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Data from the National Survey of Households and families were used. It was 

hypothesized that the 562 married mothers would report more problem behavior for their 

children than the 95 divorced single mothers. Also, the impact of interparental conflict, 

time spent with children, and mothers' adjustment was assessed. Contrary to expectations, 

divorced single mothers reported no more problem behavior in their children than married 

mothers. Divorced mothers spent more time with their children than married mothers and 

spending more time was associated with fewer reported problems. Previous interparental 

conflict was associated with increased problem behavior. Finally, mothers' adjustment 

proved to be the greatest predictor of children's adjustment because the better adjusted 

mothers reported more positive behavior for their children. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Many societal changes have contributed to an increase in the divorce rate. Women 

today are less financially dependent upon marriage. They are better educated and able to 

acquire better jobs. The pay for women is still not totally equal to that of men, but women 

are advancing in the workplace. Today women worry less about staying in a bad marriage 

because they are more financially independent. More and more women are able to divorce 

their husbands with peace of mind knowing that they can financially support themselves 

and their children without having to rely on other sources. 

Divorce is not as stigmatized today as it used to be in the past. Before, women 

were expected to stay in a bad marriage no matter what the consequences. If a marriage 

failed, women were thought to have been the reason. Maybe she was not pleasing her 

husband in the right ways. If men were unfaithful, it was often thought that their spouses 

were not satisfying the men's needs. By all means, women were suppose to stay in a 

marriage for the sake of the children. Today, remaining in an abusive home is considered 

detrimental to the children. It is more evident today that people change and all marriages 

are not capable of withstanding this change, or in some cases, the lack of change. 

Single-parent families are also stigmatized less today than in the past. Single-

parent families are better able today to cope financially and emotionally in our society than 
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previously. More economic resources are available for these families and more social 

services exist to turn to in times of need. Worries as to whether the children are lacking in 

the area of growing up with only one parent are less today. Children usually have more 

friends who live with only one parent and do not have to feel like they are the only one 

living without a mommy or a daddy. Schools are even more aware of single-parent 

families and try to be more helpful and available. 

Legal issues involving divorce cases can get resolved easier than in the past. 

Since so many people are divorcing, it is not hard to find someone to talk to about the 

steps involved in a divorce. Most of the time, people can find out exactly where to go, 

what to do, and how long it will take to get a divorce before they have even decided for 

sure that they want to divorce their spouse. Divorce is also more feasible than it was in 

the past. Many lawyers handle only divorce cases and can usually predict custody 

arrangements in advance. It does not take that much time anymore and in some places it 

is almost instantaneous. 

In the past, most churches did not want to recognize divorce and some still do not. 

However, most churches realize the growing numbers of divorced people and 

acknowledge divorces in order to keep their membership numbers up. Many churches 

even help counsel divorced spouses and their children and help them work through the 

process and changes. These churches recognize the need to provide support and want to 

restore hope and tranquility back into the lives of those who are suffering. 

Despite higher divorce rates, expectations for marriage have increased over time. 

People want spouses to be like parents as well as lovers and they envision their partners as 
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enriching their lives, helping them develop to their greatest potential, and to be loving 

companions (Papalia and Olds, 1989). Failure to achieve these expectations means the 

dissolution of the family is an inescapable part of our culture and people who think 

otherwise are indulging in nostalgia or are trying to live in the past (Whitehead, 1993). 

The persistence of divorce signals the advancement in the capability of our values and 

social structure to change with the times, but divorce becoming a norm in our society does 

not represent a victory (Tiemann, Danto, Gullo, 1992). Children are usually involved. 

Children and Divorce 

For children born in the 1950's, 11% would see their parents divorce or separate 

by the time they reached eighteen (Whitehead, 1993). Since the 1950's and early 1960's, 

the divorce rate remained steady at less than ten divorces per 1,000 married couples a year 

(Whitehead, 1993) and so did the proportion of children involved. Beginning in 1965, the 

divorce rate rose steadily and peaked at 23 divorces out of 1,000 in 1979, so more and 

more children were involved (Whitehead, 1993). The death rate as the number one cause 

of family dissolution was surpassed by the divorce rate in 1974 (Whitehead, 1993). In 

1975, American marriages ending in divorce exceeded the million mark for the first time 

(Diamond, 1985). Marriages ending in divorce are common for young adults and have a 

peak time of seven years (Papalia and Olds, 1989). Over 1.5 million children under the 

age of eighteen years old are in the middle of approximately 60% of all divorces and 

nearly as many as 70% of the children born in 1991 will live with only one parent in 
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childhood or adolescence (Arbuthnot and Gordon, 1991). 

Divorce is one aspect of American society that is changing children's lives 

(Whitehead, 1993). Marriage and divorce are both words that young children do not 

understand (Franke, 1983). Like death, divorce destroys the structure of the family that 

members have made into habit (Bonkowski, Bequette, and Boomhower, 1984). Mussetto 

(1982), believes that divorce involves detachment and it is a change that overturns certain 

life-styles and drastically remodels an important personal union. Further, despite the fewer 

number of children per family, the increased formal education of parents, and the 

overwhelmingly steep levels of public spending, the total well-being of children has 

decreased (Whitehead, 1993). In America today, the number one reason for children 

experiencing marital disruption is divorce. 

There are many facets to divorce including emotions, legal issues, economics, 

coparental issues, communal issues, and psychic issues (Papalia and Olds, 1989). 

Regardless of whether a family is intact or separated, children always have two natural 

parents. Since around 1960, divorce rates have brought increased attention to how 

children cope with parental divorce. The divorce of one's parents is a stressful event that 

can persist throughout a person's life (Kulka and Weingarten, 1979). It is alarming that 

three out of five divorces involve young children. And even though divorce rates have 

leveled off since the early 1980's, almost half of all recently occurring marriages are 

predicted to terminate into a divorce. 

It was previously believed that children could simply bounce back from divorce. 

Research now finds that the effects of divorce may follow children well into adulthood 
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(Benedek and Benedek, 1979). It is the general opinion of many professionals that 

divorce has overwhelmingly negative consequences for children (Benedek and Benedek, 

1979). The increase in divorce over the last ten years has regenerated concern about the 

effects of marital discord on the psychological functioning of children (Kinard and 

Reinherz, 1984). Due to the devastating effect on the lives of children, it might seem 

logical that family disruption would be seen as alarming and maybe even as a national 

crisis; however, the majority of people feel the changing family structure is positive 

(Whitehead, 1993). 

The literature dealing with the impact of divorce on children is in no way complete. 

Every child may react differently to the experience of their parents divorcing. However, in 

order for children to get the best help or have the most positive effects of parental divorce, 

there needs to be a general composite of divorce literature. Wallerstein and Kelly and 

Hertherington, Cox, and Cox are credited with the most influential research projects 

dealing with the impact of divorce on children (Levitin, 1979). This study attempts to 

identify the most common behavioral effects of divorce on children in order to better 

educate parents, professionals, families, and friends, with hopes of providing a better or 

easier major life transition for children. 

Divorce as a Social Stressor 

Holmes and Rahe (1967), identified social stressors as any group of circumstances 

in which the advent signifies or demands change in the individual's on going life pattern. 

Divorce is rated second only to death of a spouse on their Social Readjustment Scale. 

Coddington (1972), changed the Social Readjustment Scale to focus on children's 



adjustment to stress and found: 

- Divorce was ranked second behind death of a parent for pre-school children. 

- It was ranked number one for elementary school children (death was accidently 

omitted). 

- Pregnancy and death of a parent ranked before divorce for junior high students. 

- And divorce ranked fourth behind getting married, unwed pregnancy, and death of a 

parent for high school students. 

Children of divorce must endure many stressful social, as well as environmental 

changes (Tschann, Johnston, Kine, and Wallerstein, 1990). Stress increases the intensity 

of familial relationships (Beal, 1979). According to Guidubaldi and Clemingshaw (1985), 

changes in marital status reduces the health status for all members of a family. Many 

people who have and raise children often find that they lack commitment and happiness in 

their roles as husband and wife (Koller and Ritchie, 1978). The procedure of divorce 

vitally changes the present and future life situations for all the family members, affecting a 

large variety of roles, resources, and activities (Guidubaldi and Clemingshaw, 1985). A 

child's affection and attachment abilities are lessened by a stressful environment (Hodges, 

London, and Colwell, 1990). Emotional bonds can be created and destroyed through 

marriage and divorce (Beal, 1979). During the crisis of divorce, the custodial parents 

have greater role demands that may affect child socialization roles (Peterson, Leigh, and 

Day, 1984). Often, after a divorce, the custodial parent has less time for the children. 

This often adds to the problems of not eating together or eating at different times 

everyday. Also bedtime may not be at any specific time and exercise may be a rare 



occurrence. All of these factors can add stress to the lives of children and adults. 

Children, especially young children, need the security of a determined schedule to remain 

healthy. 

Parental separation and divorce both have been found to produce stress in the lives 

of children (Hodges et al., 1990). From a child's point of view, the main event in a 

divorce is physical separation from parents (Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980) which may cause 

undue stress. However, quality and quantity parenting may ease a child's stress (Hodges 

et al., 1990). It is also helpful for parents to realize that being authoritative may reduce 

their children's stress (Machida and Holloway, 1991). Parental stress affects children in 

many ways including modeling of anxiety, withdrawal of affection and social support, 

displaced anger or being less tolerant, and poorer quality in parenting (Hodges et al., 

1990). Consequently, parental stress is more stressful to children than is their own 

stressful life events (Hodges et al., 1990). 

Divorce can cause stress in children that could hinder normal development 

(Amato, 1993). Children internalize problems more when stress is child oriented as 

opposed to parent oriented stress where children externalize behavior (Hodges et al., 

1990). Child oriented stress is where children worry about their own personal problems as 

opposed to parent oriented stress where children worry about their parents problems. 

Hodges et al. (1990), also found that the amount of stress in a child's life affects a child's 

psychological well-being according to parent and teacher ratings and the children's own 

fantasies. When children of divorce were compared to children from intact families, the 

children of divorce were less social in school and had more inappropriate interpersonal and 
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unusual behaviors (Stolberg and Anker, 1983). 

One of the most worrisome aspects of divorce for children is their parents 

happiness (Salk, 1978). In American society there seems to be more attention paid to 

changes in life conditions and in depression when people divorce and Menaghan (1985), 

found well-being to be lower for divorced people than for married people. When parents 

are severely depressed, they often withdraw much of their attention away from the child 

and this escalates feelings of loneliness in young children and aides in the older child's 

sense that nobody cares for his needs (Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). Divorce often causes 

stress in parents which usually hinders the quality of child rearing skills and possibly brings 

about negative consequences for kids (Amato, 1993). The everyday chores of parenting 

can leave seriously depressed parents even more depleted (Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). 

After divorce, parents may feel like they are not in control of their lives or their children's 

behavior and so they may be unauthoritative (Machida and Holloway, 1991). A depressed 

parents effort to console a child occasionally adds more stress to the child when the 

parent's own anguish causes her to cry along with the child; further, the parent getting 

upset often causes the child to keep his feelings inside instead of talking to the parent or 

someone else (Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). A child-parent bond may be negatively 

affected by a single-parent's emotional problems, an increase in parent's time spent 

making a living, reduced income, and larger chore demands for all family members (White 

et al., 1985). It can be extremely frightening for a child when his parent is depressed and 

it can be overwhelming when a parent expresses suicidal thoughts (Wallerstein and Kelly, 

1980). 
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Effects of Divorce on Children and Their Reactions 

Because of the growing divorce rates, the effects of divorce on children has been a 

crucial research topic over the last twenty years (Lowery and Settle, 1985). Kulka and 

Weingarten (1979), found that adults whose parents divorced when they were children, 

said that childhood or adolescence was the most unhappy part of their lives. Parental 

divorce or associated factors are linked to a lower overall well-being in children and adult 

children of divorce (Amato, 1993). Children's adjustment to divorce is affected by: loss of 

one parent, how the custodial parent adjusts, interparental conflict, economic hardship, 

and stressful life changes. Often times, parents are either emotionally unable or 

emotionally unavailable to provide support and guidance to their children during or after 

divorce (Bonkowski, Bequette, Boomhower, 1984; Allers, 1982). 

The most distorting aspect of divorce is the absence of one parent from a child's 

everyday life; the more positive the child views custody arrangements and visitation, the 

more positively they view the divorce of their parents (Neugebauer, 1989). According to 

Diamond (1985), custody is the assuming of responsibility by one parent to take care of 

the everyday judgements involving health, education, and welfare. Neugebauer (1989: 

167), believes "the institution of the family is a socially constructed reality shaped by the 

participation of a number of interacting actors." Emotional autonomy and emotional 

fusion may be different in all parent-child relationships (Beal, 1979). Human children, 

unlike other species, need years of nurturing and protection to gain physical independence 

and this is needed from one if not both parents, to grow into socially capable grown-ups 

(Whitehead, 1993). Having both parents in the house gives children possible role models 
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that help to teach children social skills like negotiation, compromise, and cooperation 

(Amato, 1993). 

Tschann et al. (1990), found that the quality of familial relationships is of greater 

importance than external environmental changes in affecting child outcome. It is harder 

for children to deal with parental divorce when the family seems to be running perfectly 

and all of a sudden one parent leaves in hopes of finding himself/herself; this leaves the 

children looking everywhere for answers (Franke, 1993). There seems to be a relationship 

between the explained separation and the child's personal definition of divorce; children 

who blame themselves for their parents divorce often have negative attitudes toward their 

parents (Kurdek and Siesky, 1980). 

Stolberg and Anker (1983), found that divorce leads to possible abnormal 

behavioral and cognitive/perceptual patters in children. Classroom misbehavior and 

constant health problems are reasons for much of children's school problems after divorce 

(Machida and Holloway, 1991). Because a custodial parent has less physical and 

emotional resources to give to the child, the child's chances of behaving inappropriately in 

school and being more aggressive and delinquent increases (Stolberg and Anker, 1983). 

Gender differences also occur. "Boys, in contrast to girls in single-mother homes versus 

children in nondivorced homes, show a higher rate of behavior disorders and problems in 

interpersonal relations both in the home and in the school with teachers and peers" 

(Cowen and Hetherington, 1991: 167). 

The quality of the mother-child relationship during divorce is the main factor in 

predicting children's emotional and behavioral functioning (Tschann et al., 1990). 
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"Children's coping ability, self-esteem, and sense of efficacy are taxed, and they are angry 

and depressed, particularly when there has been a great amount of marital conflict, 

followed by more troubled mother-child relationships" (Tschann et al., 1990: 18). 

Stolberg and Anker (1983), found that when mothers initiate the divorce, children feel 

more in control of their environment but when fathers initiated the divorce, the children 

showed more prosocial behavior and less interpersonal skills. 

White et al. (1985), found the following: neither economic consequences of 

divorce nor age at divorce had significant effects on the bond of the custodial or 

noncustodial parent and their children. Children of divorce have a somewhat greater 

attachment to their custodial mothers than children living in the average intact family had 

toward their mothers. There is basically an equal child-father bond in divorced and intact 

families. Children report greater attachment to their custodial parent when comparing 

divorced and intact families. Mothers and fathers are penalized equally when they don't 

have custody but children report a stronger bond to noncustodial mothers than to 

noncustodial fathers because mothers start out in a more advantageous position. Children 

have nearly an equal attachment to noncustodial mothers when compared to the average 

father in intact families. 

Interparental conflict before, during, and after the divorce can reduce a child's 

well-being and diminish the bond between children and both their parents (Amato, 1993; 

White et al., 1985). Because parents are role models, children may learn to deal with 

disagreements by being verbally or physically aggressive and interparental conflict can 

bring about negative emotions like fear, anger, and distress in children (Amato, 1993). 
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Further, physically and verbally abused mothers have more troubled relationships with 

their children during divorce according to Tschann et al. (1990). White et al. (1985), 

found that marital discord did seem to affect the whole affectional network of the child. 

Interparental conflict has also been found to lead to children having lower kindergarten 

readiness scores (Machida and Holloway, 1991). Yet, even though it is often thought that 

two parents are better than one, in reality, a child may be closer to one parent in a single-

parent family than to two constantly conflicting parents (White et al., 1985). Behavioral 

and social adjustment of children may be affected more by the quality of the parent-child 

relationship than by parental conflict (Tschann et al., 1990). When parents are in conflict, 

it increases the stress in parent-child bonds and divided loyalties can destroy the bond 

while choosing sides may strengthen the relationship with one parent and diminish it with 

the other parent (White et al., 1985). Children often get caught in parental hostility by 

being coerced to take sides or by being ignored by parents who are worried about their 

own problems (Cooper, Holman, and Braithwaite, 1983). It is pure mistreatment of a 

child for one parent to intentionally keep the child from the other parent (Stuart and Abt, 

1981). In any case, it is important for the spouse to maintain an open and balanced 

relationship with the extended family in order to reduce anxiety and reactivity with the 

other spouse (Beal, 1979). 

Sadness in children will occur at the onset of separation or divorce in most cases, 

and should be considered normal unless it persists for months (Diamond, 1985). Children 

feel lonely and bewildered after a divorce (Mitchell, 1985). Depression is more extreme 

and should be watched because it affects concentration, eating habits, and energy levels 
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(Diamond, 1985). 

Papalia and Olds (1989: 321), find that "The children, as much as or more than the 

parents, may feel pain, confusion, anger, hate, bitter, disappointment, a sense of failure, 

and self-doubt." The reactions of children will depend on their nature, age, and 

connection with parents before, during, and after the breakup. Common reactions or 

symptoms following divorce include sadness or depression, denial, embarrassment, anger, 

guilt, concerns about being cared for, regression in maturity, and physical symptoms 

(Diamond, 1985). 

Whitehead (1993), says that living in a single-mother family for more than a few 

months will become the norm for most children in the U.S. Also, she found that children 

affected by the divorce of their parents and living with only one parent are more likely to 

have emotional and behavioral problems, to get pregnant as teenagers, to abuse drugs, to 

drop out of high school, to be in trouble with the law, and are at a higher risk for being 

physically and sexually abused. Further she indicated that children do not 'bounce back' 

after divorce like many believe and the problems that come from divorce often follow 

children into adulthood. She also found that children affected by divorce are less 

successful at love and work, the two most important aspects of achieving happiness. 

Most of the time, children instead of adults have to work through many issues of divorce 

or familial separation on their own (Bonkowski et al., 1984). 

Nine out of ten mothers are granted custody of their child(ren) (Diamond, 1985). 

Mothers who feel in control of their lives after divorce contribute to their children's higher 

self-esteem and their children have less psychological problems and less physical 
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symptoms (Machida and Holloway, 1991). Only around 10% of fathers get custody of 

their children and when they do, it is often because of other family problems (White et al., 

1985). Lowery and Settle (1985), feel that boys usually have more prolonged problems 

than girls and usually have more problems adjusting. The authors include reasons such as, 

limited contact with fathers, boys tendency to be more aggressive than girls, and mothers 

venting hostility on the boys because of their resemblance to their fathers. Franke (1983), 

found that boys of all ages suffer more intense reactions to divorce than girls, mainly 

because most of the time the father leaves and the boys are being raised by their mothers. 

Boys do better than girls living with single-fathers and girls do better than boys living with 

single-mothers (Kinard, 1984). Many boys who lose their fathers to divorce before age 

five have more identification with females in the preschool and elementary school years 

(Diamond, 1985). However, White et al. (1985), found that children feel greater 

attachment to mothers than fathers in any family form. 

Helping Children Adjust 

Four reasons children lack knowledge about divorce according to Allers (1982), 

include: children are afraid to ask questions and talk about what is happening at home. 

Second, most of the time parents feel that it is hard to talk about the divorce sometimes 

even after years. Third, some people that have experienced divorce don't know the details 

anymore than their child or children do. Lastly, some people think it is best for the child 

not to know what their parents are going through because it may confuse or hurt him. 

In divorce situations with children, it is important to talk about what has happened, 

what is happening, and what is likely to happen to help family members cope more easily 
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(Benedek and Benedek, 1979). Papalia and Olds (1989: 322), state "Parents and 

counselors who want to help a child adjust to divorce need to be aware of what the child 

believes and what he/she is capable of grasping." Professionals who work with children of 

divorce should explain the positive, as well as, the negative results of their parents divorce 

(Kurdek and Siesky, 1980). Children must realize that divorce is an adult decision and 

that they have no control over the matter (Diamond, 1985). Divorce is not a one time 

event but an event that can last a lifetime and children need some explanation in order to 

face the changes in their lives (Mitchell, 1985). Hodges et al. (1990), found that 

preschool children who experience divorce tend to have more problems adjusting than 

children from intact families. Children can only begin to understand divorce when they are 

given the necessary information (Allers, 1982). Parents should clearly explain divorces to 

children including the incapability of the adults being able to live together and the 

impossibility of the parents reuniting; therefore making the divorce adult centered and 

removing the child as a possible cause (Kurdek and Siesky, 1980). Further, children need 

some continuing explanation about a divorce and they need to know the living 

arrangements of everyone (Mitchell, 1985). Children need early preparation for divorce in 

advance and with gradual changes, if possible. They need concise and justifiable 

information given to them at their appropriate age level and divorce counseling for the 

parents could help to reduce hostile environments for the children (Guildubaldi and 

Clemingshaw, 1985). Ilg and Ames (1955), believe an important thing to remember when 

telling a child about divorce, is to tell the truth in a reasonably calm and accepting manner. 

Further, they feel the most important thing to remember when telling a child about divorce 
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is not to lay the blame on either parent. 

The following is basically a general explanation about divorce from Ilg and Ames 

(1955). Most of the time people marry in hopes of living happily together for the rest of 

their lives. However, things don't always work out that way. And sometimes, when 

people can't be happy together, it is best that they live separate lives. Parents can help 

children cope with divorce by continuing to meet their needs, remaining accountable as 

parents, telling the children about the divorce, and continued visitation by the noncustodial 

parent (Mussetto, 1982). 

When adults decide to divorce, children seldom have any control over the matter. 

They often lose the everyday comfort of having two parents in their lives. Further, they 

usually lose much time and needed attention from the remaining custodial parent. Their 

lives are disrupted and they are faced with numerous, usually unpleasant changes. In 

general, this study will focus on how divorce affects children's behavior. Reports of 

mothers from the National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) will be used. 

Specific research questions include: 

1. Do divorced mothers report more behavior problems for their pre-school 

children than mothers in intact families? 

2. How does previous interparental conflict, time spent with pre-school children, 

and mothers' adjustment affect reported behavior problems for children? 



CHAPTER 2 

METHODOLOGY 

Sample 

The sample for this study will be taken from the National Survey of Families and 

Households conducted during 1987 and 1988. The NSFH survey interviewed and 

questioned a nation-wide representative sample of 13,017 adult respondents. The survey 

asked parents about children in two age groups: pre-school (0 to 4 years) and school-aged 

(5 to 11 years). This study will concentrate primarily on the pre-school children. To 

address the research question, only respondents who were mothers of pre-school children 

were of interest. In addition, only divorced mothers (N=95) and mothers in intact 

marriages (N=562) were selected. The data used were based upon the reports of these 

mothers, as children were not directly assessed. 

Research Variables 

Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable is reports of children's problem behavior. Mothers were 

asked to respond with often true (1), sometimes true (2), or not true (3) to a set of 

statements about their child's behavior during the past three months. The statements 

included: a) Is willing to try new things; b) Is fussy or irritable; c) Keeps self busy; d) 

Loses temper easily; e) Is cheerful and happy; f) Is fearful and anxious; g) Bullies, or is 
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cruel or mean to others; h) Does what you ask; i) Gets along with other kids. A recode 

statement for - b) Is fussy or irritable, d) Loses temper easily, f) Is fearful and anxious, and 

g) Bullies or is mean or cruel to others, changed a response of (1) often true to equal (3) 

not true and a response of (3) not true to equal (1) often true. The recode procedure was 

done because some of the responses represented a positive or good behavior and some of 

the responses represented a negative or problem behavior. Therefore, the recode 

statement made all of the responses represent problem behavior when the responses were 

divided into two groups. The following responses were considered problem behavior 

when responses of - often true (1) or sometimes true (2) were chosen: Is fussy or irritable 

(b); Loses temper easily (d); Is fearful and anxious (f); Bullies, or is mean or cruel to 

others (g). The responses of: Is willing to try new things (a); Keeps self busy (c); Is 

cheerful and happy (e); Does what you ask (h); and Gets along with other kids (i), all 

represent problem behavior when responses of - not true (3) or sometimes true (2) were 

chosen. 

Independent Variable 

The primary independent variable consisted of two different variables. The first 

was the type of household in which the respondent belonged. If the respondent was a 

member of a married couple household a (1) was marked. If the respondent was a 

member of a single-parent household a (2) was marked. Further, only married or divorced 

respondents were chosen and a (1) was marked if the respondent was married and a (3) 

was marked if the respondent was divorced. Sex of the respondent was a control variable 

because the study wanted to compare married moms to divorced single moms. This study 
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did not want to include divorced single fathers or married fathers. 

Other Independent Variables 

Interparental conflict was also an independent variable. This was measured with 

responses to the question, "In the last year before your separation, how often did you and 

your husband or wife argue?" Respondents could answer with: Hardly ever or not at all 

(0); A couple of times a month (1); About once a week (2); Several times a week (3); 

At least every day (4); Many times a day (5). 

Another independent variable was time spent by the mother either reading to the 

child or taking care of the child's physical needs. The mothers were asked, "During the 

past week, about how often did you get a chance to read to (CHILD)?" and she could 

respond with: Not at all (1); Once (2); Several times (3); Almost every day (4). Also she 

was asked, "About how many hours in a typical day do you spend taking care of your 

(CHILD'S) physical needs including feeding, bathing, dressing, and putting him/her to 

bed?" and she answered with a number. 

Parental adjustment was another independent variable that was measured two 

different ways. The following questions were asked of the respondent about how she sees 

herself and her life. First, overall well-being was measured using responses to this 

question: "First, taking all things together, how would you say things are these days?" 

The respondent could choose on a scale of one to seven with, very unhappy coded (1) to 

very happy coded (7). The higher the number the happier they felt. To measure 

adjustment the respondent was told, "Next is a list of the ways you might have felt or 

behaved during the past week". Then the respondent was asked, "On how many days 
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during the past week did you: a) Feel bothered by things that usually don't bother you?; 

b) Not feel like eating; your appetite was poor?; c) Feel that you could not shake off the 

blues even with the help from your family or friends?; d) Have trouble keeping your mind 

on what you were doing?; e) Feel depressed?; 0 Feel that everything you did was an 

effort?; g) Feel fearful?; h) Sleep restlessly?; I) Talk less than usual?; j) Feel lonely?; k) 

Feel sad?; 1) Feel you could not get going?" The respondents would report the 

appropriate number of days. 

Procedures 

This study will attempt to identify the reported problem behavior in children 

impacted by parental divorce. Further, it will try to determine whether pre-divorce 

interparental conflict, time spent with the mother, and the mother's adjustment affects the 

problem behavior reported for children. The following analytic techniques will be used -

frequency distributions, t-tests, correlations, and regression. 

Hypotheses 

Hypothesis # 1. Divorced mothers report more behavior problems for their pre-school 

children than mothers in intact families. 

Hypothesis # 2. Interparental conflict prior to divorce is positively related to reported 

behavior problems for pre-school children. 
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Hypothesis # 3. Mothers' time spent with her pre-school children is negatively related 

to reported behavior problems in these children. 

Hypothesis # 4. Mothers' adjustment is negatively related to reported behavior problems 

for pre-school children. 

Limitations 

The most evident limitation of the study was that children were not directly 

interviewed. The mothers were asked to answer questions about the children's behavior. 

Although the target age group for this study was children aged 0 to 4 years of age and 

most of them probably could not put their feelings into words beneficial to the study, it is 

always less significant to ask another person to speak for any individual other than herself. 

However, in this case, it is better to take the parents opinion of the children's behavior in 

hopes of helping other children of divorce than to not even attempt the study at all. 



CHAPTER 3 

FINDINGS 

To test hypotheses - frequency distributions, t-tests, correlation, and regression 

were all used to analyze specific data from The National Survey of Families and 

Households. Frequency distributions calculate the means and standard deviations for a 

specific group or the population. T-Tests tested for the significance of a difference in 

means between research groups. Correlation brought out associations between specific 

variables. Finally, regression displayed linear relations among variables and it could also 

be used to summarize data. 

In tables 1 and 2 are the means of selected variables for the entire sample 

population, married mothers in this sample, and divorced single mothers in this sample. 

The selected variables chosen were - variables used to indicate child problem behavior, 

how often the mother read to the child during the past week, how many hours a day the 

mother spent on the child's physical needs, variables used to indicate parental adjustment, 

interparental conflict, age of mother, and educational level of mother. There were 562 

married mothers and 95 divorced single mothers. However, the mothers did not report 

significant problem behavior. 

In table 1, for problem behavior, the highest mean was 2.08 which meant that it 

was sometimes true that the child lost his temper easily. Although it went in the right 

direction, it was not high enough to be considered problem behavior. A value of three 
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was needed to constitute problem behavior. On average mothers reported reading to their 

pre-school children almost 2.92 hours a week. They also spent approximately 5.58 hours a 

day on the child's physical needs. The mothers adjustment ranged from .76 to 1.69 for 

those twelve variables that make up parental adjustment. That meant that they felt the 

way they did an average of 1 to 2 days a week. For interparental conflict, the mothers 

reported an average of 2.60, meaning that they argued several times a week in the last year 

before their separation. The average age for mothers in the sample was 29 and they had 

an average of over one year of college. 

In table 2, divorced single mothers reported slightly more problem behavior for 

their children than did married mothers for seven of the nine variables. The child losing his 

temper easily had a mean of 2.08 (compared to 2.02) and the child being fussy or irritable 

had a mean of 2.04 (compared to 1.97). That meant that it was sometimes true that they 

lost their temper easily or were fussy or irritable. The only two that were higher for 

married mothers were the child being cheerful and happy (1.11 compared to 1.10) and the 

child being willing to try new things (1.26 compared to 1.25). Again, a value of three was 

needed to constitute problem behavior. Therefore, hypothesis # 1, that divorced single 

mothers report more problem behavior for their pre-school children than married mothers 

was rejected. 

Divorced single mothers reported spending more time with their children than 

married mothers. Married mothers reported reading to their children 2.91 average hours a 

week and divorced single mothers reported reading to their children 2.98 hours a week. 

For hours a day the mother spent on the child's physical needs, divorced single moms 
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a mean of 5.96 and married moms had a mean of 5.51. The divorced single mothers may 

actually spend more time reading to their child(ren) because they have no significant 

others in their household. 

When the means for parental adjustment were looked at, divorced single moms had 

higher scores for all twelve of the variables. In essence, they had more trouble adjusting 

than the married moms. For example, they had a mean of 2.17 or they felt lonely an 

average of over two days the week before they were interviewed. In contrast, the married 

moms had a mean of 1.09 which meant they only felt lonely a little over one day during the 

week previous to being interviewed. The smallest difference between the means was the 

days during the previous week that the mothers slept restlessly (.19). Married moms 

reported more happiness. 

There was not much difference between the means for married mothers compared 

to divorced single mothers when interparental conflict was observed. Married moms had a 

mean of 2.64. Divorced single moms had a mean of a mean of 2.57. This meant that in 

the last year before their separation, the mother and spouse argued about once a week. 

Married mothers had a mean of 28.88 for their age. Divorced single mothers had 

a mean of 29.23 for their age. The average age for these mothers was 29, but divorced 

single mothers were slightly older. The educational level of married mothers was 13 .25, 

just over one year of college. Divorced single mothers had a mean of 12.83, which meant 

they attended college for less than a year. Most of the time, divorced mothers do have 

less education than married mothers. However, times are changing. Mothers are fairly 

comparable in age and educational level. Yet, for this sample age and educational level 
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probably won't affect the responses. 

T-Tests 

T-tests for independent samples of married and divorced single moms household 

types were done. There were 555 married moms and 92 divorced single moms asked 

about their child's willingness to try new things. Married moms had a mean of 1.26, a 

standard deviation of .47, and a standard error of .02. Divorced single moms had a mean 

of 1.25, a standard deviation of .44, and a standard error of .05. The F-value was 1.18 

and the 2-tail probability was .34 so the pooled variance estimate was chosen. The t-value 

was. 11 and the 2-tail probability was .91. Therefore, we reject the hypothesis (#1) that 

divorced mothers report more problem behavior than divorced single mothers. There was 

no difference reported in the child's willingness to try new things between married moms 

and divorced single moms. 

For the child being fussy or irritable, there were 561 married moms and 95 

divorced single moms interviewed. Married moms had a mean of 1.97, a standard 

deviation of .57, and a standard error of .02, while divorced single moms had a mean of 

2.04, a standard deviation of .62, and a standard error of .06. The F-value was 1.18 and 

the 2-tail probability was .26. When the pooled variance estimate was chosen there was a 

t-value of-1.08 and a 2-tail probability of .28. Again, the hypothesis (#1) that divorced 

mothers report more problem behavior in their child than mothers from intact marriages 

was rejected. No difference was reported between married moms and divorced single 

moms about the fussiness or irritability of their child. As reported by moms, means and t-

tests, provided no significant differences between child behavior when comparing married 
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moms and divorced single moms. (For the remainder of insignificant variable 

explanations, see appendix A.) 

There were 235 married mothers and 61 divorced single mothers who were asked 

how much time they spent on their child's physical needs and how much time they spent 

reading to their child. Since both of these variables were considered to be time spent with 

the child, an index variable (TIMESPNT) was created. The married mothers had a mean 

of 7.56, a standard deviation of 4.09, and a standard error of .27. The divorced single 

moms had a mean of 8.61, a standard deviation of 4.55, and a standard error of .58. The 

F-value was 1.24 and the 2-tail probability was .27. Once again the pooled variance 

estimate was chosen and the t-value was -1.74 and the 2-tail probability was .08. The 2-

tail probability can be divided by two and that equals .04. Therefore, we reject the null 

hypothesis that the means are equal. There is a significant difference between the time 

married mothers and divorced single mothers spend with their children. However, it is the 

divorced single mothers who spend more time with their children (See Table 3). 

There were 562 married moms and 95 divorced single moms who were 

interviewed about their happiness. The mean for married moms was 5.94, the standard 

deviation was 1.59, and the standard error was .07. The mean for divorced single moms 

was 5.39, the standard deviation was 1.78, and the standard error was .18. The F-value 

was 1.25 and the 2-tail probability was. 13 so the pooled variance estimate was chosen. 

The t-value was 3 .06 and the 2-tail probability was .00. Therefore, we rejected the null 

hypothesis that the means are equal. There was a significant difference in the happiness 

between married moms and divorced single moms at the .05 level. Married moms 
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reported being somewhat happier than divorced single moms (See Table 4). 

There were 539 married moms and 87 divorced single moms who reported on their 

adjustment (PARADJ). Married moms had a mean of 15.51, a standard deviation of 

15.61, and a standard error of .67. Divorced single moms had a mean of 22.15, a standard 

deviation of 17.95, and a standard error of 1.93. The F-value was 1.32 and the 2-tail 

probability was .07. The t-value for pooled variance estimate was -3.60 and the 2-tail 

probability was .00. Therefore, we reject the null hypothesis that the means are equal. 

Married moms were found to be better adjusted than divorced single moms (See Table 5). 

Correlation and Regression 

Pearson's correlations are measures of association. Pearson's correlation 

coefficient (r), measures the direction and magnitude of a linear relationship between two 

variables. It can have values from -1 to +1, which indicate a negative or positive linear 

correlation. Negative one (-1) indicates a perfect negative relationship or an indirect 

relationship. Positive one (+1) indicates a perfect positive relationship or a direct 

relationship. Zero (0) indicates no relationship. 

Correlation coefficients were done for the following: M298A (Hours a day the 

mother spent on the child's physical needs?), M303 (How often the mother read to the 

child during the past week?), E201 (How the mother feels things are going these days?), 

PROBEHAV (Child problem behavior index), M295A (Child willing to try new things?), 

M295B (Child fussy or irritable?), M295C (Child keeps self busy?), M295D (Child loses 

temper easily?), M295E (Child cheerful and happy?), M295F (Child fearful and anxious?), 

M295G (Child bullies, or is mean or cruel to others?), M295H (Child does what you 
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ask?), M295I (Child gets along with other kids?), PARADJ (Parental adjustment index -

Depression scale), E405 (Previous interparental conflict). (See Table 6). 

For more correlations see appendix B. The variables following all indicate a 

moderate relationship and were most beneficial to this study. How often the mother read 

to the child was associated with the child losing his temper easily. This represented a 

moderate negative (-.33) relationship between the two variables. In other words, the more 

the mother read to the child, the less likely the child was to lose his temper. Hypothesis # 

3 that mothers' time spent with her pre-school children is negatively related to behavior 

problems was therefore confirmed. The child doing what the respondent asked and the 

child problem behavior index had a moderate positive (.40) relationship. The child being 

fiissy or irritable and the child getting along well with other kids had a moderate positive 

(.37) relationship. The child losing his temper easily was significantly associated with four 

variables. The child bullying or being mean or cruel to others had a moderate positive 

(.31) relationship with the child losing his temper easily. This means, and it makes perfect 

sense, that the more the child bullies or is mean or cruel to others, the more he loses his 

temper easily. The child doing what the mother asked had a moderate positive 

relationship (.36) with the child losing his temper easily. The child getting along well with 

other kids and the child losing his temper easily had a moderate positive (.35) relationship. 

The child losing his temper easily and interparental conflict had a moderate positive (.41) 

relationship. This meant that the more the parents conflicted, the more the child lost his 

temper easily. Sadly, children do model their parents aggression. Because parents are 

role-models, children can learn to solve disagreements by being abusive (Amato, 1993). 
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Further, the child being cheerful and happy had a moderate positive (.37) relationship with 

the parental adjustment index. This meant that a happier child was the result of a better 

adjusted mother. And as Salk (1978), expressed, one of the major concerns for children 

of divorce was whether or not their parents were happy. Consequently, hypothesis # 4, 

also was confirmed because mothers' who are better adjusted do have happier children or 

less behavior problems in their children. The child bullying or being mean or cruel to 

others and the parental adjustment index had a moderate positive (.32) relationship. 

Interparental conflict and the child doing what the mother asks had a moderate positive 

(.36) relationship. Even though arguing is normal between spouses, it is heartbreaking 

when children try to mend the relationship or worry about their parents when the parents 

should be taking care of them. Amato (1993), stresses that interparental conflict can 

reduce a child's well-being. 

Multiple regression was used to determine the degree to which interparental 

conflict, how often the mother read to the child during the past week, parental adjustment, 

how many hours a day the mother spent with the child's physical needs, and how the 

mother felt things were going these days aided in the prediction of a child displaying 

problem behavior. There were forty cases (N) in each of the ten equations. See table 7 

for a summary of the regression statistics. First, the child problem behavior index 

(PROBEHAV) was examined. Then, each variable (child willing to try new things, child 

fussy or irritable, child keeps self busy, child loses temper easily, child is cheerful and 

happy, child is fearful and anxious, child bullies or is cruel or mean to others, child does 

what mother asks, and child gets along well with other kids) that make up the child 
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problem behavior index was examined separately. Analysis was performed using SPSS 

CORRELATION and REGRESSION procedures. 

R Square, Adjusted R Square, and the following analysis of variances: F Statistic, 

Significance of F, B, Beta, T, and Significance of T were all interpreted in each equation. 

Analysis of variance is utilized to derive F-tests, t-tests, etc. R Square is sometimes called 

the coefficient of determination and is a measure of the goodness of fit of a particular 

model. Adjusted R Square attempts to correct R Square to more closely reflect the 

goodness of fit of the model in the population. The F Statistic serves to test how well the 

regression model fits the data. B is the slope of the regression line (rise/run) that predicts 

the dependent variable. B stands for the relationship between the independent variable and 

the dependent variable controlling for the other independent variables. Beta's are the 

coefficients of the independent variables when all variables are expressed in standardized 

(Z-score) form. The t-test is testing the research hypothesis that B is not equal to 0 and 

the null hypothesis that B is equal to 0. The significance measures the strength of 

association between the dependent and independent variables. T calculates the 

significance of B. 

The first equation to be interpreted was the child problem behavior index. R 

Square was .15. This means that 15% of the variation (in this sample) in the child 

problem behavior index (PROBEHAV) is explained by interparental conflict, how often 

the mother read to the child during the past week, parental adjustment, how many hours a 

day the mother spent on the child's physical needs, and how the mother felt things were 

going these days. The Adjusted R Square was .03, meaning that 3% of the variation (in 
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the population) in the child problem behavior index was explained by the five above 

mentioned independent variables. The F Statistic of 1.20 had a significance of .33. So, 

the hypothesis that previous interparental conflict, time spent with preschool children, and 

mother's adjustment did not affect mother's reports of behavior problems for young 

children was accepted. Interparental conflict had a B of .22. For every 1 unit increase in 

interparental conflict, there was a increase of .22 in the child problem behavior index, 

controlling for how often the mother read to the child during the past week, parental 

adjustment, the hours a day the mother spends with the child's physical needs, and how 

the mother feels things are going these days. A Beta of. 16 means that for every 1 unit 

standard deviation increase in the independent variable (interparental conflict) there was a 

.16 increase in standard deviation units in child problem behavior controlling for the other 

independent variables. Interparental conflict had a T of .91 and a significance of .37. 

How often the mother read to the child during the past week had a negative relationship 

with the child problem behavior index. B was -.55 and Beta was -.24. T was -1.41 and 

the significance was . 17. The parental adjustment index had a B of .03, a Beta of .22, a T 

of 1.29, and a significance of .20. The hours a day the mother spent on the child's 

physical needs also had a negative relationship with the child problem behavior index. B 

was -.04 and Beta was -.07. T was -.41 and the significance was .68. For how the mother 

felt things were going these days, B was -.07, Beta was -.06, T was -.32 and the 

significance of T was .75. That indicated a negative relationship, also. 

Each individual dependent variable that made up the child problem behavior index 

was looked at next. For the child being willing to try new things, R Square was . 14 and 
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Adjusted R Square was .01. The F statistic was 1.08 with a significance of .39. The null 

was accepted because no difference was found between the child being willing to try new 

things and the independent variables. B was -.05, Beta was -. 16, T was -.95 and the 

significance was .35 for interparental conflict, which signified a negative relationship. 

How often the mother read to the child during the past week had a B of .08 and a Beta of 

.16. The T was .96 and the significance of T was .34. The B for the parental adjustment 

index was -.00, Beta was -. 16, T was -.95, and the significance of T was .35. The hours a 

day the mother spent reading to the child had a B of -.02, a Beta of -.20, a T of-1.17 and 

a significance of .25. How things are going these days for the mother had a B of -.01, a 

Beta of -.04, a T of -.21 and a significance of .84. For further insignificant variables see 

appendix C. 

The next equation was the child losing his temper easily. The R Square was .27, 

the Adjusted R Square was . 16, the F Statistic was 2.53, and the significance was .05. 

This is the only variable that was significant with the child losing his temper easily. For 

interparental conflict, B was .15, Beta was .42, T was 2.62, and the significance was .01. 

Therefore, previous interparental conflict was the most strongly related to the child losing 

his temper easily among the independent variables in this study. Undoubtedly, children 

have a tendency to model their parents aggression. (See Table 8.) This confirms 

hypothesis # 2 that previous interparental conflict is positively related to behavior 

problems for preschool children. How often the mother read to the child during the past 

week had a negative relationship with a B of -.20, a Beta of -.33, a T of-2.10, and a 

significance of .04. This means that the more the mother read to the child the less the 
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child lost his temper easily. The parental adjustment index had a B of 4.05E-04 with a 

Beta of .01. T was .08 and the significance was .94. Hours a day the mother spent on 

the child's physical needs had a B of .00, a Beta of .01, a T of .06, and a significance of 

.95. For how the mother felt things were going these days, there was a negative 

relationship. B was -.04 and Beta was 12. T was -.74 and the significance of T was .46. 

The child being cheerful and happy had a R Square of. 19 and an Adjusted R 

Square of .07. The F Statistic was 1.58 and the significance was .19. Interparental 

conflict had a B of -.03, a Beta of -. 18, a T of -1.06, and a significance of .30. How often 

the mother read to the child during the past week had a B of -.06, a Beta of -. 18, a T of -

1.08, and a significance of .29. The parental adjustment index had a B of .01, a Beta of 

.39, a T of 2.33, and a significance of .03. (See Table 9.) The child being cheerful and 

happy was most strongly related to the mother's adjustment. Therefore, the more 

adjusted the mother was, the more happy and cheerful the child was reported to be. This 

also confirms hypothesis # 4 that the mothers' adjustment is negatively related to child 

problem behavior. In other words, the better adjusted the mother the less problems she 

had with the child's behavior. For the hours a day the mother spent on the child's physical 

needs, the B was .01, the Beta was .06, The T was .36 and the significance of T was .72. 

How the mother felt things were going these days had a B of .01, a Beta of .04, a T of .20, 

and a significance of .84. 

The child bullying or being cruel or mean to others had a R Square of. 17 and an 

Adjusted R Square of .05. The F Statistic was 1.40 with a significance of .25. 

Interparental conflict had a B of-.01, a Beta of -.03, a T of -. 18, and a significance of .86. 
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How often the mother read to the child during the past week had a B of -. 10, a Beta of-

. 14, a T of-.86, and a significance of .39. For the parental adjustment index, B was .01, 

Beta was .35, T was 2.08, and the significance of T was .05. (See Table 10.) The 

parental adjustment index was most strongly related to the child bullying, or being mean or 

cruel to others. However, the results suggest that the more adjusted the mother was, the 

more the child bullied or was mean or cruel to others. The hours a day the mother spent 

with the child's physical needs had a B of-.03, a Beta of-. 19, a T of-1.13, and a 

significance of .27. For how things are going these days for the mother, the B was -.00, 

Beta was -.01, T was -.07, and the significance of T was .94. 

The child doing what the mother asked had a R Square of .20 and an Adjusted R 

Square of .08. The F Statistic was 1.72 and the significance was .16. Interparental 

conflict had a B of. 15, a Beta of .40, a T of 2.42, and a significance of .02. (See Table 

11.) The child doing what the mother asked was more strongly related to interparental 

conflict. This also supports hypothesis # 2 because, put another way, more arguing meant 

less problem behavior out of the child. The results suggest that the more the parents 

conflicted, the more the child did what the mother asked. This could be explained by the 

child trying to be good because young children often feel they are the reason for their 

parents fighting. The child may have felt if he was good and did what was asked of him, 

his parents wouldn't fight. How often the mother read to the child during the past week 

had a B of -. 15, a Beta of-.25, a T of-1.52, and a significance of .14. The parental 

adjustment index had a B of-.00, a Beta of -.09, a T of -.55, and a significance of .59. 

The hours a day the mother spent with the child's physical needs had a B of-.01, a Beta of 
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-.05, a T of -.29, and a significance of .78. How things are going these days for the 

mother had a B of -.05, a Beta of -. 16, a T of -.93, and a significance of .36. 

As mentioned before, frequency distributions and t-tests failed to confirm 

hypothesis # 1. Neither statistical test found a significant difference between married 

mothers reports of child problem behavior and divorced single mothers reports of child 

problem behavior. However, the frequency tests and t-tests both revealed that divorced 

moms spent more time with their children. This included both time spent reading to the 

child and time spent on the child's physical needs. Further, the frequency distribution and 

t-tests both revealed that married mothers reported being better adjusted than divorced 

single mothers. Also, t-tests found that married moms reported being happier than 

divorced single moms. 

Through correlation, hypothesis # 3 and # 4 were confirmed. Correlation found a 

relationship between the mother spending time with the child and reported behavior 

problems. Correlation also found a relationship between the mother's adjustment and 

reported problem behavior in children. Multiple regression confirmed hypothesis #2, and 

#4 that increased parental conflict causes problem behavior and that mothers' better 

adjustment increases positive behavior in children. Table 8 and 11 both confirm the results 

of hypothesis # 2 that interparental conflict causes more problem behavior in children. 

Table 9 also confirmed the results of hypothesis # 4 that mothers' positive adjustment 

creates positive behavior in children. 
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Table 1 

Frequency Distribution of Total Means for Selected Variables 
as Reported by All Mothers 

Variable N = 657 Mean 

Child willing to try new things 1.26 
Child fussy or irritable 1.98 
Child keeps self busy 1.32 
Child loses temper easily 2.03 
Child is cheerful and happy 1.11 
Child is fearful and anxious 1.58 
Child bullies or is mean or cruel to others 1.35 
Child does what mother asks 1.74 
Child gets along well with other kids 1.25 
How often mother reads to child during past week 2.92 
Hours a day the mother spends with the childs physical needs 5.58 
Days last week the mother felt bothered 1.66 
Days last week the mother had a poor appetite 1.31 
Days last week mother felt blue 1.09 
Days last week mother had trouble concentrating 1.48 
Days last week the mother felt depressed 1.48 
Days last week that everything was an effort 1.67 
Days last week mother felt fearful .76 
Days last week mother slept restlessly 1.66 
Days last week mother talked less than usual .90 
Days last week mother felt lonely 1.25 
Days last week mother felt sad 1.44 
Days last week mother couldn't get along with others 1.69 
Interparental conflict 2.60 
Age of mother 28.93 
Educational level of mother 13.19 
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Table 2 

Frequency Distribution of Separate Means for Selected Variables 
by Mothers' Marital Status 

Variable Means 
Married Divorced 
N = 562 N = 95 

Child willing to try new things 1.26 1.25 
Child fussy or irritable 1.97 2.04 
Child keeps self busy 1.32 1.33 
Child loses temper easily 2.02 2.08 
Child is cheerful and happy 1.11 1.10 
Child is fearful and anxious 1.57 1.67 
Child bullies or is mean or cruel to others 1.33 1.44 
Child does what mother asks 1.73 1.76 
Child gets along well with other kids 1.25 1.26 
How often mother reads to child during past week 2.91 2.98 
Hours a day the mother spends with the childs physical needs 5.51 5.96 
Days last week the mother felt bothered 1.62 1.92 
Days last week the mother had a poor appetite 1.23 1.75 
Days last week mother felt blue .98 1.79 
Days last week mother had trouble concentrating 1.38 2.08 
Days last week the mother felt depressed 1.41 1.89 
Days last week that everything was an effort 1.64 1.89 
Days last week mother felt fearful .73 .96 
Days last week mother slept restlessly 1.64 1.83 
Days last week mother talked less than usual .83 1.33 
Days last week mother felt lonely 1.09 2.17 
Days last week mother felt sad 1.35 1.99 
Days last week mother couldn't get along with others 1.62 2.09 
Interparental conflict 2.64 2.57 
Age of mother 28.88 29.23 
Educational level of mother 13.25 12.83 
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Table 3 

T-Tests for Independent Samples of Married and Divorced Single Moms 
bv Time Mom Spends With Child (TIMESPND 

Marital Number Mean Standard T-Value 
Status Of Cases Deviation 

Time Mom Spends With Child 

Married Moms 235 7.56 4.09 

Divorced Single 61 8.61 4.55 
Moms 

-1.74* 

* Significant at p< .05. 
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Table 4 

T-Tests for Independent Samples of Married and Divorced Single Moms 
by How Things are Going These Davs for the Respondent (E201) 

Marital Number Mean Standard T-Value 
Status of Cases Deviation 

How Things Are Going These Days - E201 

Married Moms 562 5.94 1.59 

Divorced Single 95 5.39 1.78 
Moms 

"Significant at p< .05. 

3.06* 
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Table 5 

T-Tests for Independent Samples of Married and Divorced Sinple Mnmc 
bv Parental Adjustment (PARAPH 

Marital Number Mean Standard T-Value 
Status Of Cases Deviation 

^Significant at p< .05. 

Parental Adjustment 

Married Moms 539 15.51 15.61 

Divorced Single 87 22.15 17.95 
Moms 

-3.60* 
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Table 6 

CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS: 
Time Mom Spends With Child, How Mom Feels These Days, Child Problem Behavior, 

Parental Adjustment, Interparental Conflict 

M298A M303 E201 PROBEHAV M295A M295B M295C M295D 

M298A 1.00 

M303 .25 1.00 
.06 

E201 -.19 -.23 1.00 
.13 .08 

PROBEHAV -.06 -.26 -.00 1.00 
.35 .05 .49 

M295A -.20 .14 -.04 .22 1.00 
.11 .20 .40 .09 

M295B .15 .10 .04 .62*** .11 1.00 
.18 .26 .42 .00 .26 

M295C .03 -.04 -.01 .50*** .18 .29* 1.00 
.44 .40 .48 .00 .14 .04 

M295D -.00 -.33* .06 .64*** -.18 .50** .11 1.00 
.50 .02 .35 .00 .14 .00 .25 

M295E .05 -.17 -.08 55* ** .19 51*** .16 
.37 .15 .31 .00 .12 .00 .00 .16 

M295F -.10 -.10 -.01 .22 .07 -.23 -.11 -.02 
.26 .26 .48 .09 .33 .08 .25 .45 

M295G -.17 -.20 -.04 .63*** .00 .25 .25 .31* 
.15 .11 .40 .00 .50 .06 .06 .03 

M295H -.05 -.25 .04 .40* -.18 .03 -.07 .36* 
.38 .06 .41 .01 .14 .44 .34 .01 

M295I .08 -.25 -.02 59*** .00 .37* .26 .35* 
.31 .06 .46 .00 .50 .01 .06 .01 

PARADJ .17 -.03 -.25 .25 -.22 -.02 .21 .12 
.15 .42 .06 .06 .09 .44 .10 .24 

E405 .11 -.08 .28* .18 -.23 .07 -.04 .41** 
.24 .31 .04 .13 .07 .34 .40 .00 
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M295E M295F M295G M295H M295I PARADJ 

M295E 1.00 

M295F -.13 1.00 
.22 

M295G .19 .16 1.00 
.12 .16 

M295H .04 .03 .09 1.00 
.39 .42 .30 

M295I .25 -.09 .28* .29* 1.00 
.06 .30 .04 .04 

PARADJ .37* .12 .32* .01 .27 1.00 
.01 .24 .02 .48 .05 

E405 -.09 -.01 .01 .36* .19 .14 
.29 .48 .49 .01 .13 .19 

1.00 

* < .05 level 1-tailed Significance 
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Table 7 

Multiple Regression Descriptives 

Variable N of Cases = 40 Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Hours a day mom spends with childs physical needs 4.93 3.62 

How often mom read to child during past week 2.98 .95 

How mom feels things are going these days 5.43 1.74 

Child problem behavior 13.66 2.21 

Child willing to try new things 1.25 .44 

Child fussy or irritable 2.10 .55 

Child keeps self busy 1.25 .50 

Child loses temper easily 1.98 .58 

Child is cheerful and happy 1.10 .30 

Child is fearful and anxious 1.73 .60 

Child bullies or is mean or cruel to others 1.40 .63 

Child does what mom asks 1.68 .57 

Child gets along well with other kids 1.20 .41 

Parental adjustment 23.78 18.07 

Interparental conflict 2.43 1.57 
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Table 8 

Multiple Regression Analysis for Child Problem Behavior 
bv Child Loses Temper Easily 

Dependent Variable : Child Loses Temper Easily 

R Square = .27 (N=40) 

Variables 

Interparental Conflict 

How Often Mom Read to Child During Past Week 

Parental Adjustment Index 

Hours a Day Mom Spends with Child's Physical Needs 

How Things are Going These Days for Mom 

B Beta 

.15 .42* 

-.20 -.33* 

4.05E-04 .01 

.00 .01 

-.04 -.12 

*< .05 Level 
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Table 9 
Multiple Regression Analysis for Child Problem Behavior 

bv Child is Cheerful and Happy 

Dependent Variable : Child is Cheerful and Happy 

R Square = 1 9 (N=40) 

Variables B Beta 

Interparental Conflict -.03 -.18 

How Often Mom Read to Child During Past Week -.06 -.18 

Parental Adjustment Index .01 .39* 

Hours a Day Mom Spends with Child's Physical Needs .01 .06 

How Things are Going These Days for Mom .01 .04 

*< .05 Level 
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Table 10 

Multiple Regression Analysis for Child Problem Behavior 
bv Child Bullies or is Mean or Cruel to Others 

Dependent Variable: Child Bullies or is Mean or Cruel to Others 

R Square = .17 (N=40) 

Variables B Beta 

Interparental Conflict -.01 -.03 

How Often Mom Read to Child During Past Week -.10 -.14 

Parental Adjustment Index .01 .35* 

Hours a Day Mom Spends with Child's Physical Needs -.03 -.19 

How Things are Going These Days for Mom -.00 -.01 

* <.05 Level 
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Table 11 

Multiple Regression Analysis for Child Problem Behavior 
bv Child Does What Mother Asks 

Dependent Variable : Child Does What Mother Asks 

R Square = .20 (N=40) 

Variables B Beta 

Interparental Conflict .15 .40* 

How Often Mom Read to Child During Past Week -.15 -.25 

Parental Adjustment Index -.00 .09 

Hours a Day Mom Spends with Child's Physical Needs -.01 -.05 

How Things are Going These Days for Mom -.05 -.16 

* <05 Level 



CHAPTER 4 

CONCLUSION 

The National Survey of Families and Households was conducted in 1987 and 1988 

and included a nation-wide representative sample of 13,017 adults. This study included a 

sample of 562 married mothers and 95 divorced single mothers. The mothers were asked 

to report on their child's behavior, the time they spent with their child, their happiness and 

adjustment, and their interparental conflict. The NSFH survey asked parents about pre-

school children and school-aged children. However, this study focused only on mothers' 

reports of pre-school children. The average age for mothers in this study was 29 years of 

age. The mothers also had about the same amount of education which was approximately 

one year of college. Since mothers were fairly comparable in age and educational level, 

these two variables probably wouldn't affect any of the responses. 

The following societal changes have aided in increasing the divorce rate: women 

being less financially dependent, divorce and single-parent families are not as stigmatized 

today, legal issues surrounding divorce are more easily accomplished at the present time, 

and churches today more readily acknowledge divorces. Unfortunately, the breakup of 

the family is an inescapable part of our culture (Whitehead, 1993). Yet, the fact that 

divorce is becoming a 'norm' in our society is not something to be proud of (Tiemann et 

al., 1992). The reality of divorce is magnified by countless children from broken homes 

who must face this sensitive, yet unpleasant situation (Benedek and Benedek, 1979). 
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The number one reason in our society today for children experiencing marital 

disruption is divorce. Divorce demolishes the foundation of the family that its members 

have grown accustomed to (Bonkowski et al., 1984). Effects of divorce may follow 

children well into adulthood and it can cause overwhelming amounts of stress. Literature 

dealing with divorce is far from complete. Further, every child may react somewhat 

differently to the situation of their parents divorce. However, Wallerstein and Kelly and 

Hertherington, Cox, and Cox are credited with the most instrumental research projects 

that deal with the impact of divorce on children (Levitin, 1979). 

Unfortunately, hypothesis # 1 that divorced mothers report more problem 

behaviors for their pre-school children was rejected in frequency tests and two different t-

tests. Problem behavior was slightly higher for divorced mothers in most of the variables 

but it was not a significant difference. The highest mean in the frequency tests meant that 

it was only sometimes true that the child lost his temper easily. Divorced single mothers 

were also found to spend more time with their children in both frequency distributions and 

t-tests. In fact, they could truly spend more time with their children because there is no 

significant other in the household. Married moms reported being happier than divorced 

single moms in the frequency distribution. When the means for parental adjustment were 

observed, divorced single moms had higher scores for every individual variable. In other 

words, they had greater difficulty adjusting than the married moms. Hardly any difference 

was found between the means of married moms and divorced single moms for 

interparental conflict. 

Correlation revealed that reading to children decreased their chances of losing their 
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temper easily which is consistent with hypothesis # 3 that mothers' time spent with her 

pre-school children is negatively related to reported behavior problems. Hypothesis # 2 

that interparental conflict prior to divorce is positively related to reported behavior 

problems for pre-school children was confirmed by multiple regression. In table 8, 

interparental conflict was positively related to the child losing his temper easily. Or, the 

more parents fought the greater the chances of the child losing his temper easily. 

Unfortunately, pre-school children do model their parents aggression. Like it was found 

in the previous statistical tests, married mothers reported being somewhat happier and 

better adjusted than divorced single mothers. Hypothesis # 4 was that mothers' 

adjustment is negatively related to reported behavior problems. This was rejected by 

multiple regression in table 9. The procedure revealed that the child being cheerful and 

happy was positively related to the parental adjustment index. Essentially, better 

adjustment of the mother decreases the chances of the child displaying problem behavior. 

Table 11 showed however, that the child bullying or being mean or cruel to others was 

positively related to the mothers' better adjustment. This could mean that the child felt 

more confident. 



APPENDIX A 

T-TESTS FOR THE REMAINDER OF THE INSIGNIFICANT VARIABLES 
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For the child keeping himself busy, there were 562 married moms who had a mean 

of 1.32, a standard deviation of .52, and a standard error of .02. There were 95 divorced 

single moms who had a mean of 1.33, a standard deviation of .57, and a standard error of 

.06. The F-value was 1.24 and the 2-tail probability was. 16 so the pooled variance 

estimate was again chosen. The t-value was -.04 and the 2-tail probability was .97, so we 

failed to rqect the null hypothesis that the means are equal. There was no reported 

difference found between married moms and divorced single moms of their child keeping 

himself busy. 

There were 561 married moms and 95 divorced single moms asked to report 

whether or not their child lost his temper easily. The mean for married moms was 2.02, 

while the standard deviation was .72, and the standard error was .03. The mean for 

divorced single moms was 2.08, the standard deviation was .63, and the standard error 

was .07. The F-value was 1.30 and the 2-tail probability was. 12, so the pooled variance 

estimate was chosen. The t-value was -.87 and the 2-tail probability was .39, therefore we 

accept the null hypothesis that the means are equal. The child losing his temper easily was 

reported approximately equal between married moms and divorced single moms. 

When the reports of the child being cheerful and happy was looked at, there were 

561 marriedmomswhohadameanofl.il, a standard deviation of .32, and a standard 

error of .01. For the 95 divorced single moms, they had a mean of 1.09, a standard 

deviation of .29, and a standard error of .03. The F-value was 1.16 while the 2-tail 

probability was .37. The pooled variance estimate had a t-value of .40 and a 2-tail 

probability of .69. The null hypothesis, that the means are equal was accepted. No 
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difference was found between the reports of married moms and divorced single moms 

about their child being cheerful and happy. 

There were 561 married moms and 95 single divorced moms who reported on their 

child being fearful and anxious. The married moms had a mean of 1.57, a standard 

deviation of .63, and a standard error of .03. The divorced single moms had a mean of 

1.67, a standard deviation of .63, and a standard error of .06. The F-value was 1.01 and 

the 2-tail probability was .98, so the pooled variance estimate was chosen. The t-value 

was -1.56 and the 2-tail probability was. 12. We accepted the null hypothesis that the 

means are equal. No difference was found between the reports of married moms and the 

reports of divorced single moms about their child being fearful and anxious. 

When mothers reported about their child bullying, or being mean or cruel to 

others, there were 562 married moms and 95 divorced single moms. Married moms had a 

mean of 1.33, a standard deviation of .54, and a standard error of .02. Divorced single 

moms had a mean of 1.44, a standard deviation of .68, and a standard error of .07. The F-

value was 1.59 and the 2-tail probability was .00 so the separate variance estimate was 

chosen. The t-value was -1.49 and the 2-tail probability was. 14. Therefore, we fail to 

reject the null hypothesis that the means are the same. No significant difference was found 

between married moms reports of their child bullying or being mean or cruel to others and 

divorced single moms' reports. 

560 married moms and 95 divorced single moms were asked to report on their 

child doing what they asked them to. The mean, standard deviation, and standard error 

was 1.73, .54, and .02 respectively for married moms. For divorced single moms the 
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mean was 1.76, the standard deviation was .58, and the standard error was .06. The F-

value was 1.16 and the 2-tail probability was .33. For the pooled variance estimate, the t-

value was -.43 and the 2-tail probability was .67. The null hypothesis that the means are 

equal was not rejected. No difference between married moms and divorced single moms 

reportings of their child doing what they asked was found. 

There were 560 married mothers and 95 divorced single mothers who reported on 

how well their child gets along with other kids. The mean for married mothers was 1.24, 

the standard deviation was .46, and the standard error was .02. The mean for divorced 

single mothers was 1.26, the standard deviation was .49, and the standard error was .05. 

The F-value was 1.12 and the 2-tail probability was .46. For the pooled variance estimate 

the t-value was -.36 and the 2-tail probability was .72. Therefore we accept the null 

hypothesis that the means are equal and conclude that no difference between married 

mothers and divorced single mothers reports of how well their child gets along with other 

kids was found. 

An index variable (problem behavior) was created from responses to the following 

items: a) Is willing to try new things?; b) Is fussy or irritable?; c) Keeps self busy?; d) 

Loses temper easily?; e) Bullies or is mean or cruel to others?; h) Does what you ask?; I) 

Gets along with other kids? There were 550 married moms and 92 divorced single moms. 

Married moms had a mean of 13.54, a standard deviation of 2.27, and a standard error of 

.10. Divorced single moms had a mean of 13.78, a standard deviation of 2.28, and a 

standard error of .24. The F-value was 1.01 and the 2-tail probability was .92 so the 

pooled variance estimate was observed. At the .05 level of significance, the t-value was -
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.94 and the 2-tail probability was .35. Therefore we failed to reject the null hypothesis 

that the means are equal. There was not a significant difference in the problem behavior 

between children of married moms and children of divorced single moms. 

There were 236 married moms and 61 divorced single moms interviewed that read 

to their child during the past week of the study. The married moms had a mean of 2.91, a 

standard deviation of 1.06, and a standard error of .07. The divorced single moms had a 

mean of 2.98, a standard deviation of.89, and a standard error of. 11. How often the 

child was read to during the past week had an F-value of 1.43 and a 2-tail probability of 

. 10, so the pooled variance estimate was observed. The pooled variance estimate had a t-

value of -.52 and a 2-tail probability of .60. At the .05 level, the null hypothesis that the 

means are equal was not rejected. No difference was found between married moms and 

divorced single moms about how often the respondent read to the child during the past 

week. 

There were 555 married moms and 95 divorced single moms interviewed on the 

hours a day they spent on their child's physical needs. The mean for married moms was 

5.51 with a standard deviation of 4.34 and the mean for divorced single moms was 5.96 

with a standard deviation of 4.32. The standard errors were .18 and .44 respectively. For 

the hours a day the mother spent with the child's physical needs, there was a F-value of 

1.01 and a 2-tail probability of .99 so the pooled variance estimate was looked at. 

However, the t-value was -.92 and the 2-tail probability was .36. Testing at the .05 level, 

we failed to reject the null hypothesis that the means were the same. Therefore, no 

difference in hours a day the respondent spent with the childs physical needs was found 
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when comparing married moms to divorced single moms. 



APPENDIX B 

CORRELATIONS 
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All of the following variables had a strong positive relationship. The child problem 

behavior index was significantly associated with six other variables. However, it is natural 

for the variable to be highly correlated with the individual variables that make up the child 

problem behavior index. The child problem behavior index and the child being fussy or 

irritable had a strong positive (.62) relationship. The child keeping himself busy and the 

child problem behavior index had a strong positive (.50) relationship. The child problem 

behavior index and the child losing his temper easily had a strong positive (.64) 

relationship. The child being cheerful and happy and the child problem behavior index had 

a strong positive (.55) relationship. The child problem behavior index and the child 

bullying or being mean or cruel to others had a strong positive (.63) relationship. The 

child getting along with other kids and the child problem behavior index had a strong 

positive (.59) relationship. Also, the child losing his temper easily had a strong positive 

(.50) relationship with the child being fussy or irritable. The child being fussy or irritable 

had a strong positive (.56) relationship with the child being cheerful and happy. The child 

keeping himself busy was significantly associated with the child being cheerful and happy. 

The two had a strong positive (.51) relationship. 

How the mother felt things were going these days was significantly associated with 

interparental conflict. These two had a weak positive (.28) relationship. The child 

keeping himself busy and the child being fussy or irritable had a weak positive (.29) 

relationship. The child getting along well with other kids had a weak positive (.28) 

relationship with the child bullying or being mean or cruel to others. The child doing what 

the mother asked and the child getting along well with other kids had a weak positive 
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(.29) relationship. 

How many hours a day the mother spent on the child's physical needs was not 

significantly associated with any of the other variables: The child being willing to try new 

things was significantly associated with none of the variables. Also, the child being fearful 

and anxious was not significantly associated with any of the other variables. Finally, the 

child getting along well with other kids, the parental adjustment index, and interparental 

conflict were not significantly associated with any of the other variables. 



APPENDIX C 

INSIGNIFICANT MULTIPLE REGRESSION VARIABLES 
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The child being fussy or irritable had a R Square of .04 and an Adjusted R Square 

of 11. The F statistic was .25 and the significance was .94. Therefore no difference was 

found between the child being fussy and irritable and the independent variables. 

Interparental conflict had a B of .02, a Beta of .05, a T of .27 and a significance of .79. 

How often the mother read to the child during the past week had a B of .05, a Beta of .09, 

a T of .48, and a significance of .64. The parental adjustment index had a B of -.00, a 

Beta of -.04, a T of -.20, and a significance of .84. For the hours a day the mother spent 

on the child's physical needs, B was .02 and Beta was . 14. T was .76 and the significance 

of T was .45. B was .02, Beta was .06, T was .30, and the significance was .77 for how 

the mother feels things are going these days. 

The child keeping self busy had a R Square of .06 and an Adjusted R Square of -

.08. The F Statistic was .40 with a significance of .84. B was -.03, Beta was -. 10, T was -

.56, and the significance was .58 for interparental conflict which signified a negative 

relationship between interparental conflict and the child keeping himself busy. How often 

the mother read to the child during the past week had a B of -.01, a Beta of -.03, a T of -

.16, and a significance of .88 also signifying a negative relationship. The parental 

adjustment index had a B of .01, a Beta of .24, a T of 1.35, and a significance of. 19. The 

hours a day the mother spent reading to the child had a B of .00, a Beta of .02, a T of. 10, 

and a significance of .92. For how the mother felt things were going these days, B was 

.02, Beta was .08, T was .42, and the significance of T was .68. 

The child being fearful and anxious had a R Square of .03, an Adjusted R Square 

of-. 11, a F Statistic of .24 and the significance was .94. Interparental conflict had a B of -
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.01, a Beta of -.02, a T of -. 11, and a significance of .92. How often the mother read to 

the child had a B of -.05, a Beta of -.07, a T of -.41, and a significance of .68. The 

parental adjustment index had a B of .00, a Beta of .13, aT of .73, and a significance of 

.47. The hours a day the mother spent with the child's physical needs had a B of -.02, a 

Beta of -. 11, a T of -.59, and a significance of .56. How the mother felt things were going 

these days had a B of -.00, a Beta of -.01, a T of -.03, and a significance of .98. 

How well the child gets along with other kids had a R Square of. 16 and an 

Adjusted R Square of .03. The F Statistic was 1.27 and the significance was .30. 

Interparental conflict had a B of .04, a Beta of. 14, a T of .80, and a significance of .43. 

For how often the mother read to the child during the past week, B was -. 11, Beta was -

.27, T was -1.61, and the significance of T was .12. Parental adjustment index was .00 for 

B and .21 for Beta. T was 1.25 and the significance of T was .22. For the hours a day the 

mother spent on the child's physical needs, B was .01, Beta was .09, T was .53, and the 

significance of T was .60. How things are going these days for the respondent had a B of 

-.01, a Beta of -.04, a T of -.25, and a significance of .81. 
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