Divorce: How It Influences the Well-being of Children
Statement of problem

The topic that this essay tackles is the relationship between children’s overall well-being
and the separation, particularly divorce, between their parents. More specifically, the impacts
that divorce or parental separation has on children’s overall well-being are examined in this
essay. Given the prevalent occurrence of divorce in families with children and the often
deleterious effects that divorce has on the well-being of children, examining this topic is
worthwhile, as doing so may equip us with a deeper understanding of how divorce affects
children, what theories there are that can aid us in comprehending the phenomenon through
evidence-based lenses, as well as the possible corresponding intervention programmes.

The divorce rate has increased drastically in China since the beginning of the 21 century,
with more families with children dissolving than ever before (Wang et al., 2021). In the
Western hemisphere, the same trend is observed. In the U.S., only about 40% of children
lived with both of their parents in 2019 (D’Onofrio & Emery, 2019). Past research evidence
has shown the detrimental effects that parental divorce or separation poses to the well-being
of children, including an increased likelihood of developing mental health issues,
experiencing limited upward social mobility and poorer scholastic outcomes compared to
their peers living with both parents, and engaging in risky and delinquent behaviours
(Anderson, 2014; D’Onofrio & Emery, 2019). Considering the ever-increasing prevalence of
parental divorce and its potential to render children more susceptible to experiencing a wide
range of challenges, a closer examination of the matter is perhaps warranted.

Relevant theories



Attachment theory

Attachment theory bears great relevance in the context of the relationship between
parental divorce and the well-being of children. Attachment refers to the emotional bond
between children and parents, and when divorce occurs, this bond, particularly the bond
between the child and his/her parent who does not get custody, can be weakened, not
maintained, and ultimately severed in cases where the parent starts a new family and
produces children within that family and where parent-child contact becomes progressively
sparse (Zartler, 2021). This in turn causes certain predicaments for children.

Attachment theory was initially proposed by Bowlby (1969). Studying parent-child
relationship extensively, Bowlby set forth that the attachment between parents and children is
a foremost predictor of the well-being of children, dictating how well children transition from
one developmental stage to another without issues (Bowlby, 1969). A secure attachment
allows children to develop meaningful and stable relationships with those around them in a
way that they feel secure expressing their emotions and communicating. In contrast, when the
development of attachment is disrupted at one point or is never there, children may feel
insecure about building intimate relationships with other people. Besides, the absence of
attachment also produces negative emotional, social, and academic outcomes among certain
children (Flaherty & Sadler, 2010).

There can be various scenarios in which the parent-child attachment suffers disruption or
loss. Among these scenarios is parental divorce. Although it is not always the case that
parental divorce jeopardises parent-child attachment, the less time spent with the parent who

loses primary custody, the disruption of the household structure, and future decisions among



separated parents, such as starting a new family and having new children, can disrupt or sever
the parent-child attachment (Czapiewski, 2014). The degree to which attachment disruption
contributes to the undesirable outcomes among children experiencing parental divorce varies
from case to case, but the significant positive relationship between attachment disruption and
parental divorce, that is, attachment disruption often accompanies parent divorce, making the
attachment theory a relevant theory within the scope of this essay’s topic.

Social learning theory

Social learning theory is another theory that is relevant to the topic. As a psychological
theory that accounts for the basic learning process of humans, it is embedded in the fabric of
our society and dictates much of how we acquire behaviours and thoughts from our
environment. More importantly, it provides explanations for how children’s behaviours, core
beliefs and values, and cognition may change because of parental divorce.

Bandura (1977) brought forward the social learning theory, theorising that humans learn
to move, think, and act according to what we learn through the process of imitating,
observing, and coding/modelling the outside stimuli, including others’ behaviours, bodily
movements, incidents, and other types of information. Consequently, humans then practice
behaving and acting based on what they have observed, which then draws either reward or
punishment, which in turn reinforces or discourages the behaviours learned (Bandura, 1977).

Social learning theory can be of great relevance within this essay’s topic because
children, an age cohort that has yet to develop and solidify a set of moral principles and
worldviews, can imitate and internalise the behaviours they observe in the process of their

parents divorcing. To put it into perspective, divorce often stems from conflict, divergence, or



incompatibility of factors including personality between two romantic partners, all of which
potentially trigger verbal aggression or even physical violence (Birditt et al., 2010). When
conflicts occur and children witness them, children can imitate the verbal or physical
aggression and internalise the notion that it is normal for romantic partners to treat each other
that way. Such a process has been documented by research studies demonstrating that
children acquire violent tendencies and patterns of violent behaviours from witnessing
violence between family members (Bautista-Aranda et al., 2023). In addition, children
coming from divorced households may have a distrust towards romantic relationship, thereby
having trouble developing and maintaining romantic relationships when they grow older
(Vonbergen, 2012). There has also been a study suggesting that the probability of divorce
among younger generations is higher when their parents divorced (Rhoades et al., 2012).
Hence, social learning theory is relevant to the topic as well.

Divorce variation and fluidity model (DVFM)

Although less renowned, the divorce variation and fluidity model (DVFM) is no less
relevant to the topic and capable of aiding us in understanding the intricacies and nuances of
the relationship between parental divorce and children’s well-being. Notably, DVFM offers
the perspective of viewing divorce as something that is not inherently negative or undesirable,
though divorce can be extremely stressful for both divorcees and the children involved
(Demo & Fine, 2010).

DVFM, proposed by Demo and Fine (2010), views the process of divorce, including
pre-divorce, during-divorce, and post-divorce, as one in which the divorcees and involving
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including resilience, mindset, coping strategies, social support received, and new
relationships. Outside the interaction between the impact of the divorce on individuals and
the aforementioned mediating factors is the sociocultural context in which the divorce takes
place, including the gender, cultural values, socioeconomic status, and race of the parties
involved in the divorce. In other words, divorce is not always negative for people, at least not
as negative as it is for everyone. Due to the many variances shaping the experience of divorce,
individuals could adjust and adapt after divorce, learning from past experiences and starting a
new life with a more well-equipped emotional and social skill set and understanding.
However, many may also suffer from the stress brought by divorce, which can be
compounded by the ill-preparedness of one’s low resilience, poor coping strategies, and
sociocultural and economic factors.

DVFM is in congruence with past research evidence indicating that parental divorce is
“not uniformly disruptive” to children’s well-being (Brand et al., 2019). In fact, children can
even develop better resilience, coping skills, and emotional maturity in the aftermath of
parental divorce (Lee & Bax, 2000). Instead of being immersed in the single reality that
divorce is negative for children’s well-being, an assumption that can possibly preoccupy
children with normalised, solidified beliefs as to how their future holds after their parents’
divorce, it is essential to be aware that there are always outliers of parents and children who
defy the quintessential ‘victim of the divorce’ stereotype. For the sake of this essay’s topic,
DVFM also provides sort of a counterargument, reminding us that the relationship between
divorce and children’s well-being is not always overwhelmingly positive or negative.

Research Evidence



Research related to attachment theory

Past studies focusing on the changes in the parent-child attachment after divorce and how
the changes affect children post-divorce remain rather scarce, especially up until the 1990s
(White et al., 1985). It stems from the fact that attachment disruption is just one facets of the
whole picture, and research on this topic has largely been addressing a more holistic
relationship where the relationship between solely the divorce and the well-being of children
is discussed, as can be seen in D’Onofrio & Emery’s (2019) study. Nonetheless, there exist
studies that focus on a more specific topic, wherein the relationship between the changes in
parent-child attachment following divorce and the well-being of children.

Castleton (2020) conducted a study to examine how attachment patterns among adult
children who experienced parental divorce compare to those among adult children with intact
families. Dividing a total of 674 participants into four groups: 1) adult children with
long-term blended families; 2) adult children of single parent households; 3) adult children
whose custodial parents married multiple times after the first divorce; and 4) adult children of
intact families, the study found the level of attachment participants felt to their parents across
the first three groups was significantly lower than the level of parent-child attachment
participants reported in the fourth group (i.e., intact families group). Moreover, the divorce
rate of the first three groups is also much higher than that of the fourth group, suggesting that
the children of divorce are less able to form secure attachments in their own marriages.
Although, at the time of the study, all the participants were aged from 25 to 65 years old,
which indicates that the immediate effect of divorce on children is not captured by the study,

Castleton (2020) ultimately demonstrates the long-term impacts that parental divorce has on



children. Among the first three groups of participants, these impacts can be viewed as
detrimental, given that divorce often brings emotional distress, causes shifts in life
arrangements, and reproduces children of divorce from parents who have already experienced
parental divorce themselves (Castleton, 2020).
Research evidence related to social learning theory

Past research evidence has confirmed the validity of social learning theory within this
essay’s topic in terms of how children learn to behave and internalise values and beliefs
reflected in the divorce of their parents. Anderson (2014) suggests that children with
experience of parental divorce are less likely to view romantic relationships as permanent and
feel secure in marriages compared to their intact family counterparts. This, to a large extent,
is attributed to the fact that secure, stable marriage was not the norm in their own households
growing up. Besides, children of divorced parents can have problems forming relationships
even after an extended period of parental divorce, experiencing issues like social anxiety and
avoidant personality disorders, which indicates that they may have internalised the notion that
no relationship is secure and permanent, based on how the relationship can fall apart between
people who are supposedly the most intimate (Anderson, 2014). As a result, these sets of
socially learned values, beliefs, and behavioural patterns subject (adult) children to various
emotional and social dilemmas (Anderson, 2014).

Individual cases of parental divorce can vary in causes and whether the divorce was
peaceful or violent. For one thing, parental divorce can involve intimate partner violence
where one parent commits physical, psychological, or sexual abuse towards another parent

(Roberts et al., 2010). In such cases, children often directly or indirectly witness the violence



by overhearing fighting and squabbling or seeing the physical aggression and injuries
first-hand. Roberts et al. (2010) conducted a study to examine whether witnessing intimate
partner violence during childhood is associated with perpetration in adulthood, the
participants of which were largely male adult children from broken homes. The findings
suggest that there is indeed a positive relationship between childhood witnessing and
adulthood perpetration of intimate partner violence, furthering the significance of social
learning theory within the topic in terms of how children can carry what they learned from
parental conflict/divorce into their adulthood and manifest it, jeopardising the well-being of
both themselves and their romantic partners.
Research evidence related to DVEM

Due to it being a less-known theory, research on parental divorce and children's
well-being that explicitly mentions DVFM is virtually nonexistent. However, there are
studies that confirm the variability in the experience and outcome among children of divorce.
Clark (2013) suggests that various factors shape the experience and outcome of such children,
including the frequency of contact between children and noncustodial parents after divorce,
resilience among children, whether children have good relationships with their parents before
the divorce, and whether children enjoyed the pre-divorce family arrangement. This evidence
again proves the validity and relevance of DVFM in relation to the topic.
Intervention

The overarching features of the target community include single parent households,
blended families, families that are going through divorce, and poor resilience and coping

skills among children and the custodial parent experiencing divorce. The primary age group



ranges from four to 18 years old. Notably, as parents can also suffer from divorce negatively
alongside children and that parents and children can learn to cope with divorce together, they
are the secondary age group, which can vary drastically.

The intervention programmes discussed here aim at mitigating emotional distress and
fostering positive coping strategies and resilience among children of divorce as well as
custodial parents. Central to the intervention is the collaborative nature of the programme,
which encourages children and parents to learn together how to cope with divorce, thereby
lessening the negative consequences. Similar interventions have been seen in the past, where
the primary focus is to utilise a network of families and community resources to promote
resilience and coping skills (Clark, 2013). Specifically, regular workshops, home visits, and
educational classes will be conducted in areas where the target community concentrates.
Through activities such as art classes, therapeutic games, resilience training, and mutual
disclosure of feelings between parents and children, it is expected that parents and children
can maintain attachment in the face of adversity, develop resilience, and occupy themselves
with activities that alleviate distresses through differing neurological and psychological
mechanisms (Desai et al., 2021; Shukla et al., 2022).

Another important component of the intervention programmes is the networking between
families with similar experiences. It resembles a mutual support group in which members can
share their feelings, discuss their own experiences, and build meaningful relationships that go
beyond the group sessions, all of which may help them buffer the distress and offer
opportunities for perspective-taking and detachment, allowing them to reflect and make

beneficial choices after the divorce. For example, this mom may share that she takes the child
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to see the father every weekend and that it has been able to lessen the strained family
relationship resulting from divorce. Another mom who is keeping the child from the father
may see the flip side of her action, considering following suit, which may help the child
maintain the attachment with his/her father. Many interesting things and the sharing of
insights can take place in the intervention programme comprising group therapy sessions for

divorce families.
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