. They also endorse the findings of Thomson, 
Hanson and McLanahan (1992), who report that only a small part of 
the differences between children's behaviour and achievement in one
parent, two-parent, and step-families is accounted for by economic 
resources (although more than is accounted for by socialisation 
practices). The results also call for refinement in the design of further 
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studies. Attention needs to be focused on correlates of pre-separation 
income - employment status and sources of income, parenting prac
tices, and values and expectations for children. The model proposed 
here is a very reduced one, and other factors known to affect children's 
wellbeing in the post-separation period should be examined - in par
ticular, family process and other aspects of stability or dislocation in 
children's lives, such as changes of housing, schools and neigh
bourhoods. 

Since the models of structural and resource factors in child well
being explored here do not explain child wellbeing very well (and 
previous work has shown them to be weak in accounting for parental 
wellbeing (Weston and Funder 1993), the next chapters will focus on 
aspects of family relationships as sources of wellbeing in parents and 
children. 

Coda: Children and Justice 
In the lives of the children in our study, family economics had impacts 
other than those explored in the previous analyses. The children were 
keen observers and commentators on the costs of their upbringing, 
the way those costs were shared, and relative standard of living in 
each household. They were often as wise in their insights into the 
rigours of running the household and balancing costs, as they were 
critical of perceived injustices. 

Parental behaviour is the child's window on the wider world of 
standards and rules about role division, fairness and justice (Okin 
1989). The children's comments can take us beyond the wellbeing 
into their construction of how the economics of the post-divorce 
family ought to function, and perhaps, too, into the way they may 
recreate the world as parents themselves. They take many stances, but 
generally have quite clear vision. 

Some of our interviews with children give vivid expression to the 
keen observations of children on the justice of the division of 
responsibility for their support: 

'Dad never pays anything. Mum hates it. Mum talks about it. She 
says we are his kids and "R" and "C" [step-children] are not. He 
pays more for them. He bought them a computer. I'll never have 
anything like that.' 

This boy of ten years, whose parents separated when he was two 
years old, shows a keen sense of the distribution of goods between the 

. children for whom his father is responsible and the reverberations of 
this situation for his mother eight years after separation. 

A girl of 13 years whose parents separated when she was seven is 
a close, observer of how her financial support is managed by her 
parents. For her the balance clearly seems right: 
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'Um - well, Dad pays for all my schooling and my food when I'm 
there. Mum pays for my food and clothes and Dad pays for some 
clothes. It's all just all divided up good. And Mum pays for 
Medicare and that - whatever it is. Whatever they have to pay for 
me - doctors bills, dentists bills . .. ' 

Not just money enters the equation of justice in children's view. 
This boy of 11 years whose parents separated when he was five 
comments on the basic economics of caring work and paid work: 

'The money Dad pays for us is important. I think Mum couldn't 
look after us by herself. She couldn't make enough money 
without losing time with us.' 

A bitter note creeps into the assessment of an older boy of 16 
years. His words are a keen demonstration, however, of Okin's 
(1989) thesis that children will carry forward standards observed in 
the family. The boy's words also present a child's commentary on the 
'clean break' doctrine in family law: 

'Dad has made a fresh start. He lives in [a middle class suburb} 
and we moved up here [outer rim}. His house is expensive and 
everything. Because Dad wants to see us all the time, Mum has to 
pay half the fares. He should pay both ways. He only pays $45 
maintenance for each of us. [Why should he pay more?} Because 
me and my brother have inherited his expensive tastes - ha-ha-ha , 

Another teenage boy carefully assessed the balance of payments 
and reflected that the scales were tipped: 

'I think it was unfair before Mum got married again. I thought 
Dad was paying too much . .. and she was going to school again 
and she never got a part-time job or anything like that. And it 
was a bit unfair to Dad to sort of be supporting us - I reckon it 
was a bit unfair.' 

In summary, the children speak to their keen observation of justice 
and injustice. They also record: their hurt and anger at disparities in 
standard of living between households; their critical analysis of 
parental manipulation; their expectation that parents contribute as 
they are able; their resentment at preference for children in another 
household; and their appreciation of difficulties parents have in 
providing material support. 

The sensitivity of these children to post-separation family eco
nomics has relevance at the macro level to family policies where chil
dren's voices are not often heard. Harding (1994) shows that childless 
couples have a poverty rate around 7 per cent. With the addition of 
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children, the couple's risk of poverty comes close to doubling. Sole 
parenthood, however, increases that risk three-fold. Since both the 
number and rate of children living in poverty rose during the 1980s 
(Gallagher 1985), the problem of poverty and of distributing the 
burden of supporting children after parental separation requires our 
most constructive solutions. 

Previous studies have shown that poverty, or even substantially 
lowered income, puts children at risk of moving house and school, of 
stress and worry, and of loss of status and self esteem (Garbarino 
1992). Relative economic deprivation - relative to the period of the 
marriage and relative to the other household - may also affect chil
dren's sense of wellbeing (Barber and Eccles 1992; Gelles 1989). On 
the other hand, some studies show that, in terms of increased responsi
bility, competence and achievements, children in sole-mother families 
fare better than children in step-families in the short-term (Barber and 
Eccles 1992; Capaldi and Patterson 1991; Ochiltree 1990). 

However, few studies have attempted to weight the effects on 
children's wellbeing of family composition and economic conditions, 
factors which appear to operate in contrary ways; children in step
families have family incomes considerably higher than in sole-mother 
families, although children in sole-mother families may do better on 
a range of indicators of wellbeing. Furthermore, recent panel studies 
in the United Kingdom and the United States (Cherlin et al. 1991; 
Elliott and Richards 1991) show that the effects of socio-economic 
conditions, behaviour and achievement pre-dating parental divorce 
have been underestimated as factors affecting children's achievements 
as young adults, and their long-term wellbeing after divorce. 

In summary, the main findings of our investigation into the effects 
of household income on children's wellbeing are that, first, household 
income prior to the separation is still associated with some indices of 
children's wellbeing, and that, second, independently of income, 
family composition has significant effects only on children's self 
image. All these effects are small - in particular, structural and re
source aspects of the post-divorce family (current household income 
and household composition) account for only 5-10 per cent of the 
variance in children's wellbeing, five to eight years after parental 
separation. 

The findings thus challenge an emphasis in the divorce literature 
on economic resources and household composition as the major cor
relates of children's wellbeing after divorce (Gelles 1989; McLanahan 
1991). They also direct attention to pre-divorce conditions which 
persist, or which have time-lagged effects that may be confounded 
with divorce effects in cross-sectional studies. The challenge is to ex
plain the significance of pre-separation income in children's well
being, despite later changes in resources and household composition. 
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Explanations may be found in the association between early socio
economic status and the development of personal resources and social 
skills and networks. These may be some of the constant features of 
the child and his/her environment which survive income changes and 
which are correlated with income in the pre-divorce family. Such an 
interpretation is consistent with the findings in the child development 
literature (for example, Block, Block and Gjerde 1986), where long
term continuities in child development are reported. 



6 
Wellbeing in Step-families 

Five to eight years after parental separation, 52 per cent of house
holds in which children lived had reorganised to include a new adult 
member. This new member assumes two roles in the family system. 
The first role is that of spouse (a role fulfilled by both married and 
partnered couples) and co-parent with the biological parent, and the 
second is that of step-parent to the children. The responsibilities of 
parents after divorce are legally specified as custody, guardianship 
and financial support under the Family Law Act 1975 but there is no 
formal stipulation about the roles of the new partner. 

It should be noted here that terminology relating to children 
changed on 11 June 1996, with the commencement of the Family 
Law Reform Act 1995. The terms 'guardianship' or 'custody' were re
placed by an overarching concept of parental responsibility in which 
arrangements for children's care are described under the terms of 
'residence' and 'contact'. However, as the parents in this study came 
under the old law, the terminology of 'custody' and 'guardianship' is 
used in this chapter as it was in the questions put to respondents. 

As there is no formal definition of roles for new partners in post
divorce families with children, the questions posed here concern how 
the new partners are perceived to exercise these roles, and what im
pact this perception has on the wellbeing of parents and children. In 
addition, since roles as co-parent and step-parent may affect and be 
constrained by the role of the non-resident parent, the links between 
these two systems within the family are explored. 

The new partner's reported willingness to be involved in custodial, 
guardianship and financial functions, and their participation in such 
functions, are examined as indices of his/her role as co-parent. Two 
aspects of the step-father role, involvement and affection, are then 
viewed from the perspective of the child. Correlations between differ
ences in these various indices and wellbeing of parents and children 
are then presented. 

In general, the data show that new partners are perceived by 
parents to be willing and active co-parents. The nature and degree of 
their involvement with children appears to be related to residence and 
gender, although these variables are confounded in this study. Links 
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between degree of involvement as a co-parent and parental wellbeing 
are weak; although previous studies of the parents in this sample 
(Weston 1986b; Weston and Funder 1993) show that repartnering is 
associated with parental wellbeing, the ways in which the role of co
parent is exercised is minimally related. From the child's perspective, 
although three-quarters of the children like their step-father, the 
patterns of involvement and affection have a significant effect on 
children's happiness at home. These results are discussed in relation 
to the wider literature, and implications for parents. Their relevance 
for family law is canvassed in the context of the regulation of 
parental, and possibly step-parental, responsibility (Australia. Family 
Law Council 1992a). 

Roles and the Family System 
The public face of transition proposed by Cowan (1991) is that of 
changes observable in roles and relationships. Roles and relationships 
are not easily distinguished. Cowan defines roles as appropriate 
behaviours of persons occupying particular positions (parent, child, 
worker). The behaviours of parents would include a considerable 
array: caring, affection, providing, supervising and educating. Roles 
may have both overlapping and conflicting behaviours, may be clear 
or ambiguous; their execution may contribute to wellbeing and self 
esteem, or to stress. During life transitions, roles may be added 
(worker/provider as well as carer), subtracted (reduction or removal 
of parent/carer), or redefined (spouse/parent to co-parent, Ahrons 
1979). There may also be shifts in the salience of roles. Weston 
(1986b) has shown, for example, the more peripheral place of 
parenting in the lives and wellbeing of non-resident fathers than is the 
case for resident mothers. The re-allocation of roles, their clarity or 
ambiguity, the effectiveness of role behaviour, and the demands their 
execution make on family members have been the subject of research 
directed largely at establishing the effects of these changes on the 
wellbeing of family members, and the effective functioning of the 
family unit (Boss 1980; Pasley 1987). 

Relationships refer to the qualities of the interactions between 
two or more people. In the divorce transition, it is an understatement 
to say that relationships are central. The quality of interaction 
between the spouses is the single admissible cause for divorce -
'irretrievable breakdown' - and the reason given by the majority of 
people who divorce (Wolcott 1983). The qualities or dimensions 
of relationships are the ·focus of very considerable research which 
might be summarised under three approaches suggested by Rutter 
(1988) - relationships as attachment, as support, or as buffer against 
adversity. Divorce gives a very particular insight into relationships, 
since the crisis of separation involves major disturbance to primary 
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attachments which in other crises may act as support and buffer. This 
double vulnerability is central to research questions tilted towards the 
management of the divorce transition. 

Transfonnations of the family system 
Family systems theory has informed a considerable body of research 
on divorce, and its effects on the functioning of the family and the 
wellbeing of individual members. The conception of the family being 
more than the sum of its parts (a homeostatic system guided by rules) 
derives from the clinical observations of family therapists (Bowen 
1978; Haley 1971; Minuchin 1974; Minuchin and Fishman 1981). In 
a cognate approach, Reiss (1981) considers the social construction of 
the family as seen in the shared beliefs and identity of the members 
which predicts how they will perceive situations and respond to them. 
Taking a wider sociological approach, Broderick and Smith (1979) 
consider the family system in interaction with other social systems. 
Both clinical and sociological approaches suggest the power of the 
family to shape the behaviours and wellbeing of members. Although 
intuitively, and also through intensive clinical observation, it is 
possible to infer the functioning of the family system, empirically this 
degree of complexity is difficult to examine. 

On the other hand, a study of the adaptations of parents and 
children to divorce must come to terms with the family as more than 
a simple aggregate. The approach taken here is that advanced by 
Emde (1988), in which the family system is conceived as the effects of 
relationships on relationships, or the relations between relationships. 
In this conception of the family as a system transformed by divorce, 
relationships are seen as encompassing roles, with rules for behav
iours and expectations determined by influences both within and 
outside the family. 

Thus the key roles of spouse, parent, and child are all defined with
in the broader social context, as well as being responsive to the par
ticular circumstances, styles and relationship qualities within the 
family. In this sense, the family systems approach is consistent with 
an ecological understanding of families and child development (Bron
fenbrenner 1979, 1989, 1990) where the family system is seen as 
interacting with other systems (for example, legal and economic) and 
is described metaphorically as having a permeable boundary through 
which, as if by osmosis, influences are transmitted. In divorce, these 
interactions between systems are made explicit in the effects of family 
relationships on economic transfers and children's living arrange
ments, and in the impact of legal and economic institutions on rela
tionships and on individuals. 

Each set of role relationships within the family has been conceived 
as a sub-system with its own rules (role prescriptions), with each 
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affecting the other (Boss 1980; Minuchin 1974). Most obviously, in 
divorce the spousal sub-system is altered, although the work of Weiss 
(1979) and Ahrons (1979, 1981) shows that physical separation and 
psychological detachment are not synonymous, and the notion of a 
family system is essentially psychological. Ambiguities arising from 
physical absence, and psychological presence or absence, have been 
examined as sources of difficulty for families adjusting to divorce 
(Boss 1980; Boss and Greenberg 1984; Pasley 1987). Of particular 
interest from this perspective are the different definitions of the 
father, mother and children, of the physically absent father's role - his 
obligation to support children financially, to care for and enjoy them 
- and the impact of ambiguity on the relationship between parents, 
and between the non-resident father and child. 

Parents' and children's perceptions on parenting roles 
Within the context of such complex role changes, two general sets of 
questions are addressed in this chapter. The first examines the role of 
a new spouse as support for the biological parent and the effect of 
support on the wellbeing of the parent. Hetherington (1988) and 
Hetherington, Cox and Cox (1985) propose that an important role of 
the new spouse in families with children is to support the parent in 
his/her role of setting standards and controls. This might be con
sidered as the co-parental role of the new spouse, rather than the 
spousal role. In family law in Australia, the United States or the 
United Kingdom (Ramsey 1992), the role of the step-parent is not 
made specific. Accordingly, knowing what roles new spouses play is 
an important base for discussing practical and legal implications of 
assigning step-parent responsibilities, and for achieving an effective 
balance in the care, education and financial support of children after 
parental divorce. 

More specifically, the questions posed about support are as fol
lows: What role do new spouses play as support for resident mothers 
and non-resident fathers? How willing was the new partner to take 
responsibility for the children, both when the partnership began and 
currently? To what degree does the new partner participate in cus
todial activities (day-to-day care)? To what extent does the new 
partner participate in guardianship functions (advice and decision 
making)? To what extent does the new partner contribute to the 
financial support of the children, and is this financial support main
tained over time? What effect does this support have on the wellbeing 
of mothers and fathers? 

The second general question concerns the child's perception of the 
role of the new spouse as parent, and the effect of differences in the 
exercise of this role on child's wellbeing. Ina large literature on step
families (Ganong and Coleman 1984), the sensitive negotiation of the 
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roles of step-parent and step-child is emphasised, and caution raised 
about prescriptions based on models of the biological, nuclear family 
(Cherlin 1978; Thery 1991). 

Given the limited number of resident step-mothers and non-resident 
step-fathers in this study, the role of the resident step-father will be 
specifically addressed as follows: How do children perceive the in
volvement of step-fathers as custodians and guardians? Is this 
involvement affected by the age and sex of the child? How affection
ate are children towards their step-father? How are patterns of affec
tion and involvement with step-fathers associated with children's 
wellbeing? 

Parents' Perspectives of Co-parenting 
This section considers the perspectives of parents on the roles played 
by their new partners in supporting them as parents, in the day-to
day care of children, and as guides and sources of advice in relation 
to the children. 

Methods 
The new partner role and its impact on parental wellbeing. To ex
amine the role of new partners as co-parents, data were obtained 
from the entire parent sample who were repartnered - resident 
mothers (131), non-resident fathers (122), resident fathers (30), and 
non-resident mothers (10). The use of this sample contrasts with the 
children's data used to explore their perceptions of the role of the 
resident step-father which are restricted to the largest group, resident 
mother households in which there was a new partner/step-father. The 
new partners themselves were not interviewed, and thus the data re
flect the perceptions of the biological parent of their new partners in 
their parenting role; the reporting groups in the analysis are parents 
of the children and the study group their new partners. The imbalance 
in numbers in the parent groups is indicative of that found in family 
types following divorce in Australia. 

The step-parent role as co-parent was defined by three parental 
functions described in family law regulations (Family Law Act 1975) 
- custodial functions of day-to-day care, guardianship functions of 
decision making about the major directions in the child's life, and 
financial support of a dependent child. A scale of custodial functions 
was derived from a check list of items such as providing transport, 
listening to problems, and helping with homework. Guardianship 
items included input into decisions about dress, diet and education, 
and rules about behaviour. Participation in financial support was 
measured by questions about the new partner's willingness to support 
the child, and actual financial support for general sustenance, 
education and extras such as holidays and equipment. Financial 
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support was established both for the time when cohabitation began 
and for the present time. The measures of parental wellbeing were 
emotional state and psychological wellbeing. All measures are 
described in detail in the Appendix to Chapter 3. 

Involvement. To explore the role of the step-father and its impact 
on children's wellbeing, data were derived from the sample of 105 
children, selecting those children living with mother (92 per cent), 48 
of whom had a resident step-father (52 per cent). Involvement in the 
care and supervision of children was explored by the use of two sets 
of six questions designed to measure the extent of step-parents' in
volvement in guardianship and custody tasks. The Australian Family 
Law Act (1975) considers parental responsibilities as financial sup
port, guardianship (decision making) and care and control (custody). 

Children were asked whether their step-parent was involved in 12 
aspects of parenting. Items included 'telling you right from wrong', 
'talking over problems', 'making rules or decisions about your 
schooling/career', 'making rules or decisions about the sort of friends 
you have'. These items were summed to make a scale of step-parent 
involvement. The distribution was more rectangular than normal, 
and on the basis of inspection children were categorised as being in 
one of three involvement categories - high (35 per cent), mid (32 per 
cent), and low (32 per cent). 

Liking. In a separate section of the interview, children were asked 
to rate how well they got on with members of the household in which 
they lived on a scale of 1 to 5, where '1' meant 'very badly' and '5' 
meant 'very well'. The mean score for step-fathers was 3.98, with a 
standard deviation of 0.62. This scale was negatively skewed; it was 
thus decided to categorise respondents into high and low liking, with 
a rating of three or less indicating lower liking (26 per cent) and four 
or five as high liking (74 per cent). 

Relationship with step-parent: liking and involvement. In order to 
explore the combined effects of involvement and liking - the relation
ship between children and step-parents - the two measures were com
bined to categorise children's relationship with the step-parent as: high 
liking and mid-ta-high involvement (56 per cent); high liking and low 
involvement (18 per cent); low liking and mid-to-high involvement 
(11 per cent); and low liking and low involvement (16 per cent). 

Children's views on life in step-families. Two unstructured ques
tions were asked relating to step-families: 'What are the good things 
about living in a step-family?' and 'What are the hard things about 
living in a step-family? The responses to these questions were re
corded, transcribed to a computer file and linked to data files. In this 
way, comments could be retrieved for any sub-group - for example: 
boys or girls; living with mother or father; reporting high or low in
volvement with the step-parent (Funder, Kinsella and Courtney 1992). 
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Willingness of new partners to be involved in parenting 
New partners were generally seen by both men and women, resident 
and non-resident parents as being willing to assume a parenting role. 
The average rating was more than four on a five-point scale of will
ingness to participate in parenting responsibilities when the partner
ship began. From these reports, it appears that divorced men and 
women had the support of interested new partners who were pre
pared to share their duties and care for the children. As the new 
partnership continued, new partners' willingness on average waxed 
rather than waned. Involvement with children thus did not seem to 
dim the new partner's enthusiasm for sharing, and the new partner 
was seen as a continuing resource by the parent. Although willingness 
to participate in parenting was universally high, three factors in
creased the willingness - living with the children, being a step-mother 
rather than a step-father, and being involved with younger children. 

Since financial responsibility is important for children (Weston 
1993) and a contentious issue between parents after divorce (Harrison 
et al. 1990), parents were specifically asked how willing new partners 
were to share the costs. Willingness to contribute to day-to-day living 
expenses, housing, holidays and leisure was high to very high for all 
groups, as shown by averages of more than four on a five point scale; 
willingness to pay for children's education was slightly lower (3.95). 
Two factors increased willingness to share in the financial support of 
children - being male and living with the children. 

It is no surprise that financial resources are more likely to be 
shared within the household. That men are more willing to share this 
aspect of co-parenting than women may reflect differences in in
comes, and perhaps gender-specific expectations about parenting. 
Such differences were evident in reports by both men and women in 
the study about their first marriage (Funder 1986b) and second union 
(Weston and McDonald 1992). 

Participation of new partners in parenting 
From willingness, the analysis next moved to the nature of actual par
ticipation of step-parents, as perceived by the parents in two general 
functions - day-to-day care and control, and decision making. Al
though new partners were almost universally seen as willing to act as 
co-parents, they differed in their exercise of custodial and guardian
ship roles. The details of how step-parents were perceived to take up 
these roles are presented in Table 6.1. 

On average, fewer than half the possible guardianship decisions 
were shared by step-parents, so that many elements of parenting were 
clearly not subject to step-parent input. Non-resident fathers were not 
as active guardians as resident parents, nor did they ascribe such 
activity to their new partner (r = .32, p < .01); similarly the resident 
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Table 6.1 Resident and non-resident parents' reports of step-parent 
carticipation in the guardianship and custody of children 

y residence and gender (percentages answering 'yes') 

Parent Group 

Resident Non-resident 
Parent function Step-mother Step-father Step-mother Step-father 

Guardianship 
Diet 91 51 31 00 
Education 72 62 07 18 
Religion 38 31 04 00 
Right & wrong 94 93 42 27 
Dress 84 65 39 27 
Music & clubs 69 64 14 27 
Health care 94 69 16 09 
Friends 75 59 13 27 
Total 64 45 19 17 
Custody 
Discipline 94 92 49 55 
Buy clothes 88 38 39 27 
Pay basics 72 88 18 64 
Pay hobbies 63 75 23 45 
Doctor/dentist 81 57 13 09 
Birthdays 91 93 57 55 
School functions 72 65 15 09 
To sports 75 78 26 36 
Discuss problems 94 91 50 45 
Holidays 91 86 55 73 
Help homework 84 83 20 36 
Total 82 77 33 23 

mother's guardianship role was correlated with that of her new 
partner's (r = .21, P < .02). New partners' participation in guardian
ship decisions also varied according to sex of the step-parent (F = 
70.38, df (1, 292), P <.001) as well as residence (F = 23.41, df 
(1,292), P < .001). Overall, resident step-mothers are involved in 64 
per cent of the decisions, resident step-fathers in 45 per cent, non
resident step-mothers in 19 per cent and non-resident step- fathers in 
17 per cent. Clearly residence determines a greater part of step
parents' involvement in decision making about children, but within 
resident groups, step-mothers are more involved. When children lived 
independently, step-mothers also appeared to be more active than 
step-fathers as advisers, although the numbers in these groups were 
small and conclusions must remain tentative. 

On closer inspection, much of the difference between men and 
women was associated with women's greater input/control over 
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health and diet; in terms of input from new partners, parents are most 
likely to receive advice in matters of morals and behaviour. In this 
over arching domain of child rearing the very high willingness of new 
partners to be co-parents is clear, even if opportunity to give specific 
guidance is limited. 

Day-to-day care and responsibility for children 
Residence has an even more marked effect on the new partner's in
volvement in day-to-day responsibilities and activities than on guid
ance and decision making. Overall, new partners were reported to be 
most involved in discipline, celebrations, discussing problems and 
helping with homework. Participation in the custodial role, was 
influenced by residence (F = 100, df (1,292), P < .001) and gender 
(F = 85.42, df (1,292), p < .001). Resident step-mothers were per
ceived as more involved than resident step-fathers in day-to-day care 
as demonstrated by the significant interaction term between gender 
and residence (F = 44.9, df (1,292), P < .001). 

In addition to day-to-day care, most new partners were reported to 
contribute both time and money to the children. Men, however, tend 
to give more money than time, and women reverse this pattern. This 
situation probably reflects the distribution of resources between men 
and women in Australian society; it follows the pattern in most two
parent families, and reflects differences between men and women in 
degrees of willingness to contribute financially. 

Co-parenting support from former spouse and present partner 
With the entry of a new partner/step-father into the household and 
the family system, there are several possible adjustments in division of 
roles. On the one hand, the new partner may supplant the former 
spouse as co-parent, or on the other hand the roles may be shared. 
For non-resident fathers, the fear of being supplanted was expressed 
by one man as 'losing the children to the new man'. 

Divided loyalties can also cause difficulties for children, as seen in 
the next section; it is thus important to understand how the two 
systems of co-parenting affect each other. Maintaining a working 
relationship between parents after divorce has been shown to be a 
significant predictor of continuing contact between non-resident 
fathers and children in this study (Funder 1989, 1993b). The resident 
mother's family type, whether she was single, repartnered, or with 
new children, was not a significant predictor of father contact with 
children when time since separation was statistically controlled 
(Funder 1989). It is, however, possible that the involvement of the 
resident step-father as co-parent is reciprocally related to the co
parental support from the former spouse, or that the step-father's 
support is in addition to the support of the former spouse. 
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The perceived willingness of the non-resident father's partner to 
support him in parenting was not significantly related to any aspect 
of the co-parental relationship with his former spouse, a result con
sistent with the independence of this aspect of perceived support from 
opportunity to act as parent. However, non-resident fathers who have 
better communication with their former spouses are more likely to 
report greater overall support in parenting from their new partner 
(r = .24, p < .01); similarly, fathers who were less angry and vengeful 
towards their former spouse report significantly higher levels of 
overall support from their new partners (r = -.18, p < .05). 

Better communication and low levels of conflict accompany, and 
probably facilitate, the involvement of non-resident fathers with their 
children. Such a situation may also pave the way for the new partner 
of a non-resident father to participate to some extent as a co-parent. 
These pathways are not established by the present data, although the 
correlations are in the expected direction. Containment of anger and 
finding a way to maintain open, low-conflict communication with the 
former spouse will also facilitate more support in parenting from the 
new partner of the non-resident father. No significant correlations 
were found between the co-parental relationship of the resident 
mother with her former spouse and the willingness or support in 
parenting from the new partner. Resolving difficulties with the former 
spouse may thus bring the subsequent benefit of accessing the re
sources of the new spouse as an additional co-parent. 

Another possibility is that new partners may step into the breach 
as parents when the former spouse is not available - that is, that new 
partners substitute for former spouses. This possibility was not, 
however, supported by the present data. The degree of reported 
sharing of parental duties between former spouses was not 
significantly correlated with the perceived involvement of the new 
partner in child-rearing, for either resident mother or non-resident 
father. However, the more visits per month with the child, the less 
active the resident mother reported her new partner to be in 
guardianship decisions about the child (r = -.19, p < .02). Thus, 
although perceived co-parental support from old and new partner is 
relatively independent, the child's continuing access to the father 
appears to offset the resident step-father's function as guardian. Con
versely, to be active sources of advice and guidance, fathers need to 
keep in touch with their children. 

Support from the new partner and parent wellbeing 
It is commonly assumed that support in parenting assists parents in 
their responsibilities, and provides an aspect of social support derived 
from an intimate other. This is particularly the case for divorced 
parents who have had added responsibilities (Hochschild and 
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Machung, 1989), or have had to renegotiate their role. On the other 
hand, the impact of this role on parental wellbeing does not appear 
to have been formally tested. No causal inferences can be made from 
the present data; a significant correlation between involvement of the 
new partner and parental wellbeing may mean that well-adjusted 
parents are able to involve their new spouses as co-parents, and that 
such involvement increases wellbeing. 

The relationship between feelings of depression and anxiety, and 
degree of support from the new partner is slight but significant for the 
two groups with large numbers (non-resident fathers and resident 
mothers), but the results are hard to interpret. Non-resident fathers 
who had a more positive outlook than other fathers tended to see 
their new partner as more involved in day-to-day activities (r = .16, 
.05 > p <.10). However, it is not possible to say whether having an 
involved new partner gives fathers a more positive outlook or vice 
versa. Although the correlations between father's emotional state and 
the new partner's support in other aspects of parenting were in the 
same direction, they were not significant. For resident mothers, the 
correlation between the new partner's support in day-to-day care and 
mother's emotional state is significant but negative (r = -.22, p <.01). 
It thus seems that mothers who are depressed and anxious believe 
they have more support from the new partner than do mothers with 
a more positive outlook. No significant correlations were found be
tween the involvement of the new partner in decision making and the 
emotional state of the parent, nor was psychological wellbeing signifi
cantly correlated with any measures of support from the new partner. 

In summary, although repartnering after divorce is associated with 
increases in wellbeing and a more positive emotional state in both 
men and women (Weston 1986b; Weston and Funder 1993), there is 
nothing in the type and extent of the new partner's co-parental 
activities (described here from the parent's perspective) which reliably 
affects parent wellbeing. This finding may be explained by the 
generally high levels of support reported, which meant that there was 
little room for parental involvement to improve wellbeing. 

Support and child wellbeing 
Finally, links were sought between the involvement and support 
shown by a new partner and the parents' perception of the wellbeing 
of children. The first index was the parents' general satisfaction with 
their children's achievement, and the second an index of behavioural 
problems. For neither resident mothers nor non-resident fathers were 
there any significant correlations between their satisfaction with 
children's achievement and the participation of the new spouse in 
parenting. However, non-resident fathers reported significantly more 
behavioural problems the more involved the new partner was in 
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parenting (r = .26, P < .01). Although at first glance it may appear 
that the cooperation of new female partners in child rearing might be 
counterproductive, other explanations may have more appeal. The 
more frequently the non-resident father saw the children, the better 
his knowledge of the child, and the more problems he reported. 

Controlling for visiting rate reduced the correlation between step
mother involvement and child problems almost to zero. Two possible 
explanations of this effect are that visiting increases in response to 
children's problems, or that knowledge of the child exaggerates per
ceived problems. Maccoby and Mnookin (1992) note that children's 
needs and family functioning difficulties are associated with migra
tion into father custody, and it may be that fathers are called on to be 
more active parents (and with them, their new spouses) when diffi
culties arise. Giles-Sims and Urwin (1989) find the main reasons for 
a shift to father custody are mothers being over-stressed, mother
child relationship problems, and the child seeking closer relationship 
with the father. The small size of the non-resident mother group made 
it impossible to determine whether such a response is gender-specific. 
No significant relationship between children's wellbeing and mater
nally reported child behaviour problems was found for resident 
mothers. 

Summary of parent's perspective 
The willingness of a new partner to act as co-parent and support for 
the parent is perceived to be generally high, so that most parents who 
repartner after divorce feel they acquire helpmates who support them 
in their role as parent. The extent of this support appears to be 
dictated largely by the opportunities to be involved in the making of 
various decisions, and the opportunities for direct activities with the 
children. As is shown in Chapter 8, non-resident fathers whose post
separation level of conflict diminishes are more likely to remain active 
as co-parents themselves. If they do so, it seems their new spouses are 
willing to act as support to them, although in terms of general well
being or emotional state no links were demonstrated. 

Some gender differences exist, and these appear to reflect both 
access to resources and socially accepted roles - men do more finan
cially, and women spend more time, and attend more to food and 
clothes. In general it appears that willingness to be a co-parent is 
perceived by the parent to be high, including willingness to share 
financial support, and is moderated mostly by opportunity. Non
resident fathers and resident mothers report receiving support from 
their new partners commensurate with their own concern and in
volvement with the children. Finally, although repartnering is 
associated with increased wellbeing among divorced parents, the 
degrees of willingness and involvement of new partners in parenting 
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has no significant bearing on parent wellbeing (except for a paradox
ical effect on resident mothers' emotional state), the parent's percep
tion of the child's wellbeing, or the incidence of behaviour problems. 

Children's Perspectives of Resident Step-father 
This section examines how children perceive the involvement of a resi
dent step-father, their affection for him, and the effects of different 
patterns of involvement and affection on their wellbeing. Since stereo
types and myths about step-families are largely negative (Fine and 
Kurdek 1991), the first approach taken here describes the actual experi
ences of a representative sample of Australian children. In addition, the 
connections between the wellbeing of children, children's perceptions 
of the step-father's involvement with them and their affection for him 
are explored. Finally, children's commentary about step-families is 
presented to illustrate their experiences of living in step-families. 

Five to eight years after the separation of their parents, 66 of the 
105 children (63 per cent) had a step-parent. Only nine children were 
living primarily with their father, so that the majority (91 per cent) of 
children with step-parents living with them had step-fathers. Given 
this, discussion is limited to the families in which the children spent 
most time and which they considered their primary residence. These 
families comprised biological mother and step-father, and may also 
have new children from the second union, and (though rarely) step
siblings. 

Relationship with step-father: involvement and liking 
According to the young people interviewed, the most frequent ways 
in which step-fathers entered into their lives was by telling them what 
was right and wrong (88 per cent) and by paying for their upkeep (80 
per cent). Step-fathers were also often available to help with home
work (55 per cent), to talk over problems (52 per cent), and to help 
with decisions about education and career (37 per cent). They did less 
in the way of health and direct contact with school, and remained on 
the sidelines in matters of religion, hobbies, clothes and friends. Most 
of the children thus had step-fathers who were involved in some ways 
in their lives, and particularly in setting standards and providing 
financial support. 

Children's rating of how they got on with their step-father had a 
median of 4 on a 5-point scale, indicating they got on well. The 
tendency was thus towards a strong endorsement of the step-father. 
In contrast with the myths of step-families and their stereotype as 
troubled (Fine and Kurdek 1991), the children in this sample report 
liking resident step-fathers. 

It appears that children had for the most part a relationship with 
the step-father which suited them, either with high involvement 
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(56 per cent) or low involvement (18 per cent). Of those who did not 
get on well with the step-father (26 per cent), over half appeared to 
have relatively little involvement (16 per cent). A smaller group (11 
per cent) did not like the step-father but reported him to be actively 
involved in their lives. 

Age, gender and family type 
Involvement of step-fathers with children was related to age of the 
child, with younger children reporting more actively involved step
fathers than older children. This finding is in line with their reports 
about the involvement of their resident mothers and non-resident 
fathers, and with the usual expectations about adolescent develop
ment towards autonomy. Liking was not significantly correlated with 
age, and there was no difference in age between groups characterised 
by different patterns of involvement with the step-father. This result 
is surprising since younger children have been described as forming 
new attachments more easily (Hetherington, Cox and Cox 1985). It 
may be that age at the time of the formation of the second family is 
the more sensitive measure, but unfortunately it could not be calcu
lated reliably in this study. Moreover, time in the step-family may also 
influence attachment, but the data did not permit these analyses. 

There was little difference between boys and girls in these reports 
of how they got on with their step-father, although girls scored 
slightly higher on average than boys (F = 2.85, df (1,55), p <.10). 
Boys, however, reported their step-fathers were significantly more 
involved (F = 4.83, df (1,57), p <.05). The greater involvement of 
boys with their step-fathers perhaps mirrors that found between boys 
and their fathers. When liking and involvement patterns were con
sidered, more boys were in the high involvement and liking category 
(61 per cent) than were girls (50 per cent). Boys were also somewhat 
more likely to feel involved with step-fathers whom they did not like 
(15 per cent) than were girls (4 per cent). 

Hetherington, Cox and Cox (1985) report ambiguous results on 
the adaptation of young adolescents in step-father families, although 
in a previous study, ten-year-old boys in step-father families adjusted 
better than those in sole-mother homes; for girls the reverse applied. 
Our data do not suggest very large differences in the ways adolescent 
boys and girls perceive their relationship with the step-father; further
more, when two-way ANOVAS of indices of wellbeing were per
formed with gender and involvement as the factors, gender had no 
significant effects. The data do not offer support for gender 
differences in relationships with step-fathers, nor for the effects of the 
relationship on wellbeing. 

Various studies have found that more complex step-families pose 
greater difficulties for children (Bernstein 1989; Clingempeel 1981), 
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and some of these differences may be seen in the quality of the 
relationship with the step-father. When step-families were categorised 
as (i) repartnered mother with no other children, (ii) new children, 
but no step-children, and (iii) other combinations, including step
children, no significant differences in involvement or liking for the 
step-father were found. It may be that previously reported difficulties 
for children in complex step-families derive from stress, conflict, or 
problems which do not inhere in the step-father-child relationship. 

From a family systems' perspective, Pasley (1987) proposes that 
roles and relationships within the step-family are susceptible to influ
ences from the non-resident parent's family. In particular, the loyalty 
concerns of children (see comments later in this chapter) indicate that 
the relationship with the step-father is affected by the relationship 
with the non-resident father. In previous analyses, non-resident 
fathers living alone saw their children more frequently and were more 
likely to have them stay overnight than were fathers who had re
partnered (Funder 1989). When the father had new children he had 
lowest contact, while fathers with step-children were intermediate in 
terms of visiting. In this analysis, the step-father was most involved 
with the child when the non-resident father was not repartnered 
(F = 4.85 , df (1,60) p < .05), and no significant differences were 
found for liking the step-father. 

It may be that if children have more sustained relationships with 
their fathers who are single, they are also more secure in that relation
ship, and they are then free to enter a new relationship with the step
father. Pasley (1987) comments that the permeability of family boun
daries (the extent to which outsiders, both physically and psycho
logically, are accepted) may increase over time as a crisis recedes. 
Children retaining closer ties with their non-repartnered father, and 
having a closer involvement with their step-father, may bespeak a 
relaxation of strict grouplfamily norms, consistent with less insecurity 
within the group. On the other hand, there may be conditions carry
ing forward with the child and his/her family which make for ease in 
relationships and family life (that is, children and parents with well
sustained relationships can establish new relationships more easily, 
whereas those who find relationships difficult to sustain may also find 
it difficult to establish satisfactory new relationships). Whatever the 
explanation, children tended to have more involvement with two 
fathers, or less with either. 

Further work is needed to understand possible links between 
relationships - non-resident father and child, step-father and child. 
These results do not, however, support a substitutive model of rela
tionships in the step-family, but are consistent with the step-father 
being added to an existing father-child relationship. Knowledge of 
how these two roles and relationships are connected has implications 
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for the children who may feel torn, for fathers who fear being sup
planted, and for step-fathers whose role is unclear. This knowledge 
also has implications for family law, which must deal with the 
apportionment of responsibility for children in post-divorce families. 

Involvement, liking and children's wellbeing 
The question posed here concerns the optimal relationship between 
step-father and child; if the step-father is to be of most benefit to the 
child, what combination of involvement and affection is best for the 
child's wellbeing? Parental involvement in setting standards, and in 
care and control, has been associated with positive outcomes for 
children when it is done in a warm and authoritative manner 
(Hetherington, et al. 1982). A difficulty for step-fathers is that they 
must establish a balance with the child. High involvement without 
affection will be resented and may cause conflict, which has been 
associated with step-family malfunction; low involvement with affec
tion may leave the child without necessary safeguards and controls; 
low involvement and low affection may denote a lack of any involve
ment, which may threaten family solidarity. The purpose of the 
analysis which follows is to examine the impact on children's well
being of these relationship patterns. 

To explore the relationship most conducive to child wellbeing, the 
average scores on all indices of child wellbeing were examined for 
children in each of the four step-father-child relationship categories. 
The four categories, described earlier, are children reporting high 
involvement and high affection, high involvement and low affection, 
low involvement and high affection, and low involvement and low 
affection. The wellbeing indices were home ambience, emotional 
state, self image and social competence. As age of child was correlated 
with all these indices for the purpose of the analysis, the effects of age 
were controlled. 

Home ambience varied significantly according to the level of in
volvement of the child with the step-father - high, mid, low (F = 3.04, 
df (2,60), p < .10). The trend was non-linear, however, with children 
reporting low involvement having a mean of 2.26 on the home 
ambience measure, those reporting high involvement a mean of 2.39, 
and children in the middle group having the highest mean of 2.50. 
Higher scores indicated that the child was happy at home. 

As children generally reported high liking for their step-father, the 
group was divided to distinguish this majority (74 per cent) who said 
they liked their step-father well, or very well, from the rest (26 per 
cent). Child outcome measures were then analysed by the two
category factor of their liking for the step-father. Consistent trends 
emerged across child wellbeing indices. In every case, children who 
liked. their step-father more were happier with their home. The only 
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significant effect, however, was on happiness at home (F = 22.37, df 
(1,52) p <.001). Although no causal relationship can be established 
from these data, it appears that getting on well with the step-father is 
an important aspect of family life, and that children in happy homes 
may find it easier than other children to accept a new father figure. 

Relationship with step-father and ambience at home 
The child's report of the ambience in his/her home was analysed in 
relation to the two aspects of the relationship with the step-father -
perceived involvement and liking. As with other analyses, the child's 
age was statistically controlled. The results are shown in Figure 6.1, 
which also includes a comparison with the average happiness at home 
of children in sole-parent families and step-families. 

These results show that children happiest at home were those who 
reported a low involvement with the step-father, and who liked him. 
Children who had no direct involvement with their step-father and 
also liked him were relatively happy at home, but children who had 
both little involvement and little affection for the step-father were 
most unhappy at home. These results were significant in an analysis of 

Figure 6.1 Multiple clasification analysis of ambience in the resident 
home shows deviations from the mean for step-father 
families and mean for sole-mother families, controlled for 
age of child 
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variance (F = 5.36, df (5,55), p < .001). It also worth noting that older 
children, regardless of their family circumstances, were generally less 
happy at home (F = 5.75, df (1,55) P < .05). The patterns of happiness 
shown in Figure 6.1 are, however, unrelated to the age of the child. 

It is notable that although there was no significant difference in 
happiness at home between children in sole-parent families and step
families, the happiest children of all were those who liked the step
father and had low involvement; the unhappiest were children in 
step-families who appeared to be in a cold stand-off. In other words, 
step-family homes appear very variable, and negotiating the 
child-step-father relationship is a key to happiness. 

Relationship with the step-father has no significant effect on any 
other index of wellbeing explored here - social activities, positive/ 
negative affect, or self image. Thus it appears that the adolescent's 
relationship with the step-father operates on the proximate condi
tions in the home, but does not appear to affect other aspects of chil
dren's lives. Although these results do not allow causal interpretation 
they do imply that step-fathers play a significant part in children's 
satisfaction with home life; it may be, however, that children con
tented with home are more accepting of a step-father. On the other 
hand, the relationship with step-father does not appear to be asso
ciated with the less proximate aspects of children's lives - levels of 
anxiety and depression, or self image. 

Views of Parents and Children: Discussion 
Previous analysis of the wellbeing of parents in this study (Weston 
1986b; Weston and Funder 1993) showed that repartnering is asso
ciated with a more rapid recovery from divorce than is the case for 
both men and women who remain single. The differences diminish 
over time, however, and five to eight years after separation sole 
mothers are the only group with significantly lower wellbeing scores. 
Although this major family reorganisation has been reported to carry 
significant risks for children in both the short-term (Hetherington, 
Cox and Cox 1985) and the long-term (Cherlin et al. 1991; Elliott 
and Richards 1991; Maclean and Wadsworth 1988), the changes in 
family structure described in Chapter 6 were not significantly cor
related with children's wellbeing. A review of the literature (Ganong 
and Coleman 1984) and an Australian study (Dunlop 1988) have also 
shown step-family structure per se to have minimal or no significant 
effects. Qualities of family relationships, particularly conflict, explain 
a significant amount of the differences between step-families on the 
one hand and sole-mother or intact families on the other (Dunlop 
1988; Ochiltree 1990). 

One of the key issues on which the present study can perhaps shed 
light is that of conditions under which things seem to be working well 
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for children and those where difficulties are apparent. In interpreting 
the findings presented here, it is important to remember that each 
child has a family history which includes a period before the parental 
separation, the divorce and its sequels, and the re-formation of the 
family in its present form, five to eight years after the separation. The 
analysis and results presented here are part of a larger study which 
attempts to take account of some of this history, although it is largely 
absent in this discussion. Nevertheless, it is worth remembering that 
aspects of family functioning will pre-date the step-family stage under 
analysis here. 

New partners as co-parents 
After divorce, parents with new partners are more satisfied with their 
lives (Weston 1986b) and this increased wellbeing continues for 
mothers five to eight years after the separation (Weston and Funder 
1993). There is considerable evidence that a significant other, a confi
dante, lover or friend is a buffer against depression (Henderson, Byrne 
and Duncan-Jones 1981), as well as an important factor in life satis
faction (Headey and Wearing 1981). However, the specific ways in 
which this 'significant other' supports the parent in his/her parenting 
functions has received less attention, although Hetherington (1989) and 
Hetherington, Cox and Cox (1985) report that low profile support 
from the step-father for the mother appears to have more beneficial 
effects for children aged about ten years than high involvement with the 
child. The present study shows that support is widely perceived to be 
available, although variably translated into direct actions concerning 
the children. Fathers are more likely then mothers to see their new 
partners as active, although both are constrained by residence. Apart 
from the previously reported rise in general morale or psychological 
wellbeing, variations in this support appear to have only slight effects, 
paradoxically being greater for mothers with more negative outlooks. 

One of the limitations of this study is the reliance on the parents' 
perceptions of their new partner's support for their parenting; these may 
have a rosy glow, and in some cases a honeymoon tint which has been 
described by Hetherington et al. (1985) in remarried couples' reports of 
marital satisfaction. As well, the measures are descriptive of certain 
aspects of parenting chosen to examine how legally prescribed parent 
roles are taken up by new spouses; other definitions of parenting may 
yield different results. In addition, further studies might look at factors 
which influence the negotiations between parent and step-parent in 
allocating roles, as well as conflicts of interest between parents' needs 
for support and children's acceptance of the step-parent. 

The variability in exercising the new partner role, but the very 
general satisfaction of parents with their partner's support, suggest that 
step-parent roles are being negotiated flexibly and largely satisfactorily, 
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from both parent and child perspectives. In family law, since the step
parent is generally not held responsible for the children, his/her income 
and financial support is not taken into account in setting child 
maintenance. In more subtle ways, however, the step-parent becomes 
part of court assessments of the custodial conditions of the child. Recent 
initiatives in family law, such as the Children Act in Britain (Eekelaar 
and Dingwall1990), have opened discussion on the responsibilities of 
step-parents in the context of rethinking the bases for parental 
responsibilities in modern society (Eekelaar 1991). The small light that 
the present study sheds on the current responsibilities assumed by the 
step-father suggests that flexibility should be preserved in negotiating 
roles, both as support to the parent and as parent to the child. 

Parental adjustment after divorce has been reported as a stronger 
predictor of child adjustment after divorce than economic distress, 
interparental conflict, father loss and other stressful events (Kalter et 
al. 1989). Thus the role of new partner as support for the parent may 
be not only an important aspect of parent wellbeing and adjustment 
after divorce per se, but also have an indirect effect on children's ad
justment via parent wellbeing. Although parents very generally recog
nised the support, and perhaps because they did not differentiate in 
this domain, virtually no links were demonstrated between wellbeing 
and step-parent support. 

In Chapter 5, it appeared that children in step-families fare 
marginally less well than those in sole-mother families on indices of 
wellbeing. However, Ganong and Coleman (1984) in their review of 
the literature and Australian studies (Dunlop 1988; Ochiltree 1990), 
point to the levelling effect of family processes on differences ob
served between post-divorce family types. The results reported here 
indicate that step-families are far from homogeneous and that many 
children report satisfactory relationships with their step-father and 
happiness at home under various conditions of involvement. Step
mother families may be quite different from step-father families, how
ever, and this family type should in future research be examined as a 
separate family type, since children's sense of their inclusion in family 
sculptures was very variable, and their involvement in parenting was 
seen differently by fathers. 

In the longer-term, step-families appear to confer risks for children 
of under-achievement, and behavioural disturbance, and early 
childbearing over and above those of single-parent families matched 
for demographic characteristics (McLanahan 1991). Some of this risk 
appears to operate via premature departure from home and school 
due to higher conflict in step-families (Young 1987; Kiernan 1992). 
This study suggests that step-father families are not homogeneous 
and that unhappiness at home, which usually precedes premature 
leaving (Young 1987), is greatest for a minority who are in a cold 
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stand-off position with the step-father. Commentaries which follow 
illuminate some further difficulties, although these should be seen 
from the perspective of small differences in happiness at home be
tween sole-mother and step-father families, and a general affection 
for the step-father, shared by boys and girls of different ages. 

The family changes in many ways with the entry of a step-parent. 
The child may profit from having a parent whose life satisfaction has 
risen significantly with the advent of the new partner. A second, and 
most often male, income raises the household standard of living 
(Weston 1993). The addition of a new adult and his/her network may 
increase the adult and kin resources available to the child, as seen in 
Chapter 5. More often the move into a step-family is analysed from 
the point of view of problems to be overcome: adaptations to a new 
person, changes in roles and behaviours, competition for affection, 
confusion of identity, difficulty in establishing norms for behaviours 
and relationships, uncertainties about belonging and boundaries. 
This emphasis on difficulties stems, perhaps, from the need to provide 
remedies for distress where it occurs, and from the availability to 
research workers of people who seek help. In addition, it may also 
reflect the expectation that step-families will be aberrant, because the 
society does not have well-formulated norms for a family in which 
there are two parents of the same sex, including a non-resident 
biological/psychological parent (Cherlin 1978; Thery 1991). 

Children's views on how step-families function, how they respond 
to different conditions, and how they meet the needs of children are 
issues of importance for family law. The law must conjure with 
parental responsibility and children's wellbeing as well as issues of 
equitable distribution of financial support for children in first and 
second families. Thus far, the step-parent responsibility has appeared 
blurred and optional, and this study suggests that the relationship 
remain flexible and negotiable between children and step-parents. 

It is unclear from the perspective of parents what codifying step
parent responsibilities would add. The generally higher risk of break
down in second partnerships would suggest caution against the 
intrusion of the blunt instrument of the law. Parents and children 
should be generally reassured that most step-families in this study 
were viewed positively by parents and children. The smaller number 
who experience difficulties require attention and help, beginning with 
information on realistic goals and assistance with the delicate nego
tiation of involvement supported by affection. 

Postscript: Children's Commentary on Step-families 
Further insight into how children saw life in step-families emerges 
from the open-ended commentaries on what they found good about 
the family and what they found hard. 
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Text from the open-ended questions was categorised into com
ments which communicated benefits of living in a step-family and 
those which were negative or expressed difficulties. Positive com
ments were twice as frequent as negative. However, there are two 
qualifications about this ratio. First, nine children mentioned getting 
more presents as an advantage, a comment which appears very 
stereotyped and was often parroted. Step-parent groups report that 
children are given this suggestion by adults in their attempts to come 
to terms with that child's changed circumstances. Second, children 
who expressed little liking for the step-father were more likely to say 
'nothing much' or 'I don't know' in response to the question on what 
was hard about living in a step-family. It is possible that these 
children, in the difficult situation of often having to deal with a step
father they did not like, suppressed comments. Even with these quali
fications, however, the children appeared on balance to be quite 
content with their family. 

The three most often mentioned features of step-families were 
having step- or half-siblings, having bigger families, and having two 
families. The balance of comment was strongly positive towards step
families (18/6, 13/3 and 1511 respectively). Five children were happy 
to see their mother's contentment from a new relationship and four 
said how happy they were themselves. Ten children commented on a 
new-found sense of family and another ten found greater security 
expressed as safety, togetherness and stability. The extra support in 
the presence of a new father figure was welcomed by nine children 
who said: 'I've got a father again', or 'It's good to have an extra 
father', or 'You've got people you can talk to if you ever need to', or 
'It's someone else to support you when you need it'. 

Negative themes emerged from other comments by the children. 
The greatest difficulty (11 cases) children had was a sense of divided 
loyalty, and reluctance to talk about one family in front of the other. 
Nine children were concerned that their relationship with their father 
had suffered, or was difficult to maintain. In some cases it was not 
clear that these comments were specific to being in a step-family, 
rather than a sequel of the marriage breakdown of their parents, but 
they were to the forefront of the children's minds. Nine children 
found keeping up with two families a strain; travel and logistics and 
different standards of behaviour were taxing. 

Although new and step-siblings were generally welcomed (18 chil
dren), six children remarked on jealousy and favouritism as 
disturbing, and two others were worried about being displaced from 
their previous position as eldest or being out-numbered by boys. Six 
children were unhappy about the step-father's assumption of the 
parental role. They expressed this as: 'He doesn't have the right', or 
'He's not my father'. Another six said they just did not like their step
father, or did not get on with him. 
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In being asked questions about what was good and what was hard 
about living in a step-family, children were somewhat constrained by 
a polarised framework. Eleven of them broke out of this mould and 
declared in one way or another that their family was 'normal', or 
unchanged, or that the questions were not relevant to their way of 
thinking. They commented on 'being a family again', or 'being 
normal' and 'having a father again'. All but one of these children 
liked the step-father and eight of the eleven were highly involved with 
him. 

Although children who are happy at home and with their siblings 
are found in all categories of involvement and liking for the step
father, they are more prevalent in circumstances in which the step
father is less involved and well liked. Since older children were 
somewhat less involved than young children, there appears to have 
been sensitive negotiation and flexibility about roles which has 
worked to the advantage of the child. It seems, too, that this has been 
easier for girls than boys. 

Thirteen-year-old 'Stella' had a step-father and step-brother. 
Although she reported low involvement with her step-father whom 
she liked, she thought the good things in the family were: 

'Um ... you get more attention. Well, there's more people for you 
to look up to. I look up to Dad and [step-mother] and Mum and 
[step-father] a lot. It's just good.' 

'Margery' at fifteen, who enjoys home and her step-father, alludes 
to previous difficulties: 

'It's good if you didn't get along with the other parent . .. or even 
like the way they were. And then [step-father] was different 
towards me.' 

This same girl found getting on with her non-resident step-mother 
very difficult, however. 

'It's hard if you don't get along with [step-mother] at all.' 

For fifteen-year-old 'Martin': 

'Mum's place is quiet and you can get away and that sort of stuff 
... and that's really all.' 

In contrast to children in 'happy homes', those in 'unhappy homes' 
divided into cases of high and low involvement with the step-father. 
It was expected that children who were 'toughing it out' with the 
step-father would be the most unhappy. In fact it was those who were 
in a 'stand off' who expressed the strongest dissatisfaction with home 
and with their brother or sister. What may be happening in this 
snapshot is that the latter group have experienced the higher involve
ment and not tolerated it. They are, however, a little older than the 
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high involvement/low liking group, so factors associated with age 
may also play a part, both in their power to maintain a distance and 
in their need for independence. 

For most children, the picture given was of complex relationships. 
Twelve-year-old 'David', who had an involved and happy relationship 
with his step-father and was happy at home, said: 

'There are not so many good things. Just that I've got a father 
again now.' 

The down side of this was: 

'You haven't got your own father to talk to.' 

Thirteen-year-old 'Geoff', who rated his home as very unhappy 
indeed, had greater difficulty expressing himself. On the positive side 
he could find solace only in: 

'Having a brother and sister to play with, I guess. Having more 
relatives to see.' 

On the down side he recorded that: 

'Mum and [sister] are a bit much sometimes . .. they'll just try to 
annoy you and stuff' 

He appeared not to be close to his mother or sister in a household 
which now had a step-father and his two children living there. 

The nine children whose families were the unhappiest and who 
were in the cold stand-off position in relation to their step-father were 
sometimes eloquent in their unhappiness and, occasionally, their 
desperation. Eighteen-year-old 'Jeanette' surmised that things were 
better for her brother because: 

'Dad didn't have time . .. [The step-father] keeps him in the 
family, I think.' 

But she could think of nothing good in her own life except for 
some new kin. For her the difficulties were easier to relate: 

'jealousy, I'd have to say would be the hardest thing - conflict 
arises, and jealousy I'd say would be the hardest thing, and not 
liking each other. [ dislike [step-father] intensely, but he's living 
with mum and that's the way it is. And that's hard, but that's life, 
kiddo.' 

From another in this situation: 

'[ suppose your family is just split apart . .. ' 

And yet another: 
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'The problem is just talking to each other and that . . . getting 
on .. . ' 

This work thus far points to the happy incorporation of step
fathers into the families of about two-thirds of the adolescents in the 
sample. Step-fathers who are perceived to have a low involvement 
appear to be in the happiest homes. There is good reason for caution, 
however, since conditions in the family prior to the entry of the step
father may be quite important in how involved the step-father be
comes with the children. This work also points to the need for help 
for those children who are in a 'stand-off' with their step-father. They 
are also likely to be unhappy at home and with their sibling and less 
likely to have close contact with their own father. 



7 
Parent Relationships 

and Wellbeing 

Final separation signifies an end to the spousal relationship, and 
divorce gives that separation legal status. The status of parent, how
ever, is undisturbed by the divorce under the Family Law Act (1975), 
which assumes continuing responsibility of both parents for their 
children. Although the logistics of parenting change, the status of 
parent remains. In practice, difficulties experienced by parents in re
organising the care and nurture of children often involve spousal 
difficulties permeating negotiations about children and parenting. 

Parents may seek finality in the spousal relationship (the so-called 
clean break), and finality may indeed help them to adjust as spouses, 
but parenting demands some level of coordination and communi
cation. This chapter focuses on the relationship between parents and 
its links with their wellbeing. The dilemmas of parents who have been 
separated five to eight years, their wellbeing, and the ways their 
spousal relationship affects the way they function as parents, are the 
subject of this chapter, and the impact of these and other family rela
tionship on children's wellbeing are examined. 

Attachments and Relationships 
Separation from a spouse has been likened to that experienced by 
children deprived of a mother. Responses to the loss include anger, 
hurt and blame, longing and depression (Weiss 1979, 1991). Key 
issues in adaptation to separation are, first, the extent to which these 
emotions endure, and, second, the links between the qualities in the 
parent-parent relationship and parents' wellbeing and emotional 
state. It seems likely that the degree of participation in the separation 
(indicating greater or less preparedness for the end of the attach
ment), repartnering (denoting the formation of a new attachment), 
and closeness to children (providing the opportunity for continuing 
attachment) may all influence the quality of the relationship between 
parents. In addition, these same factors may affect parent wellbeing, 
and the extent to which the parent-parent relationship affects the 
wellbeing and emotional state of parents. 

Weiss (1991) limits attachment to 'primary' relationships - that is, 
a relationship where the other person is important as an individual, 
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and cannot be replaced; in many instances the importance of such a 
primary relationship is made most obvious in the face of separation, 
or threat of separation. He describes other relationships as more 
nearly instrumental, where one person may substitute for another to 
satisfy particular needs. Attachment in adulthood is conceived as a 
relationship most nearly approximating childhood attachment - the 
spousal bond and the parental relationship with children are the two 
universal examples. Support for this definition of attachment is 
suggested in the similarity in range and degree of emotional responses 
to separation of an infant from its parent and an adult from either a 
spouse or child: loss, grief, calling, crying, anger, search and despair. 

Disruption to attachment 
Divorce, or more pertinently separation, marks the breaking of the 
attachment between spouses. Although a great deal has been written 
about the distress of this crisis, the characteristics of appropriate 
longer-term adjustment to the loss of spouse as an attachment figure 
are ambiguous. On one hand, complete separation with no further 
contact may reduce distress and lessen the salience of the former 
spouse in the emotional life of the other spouse. In this case, adjust
ment might be the condition of 'tabula rasa', as if the former spouse 
were no longer psychologically present. Another form of adjustment 
might reflect a reduction in psychological involvement to a level of 
distant but amicable acquaintance; this process might be considered 
to occupy some central position on a scale of warmth/attachment -
that is, not very close or dependent but not entirely disconnected 
(Ahrons 1981). 

Adult love has been related to childhood attachment styles, sug
gesting that adult attachments may be explained under the same 
rubric as those between the child and parent (Collins and Read 1990; 
Feeney and Noller 1990; Feeney, Noller and Callan 1994). In this 
context, some of the same reactions to separation may be expected 
and have been described (Weiss 1991). For parents, the complexity of 
managing a separation and continuing the parent-child attachment is 
a central issue of the post-divorce adaptation. Various qualities in the 
relationship may signify continuing attachment - for example, con
tinuing feelings of hurt, anger and vengefulness are also seen as ways 
of maintaining the psychological presence of the spouse/attachment 
figure. In the clinical literature, intensity of emotion, either warmth/ 
attachment or hate/revenge/hurt, is interpreted as an expression of 
continuing attachment, especially when it is the vehicle for making 
contact - an extreme example being repeated court proceedings 
(Johnston and Campbell 1988). 

Negative attachment - that is, maintaining the real or imagined 
presence of the other through hostile thoughts and actions 
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(Huntington 1983) - is generally considered to be maladaptive for the 
individual and disruptive of other relationships (for example, a 
commitment to a new, intimate relationship). The use of children as 
conduits for maintaining contact with the former spouse through 
ongoing disputes has been described in the therapeutic literature 
(John stone, Kline and Tschann 1989) and shown to have deleterious 
effects on children when they feel themselves 'caught in the middle' 
(Buchanan, Maccoby and Dornbusch 1991). 

These observations about post-separation adjustment of spouses 
suggest an association between adjustment and the relationship be
tween the former spouses. Several bipolar dimensions in the spousal 
relationship have been associated with adjustment: contact versus 
non-contact; attachment/warmth versus detachment/coolness; con
flict versus harmony in communication; and hurt/blame versus 
healing/forgiveness. Ahrons (1979 1981) describes these as major 
dimensions of relationships between former spouses, and has 
investigated their association with adjustment in former spouses who 
are parents. Ahrons reports two major components of the co-parental 
relationship; conflict and support. She further reports that a relation
ship satisfactory for both parents and children is characterised by 
high support and low conflict (Ahrons 1981). Another distinction 
made by Ahrons (1981), based on Bohannan's (1970) notion that 
after divorce parents are engaged in resolving both spousal and 
parental roles and relationships, is that the co-parental relationship 
concerns rearing the children and the former spousal relationship 
includes issues of sexuality, interpersonal relations and individual 
identity. Most commonly, childless spouses appear to become 'burnt
out cases' in that the intensity of emotions diminishes over time; for 
parents, however, the need for ongoing contact and negotiation may 
keep alight the coals of both positive and negative emotions, thus 
posing a dilemma for them. 

These findings are not always reproduced in the short-term, how
ever. Hetherington (1988) reports that anger appears to reduce dis
tress for fathers in the immediate post-separation period. However, 
anger and conflict have been widely associated with deleterious 
effects in children (Emery 1982, 1988), and thus a strategy which 
may reduce stress in the father may have contrary effects for the chil
dren, especially if they become embroiled in the fray (Buchanan, 
Maccoby and Dornbusch 1991). One strategy for reducing anger, 
that of making the separation complete and final by no or minimal 
contact, is one which may incur multiple costs. For the resident 
mother (Belsky 1984; Bronfenbrenner 1990) lack of support in 
providing emotionally, physically and financially for the child is 
associated with stress and poverty; the non-resident father risks losing 
his father role, his self image as a competent adult, and the emotional 
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gratification of an ongoing attachment to the children; and the chil
dren, either directly (Wallerstein and Kelly 1980a, 1980b) or 
indirectly (Belsky 1984; Bronfenbrenner 1990) may suffer through 
the distress of the resident parent and the interruption of the 
relationship with the father. 

Distress associated with the breaking of attachment bonds is rarely 
evenly distributed. Kitson (1982) reports that the partner who does 
not participate in the decision to separate experiences greater distress 
after separation. She interprets this as a sign of lingering attachment 
to the former spouse. It may be, however, that part of this imbalance 
reflects the timing of the emotional separation vis-a-vis the physical 
separation; for the 'leaver' emotional detachment may precede the 
actual leaving, whereas for the partner who is left this process may 
extend long after the separation. It may also be that the 'leaver' and 
the 'left' have different experiences in other ways - for example, in 
sense of control, planning and preparation (Funder 1989), and in 
levels of dissatisfaction with the marriage (Weston 1986b). Clinicians 
(Paterson 1989) use the metaphor of the passive partner in the 
separation needing time and help to find a 'script' for the future; they 
also report the uneven distress and the continuing longing of the 
passive partner until he/she accommodates to the prospect of an 
independent future. These reports suggest a time-line of adjustment to 
separation which pre-dates the event and extends afterwards. In this 
regard, more appears to be known about the period immediately 
surrounding the separation crisis period than about the longer-term 
adjustment. 

Responses to disruption 
With comparatively few studies of the longer-term adjustment of 
spouses to separation/detachment, it is not surprising that appro
priate adjustment is neither well nor consistently defined. One of the 
most generally held notions is that adjustment is signified by a lack of 
conflict, or the containment of conflict and diminution of anger and 
hurt. It is unclear whether the individual adjustment of parents is 
better under conditions of complete separation, or when contact is 
maintained; it is also unclear, if contact is maintained, what qualities 
in the relationship are associated with emotional and psychological 
wellbeing. Moreover, since some parents remain engaged with their 
children while others do not, it may be that both individual prefer
ence and tolerance of continuing contact will affect the adjustment of 
parents. 

Some paradoxical findings on the relationship between anger and 
distress and warmth and distress have been shown by Berman (1988). 
In an experiment using guided recall of warm/positive and angry/ 
conflicted images of the former spouse, Berman demonstrated 
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significantly more distress associated with warm images than with 
those of anger in people separated less than three years. This finding 
is consistent with Hetherington's (1988) report of the adaptive use of 
anger by fathers. Huntington (1983) also argues that non-resident 
fathers use court conflict as a means of re-establishing their control 
and their identity as 'good father'. Thus anger translated into public 
display appears to be adaptive in the sense of establishing a positive 
self-image for non-resident fathers. It is not clear from these studies 
whether the association between anger and adaptation to separation 
is specific to men, or to non-resident fathers, nor whether it is 
adaptive in the long-term. 

The position of the non-resident parent (usually the father) may 
thus carry more risk from disrupted attachment than that of the 
resident parent (usually the mother). In child and adult development, 
the presence of one secure attachment is thought to 'buffer' against 
psychological risk (Rutter 1987), so that loss or disruption of two 
major attachments - to the former spouse and to the child - may 
mean that non-resident parents are more vulnerable than resident 
parents. They may also find themselves faced with a dilemma. On the 
one hand, maintaining a distressing relationship with the former 
spouse may secure a continuing relationship with the child; on the 
other, severing contact or the attenuation of the relationship with the 
child, may hurt the child and the parent. 

In the longer-term, a majority of parents with dependent children 
repartner - that is, they form another attachment, described by Weiss 
(1991) as a pair bond with similarities to that primitive bond between 
mother and child on which emotional security depends. Earlier work 
(Weston 1986b; Weston and Funder 1993) has shown that re
partnering is associated with a rise in parental life satisfaction, and 
thus that repartnering might be expected to affect the relationship 
between former spouses. The new attachment might supplant the 
needs continuing from the earlier one, and the new-found happiness 
may induce better relationships between former spouses. On the 
other hand, the repartnering may remove support from the former 
spouse, diminishing his/her wellbeing. The clinical literature on step
families suggests that the effects are reciprocal - that is, that the 
relationship with the former spouse impinges on the new relationship, 
and vice versa. (Webber 1989a, 1989b). 

At the time of separation, turmoil between parents and its 
associated distress, and the attendant disorganisation of parenting 
affects both parents and children. Over time parents appear to re
cover a general sense of wellbeing (Weston and Funder 1993), 
although the salience of the relationship with the former spouse/ 
parent in that recovery is not well charted. One of the major re
adjustments of parents after separation is that of severing the spousal 
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relationships while maintaining sufficient communication with the 
former spouse to sustain the role of parent. Attachment theory is one 
framework in which some of the complex responses and adjustments 
may be interpreted (Collins and Read 1990; Feeney and Noller 1990; 
Weiss 1991). 

In the short-term these emotions in the parents result in personal 
misery, interpersonal difficulties which are sometimes extreme 
(Johnston and Camp bell 1988), and poor functioning as a parent 
(Hetherington, Cox and Cox 1978; Maccoby and Mnookin 1992). 
Attachments define relationships providing primary support and 
sense of identity (Rutter 1988), which in adults are generally to the 
spouse and to the child. Thus when spouses separate, they lose an 
attachment in the former spouse, and may feel their attachment to the 
child is under threat, particularly when they no longer reside with the 
child (Rutter 1988). Attachment theory thus suggests anxiety and 
distress for both spouses, with perhaps exacerbation of that distress 
for the parent who resides apart from the child for significant periods 
of time. 

Disruption and family systems 
A family systems approach (Ahrons and Rodgers 1987) considers the 
roles of family members and their disruption at separation as causing 
personal distress and interpersonal discord between spouses. 
Although the roles of spouse and parent may be distinguished, they 
are clearly overlapping. In this framework, termination of the spousal 
role gives rise to anxiety about identity and confusion about func
tions. Ambiguities about roles are also associated with conflict, anger 
and poor family functioning (Boss 1980; Boss and Greenberg 1984). 
Feelings emanating from the spousal disruption and role confusion 
are likely to spill over into the renegotiation of the role of co-parent 
under the changing circumstances (Johnston and Campbell 1988). 

These theories suggest different pathways for spouses and parents 
seeking ways to resolve ambiguities about spousal and parent roles, 
and to quell the alarm and grief of separation. Spouses with no 
children are helped by reaching acceptance of separation and making 
plans for living independently (Paterson 1989; Wolcott and Glezer 
1989), and by having a period of quarantine - a clean break. Spouses 
who are parents must also continue to communicate in order to co
ordinate the rearing of their children, while maintaining separation. 
Some of the ambiguities inherent in these dual processes are asso
ciated with parental and child distress, conflict, poor parental func
tioning and sometimes lasting bitterness (Wolchik, Fenaughty and 
Braver 1996). 

Neither attachment theory nor family systems perspectives offer 
clear notions of the time frame in which a workable relationship may 
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be established. Ahrons (1981) describes the emotional ties lasting 
long after physical separation, although their intensity diminishes. 
Most parents continue in parallel (Ahrons 1979), or as Maccoby and 
Mnookin (1992) describe, a 'detached' style of parental relationship, 
that is neither conflicted nor engaged, four years after separation. 
Further clarification is also needed of links between the 'co-parental' 
relationship and parental emotional state and general wellbeing in the 
medium term after divorce. 

The decision to separate may be joint or unilateral, and the spouse 
who actively decides to separate is likely to undergo a somewhat 
different detachment process (for example, a quicker recovery from 
the point of separation) and perhaps with different qualities (more 
guilt and moral responsibility, less hurt and blame). Most obviously, 
the active spouse has more control, can execute plans, and may 
already have a new partner. They may feel bereft and guilty, but they 
generally recover more quickly as they have a new 'script' for their 
future (Paterson 1989). Commentary from respondents indicated that 
leavers felt more responsible for their former spouse, and this moral 
obligation made them more likely to cede property to their former 
spouse. Women (70 per cent) were significantly more likely to report 
initiating the separation than men (50 per cent), and thus might be 
more tolerant co-parents than men. The effects of the separation 
process on co-parental relationships and parent wellbeing in the 
medium term after separation are unknown, and are a subject for 
exploration in this chapter. 

Detachment from the former spouse might be marked by repart
nering or forming a new attachment which, as shown in Chapter 4, 
had occurred for about half the women and over two-thirds of the 
men. Repartnering is associated with a rise in wellbeing (Weston 
1986b; Weston and Funder 1993) although the impact of re
partnering in the co-parental relationship is not clear. Repartnering is 
described as significant in finalising the separation, and may exacer
bate spousal jealousies and conflicts in the former spouse, which in 
turn may create problems between the parents. Thus repartnering 
may increase wellbeing, but exacerbate difficulties between parents. 
From the family system point of view, the introduction of another 
parent figure may disrupt the co-parental roles and confuse responsi
bilities for one parent, and give help and support to the repartnered 
parent, as was demonstrated in Chapter 6. How repartnering affects 
the co-parental relationship is, however, unclear. 

The implications for parental wellbeing and for the parent-parent 
relationship of the non-resident parent being in or out of contact with 
children are also explored. Lost contact between the non-resident 
parent and children can occur for many reasons, but whether or not 
contact is maintained may impact on personal wellbeing and 
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relationships. Moreover, the way the separation was negotiated, and 
later repartnering may be important in the quality of relationships 
and individual wellbeing. 

Issues and Analysis 
Analysis of parental wellbeing and its links with past and present 
intimate relationships was organised around a set of key questions.· 
First, there is the question of whether there are differences in separa
tion experience, repartnering, qualities in the co-parental relationship 
and wellbeing between parents who are active co-parents (in-touch 
parents) and those who are no longer active together in parenting 
(out-of-touch parents). 

Then for the parents with some joint involvement the following 
questions were addressed. How do resident mothers and non-resident 
fathers perceive their relationship to their former spouse and co
parent? Does being active in the decision to separate or repartnering 
affect the relationship between the former spouses? Does repartnering 
affect the parental relationship? What is the effect of prior wellbeing 
and emotional state on the later relationship between former spouses? 
Five to eight years after separation how important are the various 
qualities in the relationship between parents for the emotional and 
psychological wellbeing of resident mothers and non-resident fathers? 

In order to explore these questions, resident mothers and non
resident fathers (who comprised 86 per cent of the original sample) 
were selected. In this analysis of adjustment and co-parental rela
tionships, it was not possible to distinguish gender of the parent from 
the parent's residence as there were too few resident fathers and non
resident mothers to conduct separate analyses. A second limitation 
was the selection of the 95 per cent of the sample who had at least one 
dependent child at the time of the second interview. Thus the issues of 
parental relationship and adjustment were explored within groups of 
parents who still had responsibility for children. A third limitation was 
that only parents who reported at least minimal contact (more than 
once a year) with the child by the non-resident parent were included. 
Eighty per cent met this definition of engaged parenting; this figure 
may seem conservative, but it is justified by previous analysis showing 
that even rare contact is sometimes both important and satisfactory 
for child and father alike (Fund er 1989). The resulting groups 
comprised 169 resident mothers and 129 non-resident fathers. 

Measures 
From the life history, the following categories were constructed: 
active or passive in the separation process (75 per cent of the mothers 
and 41 per cent of the fathers reported themselves to be active 
participants in separation) and current repartnered or single status 
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(47 per cent of the mothers and 74 per cent of the fathers were 
repartnered). The frequency with which non-resident fathers visited 
their children was expressed as. times per month, the average being 
1.8 occasions per month. Ahrons' (1979) co-parental relationship 
scale was adapted, with items relating to parenting selected and items 
specifying spousal dimensions (for example, sexual intimacy) deleted. 
Two other aspects of the parental relationship were also explored -
the degree to which parental responsibilities were shared, and the 
perception of the former spouse as a parent. A principal components 
analysis of these items using a maximum likelihood criterion and an 
oblique rotation revealed a six-factor solution. Items and factor 
loadings are presented in Appendix Table A 7.1 together with the 
Cronbach alpha reliability statistic for each scale. 

When correlations are calculated between these factors two second 
order factors were derived which seemed to typify warmth/harmony, 
or its absence, and anger/hurt, or its absence. Correlations between 
these more general factors and separation and repartnering, or with 
emotional state and wellbeing, were generally not significant. 
Similarly, although the first principal component in the factor 
analysis accounted for 41 per cent of the variance, and most items 
had loadings greater than 0.3, this general factor was not significantly 
related to parental relationships and wellbeing. It thus appears that 
the level of complexity in relationships which would best describe 
parents' relationships, their antecedents and associated wellbeing was 
that represented by the various dimensions presented in Appendix 
Table A 7.1. The key dimensions were sharing of parenting, conflict 
between parents, hatelrevenge, liking for former partner, anger about 
separation and cooperation in visiting. 

Emotional and psychological wellbeing were measured at two 
points in time - two to five years after separation (1984) and five to 
eight years after separation (1987). The measures used at both points 
were The Profile of Mood States and the Life Satisfaction Scale 
(Headey and Wearing 1981). For purposes of comparability in the 
analyses which follow, scales were converted to standard scores with 
a mean of 0 and standard deviation of 1. (Appendix Table A 7.2 
shows the correlation matrices for mothers and fathers.) 

Differences between in-touch and out-or-touch parents 
Before proceeding with questions about the interparental relationship 
for parents, both of whom were involved with their children, differ
ences were examined between the in-touch and out-of-touch groups. 
Only 2 per cent of parents did not answer questions about their 
relationship with the former spouse, and it thus appears that the 
interparental relationship had a psychological reality for parents, 
even in the absence of recent contact or parental involvement. 
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The qualities of the relationship between the two groups of parents 
- those in which the non-resident parent was still at least minimally 
involved in parenting and those who had no contact in the preceding 
years - are presented in Table 7.1. The two groups were similar in 
their reports of quality of communication, hurt and anger. Unsur
prisingly, parents in the in-touch group were significantly more 
cooperative (t = 5.12, df (504), p<.OOl) and shared more parenting 
than other parents (t = 3.16,df (503), p<.002). They were also more 
warm and attached to their former spouses (t = 3.57, df (507), 
p<.OOl) and had a more positive view of the spouse as a parent than 
out-of-touch parents (t = 4.47, df (505), p<.OOl). 

Both the in-touch and the out-of-touch groups had participated 
similarly in the decision to separate, and repartnered at a comparable 
rate. Thus continuing involvement in parenting does not seem to be 
related to how the parents perceived responsibility for separation, or 
their current level of attachment. It is not possible to determine the 
extent to which these aspects of the relationship influenced the degree of 
engagement with the children, nor the extent to which contact over the 
years increased warmth and respect for the former spouse as a parent. 

Table 7.1 Quality of parental relationships: men and women 
reporting some or no engagement in parenting by the 
non-resident father 5-8 years after separation 

Non-resident parent contact 

Men Women 

In-touch Out-of-touch In-touch Out-of-touch 
Parental relationship mean mean mean mean 

Cooperation .29 -.25* .11 -.27*** 
Warmth/attachment .17 -.24* * .11 -.12 
Communication -.14 -.16 .21 .01 
Sharing .25 -.10** .01 -.22 
Low anger/revenge .10 -.02 .07 -.15 
Low blame/hurt .08 -.07 .00 -.07 
Full scale .31 -.28*" .11 -.26** 
Former spouse/parent .53 -.07*** -.10 -.50** 

Emotional state (1984) -.04 -.06 .05 .07 
Life satisfaction (1984) -.11 -.06 .04 .07 
Emotional state (1987) .04 .02 -.01 -.02 
Life satisfaction (1987) -.16 .00 -.01 .21 
Number 129 101 169 113 
Per cent 56 44 40 60 

Notes: * p<.OS * p<.Ol * * * p<.OOl (2-tailed Hest) 
Scores expressed as standard scores (mean = 0; sd =1) 
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Conflict about access to children at the time of separation might, 
however, have set in train events which led to the disengagement of 
the non-resident parent. Parents were asked whether they had experi
enced a little, some, or a lot of conflict about access, both in the first 
year after the separation and currently. Parents who were not in
volved in parenting reported slightly more conflict initially (x2 = 7.71, 
df = 2, p<.03) as. well as more current conflict (x2 = 5.90, df (2), 
p<.05). Conflict appears to be associated with later disengagement, 
although disengagement does not abate the sense of continuing con
flict, and appears to have no effect on feelings of hurt and anger for 
either group. Conflict over access at either point was not significantly 
related to life satisfaction or mood state, for either resident mothers 
or non-resident fathers. 

These data do not cast much light on why some fathers are no 
longer engaged in parenting. It is possible that some are forced out, 
and others cannot endure the conflict even though they do not feel 
any greater hurt, anger or desire for revenge than fathers who remain 
engaged in parenting. One small group missing from this comparison 
is the 11 parents who considered the relationship non-existent and 
made no reply to questions. 

The emotional state and wellbeing of in-touch and out-of-touch 
parents did not differ significantly, which indicates that parents who 
continue to parent are apparently no more satisfied with their lives 
nor any more emotionally positive than those who drop out alto
gether, or who proceed to parent on their own. The similarity of these 
groups suggests that maintaining children's contact with both parents 
over time is more a function of circumstances than of individual 
adjustment, although there are insufficient data to pursue this 
mqUIry. 

Relationships: views of mothers and fathers 
Table 7.2 shows the means and standard deviations for resident 
mothers and non-resident fathers on the various dimensions of the 
parental relationship, on the overall parental relationship scale, and 
on the scale evaluating the former spouse as a parent. 

Fathers and mothers reported similar experiences in cooperation/ 
flexibility in parenting, degree of warmth and attachment, revenge/ 
hate, blame/hurt, and in the general relationship. Mothers reported 
significantly more harmonious communication than fathers (t = 3.07, 
df (295) p <.01) but less sharing with their former spouse in parenting 
(t = 2.07, df (296) p <.05). The largest discrepancy was in views of 
the former spouse as a parent, where fathers were much more trust
ing, and secure in the competence of the mother, than were mothers 
in their views of the their former husbands as parents (t = 5.97, df 
(292) p <.0001). 



Parent Relationships and Wellbeing 125 

Table 7.2 Relationships between resident mothers and non-resident 
fathers 5-8 years after separation 

Resident mothers Non-resident 
(n = 169) fathers 

Dimensions of 
(n = 129) 

parental relationship mean sd mean sd 

Cooperation .11 .98 .29 1.07 
Warmth/attachment .11 1.02 .17 1.08 
Communication .21 .94 .14 1.03 
Sharing .01 .97 .25 1.03 
Low hatelrevenge .07 .84 .10 .74 
Low blame/hurt .00 1.05 .08 .98 
Rating of former -.10 1.00 .53 .73 

spouse as parent 
Full scale .11 1.03 .31 1.05 

Note: All scales expressed as z scores deriv~d from the full group. 

Gender and the decision to separate 

t(df) 
P = 2-tail 

probability 

3.07 (295) .01 
2.07 (296) .05 

5.97 (292) .000 

1.66 (296) .09 

Resident mothers and non-resident fathers were compared on the 
six parent relationship scales under two separate conditions: partici
pation in the separation decision (which signifies something of the 
way in which the detachment from the spouse was reconstructed) and 
repartnering status in 1987 (as an index of having made a new attach
ment). As there was some evidence of discrepancies in the reports of 
resident mothers and .non-resident fathers in this area, and an im
balance in the proportion of men and women who were active in the 
separation, the effects of these two categories on the relationship were 
explored in a series of two-way analyses of variance on the rela
tionship scales. 

Initiation of the decision to separate had a significant effect on just 
two dimensions of the parental relationship. Former spouses reported 
less conflicted communication if they perceived themselves to have 
been active participants in the separation (F = 4.00, df (1,288) 
P <.05), but gender was a much more important factor in the quality 
of communication between the parents (F = 13.39, df (1,288) 
P <.001). Although the interaction between gender and participation 
in the separation was not significant, examination of the means 
showed that fathers who were active in the separation reported the 
most conflicted communication, and mothers who saw themselves as 
passive in that process reported the most open communication. How
ever, there are relatively few fathers who are active in the separation 
and mothers who are passive, thus although the interaction term is 
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not statistically significant, the direction is reported because it is 
possible that future studies of 'atypical' cases will reveal more about 
how the processes of separation continue to affect relationships be
tween parents, even many years after the event itself. 

If confirmed, the interaction suggests that when the separation was 
initiated by the non-resident father the most discordant perceptions 
of later communication are found - smoothest from the mother's 
vantage point, and most conflicted from the non-resident father's 
perspective. No obvious explanation is forthcoming for this finding, 
but being passive in the separation process appeared to give mothers 
some leverage in property distribution (McDonald 1986c), and may 
signify a position of moral power in communications which leaves the 
non-resident father quietly fuming, and the mother oblivious. 

In general, however, being active in the separation (severing the 
attachment) is associated with perceiving a more positive relationship 
with the co-parent. The separation decision affected the degree of 
hurt and blame reported by both mothers and fathers (F = 13.08, df 
(1,288) p <.001); passive spouses, both male and female, remained 
significantly more hurt and blaming five to eight years after the final 
separation. The group who seemed on average least hurt were men 
who were active in leaving the marriage. The most hurt were mothers 
who were passive in the separation decision. 

The combination of the results of the separation process on com
munication and hurt/blame is consistent with an interpretation that 
mothers who were left were able to exert moral or psychological 
pressure on the less damaged fathers, whose compliance in parenting 
is reflected in more harmonious communication. Whatever the 
dynamics of these relationships, and it may be that the children them
selves play a role, the endurance of these effects in the lives of parents 
after divorce signifies their power in the lives of parents even many 
years down the track from the separation event. 

Repartnering 
Repartnering, which signifies the formation of a new attachment, 
may change the ways in which the prior attachment is viewed. It may 
ameliorate the sense of loss and facilitate ongoing interparental rela
tions. Repartnering and sex were examined as factors affecting the 
co-parental relationship. Repartnering did not appear to affect 
significantly the way mothers perceived the relationship with their 
former spouse. In contrast, repartnering had consistent effects on the 
relationship for non-resident fathers (Table 7.3). Single fathers gener
ally perceived more cooperation, warmth/attachment, harmonious 
communication, and sharing, and saw the relationship more posi
tively than repartnered fathers. They also expressed less blame and 
hurt than non-resident fathers who had repartnered. 
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Table 7.3 Relationships between resident mothers and non-resident 
fathers 5-8 years after separation: non-resident fathers, 
repartnered and single 

Resident mothers Non-resident t(df) 
(n = 169) fathers p = 2-tail 

Dimensions of 
(n = 129) probability 

parental relationship mean sd mean sd 

Cooperation .12 .95 .79 1.24 3.19 (127) .002 
~armthJattachment .02 .97 .60 1.27 2.70 (127) .008 
Communication -.26 1.02 .20 1.00 2.26 (127) .03 
Sharing .14 .97 .60 1.13 2.25 (127) .03 
Low revenge/hate .10 .70 .08 .83 ns 
Low blame/hurt .17 .89 -.21 1.19 1.92 (126) .06 
Rating of former .53 .77 .54 .64 ns 

spouse as parent 
Full scale .15 .90 .79 1.30 3.10 (127) .002 

Note: All scales expressed as z scores. 

The results of a two-way analysis of variance on qualities of the 
interparental relationship, by gender and repartnered status, 
confirmed the differences already observed and revealed significant 
interaction effects between gender and repartnering status on com
munication (F = 3.62, df (1), p <.05), cooperation (F = 4.66, df (1), 
P <.05), the overall parental relationship (F = 5.79, df (1), p <.02), 
and warmth/attachment (F = 5.01,df (1), P <.03). In all cases single 
men were much more positive about these aspects of the relationship 
than the other groups - repartnered fathers and mothers, and single 
mothers. A closer look at this group thus appears warranted, since 
their more positive relationship with the resident mother was 
unexpected. 

Single fathers and the decision to separate 
It was possible that men who had not repartnered, and who were 
more warm and attached to their former spouse than any other 
group, might have been reluctant to end the pair bond. To consider 
this proposition, three-way ANOVAs on the relationship scales with 
gender, repartnering and participation in the separation as the factors 
were computed. Although the number of single men was small (33), 
and only nine single men were active in the separation process, they 
comprised a group that stood out. 

Single fathers were somewhat more likely than repartnered fathers 
to have reported themselves as passive in the separation (72 per cent 
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v 54 per cent; x2 = 3.50, df (1), p <.05). Thus being single five to 
eight years after the separation was associated with perceiving the 
end of the prior attachment as perhaps being unplanned or un
wanted. This finding is consistent with the notion that continuing 
attachment to the former spouse retards repartnering and pre
disposes to a positive relationship with the former spouse. Both men 
and women who were active in the decision to separate generally 
repartnered sooner than others; some may well have initiated 
repartnering prior to separation. 

The nine men who had been active in the decision to separate but 
remained single may thus have had some impediment to repartnering, 
or some particular reasons for remaining single, including perhaps 
their relationship with children and the former spouse. In one case, 
the mother voiced a need for more support from her former spouse 
who was already very involved with the children; in another the 
father had returned to live with his parents after a failed relationship 
which had begun before the marriage ended. 

Comparison of single fathers who were active in leaving the marri
age with those who were passive in the separation reveals that active 
fathers were more cooperative and flexible than passive fathers 
(1.29 v .60). They were also warmer/more attached (.91 v .48), saw 
parenting as more shared (.94 v .46), and overall were more positive 
about the relationship (1.3 v .57). Although none of these differences 
was statistically significant, the consistency of direction lends weight 
to viewing single fathers who initiate separation and remain single as 
a small group who appear to have the most satisfactory longer-term 
relationships with their former spouses. 

This trend does not appear to be consistent with an attachment 
hypothesis, if initiation of the separation signifies the wish to end the 
pair bond. On the other hand, women who were passive in the 
separation reported the least conflicted communication, and perhaps 
part of the explanation for the good relationships reported by single 
men who initiated the separation is to be found in the 'other half' of 
the relationship. For example, fathers who leave and remain single 
five to eight years after separation may have left in different circum
stances from repartnered fathers who also left the marriage. Some of 
these differences may involve characteristics of the former spouse and 
help explain why single fathers, active in the separation, have more 
positive relationships with their former spouse than do repartnered 
fathers. 

The comments of single non-resident fathers on their relationships 
and circumstances illustrates a range of circumstances. A father of 
two children aged 18 and 13 gave all the chattels of the marriage to 
his wife because the children needed them. He would like to live with 
his children and be 'truly a parent', although they stay overnight and 
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he shares their sporting interests. His general philosophy about 
divorce is that moral not monetary issues should come to the fore 
when children are concerned. He felt little hurt or anger, and had 
some residual warm feelings towards his former spouse. However, he 
was 'narked that I don't know where the money [child support] is 
going'. 

Another of these fathers saw his children aged 14 and 13 only on 
holidays and occasional weekends, as he lived in the country. He still 
felt warmly towards his former spouse, and expressed very little 
continuing hurt. As extras for his children he bought them 'paddock 
bombs' and maintained a horse. 

A third father had to struggle to discipline his elder boy aged 19, 
but saw himself as very engaged with the boy and his sister, aged 17. 
He felt the boy had 'played off' the parents and that his wife did not 
allow the boy 'to become his own person'. This was reflected in his 
rather poor view of the former wife as a parent. Although he felt less 
lingering hurt or anger than most parents, he felt communication to 
be quite conflicted. 

A fourth father had left his marriage and repartnered, but that 
relationship had broken down. His children were 14 and nine, and 
one of his abiding concerns was to 'keep the children out of the 
hassles - don't run each other down or point out faults in front of the 
children ... it's most important that children realise parents are still 
both involved in their upbringing.' He thought his former spouse was 
about average as a parent, but reported low conflict and appeared 
generally detached. 

Finally, in this group of single non-resident fathers was a man who 
was more unhappy than nine out of ten of the parents. He reported 
having initiated the separation to enter another relationship which 
had subsequently broken down. He then returned to live with his 
parents. He nevertheless experienced the divorce as traumatic: 
'Parents without children go through hell ... the loss affects your 
whole life.' He sees his children sporadically since his wife has moved 
away, and he considers her a very poor parent. He is bitter about her 
and the divorce. In this case, the history is complex and possibly later 
unhappiness in a failed relationship colours the relationship with the 
former spouse. Certainly, such reciprocal effects are not ruled out in 
this study. 

Earlier work (Funder 1989) showed that single fathers visited their 
children more often than repartnered fathers, and were more satisfied 
with their children's wellbeing. Fathers who were active in the 
separation and have remained single have varied histories, but seem 
to be eager and active parents in spite of difficulties. Mothers may be 
more cooperative with fathers who left the marriage, but who remain 
attached to children and have not begun a new family life. 
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Mothers and the decision to separate 
Mothers who reported being passive in the separation (26 per cent) 
were distinguished by being somewhat more hurt and blaming than 
other mothers (t = 2.81, df (167), p <.01). It is possible that the 
combination of the father having left but not repartnered, and the 
mother having perhaps a sense of 'moral superiority', elicits more 
cooperation from the father, and that in its train he continues to feel 
greater warmth/attachment to the former spouse (although there is 
no evidence that this feeling is reciprocated). Perhaps blame and its 
reciprocal guilt are mechanisms for sustaining attachment and a 
positive co-parental relationship from the father's viewpoint, aided 
by the least conflicted communication reported by this group of 
mothers. 

One mother (in the passive group) with two children of 15 and 13 
retained a strong attachment to her former husband, but. also felt 
extremely hurt and blamed him. She spoke passionately about the 
'legal and moral responsibilities of parenting' and, although the 
husband saw the children regularly and paid maintenance, she made 
a cri de coeur concerning 'lack of financial and physical support as 
well as emotional support for myself and children'. 

In another instance, a mother of children aged 15 and 12, who was 
very contented with her life and felt very little anger or hurt, was 
nevertheless bitter about child support: 'He thinks he's smart in 
paying money to children [into a trust account] rather than to me so 
that the children will have plenty of money in future.' Her opinion of 
the father as a parent was well below average, but the heat seemed to 
have gone out of the relationship. 

Overall, however, although single fathers who initiated the separa
tion were the most positive about the relationship with their former 
spouses (some of whom had already formed a new attachment at the 
time of separation, but were later on their own), single fathers who 
did not initiate separation were also generally more positive than 
repartnered fathers, or than mothers, single or repartnered. 

In general the separation decision, although a crude measure of a 
complex and subtle process of disengagement from the earlier attach
ment between spouses, proved to have lasting effects on the inter
parental relationship. These effects are not always easy to explain; the 
particular characteristics of non-resident fathers who remain single (a 
small group) deserve closer attention, as a possible window on the 
trade-offs required between parents to maintain good relationships. 
For the larger group of repartnered fathers there appears to be some 
risk of continuing difficulties in relationships, possibly reflecting their 
own lingering difficulties; alternatively their repartnering may have 
triggered resentment in the resident mother. 
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Co-parental relationship and prior wellbeing 
The conduct of the relationship between parents may be influenced 
by the prior personal and life circumstances in the years following the 
separation, and parental relations and emotional and psychological 
wellbeing may both be in some part reflections of even earlier 
·circumstances. Correlations between wellbeing three years previously 
and current relations between parents may provide some insight into 
the ways in which these indices (wellbeing and the co-parental rela
tionship) evolve over the time since separation. To explore this 
relationship correlations between emotional state and life satisfaction 
in 1984, and the dimensions of the parental relationship, were 
computed for men and women. The results are presented in Table 7.4. 

Overall, the relationship between parents (as perceived by either 
resident mothers or non-resident fathers) had little connection with 
their emotional state and wellbeing. With such a time lag since sepa
ration, this finding is perhaps to be expected. Nevertheless, although 
life satisfaction soon after separation has little bearing on later inter
parental relationships, emotional state at the earlier time point affects 
parental relationships three years later. Parents who felt more positive 
at the earlier time were less likely than other parents to express hate/ 
revenge or hurt/blame three years later. This connection was similar 
for both men and women. However, emotional state close to the time 
of separation had no significant link to the degree of cooperation or 
warmth between the parents at the later time point. 

Table 7.4 Correlations between relationships between parents and 
emotional state and wellbeing 3 years previously: resident 
mothers and non-resident fathers 

Dimensions of 
Emotional state 1984 

parental relationship Mothers 
Cooperation 
Warmth/attachment 
Communication 
Sharing 
Low revengelhate 
Low blamelhurt 
Former spouse as parent 
Full scale 

Note: • p < .05 .. p < .01 
(2-tailed test of significance) 

.02 

.04 

.27** 

.01 

.36** 

.32** 

.18* 

.03 

Fathers 

.02 

.15 

.18* 

.09 

.21 * 

.26** 

.22* 

.03 

Wellbeing 1984 

Mothers Fathers 
.13 .06 
.02 .13 
.18* .07 
.07 .12 
.09 .13 
.18* .19* 
.14 .25** 
.06 .01 
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The specific dimensions of the relationship between parents asso
ciated with prior emotional state are the degree of conflict, anger! 
revenge and hurt/blame, but not sharing, cooperating and the view of 
the former spouse as a competent parent. It could be argued that these 
aspects of the parental relationship are more central to the spousal 
than to the parental aspects of the relationship. They may also be 
aspects of relationships which are closer to habitual ways of dealing 
with interpersonal relationships. On th~ other hand, relationships 
which were difficult three years earlier (on which we have no data) 
may have continued, and affected emotional state at both points in 
time. 

Co-parental relationship and current wellbeing 
In general, a similar pattern of correlations between dimensions of the 
relationship between parents and emotional and psychological well
being was noted in 1984 and in 1987 (Table 7.5). Thus, for the group 
of parents who have ongoing responsibility for children, and who 
both have at least some involvement with the children, there is a con
nection between general wellbeing and the relationship between 
parents which persists over a considerable time. 

A final question concerns the degree to which current wellbeing is 
tied to aspects of the parental relationship independent wellbeing 
closer to the time of separation. It is possible, for example, that much 
of the interaction between the two is pre-determined by past condi
tions. To explore this situation, current emotional state and psycho
logical wellbeing were regressed on the dimensions of the parental 

Table 7.5 Correlations between relationships between parents and 
emotional state and wellbeing 3 years previously: resident 
mothers and non-resident fathers (1987) 

Dimensions of 
parental relationship 

Emotional state 1987 Wellbeing 1987 

Cooperation 
Warmth/attachment 
Communication 
Sharing 
Low revenge/hate 
Low blame/hurt 
Former spouse as parent 
Full scale 

Mothers 

.02 

.09 

.21** 

.04 
-.10 
-.18* 

.02 

.01 

Note: 'p < .05 •• p < .01 
(2-tailed test of significance) 

Fathers 

.14 

.00 

.33** 

.22" 
-.22* 
-.32** 

.32** 

.13 

Mothers Fathers 

.09 .15 

.08 .06 

.15 .14 
-.14 .16 
-.11 -.03 
-.11 -.19* 

.04 .36** 

.07 .12 
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Table 7.6 The impact of qualities of the co-parental relationship 
on changes in emotional state over the 3 years between 
interviews for non-resident fathers and resident mothers 

Dimensions of 
Non-resident fathers Resident mothers 

parental relationship beta t sig beta 

Cooperation .12 1.5 ns .01 .13 
Communication .25 3.1 .01 .07 .98 
Warmth/attachment .07 1.0 ns .11 1.70 
Sharing .20 2.5 .02 .04 .69 
Low hate/revenge .13 1.5 ns .09 1.20 
Low hurt/blame .21 2.6 .01 .10 1.20 
Former spouse as parent .24 3.0 .01 .07 1.00 
Co-parent scale -.12 -1.7 ns .02 040 

Note: Change was measured by regressing 1987 emotional state on the parental 
relationship variables and 1984 emotional state for resident mothers and 
non-resident fathers. 

sig 

ns 
ns 
ns 
ns 
ns 
ns 
ns 
ns 

relationship, with previous emotional or psychological wellbeing 
entered in the equation as a control. The results are presented in Table 
7.6. In this way it is possible to test how important current relation
ships are to wellbeing without the effects of longer-lasting aspects of 
wellbeing mud dying the waters. 

For mothers, no aspect of the relationship with the former spouse 
continued to have a significant impact on either emotional or psycho
logical wellbeing. For non-resident fathers, however, a number of 
dimensions of the current relationship with the former spouse contri
buted to emotional wellbeing - communication, sharing, hurt/blame, 
and the view of the former spouse as parent - all contributed signifi
cantly to emotional wellbeing. In the case of psychological wellbeing, 
only the view of the former spouse as parent made a strong contri
bution (b = .27, t = 3.42, p <.001). Clearly, it is possible to make the 
case that current wellbeing affects the way in which the parental 
relationship is perceived. The outstanding question is why the con
nection exists for non-resident fathers, but not for resident mothers. 

Discussion 
Six main points emerged from this inquiry into the nature and func
tion of the relationship between parents in the five to eight years after 
divorce. 

First, resident mothers are generally more negative than non
resident fathers about qualities of the relationship, although they con
sider communication to be more harmonious. In spite of experiencing 
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the relationship more negatively, the relationship appears to be less 
salient in the emotional and psychological wellbeing of resident 
mothers than for that of non-resident fathers. 

Second, non-resident fathers perceive the relationship with the 
former spouse more favourably than resident mother in most dimen
sions. This relationship continues to be a significant factor in their 
emotional wellbeing of fathers even in the longer term after 
separation. 

Third, the way in which parents - both resident mothers and non
resident fathers - recall their participation in the separation process 
continues to affect the amount of hurt/blame they feel for their former 
spouse. 

Fourth, making a new attachment does not appear to affect the 
way resident mothers feel about their relationship with their former 
spouse. Non-resident fathers who remain single report a generally 
more rewarding relationship with their former spouse than repart
nered men or women in either group. 

Fifth, prior and current emotional state are more tied to qualities 
of the relationship between spouses than psychological wellbeing. For 
fathers, however, psychological wellbeing is greater if they have a 
higher opinion of the former spouse as a mother. 

Sixth, warmth and attachment is greater for non-resident fathers 
than for resident mothers, but is not a significant factor in the 
wellbeing of mothers or fathers. Thus positive images of the former 
spouse, to the extent they continue, do not appear to be associated 
with wellbeing or emotional state, in contrast with Berman's (1988) 
observations of women more recently separated. Possibly warmth 
fades with time, and with it the potential for pain. In addition, the 
measures used here are unfocused in contrast to Berman's guided 
recall procedure. Anger/revenge, hurt/blame, conflict and a poor 
opinion of the former spouse as a parent appear to affect wellbeing 
negatively in fathers, but not significantly in mothers. 

These results will be discussed under three headings: the nature of 
the longer-term relationship between divorced parents of dependent 
children; the apparent differences in meaning of that relationship by 
resident mothers and non-resident fathers; and the in sights into the 
relationship between attachment and wellbeing for parents. Before 
proceeding, however, some of the particular conditions of the study 
are noted. 

The main group studied were parents where at least some in
volvement with children was continuing five to eight years after 
separation. Comparison with the out-of-touch group showed that the 
latter appeared not to suffer emotional or psychological ill-being, 
although they were less positive about the former spouse as parent 
and obviously shared less parenting. Fathers' disengagement from 
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parenting has been attributed to practical difficulties such as distance 
(Funder 1993b), and to fathers' psychological response to threatened 
or actual loss of their child (attachment). Adaptation to loss of the 
child by withdrawal and disengagement is seen as consistent with 
coping in other situations of loss and bereavement (Kruk 1992). 

Still, the in-touch group may have differed in other ways, and 
particularly in terms of their marriage and earlier relationship; there 
is no information on this point. This aspect of the study thus concerns 
the 'stayers', parents who maintained some joint parenting over the 
years. Another caveat relates to interpreting time-ordered data. Al
though some inferences about prior effects have been made, their 
strength is limited because important aspects of the relationship dur
ing the marriage, reasons for separation and events since, possibly 
affect both later wellbeing and later relationships. 

Nature of the continuing relationship 
This analysis is confined to parents who are still involved in parenting 
dependent children. The main difference between those who were still 
parenting and out-of-touch parents was the behavioural aspects of 
the relationship - sharing and cooperation - although the in-touch 
non-resident fathers were warmer towards their former spouses. The 
out-of-touch fathers appear to be caught in the time warp of sepa
ration when conflict was fairly universally reported as moderate to 
high. It is not clear whether warmer men continue to parent, or 
whether continuing contact encourages a degree of warmth, or both. 
It appears that adaptation, as measured here in emotional and psy
chological wellbeing, is related to the management of levels of con
flict, anger and hurt in the relationship, even five to eight years after 
separation; this is the case, however, only for non-resident fathers. 

The relationship between resident mothers and non-resident 
fathers five to eight years after separation was characterised by sub
scales which were related, but which also describe aspects of the 
relationship with varying meanings in the lives of parents. Qualities 
in the relationship relate in various ways to past and concurrent 
aspects of parents' lives, and are thus worthy of separate considera
tion in an attempt to understand the parenting process after divorce. 

The impact of separation process on continuing hurt/blame is note
worthy since these emotions are apparently slow to dissipate and are 
associated in the men with negative outcomes. Although litigation 
was not more common in this group (fewer than 5 per cent went to 
full court hearings), the continuing hurt and blame suggest that en
gaging both partners in the separation process (which may extend 
well beyond physically leaving) is a worthwhile strategy. Marriage 
guidance counsellors and family therapists (Paterson 1989) speak of 
the necessity of giving the person who is 'left' assistance in developing 
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a new identity for the future - independent, and no longer essentially 
reactive to the former spouse's motives and needs. Especially for the 
non-resident fathers in the study, this endeavour appears worthwhile. 

Resident mothers and non-resident fathers 
Fathers were more positive than mothers about sharing, cooperation/ 
flexibility, the general parenting relationship, and very particularly 
the former spouse as a parent. Thus, contrary to a good deal of folk 
wisdom, fathers appear to see those aspects of the relationship with 
their former spouse which impinge most directly on the rearing of the 
children as more satisfactory than other aspects, especially the trust 
they have in the resident mother as prime carer for the children. It 
may be that the bitterness of fathers no longer involved in parenting 
explains the popular image of enmity and distrust between divorced 
parents; this enmity was not generally present among our in-touch 
group of non-resident fathers. 

One father of two boys aged 14 and 12 wanted more time with 
them 'because they're boys, and I'd like to bring them up more in my 
image rather than my ex-wife's - father and son relationship, wood
work and that sort of thing'. He had sought an order restraining his 
former wife from going interstate with the boys, but said that custody 
decisions should be made by parents on the basis of common sense 
about where they would be better off - 'bureaucrats create problems 
and bitterness'. In spite of this less than perfect and rather ambivalent 
picture of the parenting of his sons, he was quite satisfied with his 
former wife as a parent, while reporting himself to be well below 
average in sharing parental responsibilities. 

Mothers' comments about parenting sometimes had elements of 
criticism of the balance of responsibilities. One mother whose former 
husband was quite involved with the children (they bought them 
combined Christmas presents) still had this to say: 'I think they need 
to be with him so he can have a dose of their bad behaviour 
sometimes. ' 

Some mothers had real fears about the quality of care and super
vision offered by non-resident fathers. One said: 'I want him to put 
aside time with them and not tell them he can't change his lifestyle for 
them'. 

Another mother refused access until the their father promised not 
to allow the children, aged 12 and 10, guns without supervision when 
they visited his farm; perhaps this last example reflects lack of the 
father's knowledge about age appropriate responsibilities and 
activities for children. 

Mothers were less likely than fathers to perceive conflict in com
munication. However, levels of conflict appeared to have long-lasting 
effects on the non-resident parent, who, if conflict was high, was less 
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likely to remain involved with the children. Moreover, conflicted 
communication, anger/revenge and hurt/blame, and the view of the 
former spouse as parent, were all negatively correlated with emo
tional wellbeing of both parents three years previously. Thus no 
matter which parent perceived lasting conflict, it had an enduring 
effect on both of them. 

The continuing effects of these negative qualities in the rela
tionship remained for non-resident fathers, even when pre-existing 
emotional state was taken into account. These effects may also be 
interpreted as the power of co-parental relationships to effect changes 
in emotional state in a period after the crisis. Although these data do 
not allow strong causal inferences to be drawn, they suggest that non
resident fathers may be more sensitive to conflict and react more 
strongly - being driven from involvement with children, or choosing 
to withdraw. When they remain active parents, they appear more 
sensitive to conflict than the resident mothers, and conflict and bad 
feeling continue to be tied to their emotional state. For resident 
mothers, all these effects are attenuated or non-existent. The burning 
question unable to be addressed from the present data set is whether 
these differences are a function of gender (mother/father), residence 
with the children, or both. 

Given that withdrawal from parenting does not seem to abate 
conflict, one possibility is that more contact is actually curative, in 
that parents may learn how to negotiate better and to resolve linger
ing antipathies. Frequency of contact with the children had no signifi
cant relationship with conflict, anger, hurt, revenge, or the view of the 
former spouse as parent. It was understandably related to the more 
behavioural aspects of parenting - the amount of sharing reported 
and degree of cooperation/flexibility. 

Attachment 
There is no confirmation that expressions of attachment/warmth have 
deleterious effects on wellbeing in the longer term. On the contrary, 
it is the expression of conflict, anger and hurt that characterise 
parents who continue to suffer more, although the relationship be
tween parents exerted influence on the wellbeing of fathers only. (It is 
possible that attachment underlies both warm and angry responses. 
However, links with wellbeing were noted only when the expressions 
were negative.) 

It should be remembered that fathers had continued some contact 
with their dependent children over the years, so they exposed them
selves to the risk of continuing pain. The greater difficulties of the 
fathers who repartnered suggests that the relationship with the 
former spouse still had the potential to affect their new relationship. 
Family therapists sometimes speak of the former spouse making a 
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third person in the bed of a second marriage. Although this study can 
throw no light on the second relationships of the non-resident fathers, 
the liveliness of feelings for the former spouse among some fathers is 
worth noting. 

It is not clear whether entering a new partnership exacerbates 
difficulties in the parental relationship, perhaps interrupting a process 
of amelioration experienced by fathers who remain single, or whether 
men with more difficult relationships with their former spouses 
entered new partnerships. Although the differences were not signifi
cant, the small number of men who remained single in the long term 
reported conflict in the low-to-moderate range at separation whereas 
women and repartnered fathers were in the moderate-to-high range. 
It might be worthwhile examining other aspects of the separation (for 
example, whether infidelity precipitated the separation) which 
predispose to more conflicted separation, to repartnering, and, where 
they occur, to the continuing difficulties experienced by non-resident 
fathers in the parental relationship. 

Summary 
Examination of relationships between parents in the longer term after 
separation points to the worthwhileness of further study of conditions 
that may ameliorate conflict, anger and hurt. The search needs to 
include the process of separation, which still exerts an effect but which 
was crudely measured in the present study. Longitudinal studies, 
ideally prospective ones focusing on the qualities of the marital rela
tionship, are required to disentangle some of the links between indi
vidual characteristics and relationships. The reciprocal role of children 
in their parents' recovery needs attention, since non-resident parents 
are clearly at risk of the loss of this source of closeness and identity 
shift through attenuation or loss of the parent role. 

The apparently more complete disengagement of resident mothers 
from their spouse/co-parent and the insignificant role of this rela
tionship in their wellbeing is interesting, especially in the light of the 
importance of a second partnership in their quality of life (Weston 
1986b; Weston and Funder 1993). Although a new attachment in
creases wellbeing, the interparental relationship appears to have no 
significant impact for the resident mother. Perhaps as well as the con
tinuing parent role, resident parents also have more control in a 
relationship centred on children in their day-to-day care and control. 
Omodei and Wearing (1990) show that involvement, which is intense 
and satisfies needs, is associated with wellbeing. Unfettered parenting 
may fit this category. 

Further work directed to a better understanding of the effects of 
parent-child and parent-new spouse relationships on wellbeing re
quires samples of resident and non-resident mothers and fathers. Per-
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haps, once again, the resident parent's relative continuity and security 
in the parent role insulates him/her from the deleterious effects of 
difficulties in the interparent relationship. That relationship may have 
less continuing salience in his/her life, because the parent-child rela
tionship remains central. 

These findings point to the general recovery of parents from the 
high conflict of the crisis. Even cases of early and continuing conflict 
can achieve working relationships. One father, a shift worker, had 
several court orders to restore access so that he could accommodate 
his work and the children's schedules. The children, now 13 and 12, 
have more say in the arrangements. He would like them to live with 
him: 'They would be better off with me for social reasons ... have a 
brighter future . . . and for selfish reasons'. He complies with his 
wife's wishes and pays maintenance through the magistrate's court, 
although he doesn't like the incursion into his privacy. In spite of a 
rather troubled history, he ranks his former spouse as a very com
petent parent. He feels less hurt and angry than most father, and is 
generally pretty content with his life. 

The links betsween lasting problems in relationships between 
parents and conditions surrounding the separation point to the need 
for information for parents on the probable course of recovery. 
Parents who continued some joint parenting, and those who had 
severed relations, had similar levels of wellbeing, suggesting that 
either course of action can lead to good outcomes for parents. On the 
other hand, for the children, one-quarter of whom wanted to be 
closer to their father (Chapter 4), ways of containing or managing 
conflict are required if their wishes are to be satisfied. Thus what may 
be satisfying for parents may carry costs for children. 

The wellbeing of non-resident fathers who continue to share 
parenting would be improved by interventions to engage both parties 
in the separation process, thus diminishing anger, hurt and blame. 
In their evaluation of marriage counselling, Wolcott and Glezer 
(1989) show that women who had already started to plan a new life 
sometimes used marriage counselling to help their husbands 
understand the separation, but husbands had difficulty seeing such 
counselling as valuable. Perhaps a realisation that anger, hurt and 
blame towards the former spouse continue to be related to emotional 
state long after separation may encourage more attention to the 
separation process, which appears to last longer than is sometimes 
thought. 

It is important to remember that in this analysis all fathers were 
non-resident and all mothers were resident. Thus resident status and 
gender can not be distinguished. Other research (Stewart, Schwebel 
and Fine 1986) show that recently divorced fathers with custody of 
their children adjust better than those without custody. Future 
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research including father custody groups is required to see if such 
effects flow on to the co-parental relationship in the years that follow. 

Parents in this study seem to be able to function well, whether or 
not they have any ongoing co-parental relationship. Only non
resident fathers who are in touch with their children are vulnerable to 
persistent difficulties in the relationship with the co-parent. The 
emotional burden of continuing contact on the non-resident fathers 
needs to be addressed, for their sake, and for the sake of the children. 
In the next chapter, the effects of the co-parental relationship on 
children's wellbeing are examined. 



8 
Children's Wellbeing and 

Family Relationships 

'The web of our life is of a mingled yarn.' 
(Shakespeare: All's Well that Ends Well, iV:3) 

In this chapter, the web of family relationships, and their impact on 
the wellbeing of children five to eight years after parental separation, 
are explored. Relationships, by definition, involve more than one 
person and have implications for each participant and for other 
family members. In studying families it is rare to be able to look at 
two or more perspectives on family relationships. Here we ask how 
well the child's wellbeing is predicted by the parent-parent rela
tionship, the father-child relationship, and the mother-child relation
ship as perceived by the different family members. 

The questions are important to those who study families. A great 
deal of research on the impact of divorce on children relies on 
mothers' evaluation of the child's wellbeing and their relationships -
because she is accessible. In addition, studies often ask the same 
person about relationships and how they are faring, or what their 
emotional state is. It is reasonable to wonder in these cases whether 
wellbeing affects relationship as well as vice versa. 

In practice these issues must be addressed by counsellors and 
lawyers who form judgements about the quality of relationships and 
their impact on the wellbeing of children. These and other profes
sionals are required to form a view often from one perspective only, 
thus an inquiry into how different views of relationships stack up with 
children's wellbeing has practical as well as research ramifications. 

In Chapter 4, children's construction of their families was seen to 
differ from the demographic, objectively defined family. Just as con
cepts of these psychological families vary, so the significance of rela
tionships within families may change with time, and with changes in 
and between households. One-on-one relationships may be satis
factory to one and not the other; salient to one and peripheral to the 
other; and may impinge on other relationships for one and be 
encapsulated for the other. 

Dual Approach to Charting Relationships 
The dual approach to charting relationships allows findings, pre
viously established using the same reporters, to be tested against 
independent measures. Moreover, incongruous views of relationships 
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may in themselves create difficulties in families, and are thus worth 
recording. The question then becomes whether the presumed ties 
between quality of relationships and child outcomes persist when 
sources of data are independently established for each person 
involved. 

Understanding of family, not just individuals in families, must 
come through incorporating father's, mother's and child's perspec
tives on relationships. This necessity has long been realised (Marotz
Baden et al. 1979) but is difficult to achieve, and even more difficult 
when the family members live separately and have perhaps moved 
apart psychologically over time. Multiple views of relations between 
family members from the original pre-divorce family may provide a 
basis for understanding the nature of the family entity. Weighing the 
links between the two views of each relationship against children's 
wellbeing may also increase our understanding of how the post
divorce family is connected with children's wellbeing. Finally, since 
much of our previous knowledge about the impact of divorce on 
wellbeing comes through the eyes of the parent, a study incorporating 
multiple views should also provide insight into the validity of parent 
reports of family relationships as predictors of children's wellbeing. 

Issues and predictions 
Three questions relating to indices of child wellbeing from the child's 
point of view are addressed. From the child's view, what relationships 
within the family affect the child's wellbeing five to eight years after 
parental separation? From the resident mother's view, what rela
tionships within the family affect the child's wellbeing five to eight 
years after parental separation? From the non-resident father's view, 
what relationships within the family affect the child's wellbeing five 
to eight years after parental separation? 

Three predictions are made about the effects of relationships 
within the family and children's wellbeing: relationships between the 
child and both parents will be important to child wellbeing; rela
tionships between the resident mother and child will be more im
portant to wellbeing than those between the non-resident father and 
child; and the quality of the relationship between the parents will 
affect children's wellbeing. 

In the post-divorce family, relations between the original members 
have been shown to have altered variously for resident fathers and 
non-resident mothers, with their children and between themselves. So 
too, the impact of relationships on children's wellbeing may be 
expected to have various effects. One problem in assessing the impact 
of relationship on child wellbeing is that, if the source of data for 
both relationship and wellbeing is from the same source (child), the 
correlation between the relationship and wellbeing may be in part due 



Children's Wellbeing and Family Relationships 143 

to observer bias. A report on the relationship by the other participant 
may accurately reflect his/her perception, but may not be a good 
predictor of child wellbeing. Since in research and practice only one 
source of data on family relationships and wellbeing is generally 
available, it is of interest to know how links between these and 
independent reports of relationships stack up. In approaching this 
issue, however, the child's view of his/her wellbeing is taken as valid. 

The issue of what measure of wellbeing is to be taken as valid is 
raised by Long, Forehand, Fauber and Brody (1987) who report that 
adolescents' ratings of their own social adjustment differ for divorced 
and intact groups, but teacher ratings do not distinguish adolescents 
from divorced and intact families. It is always possible that obser
vation and self report are tapping somewhat different constructs, or 
that measures differ in their power to discriminate between groups 
because they have different reliability. In the case of measures of 
children's wellbeing in this study it is assumed that they have validity 
for the child. This does not mean, however, that other views of chil
dren's wellbeing do not also have validity. In the study cited above, 
for example, the teacher may be correct in finding the children 
equally well adjusted in class; children's feelings about social ade
quacy, on the other hand, must also be seen as true since they reflect 
the child's appraisal of his/her adequacy. 

This issue is important theoretically in that the salience and quality 
of family relationships five to eight years after separation define the 
continuing family. It is also important in many fields of practice 
where, for example, only one party is heard, or parents' views and 
those of the child are in dispute. In reviews of divorce studies, Kunz 
(1992) calls attention to the few studies which draw on multiple per
spectives on relationships and outcomes, and Barber and Eccles 
(1992) are critical of research studies seeking links between relation
ships and wellbeing after divorce where the data come from a single 
source. They draw attention to the impossibility of discriminating 
between observer bias and valid links between quality of relationship 
and outcomes for the child. This dilemma exists for judges, lawyers, 
counsellors and parents themselves. 

Another issue regarding family relationships and children's well
being is that of which relationships continue to affect children in the 
longer-term after parental separation. The widely described power of 
parental conflict to damage children (Emery 1982, 1988) may dimin
ish over time, because the conflict itself lessens as the relationships 
with the previous spouse becomes less important to parent's wellbeing 
(especially for resident mothers, as seen in Chapter 7). In addition, the 
extent to which residual conflict damages children may also diminish, 
as children find ways to avoid or deal with conflict (Emery 1988). As 
was seen in Chapter 7, other dimensions of disharmony - lingering 
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hurt/blame, anger/revenge, warmth/attachment, or lack of trust in the 
former spouse as a parent - may carry over into parents' lives, despite 
the absence of overt conflict. A question posed here is whether these 
dimensions of the parental relationship have an impact on children's 
wellbeing. 

Parent-child relationships are also classically described as 
important for children's wellbeing. In the developmental literature, 
parents as attachment figures symbolise security, closeness, warmth 
and continuity, and as such are necessary for emotional and social 
development (Bowlby 1980; Rutter 1971, 1979). As Rutter points 
out, relationships are by definition interactive; for example, the im
pact on children of hostility between parents may be offset by a close 
supportive parent-child relationship. Furthermore, in the family 
systems literature (Haley 1971) families are described as being to a 
large extent self-regulating. For example, disruption to the spousal 
relationship may strengthen the parent-child bond, so that the long
term interactions between structural change and relationship shifts 
make predictions difficult about which relationships persist in influ
encing child wellbeing. 

From the perspective of stress and coping research, a close, sup
portive relationship with a parent is reported to be a buffer for chil
dren against adversity (Garmezy 1983) - and parental divorce/ 
disharmony is an example of such adversity. However, after divorce, 
one parent usually has greater opportunity to cultivate the parent
child relationship. Thus in this study, resident mothers would be 
expected to exert more influence on children's lives than non-resident 
fathers. In general terms, then, the more powerful family influence 
might be expected to be in relationships between household members. 
In summary, the relationships between resident mother and· child 
would be expected to be a more important influence on children's 
well-being than the co-parental relationship (which, we have seen, 
has little effect on the resident mother's wellbeing) and more im
portant than the father-child relationship. 

In the family systems literature, divorce is seen as precipitating 
problems for family functioning which stem from uncertainties about 
roles, particularly between parents, which are referred to as boundary 
ambiguity (Boss 1977; Boss and Greenberg 1984). Families are 
reported to suffer stress from having a physically absent parent who 
is psychologically present, in part because of the uncertainties of that 
parent's role in family processes. The picture of children's families in 
Chapter 4 suggests that for many children there does exist ambiguity 
about the father's role in the family. 

Unless roles are clarified, continuing uncertainty may disrupt 
family adaptation to divorce. Possibilities for adaptation include 
closing out the absent member, or redefining roles to include that 
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person in a predictable way. A third possibility is that over time the 
salience of the relationship with the absent member decreases, and 
hence the degree of influence on the functioning of the family and the 
individual members also decreases. In this chapter, the significance of 
the absent father's relationship to children's wellbeing is explored and 
compared with that of the resident mother. 

The role of family relationships in children's lives is initially ex
plored on the basis that relationships directly affect wellbeing; other 
possible links between relationships and children's wellbeing could be 
considered subsequently. The approach taken can be summarised in 
the post-divorce family relationship/data grid shown in Figure 8.l. 
The qualities of three relationships, co-parental, mother-child and 
father-child, are reported from three perspectives - mother, father 
and child. This procedure allows the exploration of the links between 
the three relationships in the post-divorce family and children's 
wellbeing in five to eight years after parental divorce. To do this, the 
various indices of child wellbeing were separately regressed on 

Figure 8.1 Family relationship/data grid shows three family 
relationships, sources of data on each summary measure 

Family relationships 
Data source 

Parent-parent Mother-child Father-child 

Resident parent conflict closeness 
(mother) hurVblame availability 

warmth/ attachment involvement 
sharing 
trust 
anger/revenge· 

Non-resident conflict closeness 
parent hurVblame availability 
(father) warmth/attachment involvement 

sharing 
trust 
anger/revenge 

Child quality of parent pleasure in pleasure in 
contact relationship relationship 
torn advisor/trust advisor/trust 

adequacy of time adequacy of time 

Note: Shading denotes no available data 
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dimensions of the co-parental relationship, on the mother-child 
relationship, and on the father-child relationship, with separate 
analyses for mother's, father's and child's perspectives on relation
ships, but using the child's self reports of wellbeing. 

Measures 
The indices of child wellbeing are those used previously in Chapters 
4 and 5 - ambience in the homes of mother and father, Offer Self 
Image Questionnaire, social competence and health problem check
list. (See Appendix to Chapter 3.) In the analysis of functioning of the 
post-divorce family, the child's ratings of the Family Cohesion Sub
scale of the Family Environment Scale (Moos and Moos 1981) for 
each home were included. Interpretation of cohesion in the families of 
adolescents is difficult, since cohesion may have a curvilinear 
relationship with other indices of adolescent wellbeing. The degree of 
involvement ('enmeshment') registered by very high cohesion may 
possibly be an obstacle in normal growth in adolescent independence 
(,individuation'), and very low cohesion may indicate fragmentation 
and lack of support. Optimal cohesion probably lies in the mid range. 
Cohesiont is included here for comparison with other indices of 
family functioning. 

The co-parental relationship scales (parent view) are the co
parental scales described in the previous chapter - hurt/blame, anger! 
revenge, cooperation/sharing, warmth/attachment, trust in the other 
parent, and conflicted communication. The co-parental relationship 
scale (child view) comprises a five-item scale reflecting children's 
views of parents. Children were asked: 'Nowadays, are your parents 
usually: polite to each other, calm, friendly, cold?' And 'Do they argue 
about your expenses and how they are shared?' Negative items were 
reverse-coded ('yes' = 1; 'no' = 0). A second measure, 'TORN', 
concerned the child's involvement in the co-parental relationship: 'I 
find it hard to be fair to both'; 'I feel split or torn'; 'I feel that 1 can't 
talk to one parent about the other'. The parent-child relationship 
measures (parent view) derive from three questions about parents' 
degree of involvement, closeness and availability to children. The 
parent-child relationship measures (child view) comprise a number of 
questions about satisfaction with amount of time spent, the 
enjoyment the parent reported in the time spent, the parent as a 
confidant, and the parent as a source of advice. (See Appendix Table 
A 8.1 for details of measures.) 

The parents' perspectives on children's health, their satisfaction 
with the child's living arrangements and achievement were taken as 
measures of the child's wellbeing from the parent perspective. Parents 
were asked to rate on a nine-point scale from delighted to terrible, the 
following aspects of their satisfaction with the child: the extent to 
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which they are succeeding and getting ahead; their performance at 
school; the children's wellbeing; the extent to which they can really 
talk and communicate with their children; and their housing and 
living conditions. 

The Moos scale of children's general health comprised a 16-item 
checklist of common ailments and psychosomatic conditions, which 
were summed as a measure of the parent's perception of the child's 
health. (See Appendix Tables A 8.2-A 8.4 for statistics on all 
measures and correlations between measures.) 

To determine which elements in the co-parental relationship were 
linked to child outcomes, all variables were entered as possible 
predictors of the outcome variables by a series of forward regressions. 
Child outcomes were similarly regressed on mother-child and father
child relationships. As in previous analyses, age of child, which was 
correlated with child wellbeing measures, was entered as a control. In 
this way, the three data sources were used to build the most 
parsimonious models which best explained variation in each index of 
child wellbeing. 

Analysis 
In the analyses that immediately follow (Figures 8.2-8.4), the 
measures of child wellbeing are children's self reports. Only signifi
cant beta weights are shown in these figures to provide a summary of 
relationships with significant effects on child wellbeing. The 
regression coefficients represented in the figures indicate the effects of 
relationships on children's wellbeing when other relationships and the 
child's age are controlled. (Full tables of the regression analyses are 
shown in Appendix Tables A 8.S-A 8.7) 

Relationship/data grid - child view 
Family relationships and wellbeing from the child's point of view are 
shown in Figure 8.2. In this figure, the co-parental relationship 
measure represents the child's view of the quality of communication 
between the parents: 'Nowadays, would you say your parents are 
usually: angry, calm, friendly, upset, cold? Do they argue about how 
much money should be paid?' The child's view of the parental 
relationship was linked to only one index of child wellbeing; the more 
health problems the child reported, the better they reported the 
quality of the parental relationship. It is unlikely that parental har
mony causes illness in children, but rather more likely that children 
who need more care elicit effective cooperation between parents, or 
are protected by their parents from the more difficult aspects of the 
co-parental relationship. This clearly serves as a caution against 
interpreting links between relationships in the post-divorce family 
and child wellbeing as having particular causal directions. 
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Figure 8.2 Analysis of child's data on wellbeing using child as data 
source on family relationships 

Relationship 
data source 

Child 

Family relationships 

Parent-parent Mother--child Father--child 

Child wellbeing 
(child report) 

quality of child 1-------"-"=------1 health problems 
communication 

#p<0.10 
"p < 0.Q1 

"'p < 0.001 

mother--<:hild 

home ambience 

1E---==-----1 cohesion 

self image 

social competence 

Note: Lines show significant beta weights from separate regression analyses of indices of 
child wellbeing on each relationship, controlling for age of child 

The child's relationship with mother is positively linked with the 
ambience in the resident home (is = .46, p< .001) and its cohesion 
(is = .29, p< .01), and with self image (is = .36, p < .01) and social 
competence (is = .23. p< .10). The strong links between children's 
accounts of their relationships with the resident mother and indices of 
wellbeing (from the child's perspective) endorse widely held findings 
that this relationship is important in children's wellbeing and 
development. The data are, however, from the same source, and thus 
may reflect commonalities in the reporter's view of self and rela
tionship with others. These findings will be compared in later analysis 
with the parents' accounts of relationships, and their links with child 
reports of wellbeing. 

The links established from the child perspective on relationships 
and wellbeing are those between the mother-child relationship and 
wellbeing - home ambience, cohesion, self image and social com
petence (Figure 8.2). The links between home ambience and cohesion 
in the mother's home are not unexpected, in that the mother-child 
relationship is subsumed in both these. More independent evidence of 
the positive links between the mother-child relationship and child 
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wellbeing is found in the significant positive ties between the mother
child relationship and self image and social competence. These latter 
connections support the central importance of the mother-child 
relationship among children and young people following divorce. It is 
perhaps noteworthy that family cohesion is positively correlated with 
home ambience and self image among children and young people 
living with mother after divorce. It seems that family cohesion is still 
important to wellbeing during this period of development in which 
independence and individuation are emphasised. 

However, since the child is the source of both measures, it is also 
possible that children with more positive self image and social com
petence perceive home and relationships as more congenial, than do 
others with lower self image and social competence. That said, how
ever, the child's view of the father-child relationship was significantly 
correlated with fathers' reports of that relationship (r = .28, p < .01), 
but not with any child-reported wellbeing index except the ambience 
in the father's home. The possible halo effect of positive self image 
and social competence does not appear to encompass father-child 
relationships, nor the ambience in the non-resident father's home. 

Buchanan, Maccoby and Dornbusch (1991) have shown that 
parental discord can affect children by their being drawn into the 
parental relationship, or being caught in the parental discord. In the 
present study, children's sense of being torn between parents and of 
experiencing different standards and values in the two households 
were not found to be significantly correlated with children's 
wellbeing. However, the measure of being torn - the extent to which 
the child felt torn, unable to speak about one parent to the other, and 
found it difficult to be fair to both parents - was correlated with both 
the mother's view (r = .28, p < .01) and the father's view (r = .31, 
p < .01) of conflicted communication with the co-parent. 

Thus, children felt torn when conflict reported by parents was 
high. On the other hand, no measures of conflict, or being torn by 
conflict, were significantly related to the child wellbeing indices ex
plored in this study. From the child's view, the exception is the 
smoother relationship between parents perceived by children with 
health problems. Thus while both children and their parents recog
nise that communication may be difficult, it is not a difficulty which 
significantly detracts from the child's feeling of personal wellbeing. 

Relationship/data grid - mother view 
We now compare the previous findings with links between the 
maternal perspective on family relationships and children's reports of 
wellbeing. These analyses are presented in Figure 8.3 

From the maternal perspective, two aspects of the co-parental rela
tionship - hurt/blame and trust in the other parent - are associated 
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Figure 8.3 Analysis of child's data on wellbeing using resident 
mother as data source on family relationships 

Relationship Family relationships Child wellbeing 
data source (child report) 

Parent-parent Mother-child Father-child 

11 

hurt/blame I 0.27* I cohesion 

I ~(~~"'ho"') 
0.20# 

self image 

Resident 
parent 
(mother) 

1 

trust in 

I 
0.28* 

1 health problems co-parent 

11 

#p<0.10 1 
*p < 0.05 

Note: Lines show significant beta weights from separate regression analyses of indices of 
child wellbeing on each relationship, contrOlling for age of child 

I 

I 

1 

with child wellbeing five to eight years after separation_ Mothers' 
lingering feelings of hurt/blame in relation to the child's father (high 
scoring = more hurt/blame) were associated with child reports of 
more cohesion in the mother's home and a more positive self image_ 
Although it is difficult to gauge exactly what is meant by family co
hesion, particularly among adolescents as they become more inde
pendent, the conjunction of more maternal hurt and blame and 
child's higher self esteem suggests that these maternal feelings to
wards the former spouse (father) confer some advantage for the child 
both at home and personally_ 

On the other hand, hurt/blame in the co-parental relationship was 
not significantly linked with the child's view of the ambience in the 
mother's home. It is possible that mothers who continue to feel hurt 
and blame (but who are not more depressed or anxious, as seen in the 
last chapter) create a cohesive - but not necessarily more congenial -
environment conducive to building positive self image in adolescents. 
Such closeness may even be maintained by the feelings towards the 
non-resident father, binding the mother and children together and 
excluding the father; distancing the father may reduce ambiguity in 
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terms of family identity. Such closeness would also be consistent with 
observations of cohesion in small groups with an outside focus or 
scapegoat (Haley 1971), and with family systems theory which pre
dicts that poor relationships in the parental subsystem may create 
coalitions between one parent and child(ren) (Minuchin 1974), 
although such coalitions are not necessarily in the child's best interests. 

Trust in the co-parent - that is, a generally positive view of the 
former spouse's parenting - is linked with children's reports of having 
more health problems. It is unlikely that fathers who are seen as reli
able and competent by the mother make children sick; more probably, 
sick children elicit more obviously trustworthy behaviour in parents. 
The examples in the last chapter of coordination of care of a diabetic 
child, and similar examples of slightly disabled or asthmatic children, 
support this view. Family therapists have inferred in some cases that 
the 'symptomatic child' maintains harmony between dysfunctional 
parents (Minuchin 1974), and as children may still be caught up in 
their parents' disputes long after separation (Buchanan, Maccoby, 
and Dornbusch 1991), this link between sick children and parental 
harmony may include cases where the child symptom allays parental 
disharmony. 

It is also possible that children who perceive their parents' rela
tionship to be harmonious are confused by the divorce, think it 
should not have happened, and desire a reconciliation. Their symp
toms may be an expression of this confusion and at the same time 
achieve closer parental ties. Clearly, no definitive or simple expla
nation is available to us here. 

The mother-child relationship, measured by the mother's rating of 
her availability, closeness and involvement with the child, was not a 
significant predictor of any index of child wellbeing. This measure 
was rather crude and was negatively skewed in its distribution (mean 
.67; maximum value 1.0), making it a sub-optimal discriminator 
among mothers, and more sensitive measures of mother-child 
relationship may predict children's wellbeing. Previous 'crisis time' 
studies on somewhat younger children (Forehand et al. 1986), have 
shown links between the mother-child relationship and child well
being. Similarly, these links have been reported using more refined 
measures of parent-child relationships at a later time (Buchanan, 
Maccoby and Dornbusch 1991; Dunlop 1988). In the present study, 
mother and child measures of this relationship were significantly 
positively correlated (r = .28, p < .01), although only the child's view 
of the relationship had significant links with child wellbeing. 

Relationship/data grid - father view 
The father's perspective of family relationships and its links with child 
wellbeing showed some similarities and some interesting differences 
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from those reported above (Figure 8.4). The father's experience of 
hurt/blame in the co-parental relationship is linked with three indices 
of child wellbeing - cohesion and ambience in the father's home, and 
the child's self image. The important difference, however, is that the 
direction of the effects is reversed; the less hurt and blame the father 
reports feeling for his former spouse, the more cohesive the child 
perceives the father's home, the more congenial its ambience, and the 
more positive the child's self image. 

These effects are not unexpected; fathers who have resolved pain
ful feelings emanating from the divorce (and thus are less likely to be 
depressed and anxious, as shown in the last chapter) appear to pro
vide closely-knit home environments and conditions fostering positive 
self image in their adolescent children. Similarly, the less anger and 
revenge fathers harbour for their former spouse, the more com
fortable the child feels in the father's home. Finally, fathers who have 
more positive emotions may be able to negotiate more satisfactory 
relationships with both former spouse and child. 

Figure 8.4 Analysis of child's data on wellbeing using non-resident 
father as data source on family relationships 

Relationship Family relationships 

data source I---------------~ 
Child wellbeing 
(child report) 

Parent-parent Mother--child Father--child 

hurt/blame cohesion 
k---~~~-------J (father's home) 

L-___ ---l 

Non-resident anger/revenge 
parent 
(father) 

Hp < 0.10 
'p< 0.01 

"p< 0.001 

home ambience 
(father's home) 

self image 

home ambience 
(mother's home) 

0.23# 

Note: Lines show significant beta weights from separate regression analyses of indices of 
child wellbeing on each relationship, controlling for age of child 
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The father's report of his relationship with the child (in contrast to 
the mother's report of her relationship with the child) is linked with 
cohesion in his home and home ambience. The father-child 
relationship variable has a larger standard deviation than that of the 
mother-child relationship variable, with much of this variability 
accounted for by the greater range in fathers' availability to children. 
Thus, fathers who reported themselves as more available, close and 
involved with their children were seen by the children to create more 
cohesive and congenial homes. In part these are overlapping concepts, 
but the data confirm in this way a shared view of fathers and children 
about post-divorce family functioning in the father's domain. 

Finally, good father-child relationships were linked to children's 
perception of the ambience in the mother's home. Thus where fathers 
were positive about their availability, closeness and involvement with 
children, the children themselves were happier with both homes. The 
pathways by which the father-child relationship is maintained after 
separation require further investigation, but behind the father's rela
tionship with the child are positive correlations with his view of the 
co-parental relationship (r = .52, p < .001), the mother's view of the 
relationship with the father (r = .33, p < .01), and the child's view of 
the co-parental relationship (r = .23, p < .05). One positive inter
pretation of these connections would be that civility in negotiations 
between parents facilitates good relationships between father and 
child; such civility may be rather more than the mere absence of con
flict. The father-child relationship in turn adds to children's general 
ease in two homes, and is conducive to more positive self image. 

These findings confirm an ongoing role for fathers in their chil
dren's lives post-divorce. They also endorse the importance of the 
resolution of negative feelings between parents to the ongoing father
child relationship. Although the families are not characterised by 
high conflict or particularly difficult legal or interpersonal passages 
through divorce, nearly two in five reported a great deal of conflict 
around the time of separation. The indications are that the heat has 
gone out of the relationship. In addition, since the picture presented 
here is well post-crisis, it is likely that both lagged and current effects 
are seen. To the extent that there are clearly lasting effects, the in
creased wellbeing for adolescents who have good relationships with 
the father suggests that efforts to facilitate this relationship are par
ticularly worthwhile. 

Children's wellbeing - parents' view 
To this point, the relationship/data grid has been explored with 
children's self reports of their wellbeing as the dependent variable. 
However, in many situations (court processes and much research) it is 
the parents' views of relationships which are the basis for inference 
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about post-divorce family functioning, even though the correlations 
between children's self reports on various aspects of wellbeing and 
parents' reports have low positive correlations in this study. 

In this section the maternal and paternal reports of child wellbeing 
are analysed to see how well they reproduce the results of the family 
relationship/data grid in which the child was the source of the child 
wellbeing measures. Mother and father measures of child wellbeing 
were regressed in separate analyses on co-parental and parent-child 
relationship measures to see how well they reproduced the results of 
the grid using child reports (Figures 8.2, 8.3 and 8.4). Results of these 
analyses are presented in Table 8.l. 

From the mother's perspective, the co-parental relationship 
appears to have no bearing on her view of the child's health, general 
wellbeing, or achievements. From her point of view, the mother-child 
relationship is related to child health (sickly children have closer rela
tionships with their mothers) and children's achievements are more 
satisfactory when the mother-child relationship is closer. 

From the father's perspective, however, the overall quality of the 
co-parental relationship contributes to his satisfaction with the child's 
general living arrangements. It may be that, as the co-parental rela
tionship measure included items on sharing parenting, the greater his 
involvement the more satisfied he is with children's wellbeing. Fathers 
with some contact with children are happier than those with none 
(Funder, Harrison and Weston 1993), although no linear relationship 
was found. Their relationship with the child is a significant but lesser 
contributor to his assessment of the adequacy of the children's living 

Table 8.1 Regression of indices of children's wellbeing on 
parent-parent relationship and parent-child relationship 
(parents' data) 

Relationships (mother) 
Parent-parent 
Mother-child 
Age of child 
R2 

Relationships (father) 
Parent-parent 
Father-child 
Age of child 
R2 

Health 
beta 

.04 
-.44* * * 
-.20* 

.20 

.04 
-.14 
-.17 

.04 

Note: • p <.05, •• p <.01, ••• P <.001 

Child wellbeing 

Wellbeing 
beta 

.12 

.10 
-.13 

.04 

.33** 

.21 * 

.18" 

.26 

Achievement 
beta 

-.03 
.40* * * 

-.03 
.26 

.34** 

.31 ** 

.12 

.12 
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arrangements. The father's view of the child's achievements is simi
larly related to both the quality of the co-parental relationship and his 
relationship with the child. From the father's viewpoint, the child's 
health is unrelated to family relationship variables. 

In summary, the father's assessment of his children's wellbeing 
appears tied to the co-parental relationship and his relationship with 
the child. The mother's view shows no connection between her rela
tionship with her former spouse and her perception of the children's 
wellbeing. Both parents see themselves as having an involvement in 
the child's achievements through their relationship with the child. It 
is possible that fathers with poor relationships with their former 
spouses perceive poor conditions for the child and poor achievement 
under the same halo of discontent. Conversely, fathers may find it 
difficult to acknowledge their children's wellbeing if faced with a 
spouse whose behaviours and attitudes they find personally objec
tionable. Mothers who are on the spot may attribute children's well
being more unambiguously to their own relationship with the child; 
the father, clearly playing a less central role, seems to her to be mar
ginal to children's wellbeing. Thus both parents are perhaps using an 
attribution bias (Weiner et al. 1971) in their view of children, and 
their relationship with the child; 'the more involved I am, the better 
the child fares' and vice versa. 

The Family Web 
The results require discussion under two headings. The first is what 
they indicate about the nature and function of the post-divorce 
family, particularly in connection with predictions made on the basis 
of family boundaries. The second is the extent to which previous find
ings about child wellbeing are confirmed by independent measures of 
relationships and child wellbeing. In both areas there are questions of 
direction and causality. 

Family functioning 
One proposition about post-divorce family functioning is that it 
effectively retreats within the household. With one unusual exception 
(health) which will be discussed later, from the child's perspective this 
proposition appears to be true. Children's wellbeing appears to be 
largely a function of how they perceive their relationship with their 
(resident) mother. Thus if children are the sole source of information, 
the effective family unit, as measured by the linking of relationships 
with wellbeing, has become that of their resident household. From 
Chapter 4, however, it is clear that they maintained an image of 
family including the absent father, so that his presence as a family 
member is acknowledged in spite of attenuated contact and appa
rently little demonstrated influence on children's wellbeing. 
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A similar tension is seen between children's perceptions and 
parental accounts in terms of children's wellbeing. Although chil
dren's perceptions of the co-parental relationship are not related to 
their wellbeing, the parents' independent accounts of more diffuse 
aspects of disharmony (hurt/blame) are linked to children's self 
reports of wellbeing. The measures are not equivalent, but it may be 
that suffused negative feelings between parents are not tapped by 
child reports. The implication for future studies is clearly, therefore, 
that multiple perspectives will assist our understanding of how family 
relationships affect children's wellbeing. Had only the child's report 
of relationships been available, the more subtle aspects of the effects 
of parental relationship on child wellbeing would not have been evi
dent. Thus parental relationships within the psychological family of 
origin continue to affect children, although to appreciate this situ
ation requires three perspectives on family relationships. 

The conundrum in terms of these continuing relationships and the 
way they impinge on the child is that the effects are in opposite 
directions. Paternal anger and revenge act in the same way, in terms 
of the child's perception, to diminish the child's comfort in the father's 
home. This seems intuitively correct, and might be explained as a 
direct effect. Mother's hurt at the same time exerts a positive effect on 
the child's perception of maternal home ambience and cohesion and 
the child's self image, for reasons that remain somewhat enigmatic. In 
this context, regrouping and thus perhaps the exclusion of the 
'source' of hurt are consistent with family systems theory hypotheses 
about boundary definitions (Boss and Greenberg 1984; Pasley and 
Buehler 1991). This model predicts that hurt and blaming mothers 
communicate their feelings to their children, and that these matters 
psychologically exclude the physically absent father from the family, 
and that this exclusion is adaptive for the children. The conundrum 
might in fact be self-reinforcing, in that the fathers thus excluded 
might feel more angry and hurt/blaming. This family dynamic may be 
susceptible to early intervention in separation counselling for resident 
and non-resident parents. Some group work being trialled by the 
Family Court Counselling services addresses such matters. 

Finally, in terms of factors affecting the nature and function of the 
post-divorce family, hurt/blame and anger were among the aspects of 
the co-parental relationship which were linked to paternal, but not 
maternal, negative affect. Thus, although the causal directions cannot· 
be unravelled, fathers carrying all these feelings into the co-parental 
relationship might be less able to sustain good relationships with 
children and create a home ambience children find comfortable. 
Whatever the links from the parental vantage point, therefore, the 
parental relationship appears to have some significant functions in 
children's lives. 'Conflict' is perhaps too much of a catch-all to 



Children's Wellbeing and Family Relationships 157 

describe the power of the relationship, and further careful analysis of 
the complex dynamics between parents is required to identify effec
tive ways to short-circuit some of the lasting difficulties described 
here. 

Child wellbeing 
The second major point for discussion is the extent to which the 
results reported in the relationships/data grid endorse previous find
ings on the impact of family relationships on children's wellbeing. 
Although in the child's view the mother-child relationship is closely 
linked to his/her wellbeing, this is not confirmed by the mother's view 
of this relationship. However, the child's own view of the relationship 
with the father is not tied to any wellbeing index. In contrast, from 
the father's viewpoint, his relationship with the child is associated 
with the child's sense of cohesion and ease in his home, and to the 
child's comfort in the mother's home. 

Although none of the links is particularly strong, it is possible that 
the child constructs the relationship in the present, whereas the father 
uses both past and present experience. A parallel for this process in 
the last chapter was the fathers' constancy in reporting conflict with 
the former spouse, whether or not they had any current contact. The 
associations reported here do not appear to occur by chance, since 
they have the strength of being independent measures; thus the 
father's assessment of his relationship with the child is endorsed by 
the child's sense of his home as congenial and cohesive. In these cir
cumstances the child reports the mother's home to be more congenial, 
too. It is clearly not possible to unravel the directions of these links. 

These differences are seen in both the mother--child and father
child relationships, and the strength of the link between relationships 
and the child's wellbeing differs with the reporter and the parent 
concerned. That the mother--child relationship in the mother's view 
has no links with children's wellbeing seems perhaps most likely ex
plained by measurement inadequacy. One of the objectives in taking 
multiple perspectives on family relationships was to seek confirma
tion (or otherwise) of previous findings in which a common reporter 
was used for both relationship and outcome. Confirmation between 
parents and child in this study are few; they appear to hold rather 
different views of family relationships and where parents' views are 
in alignment - that aspects of the co-parental relationship are 
important in children's wellbeing - the direction of effects is reversed. 

Some of the limitations of the measures have already been des
cribed. In comparison with other studies, the parent--child relationship 
measure (parent view) is unrefined, and probably a more valid and 
reliable measure of father's relationship than mother's. The absence of 
significant links between mother's view of her relationship with the 
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child and child reports of wellbeing may reflect little more than this. 
Their children saw things differently, but this result may be 
confounded by reporter bias which extends to family relationships, 
self image, and home ambience. Second, although the connections seen 
in the data are discussed in the present tense, this does not rule out the 
possibility of lagged effects: the heat of parental hurt and blame may 
come from a long-dead star. On the other hand, hurt and blame may 
be the enduring remnants of earlier conflict, now transformed. 

Summary 
This chapter has explored the functioning of the post-divorce family 
as defined by links between family relationships and children's well
being through an analysis of multiple perspectives on three rela
tionships - the co-parental relationship, the resident mother-child 
relationship and the non-resident father-child relationship. The con
tinuing or lagged effects of these relationships in the lives of children 
and young people was explored here as direct effects. Other research 
has demonstrated the moderating effect of a close parent-child 
relationship on the impact of parental conflict on children's wellbeing 
(Dunlop 1988; Garmezy 1983; Rutter 1979). Such models were 
considered untestable with the present data due to the small sample 
size and the quality of the survey data. In addition, the correlations 
between co-parental relationship variables and child wellbeing were 
very modest, indicating that moderating effects would not be 
expected within a situation of relatively low stress. Future research 
could, however, pursue mediating and moderating models of effects 
of family relationships on children's wellbeing using a relationship/ 
data grid. 

The weakness of conflicted communication between parents as a 
predictor of children's wellbeing has been interpreted as calling for 
more elaboration of the concept (Emery 1988), especially in the 
longer term after the crisis. On the other hand, Buchanan, Maccoby 
and Dornbusch (1991) show that parental discord has little direct 
effect on adolescents after divorce, four to five years after parental 
separation, although when children feel 'caught' in conflict they do 
suffer ill effects. 

Moreover, what we see here may be the transformation of open, 
fiery conflict earlier on, into the coals of hurt/blame and unexpressed 
anger. If so, then the failure to resolve hard feelings from the father's 
viewpoint seems to carry a price for children five to eight years after 
parental divorce (not only with regards to the quality of the father's 
home but also children's self image). Although fathers' feelings of 
hurt/blame and anger appear fairly unequivocally detrimental to 
children, mother's hurt seems to make for cohesive families and more 
positive self image. Further studies are required to reveal the ways in 
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which these effects are transmitted. The resident mother-child 
relationship is, however, most closely linked by children to their 
wellbeing five to eight years after parental separation. 

Just as the spider spins a delicate web and must diligently renew it, 
so too, children reconstruct their families in changing circumstances. 
The effort and pain involved have been well recorded, and in this 
study almost half the children and young people expressed a longing 
for the family as it was before separation. Still, longing and pain 
appear to coexist with wellbeing on a par with that of the general 
population of children and young people, at least for this group of 
young people assessed five to eight years after their parents' 
separation. 

Family relationships within the household are more telling than 
those between parents. Thus in general the damage from conflict, or 
being torn between parents, was not apparent at this stage after the 
separation. If the relationship with the resident mother was good, 
children seemed, in general, to function well. But how well depended 
somewhat on the point of view of the family member consulted. 



9 
A Backward Glance 

Perhaps the kernel of the findings from this study is that 'broken' 
families are remade in many forms. Diversity is also evident in func
tioning, and in the adaptation and wellbeing of family members. To 
complicate matters, parents and children see their family life through 
rather different lenses. Yet the Chinese pictograph - representing 
crisis as the conjunction of danger and opportunity - is perhaps a 
succinct summary of what we observe over the divorce transition 
from a vantage point five to eight years after parents separate. 

Wellbeing and Longing 
The wellbeing and emotional state of the parents did not seem to 
differ significantly from that in the society at large, although sole 
mothers were generally less satisfied than other women and men. 
There were happy and sad parents in every group. The range included 
the discouraged, angry, isolated and ill; it also embraced those who 
were happy, stimulated by life challenges and cherished by family and 
friends, new and old. 

Children similarly ran the gamut from being in warm, comfortable 
and happy homes to feeling isolated, tense and unhappy. Generally 
the adults, children and young people in the study tended to share the 
same levels of wellbeing as other Australians. Among both well
adapted and unhappy parents and children there were those who 
regr~tted the separation. Wishes that the separation had not occurred 
were tinged with blame by parents who had sought but not found 
help, information or support. Some remained uncertain of the reasons 
for the separation even many years later, and saw at the heart of the 
problem a lack of the goodwill necessary to resolve the difficulties of 
the marriage. 

Especially among the children, there were many who would have 
liked to turn back the clock. But, there were lots of 'buts'. About half 
the children said they would like their parents to reunite, but 'only if 
they would stop fighting', or 'they couldn't, though, because they 
would not be happy'. Sadness and longing seem to coexist with 
variations in self image, in adjustment to change, and happiness in the 
homes of their mothers and fathers. 

160 
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Comments by children as they created the family sculptures are 
indicative of the remaking of families - variously achieved and with 
various degrees of satisfaction. A boy in a step-family created a family 
with: 

'Me, Mum, Steve [step-father] and Caroline, because 1 feel close 
to my sister, my Mum and Steve. Just as close as I could get to 
them all. They all feel good. I'd just like it to stay the same.' 

Others were less enclosed in new intimacy: 

'I'm closest to Mum, because I'm the one who is always with her, 
but she's got Mitch [step-father] ... and then my Dad. 1 don't see 
him very much, but 1 put him there [close] -llove my Dad best 
of all of them. ' 

One of the most isolated young people (living in a caravan on his 
own) and, according to his brother, on drugs, set himself outside his 
family of mother, step-father and brother, saying: 

'They're the oddies living together - my brother is there because 
he lives with them . .. 1 live away, but I'm still really there, you 
know. But I'm close - that's it.' 

The brothers maintained close links under difficult circumstances. 
A common feeling for children and young people was that the 

family was divided in two with them in the middle. One girl ex
pressed this as: 

'I've sort of got the family divided and me in the centre . .. They 
don't fight or anything. That's why they're pretty close.' 

Others felt the divide between households as deep and alienating. 
Family life was not always easy, but the type of family - sole-parent 
or step-family - was not the main determinant of wellbeing, self 
image or happiness at home. 

For parents, happiness was often a new partner, although some, 
particularly women, were happy in their independence. One woman 
in quite straitened financial circumstances remarked that she was 
happy to be the captain of her own ship. As about half the mothers 
and three-quarters of the fathers were repartnered, it seems that a 
major adaptation was to return to the family form which preceded 
the separation. 

The inter-household links were very varied indeed; relationships 
between parents ranged from very angry, hurt and bitter, through a 
minimal politeness, to no communication at all. Fathers who still felt 
angry, hurt and longed for revenge seemed more unhappy, depressed 
and anxious than other parents. They were a small minority. Mothers 
were apparently unaffected by the relationship with their former 
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partner, and generally adjustments in the co-parental relationship no 
longer distressed parents five to eight years after separation. 

Although children expressed longings for closer ties with their non
resident parent, and were keen observers of their parents' relation
ships, they too appeared to have adapted to a variety of changed 
circumstances. Longing coexisted with various degrees of wellbeing 
in the lives of many parents and children. 

The study focus 
Since the design of the study did not include a comparison with non
divorced families, questions about the impact of divorce per se on the 
wellbeing of parents and children cannot be answered. Included, how
ever, were two measures on which there are national norms - parent 
psychological wellbeing (Headey and Wearing 1981, 1992) and the 
self image of children (Offer et al. 1988). In both cases the groups did 
not appear to differ significantly from the norm, giving some support 
for the general proposition that, by the end of the divorce transition, 
people return to normal levels of wellbeing in the society. In the case 
of parents, this prior state would have preceded the separation by 
some time beyond the span of the study, since they were generally very 
unhappy in the months before separation (Weston 1986b). 

The general findings presented here may not adequately represent 
the struggles many experienced along the way. Dislocation, conflict, 
financial worries and emotional upheaval have been reported in our 
other works (McDonald 1986a; Funder, Harrison and Weston, 
1993). Nevertheless, the broadest statement is that people recon
structed their lives without signs of serious malfunctioning. In fact, 
these findings are consistent with other divorce studies which have far 
better controls than were possible here (Chase-Lansdale et al. 1995; 
Cherlin et al. 1991; Elliot and Richards 1991). 

In summary, large cohort studies reveal that many of the negative 
outcomes reported for children who have experienced divorce of 
parents and other children are present before the divorce. However, 
there are a small number of children who are at risk. Most children 
appear to have sound mental health and function in the normal range 
on measures of wellbeing. However, early adult achievement in edu
cation and work (which was outside the range of this study) does 
seem to be reduced by parental divorce. If this lower-than-expected 
achievement is, in part, the result of a drop in standard of living in 
the child's household after the separation of parents, then it is pos
sible that the young people in this study may be vulnerable at a later 
stage. What we observed was the lasting effects on children's well
being of the socio-economic conditions preceding the separation, but 
this does not rule out the possibility that young people's continuing 
education and occupational attainment can be curtailed. 
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Diversity 
There seems to be no one golden way to go through the divorce tran
sition - for parents, for children, or for parents and children. Meyer 
(1988:59) argues that the search for a single best solution constrains 
inquiries about life span development and that concepts of 'a ration
alised and carefully sequenced life-course trajectory' may be outmoded 
in societies which encourage individualism and diversity. The generally 
small differences in wellbeing between people who take different 
paths, and experience different reconstruction of family, support the 
notion of effective diversity in resolutions following divorce. 

Change and Continuity 
In viewing divorce as a transition, it is difficult to assess how much 
has changed, and how much remains stable in the lives of parents and 
children. Among parents, non-resident fathers repartnered sooner, 
and more had repartnered by the end of the period than was the case 
for resident mothers. Resident mothers comprised most (86 per cent) 
of the sample and continued to live with both their children in almost 
all (92 per cent) cases; they were slower and less likely than non
resident fathers to repartner or to have step-children or new children. 

Children, who are in a sense in the middle of these two households, 
had the same degree of continuity as their mothers in the maternal 
household, but their families became more varied families when 
viewed from the perspective of changes in the households of both 
parents. On the basis of the inter-household links described, and 
family sculptures, there is clearly more continuity and transformation 
by addition than appears from demographic descriptions of the 
child's post-divorce household, or from the label 'broken' family. This 
latter label implies a finality and homogeneity not generally found in 
this study. It would seem that the psychological family of children at 
the end of the divorce transition, five to eight years after separation, 
is more accurately described by a series of continuous, discontinuous 
and additive features. The sorts of families children propose by their 
family sculptures go beyond the one- or two-household model, 
adding to, rather than reducing, their family membership, but tending 
to be more or less selective in each relationship category. 

Perhaps one of the persistent myths in the way we think about 
divorce is that we over-estimate the degree of change in many chil
dren's lives. In doing so our estimates of effects may also be inflated. 
If we do ascribe to such myths or expectations, and the findings indi
cate that they require amendment, then research must shift to a 
position where both continuity and change can be assessed. 

Continuity may be inferred from the study of the impact of house
hold income resources on children's wellbeing. The results show that 
pre-separation factors as represented by household income continued 
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to exert small but significant effects on children's wellbeing, whereas 
current household income did not have a significant effect. This find
ing suggests continuity in children's development, and is consistent 
both with the observations from longitudinal studies of child devel
opment (Block, Block and Gjerde 1986) and evidence from large 
cohort studies (Cherlin et al. 1991; Elliot and Richards 1991; Kuh 
and Maclean 1990). In these studies, socio-economic status, achieve
ment and behaviour prior to divorce account for significant variance 
in differences between the adult children of divorced and non
divorced parents. 

Repartnering 
For parents, a partner mattered more than the money, but the effects 
of repartnering diminished over time, suggesting a honeymoon effect. 
Sole mothers comprised the one group in our sample with wellbeing 
below the Australian norm (Weston and Funder 1993), even when the 
effects of household income are taken into account. Weston and 
Funder (1993) show that two to five years after separation, and again 
three years later, living standards (household income as a percentage 
of the poverty line) did not contribute significantly to the wellbeing 
of mothers. This finding contrasts with an American study using 
equivalent income measures (Braver, Gonzalez and Sandler 1989) 
which shows that women recently separated experience psychological 
suffering through loss of status, social isolation, depression and lower 
self esteem in conjunction with loss of income. Menaghan (1982) also 
reports depression following divorce; perhaps time heals. 

Two factors may explain why the wellbeing of sole mothers did not 
seem to be dependent on income. First, the impact of low income, or 
loss of income, would be expected to be greater closer to separation 
than after a period of adjustment to changed circumstances. Dis
satisfaction arising from adverse comparisons with the standard of 
living before separation would be more salient earlier than was the 
case for our sample which was further removed from that period. 
Second, conditions for sole mothers in Australia might be more 
benign than those that operate for the large group of Americans in 
Menaghan's sample. If so, we need to be vigilant in maintaining a 
broad approach to financial, housing and employment strategies to 
support families. 

New co-parent 
The very general support both parents experienced from new partners 
in their role as parents amplifies the previous finding that wellbeing 
is associated with having a partner. In the role of co-parent, the new 
partners were generally perceived to be willing partners in financial 
support of children, if somewhat less so in educational expenses, and 
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cooperative in guardianship and day-to-day care commensurate with 
their opportunities to do so. On the other hand, the extent to which 
they engaged in different aspects of parenting - custody, guardianship 
and financial support - added little to parents' wellbeing. Being there 
was essentially enough. 

This finding is consistent with those from studies of social support 
and the benefit of having an intimate other (Brown and Harris 1978; 
Harris Brown and Bifulco 1986; Henderson, Byrne and Duncan
Jones 1981). Weiss (1991) considers loneliness in two forms: lack of 
an attachment figure and lack of relationships with community, both 
of which make a distinct contribution to wellbeing, although no 
linear relationship is demonstrated between degree of contact and 
wellbeing. Just the presence of an attachment figure ensures greater 
wellbeing, and the degree of participation may be expected to add 
little. Kitson (1982) demonstrates that attachment after separation 
acts as a buffer against adverse life events, and thus it is perhaps no 
surprise that repartnering confers its major advantage by the presence 
of the intimate other. 

Sole mothers, however, conferred consistent but not statistically 
significant advantages on their children (in comparison with step
families), as measured across all indices of wellbeing. In spite of their 
lower household income and their own lower wellbeing than re
partnered mothers, their children fared (on a limited range of psycho
social measures) at least as well as those in step-father families. 
Hence, from this study of families at the end of the divorce transition 
there is no reason to prefer one family adaptation to another as far as 
the children's wellbeing is concerned. 

There is reason, however, to look carefully at ways in which sole 
mothers can be relieved of loneliness, and become more attached to 
the community, as Weiss (1991) recommends. Attention to the loca
tion of affordable housing, access to jobs, training and support in 
their childrearing responsibilities are all avenues by which sole 
mothers can be integrated, as they wish to be, into the society (Funder 
1993a). Just as Weiss argues this point at an individual level, so the 
OEeD (1990) makes the same case in the name of social 'solidarite' 
essential to nation states. They warn that capitalist democratic 
nations cannot function with a large group of sole parents cut off 
from the mainstream by poverty and social isolation, nor can nations 
accept the risks of having part of the next generation deprived of 
access to the mainstream culture. 

In the micro view presented here, sole mothers are doing well for 
the children, but showing signs of strain in themselves. They have a 
higher incidence of poverty, but their children appear to be protected 
from the effects of both the mother's own lower wellbeing and lower 
household income than step-families. This finding suggests that 
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support be maintained for their endeavour. Children are keen ob
servers of fairness and justice in the family. As Okin (1989) points 
out, what children experience they will pass on to the next genera
tion. It is short-sighted to see financial arrangements and the like as 
matters just between the parties to divorce. 

Step-parents 
Their parents'repartnering affected children in some complex ways. 
First, they generally accepted a resident step-father as part of their 
family but were happier if his involvement in their lives was not too 
intrusive. The non-resident step-mother was, however, an ambiguous 
family figure since only two-thirds of children included her in their 
construction of the post-divorce family and, of those, two in five 
wished a more distant relationship with her. 

The non-resident father's repartnering seems to create ambiguities 
about family identity. Although children's relations with the non
resident step-mother were not examined, they are not likely to be 
more important than those with the non-resident father, which was 
not a significant predictor of child wellbeing, apart from the quality 
of the atmosphere they experienced in his home. Further research is 
required with children who live with their fathers to address the 
question: 'Is it easier in our society to be a step-father than to be a 
step-mother?' 

Second, children who lived with a step-father showed a general 
affection for him, but different patterns of involvement and liking 
were aligned with considerable diversity in wellbeing. Children who 
liked their step-father and had little involvement with him in the 
custodial or guardianship roles were happier at home than the 
average child in a sole-mother home; children who disliked their step
father and had little involvement with him were most unhappy with 
their home atmosphere. 

The step-father's relationships with children needs careful nego
tiation since, unlike the couple bond between the parent and new 
partner, affection and involvement must be carefully balanced to 
create a congenial home for children. 

Step-parent and father 
Good relations with the step-father were linked with good relations 
with the father, but some children felt conflicts of loyalty between 
father and step-father. These results point to the delicate balance of 
relationships in the post-divorce family and to the generally successful 
negotiation of that balance. For this reason, too, formalising step
parent responsibilities in family law or social security policies should 
be treated with caution. Pressing for step-parent rights may push non
resident fathers away, and exacerbate loyalty conflicts for children. 
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The tendency for children to have good relations with step-father 
and father is confirmed in their family sculptures. Children almost 
always included both father and resident step-father as family mem
bers. Unfortunately, in this study we could not examine the equiva
lent resident step-mother and mother situation. Further work might 
determine whether mothers have to be singular in families, but fathers 
can be plural, as some anthropological studies suggest (Johnson 
1988a). 

Reviews of studies of step-families (Ganong and Coleman 1984) 
show that two-thirds report no significant negative outcomes for 
children in step-families. Other studies in Australia are equivocal: 
compared with children in intact and sole-parent families, children in 
step-families have been reported to suffer disadvantages (Ochiltree 
1990); this finding is not confirmed by Dunlop (1988). Ochiltree 
shows that controlling for level of conflict in the home removes much 
of the difference in achievement and social competence between 
family types, although clearly this points to higher levels of conflict in 
step-families. Young (1987) showed a propensity for Australian 
young people in step-families to leave home earlier than others, citing 
family conflicts as the reason for leaving. Given the tendency for 
some overall long- and short-term negative outcomes to be associated 
with step-families, and the possibility demonstrated here for children 
to be happy at home when relationships are working well, further 
work directed to supporting step-families to negotiate relationships 
well is indicated. 

In Australian family law, the role of the step-father is not pre
scribed, nor is a financial obligation to step-children assumed in 
setting the new Child Support Formula. In the United States, argu
ments are being put for further specification of step-parent rights and 
responsibilities (Ramsey 1992). In Britain, the Children Act (1989) 
does not dictate step-parent responsibilities, but allows application to 
be made by step-parents (as it does for any other person) to assume 
responsibilities. 

Two reasons for proceeding very carefully with legal prescription 
of step-parent responsibilities are suggested in this study. First, 
repartnering is a boon to parents who report receiving considerable 
support from their partners (married or not), although the actual 
roles adopted by the new partner varied considerably. Therefore 
specifying functions (for example, financial responsibility) may 
damage the apparently successful voluntary balance between part
ners; anything that threatens the stability of the second union should 
therefore be considered very carefully. 

Second, the subtlety of relations with children does not seem 
amenable to the heavy-handedness of the law. Children should be 
seen as active participants in parenting (especially in the processes of 
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monitoring and limit setting) by giving their trust to the parent who 
sets limits (Maccoby and Mnookin 1992). It thus seems improbable 
that coercion by law will improve situations in step-families where 
there are problems; it may even damage working relationships which 
were generally observed in this study. 

The UK Children Act (1989) offers one promising framework to 
recognise a willing step-parent, without forcing responsibilities. It 
also assumes an additive model of parental responsibility (and not a 
model of substitution) which is consistent with the way young people 
in this study perceived their families. In Australia, the Family Law 
Reform Act (1995) incorporates some aspects of t~e UK legislation. 
It particularly emphasises the full, continuing responsibilities of both 
parents for the child and names grandparents as other persons who 
may assume responsibility for the child's wellbeing. The Act is silent, 
however, on the responsibilities of step-parents; perhaps it should 
remam so. 

Dilemmas in Post-divorce Adaptation 
This study has examined the effects of various adaptations in families 
over the divorce transition and their effects on the wellbeing of both 
parents and their children. It is thus possible to ask which strategies 
benefit whom, and whether there are some which offer win-win 
results. Repartnering is good for parents in a fairly unqualified way; 
it is all right for children under sensitively negotiated conditions. 
Single status is not so good for resident mothers, though it seems to 
carry no particular risks for children. Economic resources, perhaps 
surprisingly, have little effect on the wellbeing of resident mothers or 
children, and only minor effects on fathers' wellbeing (Weston 1986b; 
1993). 

Even severing relations with children and the former spouse/co
parent does not seem to affect non-resident fathers, their children or 
their former spouses adversely. Severering relations appears to have 
advantages in at least some cases, especially where conflict continues 
(as it tends to) for out-of-touch fathers. Continuing relations between 
non-resident father, the children and their mother affects the 
wellbeing of non-resident fathers only. Children's wellbeing seems 
mainly tied to their relationship with the resident mother, and rela
tionships between the parents carry some minor, but inconsistent 
effects on children's wellbeing. Thus the power of relations between 
the original family members to affect wellbeing of family members at 
the end of the divorce transition is limited. 

Aside from the effect of the mother and child relationship on child 
wellbeing, only the co-parental relationship exerted an effect on non
resident fathers. Future studies might test these findings with samples 
of children who live predominantly with their fathers during the 
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divorce transltlon. We need to know the extent to which being a 
motherlfather and a resident/non-resident parent matters in this web 
of relationships. 

That the vulnerability of non-resident fathers may stem from 
ambiguities about their roles as parent and their membership of the 
post-divorce family of their children is supported at the individual 
level by clinical observations (Whiteside 1982), and in the wider 
socio-legal context by recent submissions to the Joint Select Com
mittee Inquiring into Certain Aspects of the Family Law Act. Fathers 
forced to perform one parental role - that of paying financial support 
through the Child Support Scheme - express their dissatisfaction at 
being excluded from decisions about the spending of money and 
priority-setting in rearing the child (guardianship roles). They have 
petitioned to have contact with their children ensured by law. 

This issue goes beyond the particular circumstances in Australia. 
Coleman and Ganong (1992) comment that men in the United States 
do not want to pay for children outside their household, and that 
issues of contributions are linked with control. It is beyond the scope 
of this book to consider the current debate on child access and child 
support, but the urgency of the issues and the complexity of motives 
requires very real sensitivity in the process of legal reform. 

The effects of relations between non-resident father and child on 
children's wellbeing have been considered as direct and instrumental, 
and other effects may be important, but outside the ambit of this 
work. Fathers who are present in the children's sculptures - where 
most children were satisfied with the closeness they had with father 
or wanted closer relationships - may have a latent function like that 
Cherlin and Furstenberg (1986) attribute to grandparents. Grand
parents may be figures like country firefighters - invisible until 
needed in times of emergency. They carry meaning in children's lives 
and may be called on practically, or emotionally, or as a support 
providing security when the need arises. If even out-of-touch fathers 
have a latent function, then research on the links between non
resident father-child relationships and children's wellbeing should be 
sensitive to the future and potential importance of fathers, as well as 
to their immediate and instrumental value. Fathers can tie children to 
their kin, and become more involved with adult children, and as chil
dren become more autonomous they may initiate contact. Although 
these possibilities lie outside this work, they warrant further 
considera tion. 

Although there seem to be elements of competition between 
parents' desires for individual happiness and the repercussions of this 
for children's wellbeing (their psychological health and their later 
achievements) there do not seem to be systematic 'winners' or 'losers'. 
However, as indicated above, there are trade-offs along the way - for 
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example, parents' wellbeing against children's wishes, or children's 
wellbeing against parents' emotional ease. The phases of a life transi
tion encompass an early phase of conflict, loss, and uncertainty, a 
middle phase of testing new alternatives, and a final stage character
ised by a return to a previous equilibrium or the establishment of a 
new stability (Parke 1988). Clearly the adaptation of an individual, 
let alone several family members, cannot be expected to travel the 
same time line over five to eight years after parental separation. 
Further change is clearly possible, perhaps particularly among chil
dren and young people as they move into adulthood when educa
tional and occupational outcomes become visible. 

The families described here comprise members making their own 
individual, sometimes linked transitions. It is some of these paths and 
links which have been observed and analysed in this book. 
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Appendix to Chapter 3 

Units of analysis 
In this multi-layered study, the unit of analysis, and hence degrees of 
freedom, must be clarified at each step. The 523 men and women in 
the study include a sub-set of ex-couples who share the same marital 
and divorce history, and thus, for example, in examining their legal 
process through the court they would be one case; the effects of those 
experiences might, however, be largely individual. 

For the most part, this problem has been eliminated by conducting 
all analyses separately for men and women. The rationale for this is 
that gender is such a powerful determinant of outcomes in divorce 
that separate accounts are indicated. For example, women's employ
ment and earnings are very disturbed by divorce and its sequels, 
whereas no similar effects are observed for men. However, as differ
ences observed between men and women could be an artefact of 
sampling bias, the couples have been used to verify results. This is an 
imperfect verification, since, for example, couples were less geo
graphically mobile than non-couple respondents. Sample bias 
affecting the selection of couples and non-couples is described fully in 
Funder (1986a). 

Where the case is the individual child, and analyses involve 
parental factors and family history, the issue of the unit of analysis 
becomes more complex. In most cases the child has a sibling who 
shares the family history so, for example, the degree of conflict 
between parents is shared by both siblings even though the effects on 
each child might be considered independently. 

Three approaches to handling the problem have been canvassed. 
First, both children are included and the shared variance in parental 
factors is ignored. In this the risk of 'double counting' effects is not 
addressed, but the numbers are great enough to permit more refined 
analysis. Second, analyses include one randomly selected sib from 
each pair. In this case, the first problem is removed, but the numbers 
are halved. Third, a combination of both these approaches is used 
and analyses are repeated under the two conditions. Results which 
hold up under the more stringent condition are considered robust 
enough for more refined analysis which require larger numbers; those 
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which are not confirmed are reported as being suggestive only, or 
dropped. 

After seeking statistical advice on the analysis of multi-level data, it 
appeared that on balance programs which handle such data sets could 
not improve on the above approaches. Two major impediments to 
using these programs were the small numbers in the sample (49 parent 
pairs and 105 children) and the small number of individuals in the first 
level of analysis - that is, a maximum of two children per family. 

Sample attrition 
The representativeness of this study and the degree of confidence with 
which estimates can be made for the population depends on there 
being no bias in the sampling. This issue becomes more complex in a 
longitudinal study which has a nested design - men and women at 
two points in time, former couples and their children. Attrition from 
the point of selection of cases from the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS) data tape to the second interview for the parents is shown in 
Table A 3.1. The greatest loss was from no response and failure to 
locate in the first mail-out. A second letter was sent to the solicitor's 
address if the first was returned, electoral rolls were searched and 
Telecom searches done. The parent study is based on the sample of 
523 participants, men and women, who remained in the study for 
both waves. . 

Sample bias 
The problem with attrition in the sample is that it probably proceeds 
non-randomly and that cases with particular characteristics are no 
longer proportionately represented. Confidence in making population 
estimates is thus reduced. Estimates of bias and its direction can be 
made by comparing the distributions of characteristics in the popu
lation and in the sample. The parameters of bias are restricted to 
those characteristics available in the population data recorded by the 
ABS. 

Participation in the study was most affected by failure to locate 
people at the address on their court file, thus geographically mobile 
people were less likely to be included in the sample. The longer the 
time since separation, the more difficult it was to locate people; men 
were harder to find than were women, more of whom remained in the 
matrimonial home, at least in the early years after separation. The 
more recently separated group had a higher response rate and lower 
overall socioeconomic status than the group who had been separated 
longer. Other biases were towards Australian-born and English
speaking people and those who were better educated, held higher 
status jobs and had higher incomes. Because the sample was quite 
large, however, there were still usable numbers of men and women 



Table A 3.1 Samples: attrition of cases and final sample numbers ...... 
'-l 

1981 Divorce Group 1983 Divorce Group 
~ 

~ Men Women Men Women Total '" n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) ::! 
;:, 

All cases fully identified 605 619 518 519 2261 7<>--. 
Not located at court,insufficient ;:: 

()Q 

address and out of range 63 (10) 33 (5) 35 (7) 22 (4) 153 (7) "rl 
Total cases in mailout 542 586 483 497 2108 ;:, 

1984 responses from mailouts: ::! -. 
Acceptance 131 (24) 154 (26) 150 (31) 184 (37) 619 (29) --. 

'" Refusal 53 (10) 56 (10) 64 (13) 92 (19) 265 (13) '" 
Return to sender 132 (24) 142 (24) 65 (13) 40 (8) 379 (18) 
No response 226 (42) 234 (40) 204 (42) 181 (36) 845 (40) 

Crude acceptances 131 (24) 154 (26) 150 (31) 184 (37) 619 (29) 
Accepted too late 3 4 11 9 27 (1) 
Failure to interview 6 9 7 7 29 
Late acceptances 122 (23) 141 (24) 132 (27) 168 (33) 563 (27) 
Pilot study cases added 5 7 12 
Total Respondents in 1984 127 (23) 148 (25) 132 (27) 168 (34) 575 (27) 
1987 responses from 
1984 respondents: 

Acceptance 116 (91) 138 (93) 120 (91) 152 (90) 526 (91) 
Refusal 8 2 6 10 26 (5) 
Deceased 1 1 
Return to sender 1 4 4 4 13 (2) 
No response 2 3 2 2 9 (2) 

Crude acceptances 116 (91) 138 (93) 120 (91) 152 (90) 526 (91) 
Failure to interview 1 1 1 3 
Total respondents in 1987 115 138 119 151 523 

as % of 1984 respondents (91) (93) (90) (90) (91) 
as % of initial mailout (21) (24) (25) (30) 
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who were relatively unskilled, earning modest incomes. Thus, 
although population estimates might be prone to error, analysis was 
possible of the effects of marriage breakdown on parents of modest 
means - although they, too, may be unrepresentative of the 
population sharing that condition. 

Concern about the high non-response rate in the survey resulted in 
a survey by registered mail of a random sample of non-respondents 
to ascertain whether the loss was due to failure to find respondents or 
tacit refusal. Failure to locate respondents accounted for most loss. A 
re-calculation of sample attrition on the assumption that potential 
respondents who were not reached by letter would have responded at 
the same rate as those 'within range showed that a response rate of 
about 40 per cent would have been achieved if this mobile population 
were.all traced. 

There may be other dimensions relevant to the study along which 
bias has operated, but which remain hidden. For example, those 
representing the extremes in terms of contentment may wish to tell 
their story more than those occupying the middle ground; similarly, 
the more articulate and sociable may better be able to tolerate talking 
about painful issues than the shy and inarticulate. The results of this 
study must take into account the limits of generalisation implied by 
known biases and be cautious about others which may exist, but can
not be described due to limitations in the population available data. 

On the other hand, this sample of divorced parents is the most 
representative available to date in Australia. The study had the fullest 
cooperation and encouragement of the Family Court, and the re
sources of the Australian Institute of Family Studies; it is unlikely that 
a great deal more could have been done to improve response. On a 
brighter note, there was a high retention rate over the three years 
between interviews. 

Cautions about the reliability of population estimates made from 
the means of these samples are necessary although not central to the 
main inferences made in this study. The central concern is to explore 
the correlations among sets of variables measuring economic and 
family and personal processes and adaptations to marriage break
down. Although the means may not represent those of the popula
tion, the relationships among variables may nevertheless be valid. 

Methods: The Parents' Study 
Several aspects of the study made it mandatory to have face-to-face 
interviews with the parents. First, the topics to be discussed in 
considerable depth with the participants were personal, taxing, and 
often painful to recall. Second, as the point of initial interview was 
well after the marriage breakdown, it was essential to have retro
spective accounts of what had preceded. 
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Retrospective accounts are, however, notoriously unreliable and 
life history sheets were used to maximise the possibility of accurate 
recall. This technique involves the respondent in recollections of 
events in education, work and family which are recorded in dated 
columns on a large sheet. The respondent sits beside the interviewer 
who fills out in pencil (with an eraser at the ready) the events - marri
ages, births etc. - and periods of education, employment and co
habitation. The respondent is encouraged at all times in the interview 
to adjust inconsistencies in this history - for example: 'No, I couldn't 
have been working then because it was after Beth was born.' Simi
larly, information on income was collected in two forms - ranges and 
exact amounts - so that they could be compared and the best estimate 
made after reconsideration. 

Third, the sheer amount of detail required in the first interview 
seemed to necessitate a skilled and encouraging interviewer. (One 
respondent took a bath in the middle of a particularly arduous 
session.) For these reasons, mailed or even telephone interviews were 
not considered optimal. 

Interviewers and interviewer training 
Interviewers were all experienced in either Australian Institute of Family 
Studies or ABS surveys, or were otherwise considered suitable; all but 
one were women. They attended training sessions at the Institute, which 
included role playing of establishing rapport and practice interviews on 
the pilot sample which were checked and used as a selection and teaching 
device. In addition, actual interviews were monitored soon after 
completion to check for quality, consistency and omissions. If the inter
view was not up to standard, interviewers were asked to telephone 
respondents to fill in omissions and check inconsistencies. Very few 
schedules were incomplete or otherwise inadequate. 

Ethical considerations 
The need for strict confidentiality was explained, and difficulties likely 
to be encountered with maintaining silence explored. All interviewers 
signed a document assuring the Institute that they would observe this 
code. Because the interviews were sometimes very demanding, inter
viewers were debriefed as they brought in each five interviews. This 
gave them an opportunity to have a full discussion about each experi
ence, raising any problems they had. It also was hoped that such 
sessions lessened the need and likelihood of their talking elsewhere. 

Interviewers were given very clear instructions about the limita
tions of their role. They were not to assume the role of counsellors, 
nor were they to offer advice on any personal or legal matters 
(interviewers quickly acquired a good working knowledge of some 
aspects of family law). They were to terminate interviews at the wish 
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of the respondent or suggest this happen if the respondent appeared 
distressed. They had a list of referral services throughout the State to 
offer respondents who wished to seek help. All respondents were en
couraged to ring the Institute reverse charge should they wish further 
information or assistance. A number used these services, particularly 
country participants. 

Confidentiality was required so that there could be no cross
reference of one spouse's interview with the other's. This was assured 
by no interviewer ever interviewing both partners. On receipt of 
schedules all identifying information was removed and name and 
address files were stored separately under strict security; no data file 
has ever been matched to a name. Finally, all quotations are vetted by 
the project team to ensure no identification is possible. 

Interview schedules 
Both the 1984 and the 1987 parent interview schedules shared a general 
design: a highly structured interview, interspersed with open-ended 
questions. Each schedule had life history sheet, described above, and 
sections considering various aspects of economics, legal process, family 
reformation and relationships, coping and wellbeing. The schedules are 
available on request from the Australian Institute of Family Studies. 

Data preparation 
Closed pre-coded questions were recorded as numerals and punched 
and double verified on a computer tape. The SPSSX package was then 
used to analyse these data. Open-ended commentary was initially 
recorded verbatim by the interviewer and was typed into unit records 
for each respondent. A program was written to retrieve this material 
on an answer by answer basis. A link was established between the 
open-ended material and the SPSS files which held the other data. In 
this way groups could be selected by the use of the SPSS data handling 
capacity and their commentary retrieved from the open-ended file. 
Thus, unstructured commentary could illustrate the views of 
members of particular groups. 

Methods: The Children's Study 
Most of the considerations discussed in the design of the parents' 
study applied also to the approach to the children. A face-to-face 
interview was considered essential in talking to children aged between 
eight and twenty-two. The interview schedule was, however, less 
tightly structured; it contained more open-ended questions and an 
approach to defining family through a family sculpture technique, 
and a pencil and paper inventory. (In some cases younger children 
and poor readers were helped with the inventories.) The interview 
schedule took about one and a quarter hours to administer. Inter-
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viewers were aware of the need for flexibility, and children were 
encouraged to take a break if their interest flagged. Variety was intro
duced by interpolating questions with the family sculpture and the 
inventory. The interview schedule for the children is available from 
the Institute on request. 

In the children's study the group was mostly sibling pairs living in the 
same household. It was thus essential that there be no cross-referencing 
of responses. To achieve this, interviewers went in pairs and conducted 
simultaneous interviews in separate rooms. Thus no interviewer saw 
both children, and no known contamination occurred. 

Interviewers selected for the children's study were the 'creme de la 
creme' of the group who had worked on the parents' study. They 
were those known to establish excellent rapport, to be flexible, but to 
follow instructions meticulously. They attended training sessions, did 
practice interviews with the children from the pilot group and were 
debriefed in the same way. Children were assured they could termi
nate the interview if it became too distressing. No child took this 
option, but several found recall painful and even cried during the 
interview. None took the opportunity to withdraw. A number of 
children remarked at the end of the interview that they had never had 
a chance to talk about their parents' divorce, that they were grateful 
or relieved to have had the opportunity, or that they hoped other 
children would have the same chance. 

A particular issue of confidentiality was apparent with the children 
- that of assuring them of privacy from their parents. First, they were 
assured of confidentiality and parents were asked to make 
arrangements to ensure this. Second, interviewers were trained how 
to avoid parents'questions about the children's responses without 
being brusque or appearing dismissive of their concerns. Third, chil
dren who asked for help, or whose parents asked for help, were 
referred to local facilities for information or counsel. Two requests 
for help from children posed real ethical dilemmas relating to confi
dentiality and responsibility to honour an undertaking to make 
available .assistance. The author consulted various community 
services in managing these issues. Research with children requires 
careful forethought in this regard. 

For the children's study open-ended commentary was integrated 
with SPSSX data files as for the adult study. The one exception in 
terms of data preparation was the family sculpture, which was 
recorded as spatial positions on a chequer board, and translated into 
a special program written in PASCAL. 

Measures - Parents 
Parent measures were derived from interviews in 1984 when 
retrospective life histories and life satisfaction ratings were also 
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recorded. In 1987, life histories were up-dated and measures of family 
structure, economic resources, life satisfaction and mood state 
measures were repeated. From the parent data, individual and family 
history data were derived, enabling measures of change to be derived. 

Measurement of change has been handled in several ways in the 
study. First, changes have been counted - for example, number of 
partners, number of changes in family structure. Second, change has 
been noted by subtraction; for instance, rises and falls in income were 
recorded in this way when adjusted household income was expressed 
in constant 1987 dollars. Third, since measures may have different 
reliability over time, changes in wellbeing and emotional state were 
measured in regression models by entering both measures in the 
equation, and then interpreting the effect of the later measure as the 
effect of change. 

Three major assumptions underlie this inquiry and the choice of 
measures. First, it is assumed that adaptations to the family transition 
of divorce will be evident in a normal range of responses, and that 
these will be best measured in variations in wellbeing. Second, it is 
assumed that stress is engendered by major life events and thus 
adaptation will also be reflected in measures of anxiety and depres
sion. Third, it is assumed that economic resources, roles and relation
ships will be both outcomes of the adaptations made and factors 
contributing to adaptation, and thus both independent and outcome 
variables at different point in the inquiry. 

Parent interviews 
At two points in time, 1984 and 1987, the parent was interviewed 
sitting side-by-side at a table with the interviewer, often in the kitchen 
which enabled the rest of the family to enjoy the living room and the 
interview to take place in private. On the table were three pieces of 
material - a life history sheet, the interview schedule which lay 
between the two and a booklet of scales and response options, which 
was held by the respondent. Respondents were encouraged to bring 
any aides memoires of income and taxation (the tax return was 
common). The interview was recorded in pencil, and an eraser was to 
hand so that respondent and interviewer could at any time amend 
responses, particularly in the light of inconsistencies. 

In these ways, it was hoped to engage the respondent fully in the 
accurate recall of past events and states, and to put the respondent in 
control of the material in the interview. The response booklet 
contained many similarly constructed scales, for example the nine
point satisfaction scale, which became familiar, but was always in 
view to diminish the likelihood of response sets. 

The schedule was highly structured and comprised three main 
approaches. The first was an A3-sized, life history sheet, with year 
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dates down the left hand side and columns to record life events, 
educational and work history. These could be cross-referenced for 
verification at any time. The second approach was a schedule of 
questions on which answers were recorded as numerals. Codes for 
responses were contained in a code book held by the respondent, who 
referred to scales, and response options for each question. Third, 
interspersed with the previous approaches were open-ended ques
tions, with space to record verbatim comments. 

Parent wellbeing 
The wellbeing of parents at four points in time was measured by an 
abbreviated form of the Headey and Wearing (1981) scale of 
subjective life satisfaction in a number of domains. Items included: 
'How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the following? ... Your 
personal ... Your emotional life? ... Your life as a whole'? The scale 
points were (1) 'terrible' to (9) 'delighted'. This scale was expanded 
from that used by Andrews and Withey (1976) to avoid bunching of 
responses. The items were repeated for time points during the last 
year of the marriage, three months after separation, 1984 and 1987. 
A mean score on the aggregate of items was computed for each point 
in time and interpreted as a measure of general life satisfaction or 
subjective wellbeing. Other terms commonly used for this construct 
are subjective quality of life, morale, or just plain happiness (Headey 
and Wearing 1992). 

In the 1984 interview, respondents were asked to assess their 
satisfaction just prior to separation, three months afterwards and at 
the present time. This measure was expanded in the 1987 interview 
to include a number of other aspects of life satisfaction. 

Australian norms for wellbeing, as measured by the 'life as a 
whole' item (Headey and Wearing 1981) show that men and women 
have mean scores of 7.0. In our sample the 1987 means were 6.8 for 
men and 7.1 for women and 7.0 for the whole sample. Thus, this 
group of divorced men and women had returned to normal 
Australian levels of wellbeing. Headey and Wearing (1981) report 
means of 7.1 for married and de facto men and women and 6.3 for 
those separated and divorced. Weston and Funder (1993) show 
differences in wellbeing for repartnered and single men and women. 
Married and de facto men (6.8) were significantly happier than single 
men (6.4) (p < .01, two-tailed t-test). For women the difference was 
greater between married/de facto (7.5) and single (6.6) (p < .001, 
two-tailed t-test). Within our sample, men repartnered sooner than 
women, and we may be seeing a honeymoon effect for the women. In 
general, however, it seems that at the end of the divorce transition 
men and women return to normal levels of wellbeing, and that 
repartnering provides a major boost. Even so, the women who 
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remained single over the period of the study had higher wellbeing 
scores than did the separated and divorced in Headey and Wearing's 
survey. This may reflect the adaptations made over this time, whereas 
in the national study some of this group would have been recently 
separated, and had lower wellbeing (Weston 1986b). 

Emotional state 
The Profile of Mood States (McNair, Lorr and Droppleman 1971) 
was used as a measure of affect. These 23 items were included in 
the question: 'Here are some statements that describe feelings 
people have. Can you fill out in the space to the right of each 
statement which best describes the way you have been feeling in the 
last week. Responses were rated from 0 (none of the time) to 4 (most 
of the time). These items were entered into a principal components 
analysis with the first principal component accounting for 61 per 
cent of the variance. Although an oblique rotation revealed a 
solution with three factors, scales from these items had modest 
alpha values and so the full scale was used as an index of positive
negative affect. 

These two measures of wellbeing and positive-negative affect are 
used throughout the study as indices of general psychological and 
emotional wellbeing. Since neither measure is specifically designed to 
discriminate clinical from non-clinical populations, they may both be 
seen as suitable measures in a sample about which no a priori 
argument is made for their being a high risk group. 

Family structure 
Family structure was recorded in a census format of persons in the 
household, their age, gender and relationship to the respondent. 
Changes in family structure over time were recorded on the life his
tory schedule which listed dates down the left margin and responses 
to questions on timing of separation, divorce, remarriage, births and 
deaths. This record was filled from birth to 1984 in the first interview 
and completed for the three subsequent years at the second interview. 
Checks between couples (Funder 1986c) showed high agreement on 
most details. 

This information was aggregated to create variables describing 
households as resident and non-resident parent, with all new 
members including new children and step-children. Family types were 
thus derived from the vantage point of parent and children. Rates of 
repartnering were established by using survival tables (Weston and 
Khoo 1993). Not all changes were noted and dated, however, as 
repartnerings (but not remarriages) between interviews were not 
recorded. In this way, the family change data may underestimate the 
flux in parental relationships over the years. 
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Household income 
The major index of economic resources of each household at the time 
of both interviews and of the household just prior to separation was 
household income. Household income was aggregated from a series 
of questions on the income of each member of the household from all 
sources - earnings, social security, shares, interest and child or spousal 
maintenance. Respondents could answer on a weekly or yearly basis 
and in gross or net form. From this, adjustments were made using tax 
scales to convert all income to dollars per week net income per person 
and then total income per household. An adjusted household income 
was then calculated based on a ratio of costs of dependants to net 
household income (Commission of Inquiry into Poverty 1975). These 
figures are up-dated quarterly by the Institute of Applied Economic 
and Social Research (Weston 1986a, 1993). 

Finally, adjusted household income was expressed as a percentage 
of the poverty line (Commission of Inquiry into Poverty 1975; 
Weston 1986, 1993). The poverty line is calculated quarterly for 
households of different compositions and families with incomes less 
than 20 per cent above the poverty line are considered to be experi
encing economic stress. This income measure is thus interpreted as a 
measure of disposable income relative to the needs of the members of 
the household. 

At second interview income measures were repeated. For purposes 
of comparison over time, the 1984 household income was expressed 
in 1987 dollars (Weston 1993). These measures revealed a slight 
overall decline in real income for this group which was in line with 
that experienced in the Australian economy. 

Family cohesion 
Five items of the family cohesion sub-scale of the Moos and Moos 
(1981) Family Environment Scale were selected. The family environ
ment is postulated to have several dimensions (cohesion, expressive
ness, and conflict) which together assess the quality of family 
relationships. 

Roles 
The roles of both resident and non-resident parents and step-parents 
were measured by scales which were constructed of items sampling 
three legally defined areas of parental responsibility after divorce -
custody, guardianship and material support or child maintenance. 
The measure of custodial responsibilities comprised nine items con
cerning the day-to-day care and supervision of children. 

Sample items were: Who takes responsibility for your children of 
the first marriage in any of the following areas? ... disciplining the 
child; ... discussing problems with the child. Responses were rated 
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from 1 (mostly me) to 5 (mostly former spouse). Responses were re
coded and summed to represent the degree to which each respondent 
was functioning in this role. Other possible responses which were 
scored 0 were the child and other. Eight items representing domains 
in which parents make decisions about their children's lives were 
treated similarly to create a scale of activity in the role of guardian. 
Sample items were: Who makes these decisions about the child? ... 
decisions about education? ... standards of dress and appearance? 
These responses were coded as for the custodial functions. 

A principal components analysis of these items revealed that all 
items had significant loadings on the first principal component, 
interpreted as a generic involvement factor, which accounted for 43 
percent of the variance. On this basis the items were combined ,into a 
scale of parenting with a Cronbach alpha coefficient of 0.86. The 
items in the scale were aggregated, pro rating for missing values and 
had a mean of 0.41 and a standard deviation of 0.31. 

Commentary of children on life in step-families 
Two unstructured questions were asked relating to step-families: 
'What are the good things about living in a step-family?' and 'What 
are the hard things about living in a step-family?' 

The responses to these questions were recorded, transcribed to a 
data file and linked to data files. In this way, comments were retrieved 
for any sub-group - for example, boys or girls; living with mother or 
father; reporting high or low involvement with the step-parent. A 
coding frame was developed by two independent raters. The coding 
frame was summarised into positive and negative responses to step
families. Descriptive categories were also derived from the text and 
covered roles, rules and behaviours, family and individual identity, 
loyalties, security and support. The categories were checked and 
collapsed after consultation; a third rater then spot-checked responses 
for consistency and any discrepancies were resolved by a three-way 
consultation (Funder, Kinsella and Courtney 1992). 

Maintenance 
Parents' involvement in the material support of children was assumed 
to be relatively unvarying if the child lived in the household and thus 
there is no measure of the material support of the resident parent 
apart from adjusted household income. For the non-resident parent, 
three measures of material support were taken: first, whether or not 
support from any source was given; second, amount of periodic main
tenance paid expressed in dollars per week; and third, the total 
amount of maintenance of any sort, including contributions for 
school fees, holidays, toys, clothing etc. was measured as dollars per 
week per child. The latter measure showed greater variability 
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depending on whether it was reported by the payer or the receiver; 66 
per cent of receivers said maintenance was paid, but 90 per cent of 
payers said they paid something (Funder 1989). Discrepancies were 
less for periodic sums of maintenance (81 per cent compared with 63 
per cent). The two sorts of maintenance were, however, generally 
complementary rather than optional. 

In this study, analysis of maintenance is limited to cases in which 
two dependent children still reside with the mother. The complexity 
of the small number of father-resident and split custody cases made 
analysis impossible. The dependency of children was defined with 
reference to the following criteria: children were less than 18 or in 
full-time education (a usual definition under family law); or if 
earning, their earnings were less than the social security allowance for 
unemployed youth. In both these circumstances, it was assumed that 
the child required parental support which might be claimed morally, 
if not always legally, from both parents. 

Access 
Parents were asked how frequently the child visited the non-resident 
parent - weekly, monthly or yearly. These responses were converted 
to frequency expressed as visits per month. Duration of visits was 
also recorded as including overnight stays and holidays. A classi
fication of visits was derived from these two variables - frequency 
and duration: no contact in the last year, a few short visits, a few long 
visits (holidays), many short visits and many long visits. 

Step-parents' roles 
In a separate section of the schedule, parents reported whether their 
new partner was involved or not in the same list of custodial and 
guardianship functions which defined the parental roles. They were 
also asked about the current and past willingness of their new partner 
to fulfil these functions and to contribute financially to the children's 
housing, education, holidays/leisure and day-to-day expenses. 
Willingness was scored 1 (not at all willing) to 5 (very willing). These 
measures were used as indices of support for the respondent in the 
role of parent, past and present. 

Qualities of relationships 
Dimensions or qualities of three relationships within the post-divorce 
family were examined from the perspective of the parents - parent
parent, parent-child and parent-new partner (step-parent). Rela
tionships are, of course, multi-dimensional in their qualities and in 
this omnibus study measures of parental responsibilities (roles) are 
more refined than those of the quality of relationships or emotional 
attachments. 
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Parent-parent relationship 
The 20 items in this measure were derived from Ahrons (1979, 1981) 
co-parental relationships scale, omitting the specifically sexual and 
spousal aspects of that scale and modifying some items which were not 
understood by Australian respondents. The format of the scale items 
is: 'Here are some statements about relationships between former 
spouses, and between parents, and between parents and children. Do 
these statements apply to you? Do you and your former spouse have 
basic differences of opinion about issues relating to child rearing? We 
are good friends. I feel angry for the hurt I have gone through.' 

A principal components analysis of the items revealed a first principal 
component accounting for 21.4 per cent of the variance. Oblique 
rotation suggested a four-factor solution as the most parsimonious 
description. These factors appeared to represent dimensions in the co
parental relationship of conflicted communication, hurt/blame, anger! 
revenge, warmth/attachment. These four factors accounted for 54.8 per 
cent of the variance. The means of items loading on these factors were 
calculated as measures of dimensions of the co-parental relationship. 

Two other dimensions or qualities of the parent-parent relation
ship were also measured. The extent of sharing in parenting was 
measured in a 10-item scale with responses of yes or no to questions 
such as: 'Are the following shared between you and your former 
spouse? Discussing personal problems your children may be 
experiencing ... Making major long-term decisions regarding the 
children's lives.' Mean ratings were calculated. 

The respondent's view of the former spouse as a parent was also 
measured by the sum of responses to six items scored yes/no. Sample 
items were: 'Do the following statements apply to your former 
spouse? My former spouse is a caring parent ... My former spouse 
is an irresponsible parent.' 

Parent-child relationship 
Parents were asked: 'How would you describe your relationship with 
your child ... your involvement ... your availability ... your close
ness?' Responses were scored 1 (not at all involved/available/close) 
to 5 (involved/available/close). Responses to these three qualities 
were highly correlated and so an overall parent-child relation
ship scale was calculated from the mean response to the three 
items. 

Child wellbeing 
Parents were asked to report on children's psychosomatic health. A 
16-item checklist from the Health and Daily Living Scale (Moos et al. 
1984) were taken to sample aspects of children's wellbeing. The sum 
of these were taken to measure children's general health and wellbeing. 
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Child Measures 
A number of indices of children's general wellbeing were measured in 
this study and are described below. 

Offer Self-Image Questionnaire 
The Offer Self-Image Questionnaire (OSIQ; Offer, Ostrov and 
Howard 1981, 1982a, 1982b) is a pencil and paper inventory of 130 
items, with responses recorded on a 6-point scale from l(describes me 
very well) to 6 (does not describe me at all). Items are in positive and 
negative form and scoring is reversed on negative items. The aggregate 
measures overall self image and five sub-scales measure aspects of self: 
psychological self, social self, sexual self, familial self and coping self. 

The means for the Offer self image are presented in Tables A 3.2 -
A 3.5. This version of the questionnaire does not present full scale 
statistics and thus tests of significance of comparisons between the 
sample of children in this study and the Australian sample cannot be 
calculated. Furthermore, the number of children in each group is 
small, making comparisons unreliable. By inspection, however, the 
differences do not appear to be large, nor always in the same direc
tion. Dunlop (1988), using an earlier version of the instrument, re
ports no significant differences between a sample of adolescents from 
intact families and divorced families. From both these sources, it 
appears that differences between Australian norms and the means for 
this sample are small. 

Health and Daily Living 
Several sub-scales of the Moos et al. (1984) Health and Daily Living 
- Youth Form were used to measure indices of self confidence and 
various aspects of physical and mood related symptoms. These scales 
were: physical symptoms in the last year, and distressed and positive 
mood in the last month and self confidence. Responses were scored 
on 4-point Likert scales from 0 (never) to 3 (fairly often). 

Social competence 
Children were asked to rate on a 4-point scale - 1 (never) to 4 (a lot) 
- how much they were involved in 16 activities including clubs and 
societies, working for money and having friends over. Mean scores 
were then calculated. 

Family cohesion 
Children's experience of the cohesion in each household - resident 
and non-resident - was measured by the same items of the Moos 
Family Environment Scale (Moos and Moos 1981) as for the parents. 
Other aspects of family relationships and ambience were also 
measured as detailed below. 



Table A 3.2 Australian norms for the OSIQ sub-scales: boys under 16 - statistics on Offer Self Image 
Questionnaire 

Sample 

Australian Valid 
Variable Mean Mean Std Dev Minimum Maximum N Label 

OFFER 4.29 4.27 .31 3.77 4.88 22 Offer Self-Image Full 
OFPSl 3.96 4.18 .77 2.78 5.33 22 Offer Impulse Control 
OFPS2 4.35 4.51 .81 2.90 5.90 22 Offer Emotional Tone 
OFPS3 4.29 4.13 .68 2.11 5.22 22 Offer Body/Self-image 
OFSSl 4.59 4.37 .73 2.67 5.67 22 Offer Social Relation 
OFSS2 4.65 4.18 .60 3.10 5.50 22 Offer Morals 
OFSS3 4.59 4.94 .57 4.10 5.90 22 Offer VocationlEducat 
OFSEX 4.65 3.80 .80 2.30 5.00 22 Offer Sexual Self 
OFFAM 4.47 4.40 .48 3.42 5.21 22 Offer Familial Self 
OFCSl 4.61 4.22 .58 2.90 5.20 22 Offer Mastery of 
OFCS2 4.36 4.30 .57 3.29 5.50 22 Offer Psychopathology 
OFCS3 4.26 4.18 52 3.21 5.21 22 Offer Superior Adjust 
OFPSY 4.28 .57 2.79 5.32 22 Offer Psychological S 
OFSOC 4.50 .42 3.83 5.24 22 Offer Social Self 
OFCOP 4.23 .39 3.66 5.00 22 Offer Coping Self 

Number of valid observations (listwise) = 22.00 
Note: Australian means are taken from Offer, Ostrov, Howard & Atkinson (1988). No data were presented for the Psychosocial Self, 
Social Self and Coping Self scales, or the Offer Self Image Full scale. 



Table A 3.3 Australian norms for the OSIQ sub-scales: girls under 16 - statistics on Offer Self Image ...... 
00 

Questionnaire 00 

Sample 
~ 

'" ;;t 
Australian Valid ;:, 

~ 

Variable Mean Mean Std Dev Minimum Maximum N Label -. 
;:! 

()q 

OFFER 3.93 4.36 .41 3.38 5.08 17 Offer Self-Image Full "Tl 
OFPS1 3.75 4.29 .64 3.33 5.22 17 Offer Impulse Control ;:, 

OFPS2 4.12 4.54 .69 3.20 5.40 17 Offer Emotional Tone 
;;t 

-2.44 5.00 Offer Body/Self-image OFPS3 3.42 4.10 .77 17 -. 
'" OFSS1 4.57 4.83 .57 3.67 5.78 17 Offer Social Relation '" 

OFSS2 3.91 4.24 .49 3.50 5.10 17 Offer Morals 
OFSS3 4.57 4.97 .65 2.90 5.70 17 Offer VocationlEducat 
OFSEX 3.91 3.81 1.08 1.40 5.40 17 Offer Sexual Self 
OFFAM 4.37 4.45 .80 2.68 5.68 17 Offer Familial Self 
OFCSl 4.41 4.44 .72 3.30 5.80 17 Offer Mastery of 
OFCS2 4.20 4.33 .53 3.43 4.86 17 Offer Psychopathology 
OFCS3 4.43 4.38 .41 3.50 5.21 17 Offer Superior Adjust 
OFPSY 4.32 .54 3.32 5.21 17 Offer Psychological S 
OFSOC 4.68 .44 3.34 5.34 17 Offer Social Self 
OFCOP 4.38 .38 3.58 5.08 17 Offer Coping Self 

Number of valid observations (listwise) = 17.00 
Note: Australian means are taken from Offer, Ostrov, Howard & Atkinson (1988). No data were presented for the Psychosocial Self, Social 
Self and Coping Self scales, or the Offer Self Image Full scale. 



Table A 3.4 Australian norms for the OSIQ sub-scales: boys over 16 - statistics on Offer Self-Image 
Questionnaire 

Sample 

Australian Valid 
Variable Mean Mean Std Dev Minimum Maximum N Label 

OFFER 4.36 4.22 .72 1.64 4.85 20 Offer Self-Image Full 
OFPS1 4.26 4.29 1.05 1.22 5.78 20 Offer Impulse Control 
OFPS2 4.29 4.42 1.04 1.00 5.90 20 Offer Emotional Tone 
OFPS3 4.29 4.14 .89 1.22 5.33 20 Offer Body/Self-image 
OFSS1 4.56 4.18 .96 1.00 5.22 20 Offer Social Relation 
OFSS2 4.60 4.01 .71 1.70 5.40 20 Offer Morals 
OFSS3 4.56 4.69 1.01 1.40 6.00 20 Offer VocationlEducat 
OFSEX 4.60 4.33 .70 2.10 5.20 20 Offer Sexual Self 
OFFAM 4.56 4.25 .84 1.95 5.58 20 Offer Familial Self 
OFCS1 4.56 4.16 .83 1.40 5.10 20 Offer Mastery of Exte 
OFCS2 4.50 4.22 .93 1.71 6.00 20 Offer Psychopathology 
OFCS3 4.32 4.13 .68 1.79 5.14 20 Offer Superior Adjust 
OFPSY 4.29 .91 1.14 5.43 20 Offer Psychological S 
OFSOC 4.29 .81 1.38 4.97 20 Offer Social Self 
OFCOP 4.17 .72 1.66 4.84 20 Offer Coping Self 

Number of valid observations (listwise) = 20.00 
Note: Australian means are taken from Offer, Ostrav, Howard & Atkinson (1988). No data were presented for the Psychosocial Self, Social 
Self and Coping Self scales, or the Offer Self Image Full scale. 

...... 
00 
\0 



Table A 3.5 Australian norms for the OSIQ sub-scales: girls over 16 - statistics on Offer Self-Image Questionnaire ~ 

\0 

Sample 
0 

~ 

Australian Valid '" ~ 
Variable Mean Mean Std Dev Minimum Maximum N Label l'::. 

~ 

OFFER 4.06 4.56 .35 4.02 5.08 11 Offer Self-Image Full ;:! 
()Q 

OFPS1 3.91 4.55 .65 3.67 5.89 11 Offer Impulse Control '"l'l 
OFPS2 4.12 4.73 .68 3.70 5.90 11 Offer Emotional Tone l'::. 

OFPS3 3.94 4.58 .74 3.22 5.89 11 Offer Body/Self-image ~ -OFSS1 4.59 4.99 .47 4.00 5.44 11 Offer Social Relation ~. 

OFSS2 4.08 4.31 .27 3.80 4.70 11 Offer Morals '" 
OFSS3 4.59 5.19 .50 4.50 5.90 11 Offer VocationlEducat 
OFSEX 4.08 4.45 .30 4.10 5.00 11 Offer Sexual Self 
OFFAM 4.30 4.40 .59 3.53 5.50 11 Offer Familial Self 
OFCS1 4.50 4.49 .55 3.80 5.50 11 Offer Mastery of Exte 
OFCS2 4.18 4.69 .60 3.21 5.57 11 Offer Psychopathology 
OFCS3 4.38 4.54 .36 3.93 5.21 11 Offer Superior Adjust 
OFPSY 4.62 .63 3.75 5.89 11 Offer Psychological S 
OFSOC 4.83 .24 4.48 5.28 11 Offer Social Self 
OFCOP 4.58 .41 3.84 5.24 11 Offer Coping Self 

Number of valid observations (listwise) = 11.00 
Note: Australian means are taken from Offer, Ostrov, Howard & Atkinson (1988). No data were presented for the Psychosocial Self, Social 
Self and Coping Self scales, or the Offer Self Image Full scale. 
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Home ambience scales 
Children were asked to rate the time they spent in the homes where 
they lived and where their other parent lived on ten 3-point dimen
sions - for example, warm so/so cold; tense so/so relaxed. Responses 
were reverse coded as required so that positive responses were high, 
and mean scores calculated for the resident and non-resident 
households. 

Family structure: demographic 
For children, family structure was defined from their vantage point by 
the same demographic approach as for the parents. Children, being 
pivotal between households, were described against structural feat
ures of the resident household, the non-resident household and both 
households. 

Family structure: experiential 
A second approach to measuring family structure was taken with the 
children. As part of the interview, children were asked to complete a 
family sculpture. This procedure was modified from Kvebaek's tech
nique (Cromwell, Fournier and Kvebaek 1980). 

Children were seated beside the interviewer at a table on which 
there was an eight by eight (sixty-four square) draughts board. They 
were shown a set of 20 simple wooden figures in two sizes with heads 
made of orange and green spheres. The interviewer then introduced 
the task: 

'We call this a family sculpture. In front of you, we have different 
figures which stand for people in your family. One is for father, one 
mother, and there are figures for the children, grandparents, and 
others who you consider to be in your family.' 

The interviewer then showed the figures and produced sticky labels 
on which the child wrote names, labelling each figure. The inter
viewer ensured that the relationship of each figure was clear. She then 
recorded all relationships and specified whether kin were matrilineal 
or patrilineal or step~kin from the mother's partner or the father's 
partner. When all stickers were attached, the interviewer said: 

'I want you to put these people on the board to show how close 
you feel to each one, and how close they feel to one another. You can 
only put one person in each square, but you can use any of the 
squares on the board. There is no right or wrong way to do this; just 
try to show me how you see your family. Do you have any questions?' 

The interviewers were instructed to repeat instructions where 
necessary, but not to give any indication of who could or should be 
in the family sculpture. After completion the child was asked: 

'Could you tell me why you placed these people where you did? 
Let's begin with you ... ' 
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Positions of all members of the family were then recorded. 
With the figures on the board in front of them the children were 

then asked: 
'This time I want you to show me what you would like to change 

in your family. If you could make any changes you wanted in your 
family, what would the family look like? Again, you can only put one 
person in each square. You can move any of the figures, or leave them 
all where they are. Do you have any questions?' 

After completion of this task, the positions of all figures were 
recorded and the interviewer then asked: 

'In the second sculpture you placed the figures like this. Would you 
tell me what you were thinking? For example, why did you move this 
person?' 

The family sculpture allows children to designate members of their 
family and to position family members in two dimensions to indicate 
closeness. In the second task, it allows children to indicate preferred 
or desired membership and closeness of family members. All posi
tions and relationships were coded as were moves. In this analysis 
Euclidean distances were not used, only the presence and relationship 
of persons represented in the sculpture, and the direction of moves. 

Only one child appeared to have difficulty with the task; all chil
dren completed it. Older children, who were in fact young adults, did 
not appear reticent about completing the task, and most spoke freely 
about why they had positioned family members where they did. All 
positions and relationships were recorded and entered in a data file 
for analysis with other interview material which included member
ship of mother's and father's household, contact between children and 
the non-resident parent, and demographic information. 

Roles of resident and non-resident parents and step-parents 
Children were asked to rate the engagement of parents in guardian
ship (decision making) and custodial roles. For example: 'Parents 
divide up things they do for their children in different ways. Who 
does the following: your mother, or your father or both, or you? ... 
telling you what's right and wrong.' In this way, six items of decision 
making and six of care were summed for each parent and step-parent. 

Parent-parent relationship 
Two aspects of the parental relationship were measured from the 
children's perspective - frequency of discussion between them and 
quality of their communication. Children reported the frequency of 
parental discussion and responses were expressed as times per month. 
The quality of the relationship between them was measured by yes/no 
responses to six items: 'Nowadays would you say your parents are 
usually polite with each other? .. Angry with each other ... ?' 
Negative items were reverse coded and the responses summed. 



Appendices 193 

Parent-child relationship 
Children were asked how well they got along with mother, father and 
step-parents (5-point Likert-type scale), whether the mother/father 
enjoys the time they spend together (3-point Likert-type scale) and 
who they would go to for help and advice. These three items formed 
a composite measure of the parent-child relationship; for step
parent-child relationship there was a single item. 

Conclusion 
For further information on the sampling and design for the con
sequences of marriage breakdown study see McDonald (1986a) and 
Funder, Harrison and Weston (1993). The interview schedules are 
available from the Australian Institute of Family Studies. The data 
sets for both parent studies are available from the National Social 
Studies Data Archives. The children's data sets are not released be
cause the data are not in a form which ensures confidentiality. Repli
cation of the studies in any part is welcomed and the Institute would 
welcome information on such use for inclusion in the Australian 
Society and Family data base. 
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Appendix to Chapter 5 

Appendix Table AS.2 presents the correlations among child wellbeing 
variables, measures of household income and family composition. 
With the exception of the age of the child, correlations are generally 
weak between the independent variables and child wellbeing. Child's 
age was treated as a control variable because the measures of child 
wellbeing, with the exception of self image, were age-related. House
hold income before separation was more highly correlated with 
indices of child wellbeing, except emotional state, than was current 
household income, although the two income variables were them
selves moderately correlated (r = .41). Children were happier at home 
and with their sibling, and had higher self image, if income was 
higher before separation. 



Table A 5.1 Descriptive statistics on measures of child wellbeing, household income pre-separation and in 1987, 
family change, family type and children's age 

Range 

Total Mean Std.Dev. Minimum Maximum 

Dependent Variables 
Home ambience 104 2.44 .32 1.40 3.00 
Non-resident home ambience 87 2.36 .41 1.00 2.90 
Relationship with sibling 105 2.28 .41 1.30 3.00 
Participation in social activities 105 2.59 .30 1.87 3.25 
Offer, Self Image 77 4.33 .48 1.64 5.08 
Negative affect 105 3.05 .42 1.83 3.92 

Independent Variables 
Child's age 105 14.09 3.07 8 21 
Household income before 103 549 220 190 1223 
separation (1987 $ per week) 
Income of resident household 95 465 234 117 1069 
in 1987 ($ per week) 
Income of non-resident household 95 506 214 98 912 
in 1987 ($ per week) 
Number of changes in resident 105 1.07 .92 0 3 

~ 
household between separation ~ 

and 1987 ~ 

'" ;:o! 
I:>.-

Child's residence in 1987: Family type in 1987: Poverty status, 1987: ;::;" 
With mother 96 (91.4%) Single parent only 36 (34.3%) > Poverty line 75 (71.4%) '" '" With father 9 (8.6%) Parent and step-parent 31 (29.5%) < Poverty line 28 (26.7%) ...... 

Other 38 (36.2%) Missing 2 (1.9%) \Cl 

'" 



Table A 5.2 Correlations between measures of child wellbeing, household income pre-separation and in 1987, ...... 
\0 

family type, and children's age 0\ 

Home Non- Relation- Social Offer Emotional Age of Household Household Family 
~ 
0:. 

ambience resident ship competence Self state child at Income Income type (sole ~ 
l::> 

home with Image separation before In parent ;0,--. ambience sibling separation# 1987# = 1) ;:,: 
I>Q 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 "'rl 
l::> 

1 1.00 ~ -. 
2 .22* 1.00 --. 

0:. 

3 .37** -.12 1.00 '" 
4 .31** .26* .16 1.00 
5 .24* .01 -.02 .08 1.00 
6 .35*** .30** .06 .25* .35** 1.00 
7 -.25* -.30** .20* -.36* * * .07 -.36* * .. 1.00 
8 .09 -.29** .37*" * .16 .15 .01 .27** 1.00 
9 -.14 .10 .05 .01 .08 -.09 .32** .41 ** .. 1.00 

10 .15 -.03 -.01 .11 .16 .13 -.17* .01 -.62* .... 1.00 

Note: # $ per week *p<.OS **p<.Ol •• ·p<.OOl 
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Appendix to Chapter 7 

The two tables in Appendix to Chapter 7 present details of the 
parental relationship measures and their correlations with parental 
wellbeing. 

Table A 7.1 shows the derivation of the parental relationship 
measures from the items derived from the co-parental scale of Ahrons 
(1979). 

Table A 7.2 presents the relationship between parental wellbeing 
measures and parental relationship measures. Parental wellbeing was 
measured three years prior to the study of parental relationships and 
again at three years later when the inquiry into parental relationship 
was made. The correlations in the matrix form the basis for analyses 
of the part played by parental relationships in parental wellbeing, and 
the role of prior wellbeing in parental relationships 5-8 years after 
parental separation. 



Table A 7.1 Principal components factor analysis of co-parental relationship items: factor loadings of items, ...... 
\0 

eigenvalues and Cronbach's alpha reliability of scales 00 

Scales Items Eigenvalues Factor 
~ 

a '" Loading ~ 
I:> 
~ 

Sharing of Parenting Help with child raising 7.85 .74 .91 -. ;: 
Former spouse is flexible with visits .40 ()Q 

Would seek help from former spouse .47 '"rl 
I:> 

Would discuss problems with former spouse .53 ~ 
Share responsibility for children's future .69 -. --. Share responsibility for children's daily life .49 '" "-
Share responsibility for children's problems .80 
Share responsibility for children's .80 
schooUmedical problems 
Share responsibility for planning special events .67 
for children 
Share responsibility for children's progress .67 
Share responsibility for children's upbringing .72 
Share responsibility for children's adjustment .61 
to the divorce 
Discuss problems with sharing arrangements .72 
Share responsibility for children's finances .59 

Conflict between Parents Times child has been turned against spouse 3.26 -.56 .77 
Parental conflict at separation .52 
Parental conflict in 1987 .55 
Discuss or argue .79 
Communication is hostile or angry .79 
Talking is stressful .76 
Different child rearing beliefs .55 

Continued 



Table A 7.1 Continued 

Scales Items 

HateIRevenge Wish negative relationship on former spouse 
Former spouse should be punished 
Hate former spouse 

Liking of Former Spouse Good friends with former spouse 
Warm feelings towards former spouse 
Attached to former spouse 
Care about former spouse 

Anger at Separation Angry about being hurt 
Blame former spouse 
Former spouse deserves to be unhappy 
Feel sorry about breakdown 

Cooperation in Visiting Self flexible about visiting arrangement 

Eigenvalues Factor 
Loading 

2.04 .63 
.77 
.66 

1.61 .44 
.81 
.76 
.52 

1.17 .63 
.72 
.39 
.60 

1.14 .63 

a 

.71 

.69 

.49 

.... 
\0 
\0 



Table A 7.2 Correlation matrix of variables in the analysis of the co-parental relationship and wellbeing: N 
0 

non-resident fathers below the diagonal, resident mothers above 0 

Relationship/ 
~ 
<I> 

wellbeing coop warm co mm shre hate hurt copr fspr pm84 st84 pm87 st87 vis ~ 

'" cooperation .56* .23# .75* .11 .13 .93 .50 .02 -.13 .02 .09 .20# 
,.,... -. 

(coop) ~ 
()Q 

warm/attach .50* .23# .50* .09 -.07 .77* .46* .04 .02 .09 .08 -.03 '"rl 
(warm) '" 

communicat'n .42* .28* .16 .28* .18+ .27* .29* .27* .18+ .21# .15 -.06 ~ -. 
(comm) --. 

<I> 
sharing .72* .41* .29* .00 .12 .74* ,.50* .01 -.07 .04 -.14 .24# '" (shre) 
revenge/hate .16 .16 .28* .26# .32* .11 .18 .36* .09 .10 .11 -.04 

(hate) 
blame/hurt .17+ .08 .37* .21+ .41 * .25# .29* .32* .18+ .18+ .11 .09 

(hurt) 
full scale .91 * .74* .48* .70* .21# .27# .56* .03 -.06 .01 -.07 .15 

(copr) 
fs as parent .28* .29* .47* .29* .19+ .39* .35* .18+ .14 .03 .05 .12 

(fspr) 
POMS (1984) .02 .15 .18+ .09 .22+ .26# .03 .22# .62* .51* .37* -.03 

(pm84) 
life sat'n 84 .06 -.13 .07 .12 .13 .19+ -.01 .25# .70* .50* .56* .03 

(St84) 
POMS 1987 .14 .00 .33* .22# .22# .32* .13 .32* .45* .27# .64* .01 

(pm87) 
life sat'n 87 .15 .06 .14 .16+ -.03 .19+ .12 .36* .42* .47* .48* .03 

(st87) 
visits .45* .12 .22+ .38* .00 .19 .39* .11 .01 -.03 .13 .06 

(vis) 

Note: .. p<.OOl; # p<.Ol; + p<.OS 
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Appendix to Chapter 8 

Table A 8.1 Family relationship measures: descriptive statistics 

PARENTAL RELATIONSHIP (CHILD'S VIEW) 

Items included in this scale were: 

Nowadays would you say your parents 
are usually: (Yes=1; No=O) 

polite with each other* 
calm with each other 
friendly with each other 
angry with each other 
upset with each other* 
cold with each other* 

Do your parents disagree or argue about 
how your expenses should be divided up?* 

Full scale 
(Cronbach Alpha) 

N=95 
Missing=10 

Note: * items reverse coded 

Mean SD 

.83 .38 

.75 .44 

.66 .48 

.76 .43 

.75 .45 

.89 .50 

.66 .48 

.72 .31 
(.82) 

MOTHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIP & FATHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIP 

Items included in this scale were: Mother Father 

Mean SD Mean SD 

Do you think your father/mother spends 
enoughtime alone with just you? 

enough (1) .74 .44 .66 .48 
too much/not enough (0) 

Do you think your father/mother enjoys 
the time he/she spends with you? 

very much (1) .73 .45 .83 .38 
a bit/not much (0) 

Thinking about all your family and people 
who might help you, if you had a personal 
problem that was bothering you a lot, who 
would you talk to about it? .82 .39 .38 .49 

Continued 
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Table A 8.1 Continued 

Of those who would you turn to first? 

If your were making an important decision 
about your future plans, who could you ask 
for advice? 

Of those who would you turn to first? 

Parent-child relationship scale 

(Cronbach alpha) 
N=105 

'TORN' SCALE (CHILD'S VIEW) 

Here are some of the ways children feel about 
their parents after divorce. Is this true for 
you now? 

I find it hard to be fair to both parents 
I feel split or torn between my parents 

.56 .50 

.57 .50 

.67 .29 

(.53) 

Mean 

.51 

.31 
I feel that I can't talk about one parent to the other .44 

(1.26) 

Torn scale 

(Cronbach alpha) 
N=105 

.42 

.07 .26 

.21 .41 

.52 .27 

(.52) 

(.47) 

SD 

.50 

.46 

.50 
(1.10) 

.37 



Table A 8.2 Correlations and descriptive statistics of measures of the parent-parent relationship: child, mother 
and father data 

Child Mother Father 

Parent H'hold Loyalty Parental Commun- Sharing Discussions 
I I 

Common Parental Commun- Sharing Discussions Common 
Relationship Differences Conflict Relationship ication Parenting Values Relationship icarion Parenting Values 

PARBSCL DUDIFF TORN M#ALLCOP M#COPCOM M#COPDO M#PDISC2 M#RVALUE . F#ALLCOP F#COPCOM F#COPDO F#PDISC2 F#RVALUE 

PARBSCL 
DUDIFF -.0592 
TORN -.3466" .2841" 
M#ALLCOP .2479' -.1340 -.2134' 
M#COPCOM .3883" -.0759 -.2790" .3290" 
M#COPDO .1586 -.1290 -.1321 .5845" .2622' 
M#PDISC2 .0553 -.0368 -.2102' .2496' .3358" .4982" 
M#RVALUE .2015 -.2100 -.I8J7 .3640" .1255 .2223' .1054 
F#ALLCOP .3458" .0890 -.1898 .3740" .3527" .4144" .3184" -.0066 
F#COPCOM .4473" -.1589 -.3114" .2606' .3342" .2657" .2020 .0782 .4570" 
F#COPDO .1665 .0247 -.1152 .4634" .3888" .5606" .3194" .0864 .6341" .1698 
F#PDISC2 .1163 -.0674 -.1845 .1894 _2328' .3618" .3507" -.0901 .5553" .0330 _67W' 
F#RVALUE .2203 -.0100 -.1709 -.0494 _2188' .1667 .2218' .0286 .4068" .4236" .1586 .2323' 

• - Signif. LE .05 " - Signif. LE .01 (2-tailed) 

PARBSCL DUDIFF TORN M#ALLCOP M#COPCOM M#COPDO M#PDISC2 M#RVALUE F#ALLCOP F#COPCOM F#COPDO F#PDISC2 F#RVALUE 

Mean .718 1.880 1.204 .329 .600 .234 1.688 1.943 .358 .506 .337 2.043 1.859 ~ 
~ 

Std dev .306 .418 1.027 .20 .325 .271 1.059 .778 .259 .403 .312 1.126 .861 ~ 

Minimum .000 1.000 .000 .000 .000 .000 1.000 1.000 .100 .000 .000 1.000 1.000 ~ 
;:: 

Maximum 1.000 2.909 3.000 .900 1.000 .900 4.000 3.000 1.000 1.000 .900 4.000 3.000 ::.: 
Valid cases 82 86 93 96 95 96 88 94 85 ~ 

~ 

'" 
N 
0 
(,;.j 



Table A 8.3 Correlations and descriptive statistics for parent-child relationship measures: father, mother and N 
0 

child data .j>. 

Father Mother Child 
~ 

'" 
IFather- I I Mother! I Father- Mother- Mother's Father's Loyalty 

~ ., 
Child Child Child Child Home Home Conflict I'l"--. 
R'ship R'ship R'ship R'ship Ambience Ambience ;:! 

()Q 

F#CHREL M#CHREL DADCH MUMCH RHSCALE NRHSCALE TORN "rl 

F#CHREL 
., 
~ 

M#CHREL -.0740 -. --. . 2823** DAD CH .1429 '" '" MUM CH .1402 .2686** .0450 
RHSCALE .2036 .1390 .1345 .4712** 
NRHSCALE .2790* .1463 .4798** .0786 .2177* 
TORN -.1405 -.0317 .0121 -.0742 -.0353 .0210 

* - Sign if. LE .05 * * - Signif. LE .01 (2-tailed) 

F#CHREL M#CHREL DAD CH MUM CH RHSCALE NRHSCALE TORN 

Mean 3.656 4.660 .517 .670 2.453 2.362 1.204 
Std dev 1.081 .484 .266 .278 .313 .410 1.027 
Minimum 1.000 3.000 .000 .000 1.400 1.200 .000 
Maximum 5.000 5.000 1.000 1.000 3.000 3.000 .900 
Valid cases 92 96 87 96 95 87 93 



Table A 8.4 Correlations and descriptive statistics for child wellbeing: father, mother and child data 

Father Mother Child 

I Mother's Father's 
Child Child Child Child Child Child Home Home Self Emotional Social Health 
Health Happiness Achievement Health Happiness Achievement Ambience Ambience Image State Competence Problems 

F#WELL F#HAPCH F#HP787 M#WELL M#HAPCH M#HP787 RHSCALE NRHSCALE OFFERR FEEL SOCACf HELm 
F#WELL 
F#HAPCH -.4564" 
F#HP787 -.3767" .8648" 
M#WELL .3699" -.2336' -.1546 
M#HAPCH -.4106" .2274' .2430' -.4425" 
M#HP787 -.2423' -.0935 .0056 -.0297 .5939" 
RHSCALE .0860 .1736 .1329 -.0802 .0915 -.0698 
NRHSCALE .0152 .1258 .0970 -.0093 .1862 .0575 .2177' 
OFFERR -.0533 .1247 .1498 -.0432 .1638 -.1211 .2564'.0271 
FEEL .0454 .1336 .0690 -.0147 .0772 .0453 .3509" .3002" .3728" 
SOCACT .2291' -.0476 -.0476 .1256 .0058 -.0105 .3074" .2564' .1052 .2493' 
HELm -.2734' -.0464 -.0429 -.2796" .1531 .2045' -.0038 .0211 -.0433 .1518 -.0092 

, - Signil. LE .05 " - Signil. LE .01 (2-tailed) 

F#WELL F#HAPCH F#HP787 M#WELL M#HAPCH M#HP787 RHSCALE NRHSCALE OFFERR FEEL SOCACT HELm 

Mean .133 5.856 5.819 .160 6.718 7.333 2.453 2.362 4.349 3.062 2.593 1.844 
Std dev .145 1.305 1.895 .156 .872 1.092 .313 .410 .511 .419 .301 .189 ~ 

"1::l-
Minimum .000 2.714 1.000 .000 4.000 5.000 1.400 1.200 1.595 1.833 1.867 1.200 "1::l-
Maximum .625 8.143 8.000 .625 8.429 9.000 3.000 3.000 5.157 3.917 3.250 2.000 '" ;:! 
Valid cases 84 94 96 95 87 70 96 ::-: 

<'I 

'" '" 
N 
0 
V, 



Table A 8.5 Regressions of indices of child wellbeing (children's data) on parent-child relationships (non-resident 
father-child and resident mother-child) and on parent-parent relationship variables (children's data) 

Indices of Child Wellbeing 

Mother's Father's 
home home Emotional Self Social Health 

ambience ambience state image competence problems 
beta beta beta beta beta beta 

Parent-parent relationship -.12 .06 .03 -.10 -.09 .32** 
Mother-child relationship .46* * * .03 .29** .36** .23* -.16 
Father-child relationship .17 .44* .01 .04 ,07 .07 
Age of child -.19* -.23* -.37*** .01 -.37*** -.06 
R2 .31 .30 .25 .14 .22 .14 

Note: (n=77) *p <.05, up <.01,*** p <.001 

N 
o 
Cl'\ 

-. --. 0:. 
en 



Table A 8.6 Regressions of indices of child wellbeing (children's data) on parent-child relationships (non-resident 
father-child and resident mother-child) and on parent-parent relationship variables (mother data) 

Indices of Child Wellbeing 

Mother's Father's Mother's 
home home home Self Social Health 

ambience ambience cohesion image competence problems 
beta beta beta beta beta beta 

Co-parental relationship 
hurt/blame -.17 -.03 -.27* -.20 -.09 .01 
communication .16 .07 .02 -.05 -.06 -.14 
trust co-parent -.11 .07 .01 .13 -.04 .28* 

Mother-child relationship .10 .09 .02 .09 .16 .07 
Age of child -.23* -.28* .05 .09 -.32* -.07 
R2 .12 .10 .08 .08 .16 .08 

Note: (n=77) *p <.05, **p <.01,*** P <.001 



Table A 8.7 Regressions of indices of child wellbeing (children's data) on parent-child relationships (non-resident 
father-child and resident mother-child) and on parent-parent relationship variables (father data) 

Indices of Child Wellbeing 

Mother's Father's Father's 
home home home Self Social Health 

ambience ambience cohesion image competence problems 
beta beta beta beta beta beta 

Co-parental relationship 
hurt/blame .10 .20# .20# .26# .09 -.02 
anger/revenge -.07 .25" .17 -.12 -.06 .17 
trust co-parent -.05 -.03 -.18 .05 .09 -.06 

Father-child relationship .23" .29"" .22# -.05 .05 .14 
Age of child -.22* -.25" .01 .07 -.37 .... -.07 
R2 .12 .24 .09 .18 .03 .09 

Note: (n=77) "p <.05, •• p <.01,* ** P <.001 

IV 
o 
00 
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The variety of post-divorce families and the patterns 
th~~\'emerge suggest there is no one golden rule in 
adapting to divorce. Some families experience multiple 
changes, others lead quite stable lives. Some do 
not fare well economically, others are comfortably 
established . Children in sole-mother families and 
step-families could and did do well. 

Remaking Families has immediate relevance for all 
readers interested in divorce and its aftermath. 
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