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The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of parental divorce, level of 

family conflict, and family history of alcoholism on the alcohol use patterns of college 

students. Gender differences were also explored. Volunteer students, aged 17-23 years, 

from divorced and non-divorced families (N = 359), completed questionnaires concerning 

early family environment, family history of alcoholism, and their own current alcohol use 

patterns. Multivariate Analysis of Variance revealed mixed results. Parental marital status 

was found to have no significant effect on college students' alcohol behavior. High family 

conflict had a significant impact on both level of current alcohol use and level of alcohol 

related problems. A positive family history of alcoholism was found to have effects on the 

level of alcohol related problems encountered by students. Gender played a significant 

role, with males reporting higher levels of alcohol-related problems. No significant 

interactions were found. Results, contributions and limitations of the study are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The main purpose of this study was to extend the database of research concerning 

college age adolescents and young adults from divorced families, high conflict families, 

and families with a history of alcoholism or alcohol abuse. The effects of divorce on 

adolescents and young adults were reviewed, family conflict was explored as potentially 

the key variable in mediating adolescent life adjustment after parental divorce, and the 

susceptibility of adolescents to alcohol abuse and alcohol related problems, based on 

family alcohol use patterns, was examined. This study attempted to clarify the interactive 

nature of these variables and their impact on alcohol abuse patterns of college-aged 

adolescents and young adults. In addition, developmental theories are briefly reviewed 

and this study assessed whether there were differences in effects based on the age of the 

person at the time of parental divorce. 

General Effects of Parental Divorce 

The study of divorce effects began in the 1960s, though the focus emphasized the 

effects of father absence rather than specific problems that were experienced due to 

divorce (Santrock, 1987). Divorce research increased in the 1960s and 1970s along with 

the divorce rate, as social scientists became aware of the growing number of single parent, 

mother-custody, socio-economically disadvantaged families (Santrock, 1987). There has 

been continued interest in studying the impact of parental divorce on children and 



adolescents as the divorce rate has climbed over the last twenty years (Frost & Pakiz, 

1990). There has been extensive research on children, but less is known about the effects 

of divorce on adolescents (Zaslow, 1988, cited in Frost & Pakiz, 1990), and even less 

about the effects of divorce on college-age adolescents and young adults. 

Much of the groundwork for the systematic study of divorce effects was laid by 

the large-scale, longitudinal, clinical study of Wallerstein and Kelly (1975, 1976, 1985, 

1987). This study began in 1971 and involved clinical evaluations of 131 children—aged 

2.5 to 18 years—from 60 California families experiencing parental divorce. Information 

for the study was obtained via interviews with parents, teachers, and the children 

themselves, and evaluated based on observations of pre-and post-divorce behaviors (Kelly 

& Wallerstein, 1976). Children were divided by age into Pre-school, Early Latency, Later 

Latency, Older Children, and Adolescent groups. 

A wide variety of divorce effects were found, including emotional responses such 

as anger and feelings of guilt, changes in academic progress, problems with peer 

relationships, and loyalty conflicts regarding relationships with the parents. Although the 

experience of parental divorce affected children of different ages in different ways, the 

effects often appeared as a disruption of typical developmental processes such as 

development of peer relationships and identity formation (Kelly & Wallerstein, 1976; 

Wallerstein & Kelly, 1975, 1976). 

Another important finding in these studies was that upon follow-up at one year, 

there were many children who had survived the parental divorce with few apparent ill 

effects, while many others were found to be functioning at a lower level than when initially 



3 

seen (Kelly & Wallerstein, 1976; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1975, 1976). Similar findings 

were apparent even at the ten-year follow-up of these individuals (Wallerstein, 1985). 

There are three major points from the Wallerstein and Kelly studies which are of 

importance to the present study: 1) That parental divorce does have an effect on children 

and adolescents; 2) That divorce affects children of different ages in different ways, 

suggesting that parental divorce influences/impacts normal developmental processes; and 

3) That some children seem to return to normal functioning over time, while others do 

not, suggesting that perhaps mediating variables exist which can help or hinder the healing 

process. 

Studies examining the effects of divorce on children and young adolescents have 

shown much support for the findings of Wallerstein and Kelly (1975, 1976, 1985, 1987). 

Based on a review of the divorce literature, Demo and Acock (1988) suggested that the 

effects of divorce on the social and psychological well-being of children could be 

categorized into five major areas: personal adjustment, self-concept, interpersonal 

relationships, antisocial behavior, and cognitive functioning. Although the adjustment of 

children to parental divorce has often been a focus of numerous studies, research on the 

adjustment of older adolescents and young adults has been less thorough. The following 

is a review of the literature describing the effects of parental divorce on the adjustment 

and well-being of adolescents and young adults. 
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Effects of Divorce on Adolescents and Young Adults 

Personal Adjustment 

In one of the earliest studies examining the effects of divorce on college students, 

Oshman and Manosevitz (1976) found that male college students from fatherless families 

scored significantly lower on measures of psycho-social development than did their 

counterparts from father-present and step-father-present families. 

Grossman (1980) found that college students from divorced families tended to 

have higher ego-identity achievement scores than did those from intact families. This 

study is somewhat questionable in terms of validity, however, due to a large disparity in 

the number of subjects in the intact (264), step-parent (24), and divorced (8) groups. 

Moral development has been examined as a personal adjustment variable. Parish 

(1980) found a significant inverse relationship between the number of years of father loss 

and students obtained level of moral development, with the most significant results found 

among students who had experienced father loss through parental divorce. This study, 

too, is of limited validity due to the low number of subjects (24) and the lack of a non-

divorced control group for comparison. 

Kalter, et al. (1985) found that college aged women from divorced families were 

more likely than women from non-divorced families to have more negative views of both 

men and women in general. These results were obtained via use of a projective measure, 

however, and again are of limited statistical validity. 

Aro and Palosaari (1992), in a Finnish study, found that middle adolescents 

(approx. age = 16 years) from divorced families differed from their counterparts from non-
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divorced families on a number of personal adjustment measures. Adolescents of both 

genders from divorced families were lower on measures of school performance and higher 

on measures of somatic complaints, interpersonal problems, and negative life events. 

Adolescent females were further found to have significantly lower self-esteem than did 

those from non-divorced families. 

In a follow-up study of this same cohort group (age = approx. 22 years), divorced-

family males were found to be higher on measures of somatic complaints only, while 

divorced-family females were still significantly less adjusted in areas of self-esteem, 

interpersonal problems, and negative life events. Additionally, at the time of the follow-up 

both males and females were found to have a higher prevalence of depression, were less 

likely to have completed high school and attended college, were less likely to be living in a 

parental household, were more likely to have children of their own, and were more likely 

to engage in unhealthy personal behaviors, including both heavy alcohol consumption and 

daily cigarette smoking. 

Self-Concept 

Studies examining the effects of parental divorce on adolescents' self-concept have 

produced mixed results. Studer (1993) found that high school students from divorced 

families scored lower on a number of facets of self-concept than did those from non-

divorced families. A gender difference was also found, with males scoring higher than 

females on several facets. There also appeared to be a time factor, with students whose 

non-custodial parent had been absent for more than two years scoring higher in some 

facets of self-concept than those whose non-custodial parent had been absent for less than 
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two years. The lower self-concept finding is consistent with Aro and Palosaari (1992), 

where lower self-esteem was found among adolescents from divorced families. Another 

consistent feature of these two studies was that males tended to score somewhat higher in 

self-concept than did females, and that there appeared to be a tendency towards 

improvement over time. 

Other studies were inconsistent with the above findings. Long (1986), in a study 

of college-aged females, found that while daughter-self-esteem was related to parental 

happiness, self-esteem was not directly related to family structure or parental marital 

status. This supported the findings of Parish (1980), who found no significant differences 

in self-concept between college students from divorced and non-divorced families. It is 

possible that the inconsistencies between these studies were related to the age of the 

subjects under examination. Effects of parental marital status on self-esteem were not 

found with older (college-aged) adolescents. Effects were found with younger (high 

school age) adolescents, but there did appear to be a trend towards improvement over 

time. It may be that parental divorce exacerbates problems with self-esteem and self-

concept which already exist among the younger adolescents, and that this problem tends 

to dissipate over time. 

Interpersonal Relationships 

In general contrast to the studies of younger children and adolescents, which focus 

primarily on peer relations and social competence, studies of older adolescents and young 

adults have typically focused more on dating and sexual behavior, parent-child relations, 

and attitudes or expectations about marriage. For example, Hainline and Feig (1978) 



examined the correlates of childhood father-absence on college aged women. The results 

of this study indicated that, while there were no significant differences between father-

absent women and father-present women in actual behaviors, there did appear to be an 

attitudinal difference among the father-absent women. Women who became father-absent 

(via death or divorce), early in life, were found to be more accepting of sexual intercourse 

in casual relationships than either those from father-present families or those who became 

father-absent later in life. In contrast, the early father-absent women were also found to 

be less accepting of sexual intercourse when the question involved a more serious 

relationship. 

Gabardi and Rosen (1991) examined differences between college students from 

divorced and intact families. They found that students from divorced homes had had 

significantly greater numbers of sexual partners and had more negative attitudes about 

marriage than students from intact families. In addition, a significantly greater percentage 

of women among the divorced-family students had experienced sexual intercourse, as 

compared to the intact-family women. 

Carson and Pauly (1990) also found attitudinal differences between students from 

divorced and intact homes. Students from divorced homes were found to be significantly 

less oriented toward traditional roles in sexual relations or social interactions. They were 

also found to have lower expectations of interpersonal control in their future marriages. 

Booth, Brinkerhoff, and White (1984) examined 365 cases of students who had 

experienced parental divorce. They found that students from divorced homes were more 

likely: to cohabitate with a person of the opposite sex; to have had premarital sexual 
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intercourse; to have dated in the past two weeks; and to desire more frequent dating than 

they presently experienced. In addition to these findings, analysis of data indicated that 

females from high conflict families were more likely to cohabitate, and males from high 

post-divorce-conflict families tended to be less happy within their steady dating 

relationships. Students from intact families—who reported their parents' marriage to be of 

low quality—were more likely to engage in premarital sex than those from intact high-

quality families, though this tendency was still not as great as the divorced-family group. 

Franklin, Janoff-Bulman, and Roberts (1990) conducted two studies of the impact 

of parental divorce on optimism and interpersonal trust in college students. Results of the 

first study suggested that students from divorced families were less optimistic about the 

chances of having their own successful marriage in the future. Results of the second study 

were similar, though they also indicated that students from divorced families were less 

trusting of either of their parents than students from intact families. The two groups did 

not differ in terms of dating relationships unless the parental marriage was rated as being 

high in conflict. In these cases students in the divorced-family group had less optimism 

about dating relationships. 

Blue (1995), in a study of late adolescent/young adult college students, found that 

students from divorced families differed significantly from students from non-divorced 

families on a measure of various aspects of the parent-child relationship. Those from 

divorced families scored significantly lower on measures of trust and communication with 

parents, and higher on a measure of anger/alienation from parents, than did their 

counterparts from non-divorced families. 
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Cognitive Functioning 

Very few studies exist which examine the effects of parental divorce on the 

cognitive functioning of older adolescents. The studies that are available typically focus 

on academic performance. Chapman (1977), in a study of college-aged adolescents, found 

that males from non-divorced families achieved higher Verbal and Total SAT scores than 

did those from divorced families, while females from non-divorced families had lower SAT 

Verbal scores than did those from divorced families. 

Kalter, et al. (1985) found no differences in grade point average between college-

aged females from divorced or non-divorced families. Mednick, Baker, Reznick, and 

Hocevar (1990) found differences in areas of academic functioning (such as math, reading, 

concentration, and work organization) between adolescents from divorced and non-

divorced families, but these differences appeared more related to patterns of adjustment of 

the custodial parent (mothers, in this study) than to actual parental marital status. Thus, 

studies in the area of cognitive functioning have been quite sparse, and the studies which 

do exist have obtained inconsistent results. 

Antisocial Behavior 

Studies of the effects of parental divorce on adolescent antisocial behavior have 

typically examined such activities as running away, school behavior problems, legal 

difficulties, and drug use. Dornbusch, Carlsmith, Bushwall, Ritter, Leiderman, Hastorf, 

and Gross (1985) studied a representative national sample of adolescents and found that 

those in mother-only households were more likely to exhibit deviant behavior and to make 
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their own decisions without parental consent than were those from homes with both 

parents. 

Rickel and Langner (1985), in a cross-sectional study followed up longitudinally, 

found that children and adolescents from divorced families had significantly higher scores 

on delinquency-reflecting trouble with authority figures and institutions-than did those 

from non-divorced families, at both the initial interview and the five-year follow-up. 

Adolescents from divorced families also had significantly higher Total Symptom and Total 

Impairment scores at the initial period, though these differences were not seen at the 

follow-up. 

In a national survey of youth (including adolescents aged 11-18), Kalter et al. 

(1985) found that girls from divorced families committed more acts of delinquency 

(including larceny, truancy, and drug use) than did girls from non-divorced families. 

Those in the divorced group, however, tended to be significantly lower in socio-economic 

status, a potential confounding variable affecting the results in this study. 

Summary 

Though the literature concerning the effects of parental divorce on older 

adolescents and young adults is certainly sparse, it remains clear that this life stressor does 

have an impact on these young lives in a number of domains of functioning. One area of 

adolescent adjustment which was briefly touched upon in the above review, that has been 

largely overlooked in the divorce literature, is the influence of parental divorce on alcohol 

and other substance use among adolescents and young adults. Family structure has been 

implicated as an influence on adolescent alcohol use (Wilson & Oxford, 1978). Indeed, it 
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has been suggested that alcohol abuse among adolescents might be best conceptualized as 

a behavioral adaptation of the adolescent within the context of a dysfunctional family 

system (Pardeck, Callahan, Allgier, Fernandez, Green, Griffin, Herter, Underwood, 

Whitney, & Williams, 1991). If this is indeed the case, then parental divorce might play a 

role in the development of the adolescent's behavior in this area. In addition, the ripple 

effect of this behavior potentially affects every area of functioning mentioned in Demo & 

Acock (1988) above (i.e. personal adjustment, self-concept, interpersonal relationships, 

antisocial behavior, and cognitive functioning). The following is a representative review 

of the literature concerning the role parental divorce plays in adolescent and young adult 

alcohol use patterns. 

Parental Divorce and Adolescent Alcohol Use 

Pardeck, et al (1991) found a significant relationship between family structure and 

potential for alcoholism in college aged adolescents. Students from non-intact families 

obtained significantly higher scores on a measure of alcoholism potential than did their 

peers from intact families. Further support was given by Pardeck (1991), who found that 

a significant correlation existed between family structure and potential for alcoholism in 

college students, though the family structure variable accounted for only seven percent of 

the variance. 

Doherty and Needle (1991) examined psychological adjustment and substance use 

of adolescents before and after the incidence of parental divorce. In this longitudinal 

study, the authors found that adolescents in the marital disruption group reported, across 

time periods, lower psychological well-being, self-esteem, and sense of mastery, higher 
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parent/child strain, and greater substance use than their peers from non-disrupted families. 

Gender differences were found among the marital disruption group, with boys reporting 

greater substance use, and girls exhibiting lower psychological well-being and higher 

parent/child strain. Boys from disrupted families showed a greater increase in substance 

use over time than did boys from non-disrupted families. Boys also declined more in self-

esteem after parental divorce than girls did. Results of this study indicate the possibility 

that increased alcohol and other substance use might be seen as a means of coping with 

other psychological difficulties resulting more directly from parental divorce, such as 

lower self-esteem and sense of mastery, and higher parent/child strain. 

This notion is supported by Workman and Beer (1992), who found that although 

parental marital status was not directly associated with higher alcohol use, parental marital 

status was significantly related to increased adolescent aggression. Aggression scores, in 

turn, were significantly related to increased alcohol use. It might be suggested, again, that 

for some adolescents, alcohol consumption could be seen as a means of coping with other 

effects (e.g. aggressive feelings) of parental divorce. 

Billingham, Post, and Gross (1993), in a study of changes in the level of alcohol 

consumption between high school and college, found that college students from divorced 

families did not differ in current alcohol consumption from students from non-divorced 

families. A gender difference was found with men currently consuming more alcohol than 

women, regardless of parental marital status. An interesting finding of this study was that 

a significantly greater proportion of students from non-divorced families reported drinking 

more than they did in high school, while a greater percentage (though non-significant) of 
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those from divorced families reported drinking less than they did in high school. 

Unfortunately, while the authors included statistics concerning current alcohol 

consumption and change in the level of consumption from high school to college, they did 

not include statistics regarding level of alcohol consumption in high school. One might 

wonder whether the alcohol consumption rate for those students from divorced families 

was already at a high level, and that going away to college did not greatly change this. 

Indeed, the authors cited lack of parental supervision as a highly probable factor 

influencing the increased alcohol use among those from non-divorced families. For 

students in the divorced family group, because of the absence of one parent due to the 

divorce and another parent due to probable employment outside the home, this lack of 

parental supervision is experienced at an earlier age. Had this same group of students 

been compared on amount of alcohol consumption in high school, it is possible that those 

from the divorced family group would have been at higher levels. 

Despite the seeming inconsistency of the final study reviewed, it is apparent that 

parental divorce, either directly or indirectly, does have an impact on the alcohol use 

patterns of older adolescents and young adults. Because alcohol and substance abuse have 

serious ramifications for the healthy functioning of individuals of all ages, and potentially 

affects each of the five major areas delineated by Demo and Acock (1988), the present 

study will focus on the influence that parental divorce exerts on this behavior. 
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Study of Family Conflict 

As evidenced by the studies in the previous section, parental divorce does indeed 

appear to have an impact on the nature and quality of personal adjustment in older 

adolescents and young adults. But is the break-up of the parental marriage adequate to 

fully explain the adjustment difficulties of the children? In a number of studies, variables 

such as gender (e.g. Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1979; Guidubaldi & Perry, 1985), age 

(e.g. Gabardi & Rosen, 1991), and socio-economic status (e.g. Guidubaldi & Perry, 1985; 

Santrock, 1975, cited in Demo & Acock, 1988) have been found to account for some of 

the variance between groups, and yet children and adolescents from divorced families still 

tend to be more poorly adjusted even when these variables are controlled. One variable 

which has recently been more thoroughly investigated as possibly the primary mediator in 

children's adjustment to divorce is the level of conflict within the overall family 

environment. 

Divorce and Family Conflict 

Studies of the effects of parental divorce on children's long term adjustment have 

fostered two diverse perspectives: the physical wholeness position and the psychological 

wholeness position. From the physical wholeness perspective, the break-up of the parental 

marriage and the subsequent absence of one of the parents is seen as the key factor 

affecting children's adjustment. According to the psychological wholeness perspective, the 

level of conflict within the family environment is seen as the key variable, independent of 

the parental marital status (Dancy & Handal, 1984). Studies have shown that regardless 

of gender or parental marital status, adolescents from high-conflict homes have more 
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adjustment problems than those from low-conflict homes (Slater & Haber, 1984; Enos & 

Handal, 1986). The results of many studies suggest that the post-divorce relationship 

between the parents might be the most important factor in the functioning of the family. 

Indeed, it has been suggested that the level of interparental conflict may be more central to 

children's adjustment than parental absence or the divorce itself (Peck, 1989). 

Slater and Haber (1984) examined adolescent adjustment to divorce as a function 

of family conflict levels, and found that high levels of family conflict were significantly 

associated with low overall self- esteem, regardless of parental marital status. This effect 

was also found to hold true across a number of self-esteem subscales including identity, 

self- satisfaction, and social self. Adolescents from high conflict homes were also found to 

have significantly higher anxiety and lower scores on a measure of internal locus of 

control. 

Dancy and Handal (1984) found that Black adolescents from divorced families did 

not differ from those from intact families on a number of measures, including peer 

relations. Adolescents from high conflict families, however, were found to spend 

significantly more time with peers than those from low conflict families, yet simultaneously 

were found to be significantly less satisfied with the quality of their social life. These same 

adolescents were found to exhibit better overall psychological adjustment than did those 

from low conflict families. These results were supported by Enos and Handal (1986), who 

found that among White adolescents, the perception of high family conflict was 

significantly related to measures of adolescent adjustment, regardless of parental marital 

status. Those from families perceived to be high in conflict showed significantly lower 
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levels of psychological adjustment and lower scores on a General Health Questionnaire, 

than did those from low conflict families. In terms of interpersonal relationships, these 

adolescents were found to be less satisfied with their social life than either the low or 

medium conflict groups. 

Kurdek and Sinclair (1988) found that among intact, step-parent, and mother-

custody divorced families, adjustment of adolescents was negatively related to family 

conflict, while social support from peers and family cohesion were associated with positive 

adjustment. This finding supported Peterson and Zill (1986) who, in a study of young 

adolescents, found that among intact and divorced families, persistent high conflict was 

significantly related to poorer parent-child relations. 

Slater and Calhoun (1988) examined college-age young adults for effects of 

divorce and family conflict on dating and social behavior. It was found that students from 

intact-low conflict homes reported more social support than those from divorced-high or 

low conflict homes, suggesting that both divorce and conflict are related to social 

functioning. In an interesting finding, students from divorced homes, who reported high 

levels of conflict in childhood—which decreased to low levels after divorce—had better 

indices of social functioning than those who reported low levels of conflict in childhood. 

The authors suggested that parental divorce might at times be less harmful to the child 

than a parental marriage filled with conflict. Another interesting finding in this study was 

that among the divorced group, students from high conflict families reported higher levels 

of satisfaction with the quality of their dating relationships—and more serious involvement-

-than those from low conflict families. The authors indicated the possibility that students 
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from the high conflict families may have developed lower expectations of intimate 

relationships, such that conflict is less threatening and termination of the relationship is a 

more acceptable alternative. Finally, while students from divorced-high conflict families 

reported higher levels of dating satisfaction, they were also found to be less likely to have 

a boyfriend or girlfriend. 

Lopez, Campbell, and Watkins (1989) examined the effects of parental marital 

conflict on college aged adolescents. Results indicated that those from high conflict 

homes were significantly higher on measures of attitudinal independence from each parent, 

but significantly lower on the measure of conflictual independence, than were those 

reporting low levels of parental marital conflict. These same students scored lower than 

their low conflict peers on all four subscales of a college adjustment measure including 

academic, personal, social, and institutional attachment. 

In a community-based, longitudinal study examining the effects of divorce and 

family conflict on the well-being of adolescents, Mechanic and Hansell (1989) found that 

family conflict had more negative-effects on adolescents than did parental divorce or 

separation. In both the divorced and non-divorced groups, adolescents who reported 

higher family conflict were less well adjusted on measures of depression, anxiety, self-

esteem, and physical symptoms. Higher levels of family conflict were associated with 

longitudinal increases on each of these symptoms except self-esteem. In addition, 

adolescents from non-divorced, but high conflict, families were less well adjusted than 

were those from divorced, but low conflict, families, suggesting that conflict is indeed a 

strong mediator of adolescent adjustment to parental divorce. Gender differences were 



18 

found in that females were more likely to experience increased symptoms over time than 

were males. Older adolescents exhibited increased anxiety over time. 

Seeking to investigate the validity of results obtained by Kurdek and Sinclair 

(1988), Borrine, Handal, Brown, and Searight (1991) examined intact (non-divorced), 

divorced, and blended (step-parent) families. It was found that parental marital status 

alone was not related to adolescent psychological and general health adjustment, but that 

perceived level of family conflict was related to adjustment. 

Black and Pedro-Carroll (1993), in a study of long term effects of divorce on 

college students, found that students from high conflict families scored lower on measures 

of interpersonal trust and higher on measures of interpersonal dependency than those from 

low conflict families. Parental marital status was not found to be.associated with these 

outcomes. It is important to note, however, that in this study the average length of time 

since the experience of divorce was greater than ten years. Thus it is unclear whether time 

may have buffered the effects of parental divorce per se. 

Blue (1995) examined the effects of parental divorce and level of family conflict on 

the parent-child relationships of college students. In this study, students from divorced 

families were found to be less well adjusted than were those from non-divorced families. 

While these results were significant, much greater influence on adolescent adjustment was 

found for the family conflict variable, with those students from high conflict families 

exhibiting lower scores on measures of adolescent trust and communication with parents, 

and higher scores on a measure of adolescent anger/alienation from parents. An additional 

interaction was found for divorce and family conflict, with those from non-divorced, high 
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conflict families exhibiting greater anger/alienation from parents than did those from 

divorced, low conflict families. These findings support earlier findings of Slater and 

Calhoun (1988) and Mechanic and Hansell (1989), suggesting not only that family conflict 

is indeed the key variable mediating adolescent adjustment to parental divorce, but that it 

also exerts a powerful influence on adolescents regardless of parental marital status. 

From the studies reviewed above, it appears that family conflict does have effects 

on the personal functioning of adolescents. In addition, as found in the divorce literature, 

family conflict has also been implicated as a strong influence on the development of 

alcohol and substance abuse behaviors of adolescents. 

Family Conflict and Adolescent Alcohol Use 

In a study of differences in pre-adolescent and adolescent alcohol use, Brook and 

Brook (1988) found that parent/child conflict and lower parental affection, among other 

variables, were significantly related to alcohol involvement. Interestingly, mother/child 

conflict had a greater influence than did father/child conflict on both pre-adolescent and 

adolescent alcohol use. This may be supportive of earlier findings in that with divorce, 

conflict with the non-custodial parent (usually the father) may decrease, while conflict 

with the custodial parent may continue or become worse. Some studies have shown that 

adolescent adjustment to divorce may be related to the mother's own adjustment to the 

divorce (Stolberg & Bush, 1985). Conversely, if after divorce the overall level of family 

conflict is greatly reduced, more positive adjustment of adolescents is likely to be found. 

Pardeck, et al. (1991), as shown previously in Section One, found a relationship 

between parental divorce and potential alcoholism among college students. Also found in 



20 

this study was a significant relationship between family conflict and potential alcoholism. 

Students from high conflict families were more likely to attain higher scores on an 

alcoholism screening test than were their peers from low conflict families. The authors 

suggested that these results provided support for the hypothesis that alcoholism potential 

among adolescents is strongly related to a troubled family system. 

In a study which attempted to provide validation for the Children of Alcoholics 

Screening Test (CAST), Dinning and Berk (1989) found that among older adolescents 

(mean age 16.6 years) high scores on the CAST were significantly related to high family 

conflict. A gender difference was found, with a significant relationship between CAST 

scores and high family conflict being found for males, but not for females. Though this 

study did not examine the use of alcohol by the adolescents themselves, it did provide 

evidence suggesting a link between parental alcohol use and high levels of family conflict. 

Consistent with this finding, Yama, Tovey, Fogas, and Teegarden (1992) found 

that parental alcoholism was strongly related to adolescent perceptions of high family 

conflict. Additionally, the significance of this relationship was commensurate with the 

relationship between childhood sexual abuse and perceived family conflict, suggesting that 

the incidence of parental alcoholism can be a significant and very disruptive factor in the 

lives of adolescents who grow up in such an environment. 

Summary of Divorce and Conflict Literature 

From the studies reviewed in the previous two sections, some tentative conclusions 

can be drawn. One conclusion is that it appears that at least two of the three central 

points of the Wallerstein and Kelly (1974, 1975, 1976, 1985, 1987) studies are well 
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supported. First, it seems clear that parental divorce does indeed affect adolescents. 

Adolescents and young adults from divorced families are consistently found to be less well 

adjusted than their peers from intact families. Secondly, it also seems clear that there are 

other variables which may influence children's ability to adjust after parental divorce. 

While such variables as gender, socio-economic status, and age have been shown to have 

some influence, the level of family conflict may be the most important variable influencing 

children's adjustment to divorce. The third central point of the Wallerstein and Kelly 

(1974, 1975, 1976, 1985, 1987) study, that the effects of divorce vary with the age of the 

child at the time of the divorce, was less clearly supported. Studies reviewed above have 

shown that there are differences in behavioral responses between pre-adolescent and 

adolescent groups, as well as between middle adolescents and college-age adolescents. 

What might be concluded, then, is that the event of parental divorce may disrupt normal 

development and lead to less adaptive adjustment behaviors. An attempt was made in the 

present study to determine if indeed there were differences in manifested behavior of older 

adolescents and young adults, based on their age at the time of the parental divorce. 

Apart from the support for the three central points above, another finding of the 

divorce and family conflict literature review is that the level of family conflict, beyond 

having a mediating effect on adolescent adjustment to parental divorce, actually has a 

powerful influence of its own on adolescent adjustment regardless of parental marital 

status. 

An additional finding of the literature review is that both parental divorce and 

family conflict have been implicated as factors relating to higher levels of alcohol use and 
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alcohol related problem behaviors among adolescents and young adults. Further, it has 

been suggested that alcohol consumption behavior among adolescents might be 

conceptualized as a coping response to a troubled family system. While this may be true, 

another variable emerged from the literature review which must be taken into 

consideration: the influence of family alcohol use patterns, particularly parental alcohol 

consumption. 

While many studies have shown a strong relationship between parental divorce and 

family conflict (e.g. Blue, 1995; Slater & Calhoun, 1988), a number of studies have also 

shown a relationship between level of family conflict and parental alcohol consumption 

patterns (e.g. Dinning & Berk, 1989; Yama, et al., 1992). Because of these findings and 

their potential interrelation with parental divorce and family conflict in influencing 

adolescent alcohol use, as well as alcohol related problem behaviors, the following section 

will examine this variable. 

Study of the Impact of Family Alcohol History 

By the end of the 1960s substance abuse among older adolescents and young 

adults had become quite rampant (Adger, 1991). Until the late 1970s, literature examining 

potential causal factors was sparse. Since that time there has been an increasing number 

of studies examining the problem of adolescent and young adult alcohol and substance 

use. Adger (1991) suggested that risk factors for alcohol and other substance abuse fall 

into five broad categories: genetic and family factors, peer factors, psychological factors, 

biological factors, and environmental factors. A sixth category, demographic factors, was 

also indicated. While demographic variables such as age, gender, ethnicity, and socio-
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economic status will be briefly examined in this study, the primary focus of this study will 

on family factors. 

When looking at family factors, there is a caveat which must be considered: there 

may be a distinction between "familial" and "non-familial" alcoholism. Goodwin (1983) 

reviewed alcoholism literature involving numerous twin and adoption studies and found 

that there may be a strong genetic component to alcoholism, and that as many as 20-25 

percent of sons of alcoholics would themselves be alcoholic. This is familial alcoholism, 

and it is usually accompanied by at least two primary markers—an earlier age of onset and 

a greater severity of symptoms—which differentiate it from non-familial alcoholism, in 

which no prior family incidence of alcoholism is known to be present. Thus in the present 

study, while college students who have a positive alcoholic family history would be 

expected to be at greater risk for alcoholism than those with a negative family alcoholism 

history, a primary research question will be to determine what role the family factors of 

family conflict and parental divorce play in exacerbating the risk of potential alcoholism 

among adolescents from both groups. 

Family History of Alcoholism and Adolescent Alcohol Use 

Schuckit and Chiles (1978) compared the family histories of two groups of 

adolescents, with one group consisting of adolescent psychiatric inpatients, and the second 

group consisting of adolescents who had been arrested for an alcohol related crime, such 

as minor possession of alcohol or Driving While Intoxicated (DWI). Each of these groups 

of adolescents were further divided into two groups based on information about their 

parents obtained from the family history—those who had at least one parent with a 
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psychiatric disorder and those who had at least one parent with an alcohol or antisocial 

disorder. Those whose parents who did not meet the criteria for these groups were 

separated into "intact home" and "broken home" groups, in order to see whether family 

problems might play a role in adolescent problems. Of the alcohol arrest group, 43 

percent of adolescents having a parent with a psychiatric disorder had been arrested for an 

alcohol related offense, while 39 percent of those having an alcoholic/antisocial parent had 

been arrested. Of those from "broken homes", 37 percent had been arrested for an alcohol 

related offense, as compared to 22 percent of those from intact families. Of the 

psychiatric inpatient group, 39 percent of those having an alcoholic/antisocial parent had 

been arrested for an alcohol offense, while none of those having a parent with a psychiatric 

disorder had been arrested for an alcohol offense. No difference was found for this group 

on the "broken home" variable. Among all subgroups the percentage of adolescents 

reporting marijuana and other substance use was quite high, and fairly equally dispersed. 

While this study seems somewhat flawed in combining alcoholic parents with 

antisocial disordered parents, the results do indicate a link between parental alcohol 

problems and alcohol related problems among their adolescent children. Results also 

suggest that other disturbances in the family, such as parental divorce or the presence of a 

parental psychiatric problem, may also be related to adolescent alcohol related problems, 

as well as other substance use. This further supports the contention that alcohol 

consumption among adolescents may be a coping response to a troubled family system 

(Pardeck, et al., 1991). 



25 

Schuckit (1982) compared alcohol related behavior of young adult males with or 

without familial alcoholism. While those with a family history of alcoholism were 

demographically matched on a number of variables with those with no reported alcoholic 

family history, significant differences still emerged. Although actual current drinking, in 

terms of both frequency and amounts, were nearly equal, those with alcoholic family 

histories were significantly higher on a number of alcohol related problems, including 

having experienced serious symptoms such as "shakes" and blackouts. These individual 

were also non-significantly higher in all other categories of alcohol related problems, such 

as auto accidents, losing friends, and trying to stop drinking. In an incidental additional 

finding, those with family histories of alcoholism were significantly more likely to have 

lived with a substitute father and to have lived with their biological father for 10 years or 

• 

fewer, again providing some support for a link between family disruption and adolescent 

alcohol use. They were also found to be significantly more likely to receive a psychiatric 

diagnosis. 

Results of a study by Knowles and Schroeder (1989) were consistent with 

Schuckit (1982) in that adolescents from alcoholism-positive families did not differ from 

those from alcoholism-negative families in either frequency or amount of drinking. They 

were, however, significantly higher in numerous areas of alcohol related problems, 

including missing school, binge behavior, car accidents, having the "shakes", blackouts, 

and driving while drinking. Results were most striking when more than one family 

member (i.e. parent and other relative) with alcohol abuse problems was present. 
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Brown, Creamer, and Stetson (1987) examined the role of parental modeling of 

alcohol use in shaping adolescent expectancies of alcohol effects. Adolescent alcohol 

abusers and non-abusers with either positive or negative family history of alcohol abuse 

were compared. The alcohol abusing group was found to have significantly higher 

positive alcohol expectancy scores across all scales (e.g. Global positive changes, sexual 

enhancement, relaxation and tension reduction, etc.) than the non-abusing group. Further, 

adolescents with an alcohol abusing parent were found to expect more cognitive and 

motor enhancement from alcohol use than were those with negative family alcohol 

histories. These results would seem to suggest a family influence factor rather than a 

biological or genetic factor, though such a factor might still be present. 

In a study of over 700 college males, McCaul, Turkkan, Svikis, Bigelow, and 

Cromwell (1990) examined young adult alcohol and drug use as a function of family 

history of alcoholism. Results indicated that students from alcoholism-positive families 

were significantly younger at the time they began using alcohol, significantly higher in 

number of drinks per month, and had a significantly higher number of severe abuse cases 

(100+ drinks per month) than were students from alcoholism-negative families. In 

addition, while there were a high proportion of marijuana users in all groups, those from 

alcoholism-positive families were again found to have been younger at the time of first 

use, as well as to be significantly higher in current and lifetime frequency of use. A greater 

tendency towards experimentation with other drugs was also found for the family history 

positive group. 
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Pandina and Johnson (1990) also compared adolescents with either positive or 

negative family alcoholism history and found that adolescents from alcoholism-positive 

families were twice as likely than those from alcoholism-negative families to have 

experienced serious (self-reported) alcohol problems and to have presented for treatment. 

Among all adolescents who reported having experienced serious problems, other drug 

use—either alone or in combination with alcohol—was as likely to be reported as were 

problems with alcohol alone, suggesting that the behavioral manifestations of adolescents 

from alcoholism-positive families are not limited to alcohol use. These authors indicated, 

however, that although the alcoholism-positive group was higher in serious problems than 

the alcoholism-negative group, the actual incidence of serious problems was only 12 

percent, suggesting that family history alone is not a sufficient predictor of future 

adolescent problems. 

While the studies above tend to show a clear relationship between family history of 

alcohol problems and current adolescent alcohol and other substance use problems, other 

studies have refuted these findings. Studies by both Havey and Dodd (1993) and 

Alterman, Searles, and Hall (1989) found no differences in drinking behavior between 

college student sons of alcoholics and non-alcoholics. Alterman, et al. (1989) suggested 

that perhaps college students are a higher functioning group who might be less likely to 

develop a dependency type of problem. The authors believed a more plausible explanation 

would be that alcohol dependency often takes up to 10 or more years to develop, and that 

heavy drinking in college is only a symptom of overall dependency potential. Longitudinal 
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follow-up of late adolescents and college aged young adults might supply more 

information in this area. 

From this representative review of the literature concerning family history of 

alcohol use, it is apparent that a family influence exists in many cases, whether it is 

biological, genetic, learned behavior, or the result of family dysfunction or disruption. As 

stated earlier, the present study will primarily focus on the aspects of family dysfunction or 

disruption, examining what role these factors play in families with or without histories of 

alcoholism or alcohol abuse. 

Brief Review of Developmental Theories 

It is important that this study should include a brief discussion of developmental 

theories, in order to gain a basic understanding of the "normal" progression of children's 

developmental stages, phases, or tasks, and how divorce, family conflict, and history of 

family alcohol consumption patterns might disrupt this. 

Theories of Development 

While there are a large number of developmental theories, most, if not all, of these 

theories can be categorized in one of three broad types or models: the psychological-

biological (also known as stage theories), the cultural-learning, and the organismic-

humanistic models (Jones, Garrison, & Morgan, 1985). 

The psychological-biological—stage theories—view individuals as being in a 

constant state of dynamic flux between certain inborn instincts and environmental 

pressures. The state of the conflict between these two forces depends greatly upon which 

stage of physical development the individual has attained. The person at each stage is 
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confronted with a particular conflict, crisis, or critical developmental task. The personality 

style of the individual is largely determined by the degree of success he or she has in 

resolving these stage related conflicts. Major stage theories include Freud's Psycho-sexual 

theory, Erikson's Psycho-social theory, Piaget's Cognitive theory, and Havighurst's 

Developmental Tasks theory (Jones, et al., 1985). 

The cultural-learning models view individuals in a mechanistic way—as machines 

reacting to external, environmental stimuli rather than being initiators of behavior. 

Theorists in this category attempt to identify and quantify environmental factors that lead 

to particular behaviors. Focus is often on breaking down complex stimuli and behaviors 

into their smallest components. In terms of development, these models focus on early 

learning experiences and their effect on later behavior. Theorists in this category include 

Skinner's Operant Conditioning, Watson's Behaviorism, and Bandura's Social Learning 

Theory (Jones, et al., 1985). 

The organismic-humanistic model views individuals as having control over much 

of their development. Both qualitative and quantitative change are inherent in human 

beings, with life experiences seen as factors which can expedite or delay development. 

Proponents of this model view human beings as capable of actively shaping their own 

lives, endowed with an inherent tendency to strive to reach their fullest potential. 

Theorists in this category include Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow (Jones, et al., 1985). 

Though there are clearly differences in the theories represented by these 

categories, on at least one important point they do agree; that is, that experiences in the 

early developmental life of an individual can have an impact-positive or negative-on the 
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present and future behavior of that individual (Jones, et al., 1985). In this study, early life 

experiences (parental divorce, family conflict, and family history of alcohol use) were 

examined in order to determine their effects on the present day adjustment (alcohol abuse 

and alcohol related problem consequences) of older adolescents and young adults. 

For the purposes of this study, these variables were examined in the 

developmental context of three age groups, loosely based on the developmental stages of 

Erikson (1963, cited in Ryckman, 1985). Erikson's theory follows the epigenetic 

principle, which states that development follows a set sequence. It states further that 

while successful resolution of the crises or tasks in one stage leads to a strengthening of 

the ego, failure to successfully resolve the difficulties at one stage decreases the chances of 

successfully adjusting to later stages (Ryckman, 1985). If indeed parental divorce and 

family conflict disrupt the early development of children, it follows that these individuals 

should manifest difficulties in managing the demands of their present day developmental 

stage, and might thus be more likely candidates for alcohol abuse and alcohol related 

problems. 

Summary of Literature Findings 

The following statements summarize the findings of this literature review: 

1) Parental divorce does have an impact on the personal adjustment of 

adolescents and young adults. 

2) Family structural variables (such as parental divorce) have been implicated 

as having influence on adolescent alcohol and substance use. 
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3) Family conflict may be the key variable in mediating adolescent adjustment 

to parental divorce, but it also has a powerful effect on adjustment 

regardless of parental marital status. 

4) Family conflict has also been implicated as having an influence on 

adolescent alcohol and substance use. 

5) The effects of parental divorce and family conflict may tend to disrupt 

normal developmental processes, leading to earlier experimentation with 

alcohol and drugs. 

6) Family history of alcoholism or alcohol abuse does have an impact on the 

development of alcohol and other substance related problems in 

adolescents, both genetically and environmentally. 

7) There are likely to be gender differences in alcohol and substance abuse 

behaviors, with males tending to exhibit higher levels of consumption and 

related behavioral problems. 

8) Most developmental theories agree that early life experiences can have a 

great impact on the subsequent behavior of individuals. 

9) According to the epigenetic principle of development, failure to resolve 

issues or difficulties at earlier stages of development decreases the chances 

of successfully adjusting to the demands of later stages. 

The purpose of this study was to extend the data base of research in the areas of 

divorce, family conflict, and family alcohol history by examining the effect of these 

variables on the susceptibility to alcohol and substance abuse in college age adolescents 
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and young adults. Primary questions included: 1) Do late adolescents and young adults 

from divorced families differ from adolescents and young adults from intact families in the 

area of alcohol abuse and alcohol related problem behaviors?; 2) What role does the 

perceived level of family conflict play in the mediation of adjustment to parental divorce, 

specifically in the area of alcohol abuse and alcohol related problem behaviors?; 3) Do the 

effects of these variables vary based on whether or not there is a positive family alcohol 

history?; 4) Are there gender differences in adolescent and young adult alcohol and 

substance use?; and 5) Are there differences in behavioral manifestations based on the 

timing of the family disruption? 

Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses were examined: 

1. College students from divorced families would rate themselves as having a 

higher level of alcohol use behaviors (as measured by the demographic 

questionnaire) and would have a greater incidence of alcohol-related 

problem consequences (as measured by the Young Adult Alcohol Problems 

Screening Test (YAAPST)), than would those from non-divorced families. 

2. College students from families perceived to be high in conflict (as measured 

by the Family Environment Scale (FES)), would rate themselves as having 

a higher level of alcohol use behaviors (as measured by the demographic 

questionnaire), and would have a greater incidence of alcohol-related 

problem consequences (as measured by the YAAPST), than would 

students from families perceived to be low in conflict. 
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3. An interaction effect for parental marital status and family conflict would 

be found, with college students in non-divorced, high conflict families 

having the highest self-ratings of alcohol use behaviors and alcohol-related 

problem consequences. 

4. College students with a positive family history of alcoholism or alcohol 

abuse would rate themselves as having a higher level of alcohol use 

behaviors (as measured by the demographic questionnaire) and would have 

a greater incidence of alcohol-related problem consequences (as measured 

by the YAAPST) than would students from families with a negative history 

of alcoholism or alcohol abuse. 

5. There would be a gender difference, with males rating themselves as having 

a higher level of alcohol use behaviors (as measured by the demographic 

questionnaire) and a greater incidence of alcohol-related problem 

consequences (as measured by the YAAPST) than females. 

If hypothesis one were supported, a follow-up analysis of the data was to be done 

in order to determine whether there were differences in the effects of divorce based upon 

the age of the child at the time of divorce. As stated earlier, developmental theories in 

general-and the epigenetic principle in particular-would suggest that more negative 

effects (i.e. greater susceptibility to alcohol abuse and alcohol related problem 

consequences) would be exhibited by those who had experienced the parental divorce at 

an earlier age than by those who had this experience at a later age. For the purposes of 
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this exploration, the participants in the study were assigned to one of three "developmental 

level" groups based on their age at the time of parental divorce. 



CHAPTER 2 

METHOD 

Participants 

Subjects were 359 students who were enrolled in undergraduate psychology 

courses at a major university in the southwestern United States. Subjects were between 

the ages of 17-23 years, and participation was open to all age-appropriate students 

independent of gender, ethnicity, or religion. In return for their participation, students 

received extra credit points towards their course grade. 

Instruments 

Demographic Questionnaire. A demographic questionnaire, developed for this 

study, requested information about the subjects' age, gender, parental marital status, age at 

the time of the divorce, the length of time that had passed'since the divorce, current 

parental custody status, current residential status, information about the subjects' 

relationship with each parent, current student classification (e.g. freshman, sophomore, 

etc.), and family socio-economic status. The questionnaire also requested information 

regarding family history of alcohol use patterns, including whether or not alcoholism or 

alcohol abuse has been present within the family in the current or previous generations, as 

well as the students' own alcohol use patterns (frequency, amount, and self-ratings). 

Higher self-ratings indicated that subjects viewed themselves as having higher levels of 

alcohol use (see Demographics Questionnaire, Appendix D). 

35 
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The Family Environment Scale. The Family Environment Scale, Form Real (FES, 

Moos & Moos, 1981), was used to obtain subjects' perceptions of their family climate 

during their childhood and adolescence. The FES is a 90-item, true-false test that yields 

standard scores on three dimensions: the Relationship dimension, consisting of the 

Cohesion, Expressiveness and Conflict subscales; the Personal Growth dimension, which 

consists of the Independence, Achievement Orientation, Intellectual-Cultural Orientation, 

Active-Recreational Orientation, and Moral-Religious subscales; and the System 

Maintenance dimension, which consists of the Organization and Control subscales. 

Recent norms were obtained for the FES, derived from 1,125 families. The sample 

covered all areas of the country, using single parent, multigenerational, and ethnic families, 

and families of all age groups. Internal consistencies (Cronbach's Alpha) for each of the 

subscales range from .61 to .78, item-to-subscale intercorrelations range from .78 to .44, 

and subscale test-retest reliabilities range from .68 to .86. Subscale intercorrelations 

average around .20. Although subjects completed all subscales, the present study focused 

on the Conflict subscale. 

The Young Adult Alcohol Problems Screening Test (YAAPST). The Young 

Adult Alcohol Problems Screening Test (Hubert & Sher, 1992) is a 36 item questionnaire 

which measures the negative behavioral consequences of alcohol use and abuse among 

college students. These consequences include hangovers, blackouts, driving under the 

influence of alcohol, poor class attendance, sexual conduct problems, and others. The 

instrument is designed to measure the level of severity of the consequences, as well as 

giving information about both recent and overall lifetime problems. This study 



37 

concentrated on current level of alcohol related problems, utilizing the "in the past year" 

scoring method. Items marked "0" or "1" ("never" and "yes, but not in the past year") are 

not scored. Point totals of "2" or greater are tallied to show the current level of severity 

of alcohol related problems. Internal consistency of the instrument, obtained via 

coefficient alpha and analyses, is quite good, with alphas ranging from .83 to .87 for the 

three areas measured. Test-Retest reliability coefficients were also quite good, with 

correlations ranging from .73 to .85 over a 9-month interval. Concurrent validity of the 

instrument was evaluated by comparisons with other alcohol-related measures, and was 

found to have significantly high correlations with these measures. 

Procedure 

Subjects for the study were recruited from undergraduate psychology courses 

during regular class hours. In addition, a notice was posted on the psychology graduate 

students' research extra-credit board. Students who fit the study criteria were further 

informed of the nature of the study, read and signed the informed consent form, and 

completed the demographic questionnaire, the FES, and the YAAPST in order. Data 

collection for this study took place during each semester period, beginning in Spring, 1996 

and ending during the Spring, 1997 semester. 

Design and Data Analysis 

The design of the study w a s a 2 X 2 X 2 X 2 factorial design, the factors being 

parental marital status (non-divorced or divorced), level of perceived family conflict (low 

or high), family history of alcoholism or alcohol abuse (positive or negative) and gender 

(male or female). Data were analyzed using Multivariate Analysis of Variance 
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(MANOVA) to examine main effects and interaction effects of the variables. This was 

followed by univariate analysis where appropriate. For each of the five hypotheses in this 

study there were two separate, but related, aspects of the dependent variable; that is, 

there is a "level of current alcohol use behaviors" aspect and a "level of alcohol related 

problems" aspect. Statistical analyses were conducted to examine the effects on each of 

these two aspects. 



CHAPTER 3 

RESULTS 

Hypothesis one predicted that students from divorced families would rate 

themselves as having a higher level of alcohol use behaviors and a that they would have a 

greater incidence of alcohol-related problem consequences. This was not supported. 

Data analysis revealed no significant differences between groups of students from divorced 

or non-divorced families on either of the variables (see Table 1). No subsequent one-way 

analyses were conducted. 

Table 1 

Multivariate Analysis of Variance for Hypothesis 1: Parental Marital Status bv Self-ratings 

of Alcohol Use and Alcohol-related Problems 

Source df F Sienif. 

Parstat (Hyp 1) 2 .857 .425 (ns) 

Error 333 

Note: Parstat = Parental Marital Status 

Hypothesis two predicted that students from families perceived to be high in 

conflict would rate themselves as having a higher level of alcohol use behaviors and would 

have a greater incidence of alcohol-related problem consequences. This hypothesis was 

partially supported. 

39 
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The results of a one-way MANOVA with conflict (with three levels) as the 

independent variable achieved a 2 value which warranted follow-up analyses, F(4, 666) = 

2.18, p = .07. There was a small effect size as shown by Wilks' lambda (0.974) 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996) (see Table 2). 

Table 2 

Multivariate Analysis of Variance for Hypothesis 2: Level of Family Conflict by Self-

ratines of Alcohol Use and Alcohol-related Problems-

Source df F Signif. 

Conflict (Hyp 2) 4 2.18 .07 (ns) 

Error 666 

Subsequent univariate ANOVAs revealed no significant differences on subjects' self-

ratings of alcohol use, but a significant difference was found for the alcohol-related 

problems variable, F(2,334) = 2.06, p = .011. Subjects from families perceived to be high in 

conflict had a higher incidence of alcohol-related problems (M = 32.19) than did those from 

families perceived to be low (M= 21.87)or medium (M= 23.85) in conflict (see Table 3). 

Table 3 

Follow-up univariate analyses for Hypothesis 2. Conflict flow, medium, and high groups) 

Dependent measure df F Signif. 

AlcSelf 2,334 2.06 .130 (ns) 

AlcProbs 2,334 4.36 .014 
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Eta squared, a measure of effect size, was .015, suggesting that the effect of the 

family conflict variable on subjects' alcohol-related problems was small (Keppel, 1994). 

Multivariate analysis of variance using only low and high family conflict groups 

(i.e. excluding the medium conflict group) yielded significant differences, F(2, 257) = 4.25, 

2 = .015 (see Table 4). Wilks Lambda revealed this to be a small effect (Wilks Lambda = 

.96) (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996). 

Table 4 

Multivariate Analysis of Variance for Hypothesis 2: Family Conflict (Low versus High 

Only) by Self-Ratings of Alcohol Use and Alcohol-related Problems. 

Source df F Signif. 

Con Low/High only 4 4.25 .015 

Error 257 

Follow-up univariate tests revealed two significant results (see Table 5). Subjects 

from high conflict families were found to have rated themselves significantly higher on 

personal level of alcohol use (M = 3.21) than subjects from low conflict families (M = 

2.88), F(l, 258) = 4.50, g = .035. Eta squared was .015, indicating that the size of effect 

was small (Keppel, 1994). Subjects from high conflict families were also found to have 

significantly higher incidences of alcohol-related problems (M = 32.43) than did those 

from low conflict families (M = 22.46), F(l, 258) = 8.26, Q = .004. Eta squared was .032, 

suggesting a more meaningful, but still fairly small effect size (Keppel, 1994). 
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Table 5 

Follow-up univariate analyses for Hypotheses 2. Conflict flow and high groups only) 

Dependent measure df F Signif. 

AlcSelf 1,258 4.50 .035 

AlcProbs 1,258 8.26 .004 

Note: AlcProbs = Level of alcohol-related problems as measured by the YAAPST. 

AlcSelf = Subjects' ratings of their own level of alcohol use. 

Hypothesis three predicted an interaction effect of the parental marital status and 

family conflict variables. This was not supported (See Table 6). Using multivariate 

analysis of variance, no interaction effect was found for the parental marital status and 

level of family conflict variables with regard to any combination of the outcome variables. 

No follow-up analyses were conducted. 

Table 6 

Multivariate Analysis of Variance for Hypothesis 3: Interaction of Parental Marital Status 

and Family Conflict bv Self-ratings of Alcohol Use and Alcohol-related Problems-

Source df F Signif. 

Parstat/Con (Hyp 3) 4 .992 .607 (ns) 

Error 666 

Hypothesis four predicted that subjects with a positive family history of alcoholism 

or alcohol abuse would rate themselves as having a higher level of alcohol use behaviors 



43 

and would have a greater level of alcohol-related problem consequences. This was 

partially supported (See Table 7). Multivariate analysis of variance revealed significant 

differences between subjects with positive family history of alcoholism and those with no 

family history of alcoholism, F(2, 333) = 4.45, g = .012, though only a small effect (Wilks 

lambda = .97). 

Table 7 

Multivariate Analysis of Variance for Hypothesis 4: Familiv History of Alcoholism hv 

Self-ratings of Alcohol Use and Alcohol-related Problems-

Source df F Sienif. 

Histalc* (Hyp 4) 2 4.45 .012 

Error 333 

Note: Histalc = Family History of Alcoholism. 

Subsequent univariate analyses yielded no differences between groups with regard 

to subjects' self-ratings of level of alcohol use. A significant difference was found, 

however, with regard to the alcohol-related problems variable, F(l, 334) = 7.04, £ = .008. 

Subjects from families with a positive history of alcoholism/alcohol abuse were found to 

have higher incidences of alcohol-related problems (M = 31.16) than were those from 

families with a negative history (M = 23.60) (see Table 8). Eta squared was .02, 

suggesting that this effect was small. 
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Table 8 

Follow-up univariate analyses for Hypotheses 4. Family History of Alcoholism (positive or 

negative history) 

Dependent measure df F Signif. 

AlcSelf 1,334 0.293 .589 (ns) 

AlcProbs 1,334 7.04 .008 

Hypothesis five predicted that a gender difference would be observed, with males 

rating themselves higher than females on measures of level of personal alcohol use and 

level of alcohol related problem consequences. A significant multivariate effect was found 

for the Gender variable, partially supporting hypothesis five, F(2, 333) = 6.29, p < .002 

(See Table 9). 

Table 9 

Multivariate Analysis of Variance for Hypothesis 5: Gender bv Self-ratines of Alcohol Use 

and Alcohol-related Problems. 

Source df F Signif. 

Gender (Hyp 5) 2 6.29 <.002 

Error 333 

Subsequent analyses demonstrated that male subjects did not differ from females in 

self-reported level of alcohol use. Male subjects were, however, found to have a 
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significantly higher incidence of alcohol-related problems (M = 31.65) than did females (M 

= 23.10), F(l, 334) = 7.75, £ = .006 (see Table 10). Eta squared was .02, indicating a 

small effect size (Keppel, 1994). 

Table 10 

Follow-up univariate analyses for Hypothesis 5. Gender (female and male). 

Dependent measure df F Sianif. 

AlcSelf 1,334 0.001 .973 (ns) 

AlcProbs .1,334 7.75 .006 

Because Hypothesis One was not supported, no follow-up analysis was conducted 

for the purpose of determining whether there were differences in subjects' alcohol use 

patterns based on their age at the time of parental divorce. 



CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to extend the data base of research concerning the 

effects of parental divorce, family conflict, and family history of alcoholism on the 

adaptive functioning of college aged adolescents and young adults. This study focused on 

college students' level of alcohol use and level of alcohol related problems as the adaptive 

function variables. Five two-part hypotheses were proposed and data analysis was 

conducted. 

The results of this study were mixed: mild to moderate support was found for 

some hypotheses while no support was found for others. The first section of the 

discussion will focus on the results found regarding each of the proposed hypotheses, in 

the order proposed. The second section will consider the limitations of this study and 

offer suggestions for the direction of future research. 

Section One: Discussion of Results 

Hypothesis One: Parental Divorce 

Parental divorce had no apparent direct effect on level of alcohol use or alcohol-

related problems based on the results of this study. Previous studies (e.g. Billingham, et 

al., 1993; Workman & Beer, 1992) had shown that parental divorce may have no direct 

effect on the actual consumption of alcohol among adolescents and young adults, and so 

this variable was not considered in the present study. Support has been shown, however, 
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for the finding that adolescents and young adults from divorced families tend to suffer 

other problems related to parental divorce, such as lower self-esteem (Doherty and 

Needle, 1991), aggression (Workman & Beer, 1992), and potential for developing 

alcoholism (Pardeck, et al., 1991). Further, it was posited that these effects (lower self-

esteem, aggression, etc.) were either related to greater alcohol use or were likely to 

influence increased alcohol use in the future. Because of this, it was hypothesized in the 

present study that adolescents and young adults from divorced families would be more 

likely to experience higher levels of problems related to alcohol use. It was also expected 

that students from the divorced group would rate themselves higher in their level of 

alcohol use. Neither of these predictions was supported by the results. It may be that for 

most people, the event of parental divorce itself is a temporary stress placed upon 

members of a family which, over time, diminishes in effect. 

Past studies have demonstrated, however, that while some children and 

adolescents who come from divorced families show diminished effects over time, others 

tend to stay at a poor level of adjustment, while still others may be in worse condition 

(Wallerstein & Kelly, 1975, 1976). Thus, one might expect that some difference would be 

found between the divorced and non-divorced groups on these variables, but that was not 

the case. It appears, therefore, that the structure of the family exerts no direct influence 

on the behavior of adolescents and young adults in these areas. The discussion now turns 

to the possibility that functional aspects of family life may play a role in the development 

of alcohol use behaviors and alcohol-related problems. 
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Hypothesis Two: Family Conflict 

Level of family conflict was posited as being perhaps the single most crucial 

feature in the adjustment of children and adolescents, regardless of parental marital status. 

It was proposed in this study that subjects from families that were perceived to be high in 

conflict would be more prone to higher levels of alcohol use and alcohol-related problems, 

and this notion was partially supported. The consistent finding was that those from high 

conflict families were likely to have more alcohol-related problems than would those from 

low or medium conflict families, despite the fact that their self-ratings of their own level of 

alcohol intake were no different than the other groups. It may be that subjects from high 

conflict families never learned adequate or adaptive ways of managing life stressors, 

and/or developed maladaptive coping behaviors. This notion is supported by a number of 

studies in the literature (e.g. Dancy & Handal, 1984; Kurdek & Sinclair, 1988; Lopez, et 

al., 1989). It may be that, under stress, these subjects are more likely than others to turn to 

alcohol as a coping device. With the added influence of alcohol, the coping deficits of 

these subjects may be exacerbated, leading to higher levels of alcohol-related problem 

consequences. 

Hypothesis Three: Divorce and Conflict Interaction 

Hypothesis three, positing the probability of an interaction effect involving parental 

divorce and level of family conflict, was not supported. This was surprising, given the 

results of previous investigations (e.g. Slater & Calhoun, 1988; Blue, 1995). It seems well 

documented that parental divorce and family conflict are related, but results of this study 

found no interaction beyond the additive effect of the separate variables. It was expected 



49 

that subjects from non-divorced families-who perceived their level of family conflict to be 

high—would be at a higher risk than would those from divorced families with any conflict 

level. This was based on the theory that the subjects in non-divorced families would be 

exposed to continuing conflict throughout their childhood and adolescence, while parental 

divorce would generally reduce the adolescent's level of exposure to conflict (Slater & 

Calhoun, 1988). A problem with the present study is that there was no way to measure 

ongoing conflict within the family, and thus no way to determine a pre-and-post-divorce 

level of conflict for comparison with conflict in the non-divorced families. This will be 

discussed further in section two, along with other study limitations. 

Hypothesis Four: Family History of Alcoholism 

The impact of family history of alcoholism or alcohol abuse was also examined in 

this study and partial support was found for the hypothesis. While not differing on self-

ratings of alcohol use behaviors, subjects from families with a positive history (alcoholism 

present in the family) were found to be more likely to experience higher levels of alcohol-

related problems than were those from families with a negative history. The finding of no 

difference in self-ratings of alcohol use behaviors is a surprising finding in that a potential 

genetic/familial link in alcohol use patterns has been documented in the literature 

(Goodwin, 1983), though the "nature versus nurture" debate remains unresolved. It may 

be that subjects from "alcoholism positive" families have a "normalized" perception of 

their own drinking behavior, having grown up in homes where alcohol use was more 

commonplace. There is support in the literature for the idea that one's attitude towards 

alcohol use can affect one's self-reported levels of use (Huebner, et al., 1976). It may, of 
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course, also be that there are simply no differences in actual alcohol consumption 

behaviors. In a study of college students' drinking behavior, Rabow and Neuman (1984) 

observed that there is a tendency for college students to be "binge" drinkers who increase 

and decrease their drinking behavior in particular predictable patterns, based on academic 

and other stressors during the semester. While that study did not consider the family 

factors examined in this study, it revealed one of the difficulties in getting a clear picture 

of what drives student alcohol use. Because alcohol use is such a common behavior 

during the college years, it would be interesting to do a follow-up study of the same 

persons in the years after they leave college, to see if group differences emerged after 

young adults leave the setting in which drinking behavior was "normalized". 

The finding that subjects from alcoholism-positive families have more alcohol-

related problems—despite showing no differences in consumption level—is an interesting 

one. As stated above, it may be that self-report of alcohol use is skewed. But it may also 

be that there are other factors related to growing up in an alcoholism-positive family that 

might predispose children and adolescents to develop less adaptive behavior patterns. This 

idea is supported by other studies (e.g. Schuckit & Chiles, 1978; Schuckit, 1982; Knowles 

& Schroeder, 1989), and fits with other findings of this study (e.g. effects of family 

conflict) that seem to support the impact of the family environment on alcohol-use 

behaviors. The results of this study seem to indicate that alcohol-use behaviors may be 

less related to the structure of the family than to the functional aspects of the family. These 

may include such things as communication and conflict-resolution problems (Blue, 1995), 

the overall dysfunction of the family system (Pardeck, et al., 1991), attitudes of family 
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members towards alcohol-use behavior (Brown et al., 1987), the modeling of alcohol use 

by older family members (Chassin, Mann, & Sher, 1988), and others. 

Hypothesis Five: Gender Differences in Alcohol Use 

The analysis of the gender variable yielded results similar to those involving the 

other independent variables. While virtually no difference was found between males and 

females in their self-reported levels of alcohol use behaviors, a perhaps more important 

finding was that males do tend to experience significantly higher levels of alcohol-related 

problems than do females. The lack of difference between males and females in level of 

alcohol use was an unexpected finding. Several studies support the hypothesis that there 

are gender differences in alcohol use, with males generally consuming more alcohol than 

females (Doherty & Needle, 1991; Billingham, et al., 1993). There are other studies, 

however, which have shown that males and females do not necessarily differ in their self-

reports of alcohol use (e.g. Pandina & Johnson, 1990). Actual alcohol use, especially 

when relying on self-reports over direct observation, is therefore rather difficult to 

determine. Several studies examined alcohol-related problems (e.g. Schuckit, 1982; 

McCaul, et al., 1990), but most of these studies either involved males only or failed to 

examine gender differences. 

The results of the present study indicated that while males did not differ from 

females in terms of self-ratings of alcohol use behaviors, they did endorse items that 

suggested a significantly higher level of alcohol-related problems. There could be a 

number of reasons for this finding. It is possible that there is a difference in the level of 

disclosure regarding certain aspects of alcohol related issues. The instrument used to 
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measure the level of alcohol-related problems in the present study contains items about 

hangovers, unwanted or unexpected sexual behaviors, aggressive behaviors, and other 

sensitive topics. While females may match males in disclosure of levels of alcohol use, 

there might be something of a difference in their level of disclosure of other behaviors. 

There may be a tendency towards the stereotype, with females being less willing to 

disclose sexual details, for example, while males may be more likely to "boast" about the 

same issue. Still, this is a stereotype, and the fact that the "disclosure" of these behaviors 

was made with the promise of confidentiality makes this stereotyped hypothesis less 

plausible. 

A second possibility involves another generalization; that is, that males may be 

more likely than females to act out in externalized behaviors. It is .generally accepted that 

males are more likely than females to be more aggressive, to get into physical altercations, 

to be more sexually focused, and so forth. The assistant director of the Center for Alcohol 

Education at a major private university has stated that men are also much more likely than 

women to be boastful about their drinking behavior and their sexual "conquests", and even 

to treat hangovers and getting sick as a topic of humor (West, C., personal 

communication, 1997). In addition, there may be a societal "double standard" in the types 

of behavior that are "acceptable" for young men and women. It is possible then that, 

given these assertions, men scored higher because they do indeed exhibit more of these 

behaviors, and experience more of the direct consequences that result from such behavior. 

Yet another possibility is that there are differences in the rate at which drinks are 

consumed, with males drinking more quickly. It is likely that a person who consumes five 
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drinks in one hour will be more impaired than will a person who has five drinks over a 

five-hour period. This person would then, theoretically, be more likely to experience other 

problems related to alcohol use. 

Section Two: Limitations of Study and Implications for Research 

In this study there were of number of limitations, some having to do with means of 

measurement and others having to do with design. One limitation has to do with the 

measurement of family conflict. This study utilized one of the most common scales (the 

F.E.S.) for examining conflict. The conflict subscale of the FES, however, contains only 

nine items, which limits its value in both power and specificity. That is to say, a higher 

number of items would constitute a more valid and reliable instrument, as well as 

providing more depth of understanding of the type, severity, and context of the conflict 

being measured. A second problem involving the conflict variable is that one is required 

to rely on an overall, retrospective look at family conflict, as perceived and recalled from 

the past by the subject. This makes it difficult to determine whether conflict was chronic 

or it involved a series of acute events, which and how many family members were most 

involved in family conflict (e.g. parental conflict vs. sibling conflict), the timing of periods 

of conflict, and other aspects. Because family conflict plays such an important part in the 

overall adjustment of individuals, development of a more suitable conflict scale should be 

an area of focus for future research in this area. 

A second limitation of the present study is that there was a reliance on subjects' 

self-reports in describing both their own level of alcohol use and the use of alcohol by their 

relatives. As discussed earlier, self-reporting can be somewhat skewed by personal 
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attitudes and experiences so that true levels can be hard to pinpoint. A further problem 

with this study is that family history of alcoholism was determined by the subjects' self-

reported awareness of alcoholism being present in any family member. 

Several problems are created by this method. First, there is a reliance on self-

report, discussed above. Although self-report of actual alcohol use may tend to be biased, 

it is unlikely that more direct observation of alcohol use is feasible. One possibility might 

be to have persons rate themselves, but to also include ratings of a third party, such as a 

friend or family member. Another possibility might be to utilize a different type of scale, 

perhaps one that measures "potential for alcoholism" rather than actual alcohol intake. A 

second problem is that subjects' might not be aware of the existence of an alcoholic 

person in the family, or that the alcoholic person may have been in recovery for such a 

time that some family members never knew of the problem. A third problem is that there 

is a chance that non-blood relatives were counted in determining a positive family history 

of alcoholism. This may confound the variable due to the ''nature versus nurture" debate 

spoken of earlier. Finally, it is possible that there are differences in effects based on who 

the alcoholic or alcoholics are in the family (e.g. grandfather, mother, uncle). Future 

studies should consider narrowing the study of the family alcoholism variable to more 

specific individuals (e.g. father-son, mother-daughter, mother-son), and should have a 

more clear-cut way of determining positive versus negative family history. 

The present study examined variables of family structure and function and how 

these relate to alcohol use patterns. But while biological factors were implied (family 

history of alcoholism), measurement of actual biological factors was beyond the scope of 
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this study. Future research in understanding drinking behaviors should continue to 

examine family factors, but should also include an examination of biological/chemical 

differences that may be present. 

Another potential problem with this study involved possible sampling bias in the 

data collection. Data were collected over a 16-month period, including a Fall, two 

Summer, and two Spring semesters, and collection was usually conducted towards the end 

of the semester. It is reasonable to assume that a fair number of students—likely those 

with poorly developed abilities to cope well with stress—may have already left the 

university via withdrawal, potentially biasing the study in the direction of better adjusted 

participants. In addition to this, because college students in general may be considered to 

be fairly "high-functioning" persons , and because a larger percentage of persons from 

"dysfunctional" families (those from divorced families, high conflict families, etc.) are less 

likely to even attempt college (when compared to more functional families), the sample 

may be biased in the direction of higher functioning. Though the likelihood of a 

substantial bias is not great, studies in this area should, nonetheless, attempt to reach a 

more representative sample of students earlier in the semester. Further, the results of this 

study may be generalized only to a small sample of the overall population. Future studies 

should include the examination of other age groups and other contexts, as well as tracking 

subjects in a longitudinal fashion. 

Finally, because of the number of different variables examined in this study, the 

number of subjects was not fully sufficient. In order to generate more meaningful results, 

beyond statistical significance, either the number of subjects should be greater or the focus 
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of the study should be narrowed. Experimental design should be done such that individual 

cell sizes are approximately equivalent. 

Conclusion 

When the results of this study are examined, a pattern emerges such that self-

perceptions of one's own drinking may not differ as a result of family variables, however, 

there is a greater tendency among some groups to experience real-life, alcohol-related 

problems and their consequences. It is further evident that while structural variables (such 

as parental marital status) may have no direct effect, other functional variables (e.g. family 

conflict and family history of alcoholism) do exert an influence on adolescents and young 

adults. Despite the results of this study, parental divorce remains an important factor in 

the overall adjustment of children and adolescents, and should remain a topic of ongoing 

research. 

Conflict was shown to play a significant role in the development of individual 

functioning in this and other studies. Research should continue in this area and should 

focus more on the frequency, intensity, duration, context, and participants in the family 

conflict. Conflict resolution should be considered an essential part of family therapy, and 

should also be a major constituent of post-divorce counseling. Research needs to continue 

to aid in the understanding of alcohol use and related issues. A specific focus on factors 

that make young people a high risk group should be undertaken, so that education and 

early intervention programs may be implemented, especially on college campuses. Finally, 

gender differences in response to family environment in general, and in alcohol use 
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specifically, should be examined in greater detail. This should include an emphasis on 

cultural/societal attitudes about gender-specific, "acceptable" behaviors. 
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Demographics Table Groups 

Factors Overall Non-Divorce Divorce 

Total N: 

Mean Age 

Female 

Male 

Ethnicity: 

Afr. Amer. 

Arabic 

Asian 

Caucasian 

Hispanic 

Native Amer. 

Other 

Religious Pref: 

Atheist/Agnos. 

Catholic 

Eastern 

Islamic 

Protestant 

Other 

N = 359 

20.60 

N = 252 

N = 107 

N = 40 

N = 1 

N = 17 

N = 264 

N = 21 

N = 7 

N = 9 

N = 15 

N = 79 

N = 4 

N = 1 

N = 162 

N = 47 

218 

20.56 

73% 

27% 

7% 

1 % 

8% 

74% 

6% 

2% 

3% 

3% 

24% 

1% 

1% 

45% 

25% 

141 

20.67 

66% 

34% 

17% 

0% 

0% 

74% 

5% 

2% 

2% 

6% 

19% 

1% 

0% 

45% 

27% 

(table continues') 
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Factors Overall Non-Divorce Divorce 

Student Class: 

Freshman 

Sophomore 

Junior 

Senior 

Other 

Res. Status: 

W/Both Parents 

W/ Mother only 

W/ Father only 

Alone 

Roommate 

Campus Hous. 

Other 

Marital Status: 

Single 

Married 

Widowed 

N = 69 

N = 82 

N = 108 

N = 97 

N = 3 

N = 35 

N = 13 

N = 4 

N = 42 

N = 154 

N = 104 

N = 7 

N = 345 

N = 13 

N = 1 

19% 

23% 

30% 

26% 

16% 

0% 

0% 

10% 

46% 

27% 

1 % 

95% 

5% 

<1% 

19% 

22% 

29% 

29% 

0% 

9% 

3% 

14% 

39% 

32% 

3% 

99% 

1 % 

0% 

(table continues) 



61 

Factors Overall Non-Divorce Divorce 

Par Mar Status: 

M, Together N = 205 

M, Separated N = 13 

D, No Remarriage N = 41 

(Mean Age at Divorce = 12.5) 

D, M Remarried N = 17 

(Mean Age at Divorce = 7.2) 

(Mean Age at Remarriage = 16.2) 

D, F Remarried N = 35 

(Mean Age at Divorce = 9.5) 

(Mean Age at Remarriage = 3.3) 

D, Both Remarried N = 46 

(Mean Age at Divorce = 8.0) 

(Mean Age at Remarriage = 11.5) 

Closeness to Mother: 

Very Close 

Close 

Somewhat Close 

Not Close 

No Relationship 

N = 212 

N = 98 

N = 32 

N = 15 

N = 2 

94% 

6% 

59% 

27% 

10% 

4% 

1% 

29% 

12% 

25% 

33% 

59% 

28% 

8% 

4% 

1% 

(table continues) 
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Factors Overall Non-Divorce Divorce 

Closeness to Father: 

Very Close N = 94 

Close N = 91 

Somewhat Close N = 96 

Not Close N = 50 

No Relationship N = 28 

Sees Mother: 

Lives with N = 1 0 8 

Weekly N = 1 0 1 

< Monthly N = 137 

< Yearly N = 5 

Never N = 2 

Sees Father: 

Lives with N = 65 

Weekly N = 83 

< Monthly N = 1 5 3 

< Yearly N = 31 

Never N = 21 

34% 

31% 

25% 

10% 

1% 

28% 

33% 

37% 

1% 

1% 

27% 

29% 

42% 

1% 

1% 

15% 

16% 

30% 

19% 

19% 

35% 

22% 

39% 

4% 

1% 

6% 

14% 

46% 

21% 

12% 

("table continues) 
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Factors Overall Non-Divorce Divorce 

Mean Years of Education: 

Mother 14.1 

Father 14.7 

Mother Occupation: 

No outside empl. N = 62 

Manual Labor N = 10 

Trained Skill N = 70 

Sales N = 24 

Managerial N = 54 

Professional N = 121 

Government N = 17 

Father Occupation: 

No outside empl. N = 7 

Manual Labor N = 32 

Trained Skill N = 60 

Sales N = 30 

Managerial N = 78 

Professional N = 122 

Government N = 27 

14.20 

15.03 

24% 

4% 

17% 

6% 

14% 

28% 

6% 

1% 

6% 

14% 

8% 

24% 

37% 

9% 

13.96 

14.36 

6% 

1 % 

22% 

8% 

16% 

42% 

4% 

3% 

13% 

21% 

9% 

19% 

30% 

6% 

(table continues') 
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Factors Overall Non-Divorce Divorce 

Mother Income: 

0 - 10K 

10-20K 

20 - 3 OK 

30 - 40K 

40 - 60K 

60 - 80K 

80- 100K 

100K + 

Father Income: 

0 - 10K 

10-20K 

20 -30K 

30 - 40K 

40 - 60K 

60 - 80K 

80- 100K 

100K + 

N = 70 

N = 60 

N = 86 

N = 66 

N = 50 

N = 13 

N = 6 

N = 8 

N = 9 

N = 20 

N = 45 

N = 60 

N = 88 

N = 47 

N = 39 

N = 45 

27% 

16% 

22% 

17% 

13% 

2% 

2% 

1% 

3% 

5% 

12% 

14% 

24% 

14% 

15% 

14% 

8 % 

17% 

28% 

21% 

15% 

6% 

1% 

4% 

2% 

3% 

14% 

22% 

27% 

12% 

5% 

11% 

(table continues) 
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Factors Non-Divorce Divorce 

# Siblings 

Subject Rating of Family Conflict 

(l=low, l=high) 

Subject Rating of Parental Conflict 

Subject Rating of Sibling Conflict 

Subject Rating of Conflict with Mother 

Subject Rating of Conflict with Father 

Percentage who have EVER consumed alcohol 

Percentage who CURRENTLY consume alcohol 

Mean age at which subject first tried alcohol 

Percentage of subjects who have been intoxicated 

Days per week subject consumes alcohol 

Total number of drinks per week 

Total ounces of alcohol per week 

Subjects' self-reported personal level of drinking 

2.3 

3.6 

3.2 

2.6 

2.6 

2.9 

95% 

70% 

15.4 

76% 

1.2 

11.0 

46.9 

2.97 

2.3 

4.6 

5.7 

2.7 

2.7 

4.3 

97% 

77% 

15.1 

84% 

1.2 

6.4 

50.0 

3.04 
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LETTER TO PARTICIPANTS 

Dear Participant: 

Over the last few years there has been increasing interest in the study of various 

aspects of college student development and adjustment. The purpose of this study is to 

explore the ways in which early family experience can affect a person's development and 

adjustment during the college years, and we invite you to help us in this pursuit. 

If you choose to participate in the current study, your answers to all questions will 

be strictly confidential. None of the questions involved have right or wrong answers; our 

main interest in the study involves exploration of the way a group, as a whole, responds, 

rather than individual responses. Please do not write your name on any questionnaire. 

Instructions to the various questionnaires are self-explanatory, though a proctor 

will be present to answer any questions which may arise. Please ANSWER ALL 

QUESTIONS as quickly and honestly as you possibly can. Your honest responses are 

very important to the success and value of the study. There is no discomfort or risk 

whatsoever involved in the study, and you may withdraw at any time you choose to do so. 

A consent form is attached to the questionnaire packet. Please read the form and 

sign it if you wish to participate in this study. 

If you desire a summary of the study results please send your request for this 

summary, along with a stamped, self-addressed envelope, to Jim Blue, care of the 

Psychology Department. 
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Finally, thank you very much for your helpful participation. It is our hope that the 

results of this study will be of value in facilitating the adjustment of future students such as 

yourselves. 

James M. Blue 
Department of Psychology 
University of North Texas 
Timothy Lane, Ph.D. 
Research Supervisor 
Department of Psychology 
University of North Texas 
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INFORMED CONSENT 

This study explores the early family experience and personal development and 

adjustment of college students. Participation in the study involves filling out 

questionnaires, which will require approximately 60 minutes of your time. The 

questionnaires contain instructions which are self-explanatory. Please answer every 

question honestly: the results of this study will be most useful if honest and accurate 

information is obtained. 

If you decide to participate in this study, your answers will be completely 

confidential. Confidentiality will be maintained by removing, from the questionnaire 

packet, the Informed Consent form with your signature. The last four digits of your social 

security number will be used only as a code to identify and group your responses for data 

analysis. Your individual responses will neither be identified nor be linked to your name in 

any way. 

There are no risks or discomforts involved in this study. Participation in the study 

is strictly voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time. Should you 

experience any type of emotional discomfort related to the completion of the 

questionnaires, please bring this to the attention of the proctor. 

If you wish to receive a summary of the results of this study simply send your 

request, along with a stamped, self-addressed envelope, to Jim Blue at the UNT 

Psychology Department. 
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If you are willing to participate in the study please fill out the information below. 

This form will be separated from your questionnaire packet when you turn it in. Thank 

you for your participation in this study. 

James M. Blue, M.A. 
Psychology Department 
University of North Texas 

I have read/heard a clear explanation and I understand the nature of this study. I 

understand that the study is for research purposes, and that I may withdraw my consent 

for participation at any time I choose. 

Fully understanding that my participation is voluntary and that my consent may be 

withdrawn, and having received satisfactory information and answers to any questions I 

have asked, I consent to participate in this study. 

Name (Print) 

Signature: 

Social Security #: 

Date: 
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Questionnaire Packet: 

Personal Data Questionnaire 

Family Environment Scale 

Young Adult Alcohol Problems Screening Test 

Instructions: In the space next to each item below, please enter your answer or the 

number which best answers the question. Please answer every item. If there is a question 

about any item, please see the proctor for clarification. 

Your Age in years 

Gender 

1. Female 
2. Male 

Year of your birth (two digits only, e.g. 76,if 1976) 

Ethnic/Racial Heritage 
1. African American 2. Arabic 
3. Asian 4. Caucasian 
5. Hispanic 6. Native American 
7. Other 

Religious Affiliation 

1. Atheist/Agnostic 2. Catholic/Episcopal 
3. Eastern religions (e.g. Hindu) 
4. Islamic 5. Jewish 
6. Protestant (Baptist, Methodist, Pentacostal, etc.) 
7. None 8. Other 

Student Classification 

1. Freshman 2. Sophomore 
3. Junior 4. Senior 
5. Other 

Grade Point Average (digit-period-digit, e.g. 3.1) 
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Current Living Situation 
1. With both parents at their home 
2. With mother in mother's home 
3. With father in father's home 
4. Alone in house/apt 
5. With others in house/apt 
6. In residence hall 
7. Other 

Your marital status 
1. Single, never married 
2. Married 
3. Married but separated 
4. Divorced 
5. Widowed 

Dating Status 
1. Single, long-term relationship 
2. Single, actively dating 
3. Single, not actively dating 
4. Other 

Parental Marital Status...My parents are: 
1. Married, living together 
2. Married, but separated 
3. Divorced, neither remarried 
4. Divorced, mother remarried 
5. Divorced, father remarried 
6. Divorced, both remarried 

ANSWER THE NEXT FOUR QUESTIONS ONLY IF YOUR PARENTS ARE 
DIVORCED. 

What year did your parents divorce? (Two digits only, e.g. 85 for 1985) 

Your age at the time of your parents' divorce 
(Two digits, please, e.g. 03, 07, 09,10, 13) 

With which parent did you live following the divorce? 
1. Mother 
2. Father 
3. Family other than parents 
4. Other 
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If your custodial parent (the parent with whom you lived) remarried, how old were 
you when they married? (Two digits please, e.g. 06, 08, 09, 13, etc.) 

How close are you to your mother? 
1. Very close 2. Close 
3. Somewhat close 4. Not close 
5. Little to no relationship 

If you do not live with your mother, how often do you see your mother? 
1. Live with mother and see regularly 
2. Once a week 
3. Once a month 
4. Every few months 
5. Once a year 
6. Every few years 
7. Never 

How close are you to your father? 
1. Very close 2. Close 
3. Somewhat close 4. Not close 
5. Little to no relationship 

If you do not live with your father, how often do you see your father? 
1. Live with father and see regularly 
2. Once a week 3. Once a month 
4. Every few months 5. Once a year 
6. Every few years 7. Never 

What is the number of siblings in your family? 

How would you rate the overall level of conflict in your of family (father, mother, 
siblings) on a scale of 1 - 10, with one being very low and ten being the highest 
level? 

Using the same scale, how would you rate the level of conflict between your 
parents? 

Using the same scale, how would you rate the level of conflict between you and 
your sibling(s)? 

Using the same scale, how would you rate the level of conflict between your 
mother and yourself? 
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Using the same scale, how would you rate the level of conflict between your father 
and yourself? 

FOR THE NEXT TWO QUESTIONS, CHOOSE A NUMBER FROM THE SCALE 
BELOW 
Grade School High School College Masters Doctorate 
04 05 06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 

Mother's education level 

Father's education level 

Mother's occupation 
1. Not employed outside the home 
2. Manual laborer 
3. Trained skill worker 
4. Sales 
5. Managerial level 
6. Professional 

Father's occupation 
1. Not employed outside the home 
2. Manual laborer 
3. Trained skill worker 
4. Sales 
5. Managerial level 
6. Professional 

What percentage of your overall expenses do you pay? 
1.0 to 25% 
2. 26 to 50% 
3. 51 to 75% 
4. 76 to 100% 
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USING THE FOLLOWING SCALE, PLACE THE APPROPRIATE NUMBER IN THE 
BLANK SPACE 

** Answer in thousands of dollars** 
1. Zero to 10 5. 40 to 60 
2. 10 to 20 6. 60 to 80 
3. 20 to 30 7. 80 to 100 
4. 30 to 40 8. above 100 

Mother's annual income (incl child support if applicable) 

Father's annual income (incl child support if applicable) 

Your current personal earned income 

Approximate income of the household in which you grew up, during your 
childhood and adolescence 

The following questions.deal with your personal and family history of alcohol 
consumption. 

Have you ever consumed alcoholic beverages? 
1 = yes 
2 = no 

Do you currently consume alcoholic beverages? 
1 = yes 
2 = no 

At what age did you begin drinking alcoholic beverages? 

Have you ever been intoxicated? 

1 = yes 2 = no 

At what age did you first become intoxicated? 

How many days per week do you drink alcoholic beverages? 

How many individual drinks (one mixed drink, one beer, 
or one glass of wine) do you drink per week? 

How many ounces of beer do you drink per week? 
(one can of beer = 12 ounces) 
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How many ounces of wine do you drink per week? 
(average glass of wine = 6-8 ounces) 

How many ounces of hard liquor do you drink per week 
(one shot = one ounce)? 

Using the following descriptions, rate the drinking habits of the individuals indicated, as 
best characterizes them during your childhood and adolescence. 

1. No alcoholic beverages are consumed by the individual. The individual chooses 
not to drink. 

2. The individual tries drinking alcoholic beverages a few times out of curiosity. 

3. The person drinks infrequently and in moderate, low-risk ways, mostly in social 
settings or social events. 

4. The person regularly drinks alcoholic beverages in moderation and mostly in social 
settings or social events. The person may very occasionally drink excessively. 

5. The person drinks occasionally-to-frequently to the point of excessive intoxication. 
The person develops more of a need to "get drunk". The person may be 
preoccupied with "partying" and plan to drink excessively more frequently. 

6. The person frequently drinks excessively and begins to drink alone. The person 
begins to drink at inappropriate times. The person needs to drink in order to relax 
or cope with life. The person rarely abstains from drinking if it's available. The 
person may be unable to keep control of their drinking. 

7. The person consistently engages in heavy drinking, often drinks at inappropriate 
times, and often drinks alone. The person drinks more and drinks more often. The 
person sets no personal limit on drinking. 

8. The person consistently engages in heavy drinking. The person's life centers 
around getting the next drink. The person is unable to control drinking. The 
person may experience health problems related to their drinking. Drinking is the 
primary activity of life. 
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Mother Father 
Brother Sister 

Mother's side: Father's side: 
Grandfather Grandfather 
Grandmother Grandmother 
Uncle Uncle 
Aunt Aunt 
Cousins Cousins 

Please rate your current drinking using the same scale. 

Number of males who are alcoholic or alcohol abusers in your family (family as 
shown above). 

Number of females who are alcoholic or alcohol abusers in your family (family as 

shown above). 

Family Environment Scale 

["Modified and reproduced by special permission of the publisher, Consulting 

Psychologists Press, Palo Alto, CA 94303 from FES-Form R by Rudolf H. Moos. 

Copyright 1974 by CPP, Inc. All rights reserved. Further reproduction is prohibited 

without the publishers written consent."] 

Instructions: 

Each of the items below is to be answered either True or False. Place a " 1" (one) 

in the EITHER the True column OR the False column to indicate your answer. Answer in 

the way that best fits your overall perception of your family life during your childhood and 

adolescence. 

TRUE FALSE 

1. Family members really helped and supported one another. 

2. Family members often kept their feelings to themselves. 



80 

TRUE FALSE 

3. We fought a lot in our family. 

4. We didn't do things on our own very often in our family. 

5. We felt it is important to be the best at whatever you do. 

6. We often talked about political and social problems. 

7. We spent most weekends and evenings at home. 

8. Family members attended church, synagogue, or Sunday School fairly 

often. 

9. Activities in our family were pretty well planned. 

10. Family members were rarely ordered around. 

11. We often seemed to be killing time at home. 

12. We said anything we wanted to around home. 

13. Family members rarely became openly angry. 

14. In our family we were strongly encouraged to be independent. 

15. Getting ahead in life was very important in our family. 

16. We rarely went to lectures, plays, or concerts. 

17. Friends often came over for dinner or to visit. 

18. We didn't say prayers in our family. 

19. We were generally very neat and orderly. 

20. There were very few rules to follow in our family. 

21. We put a lot of energy into what we did at home. 

22. It was hard to "blow off steam" at home without upsetting somebody. 
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TRUE FALSE 

23. Family members sometimes got so mad they threw things 

24. We thought things out for ourselves in our family. 

25. How much money a person makes was not very important to us. 

26. Learning about new and different things was very important in our 

family. 

27. Nobody in our family was active in sports, Little League, bowling, etc. 

28. We often talked about the religious meaning of Christmas, Passover, 
or other holidays. 

29. It was often hard to find things when you needed them in our 

household. 

30. There was one family member who made most of the decisions. 

31. There was a feeling of togetherness in our family. 

32. We told each other about our personal problems. 

33. Family members hardly ever lost their temper. 

34. We came and went as we wanted in our family. 

35. We believed in competition and "may the best man win" 

36. We were not that interested in cultural activities. 

37. We often went to movies," sports events, camping, etc. 

38. We didn't believe in heaven or hell. 

39. Being on time was very important in our family. 

40. There were set ways of doing things at home. 

41. We rarely volunteered when something had to be done at home. 
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TRUE FALSE 

42. If we felt like doing something on the spur of the moment we often 

just picked up and went. 

43. Family members often criticized each other. 

44. There was very little privacy in our family. 

45. We always strove to do things just a little better the next time. 

46. We rarely had intellectual discussions. 

47. Everyone in our family had a hobby or two. 

48. Family members had strict ideas about what is right and wrong. 

49. People changed their minds often in our family. 

50. There was a strong emphasis on following rules in our family. 

51. Family members really backed each other up. 

52. Someone usually got upset in you complained in our family. 

53. Family members sometimes hit each other. 

54. Family members almost always relied on themselves when a problem 
came up. 

55. Family members rarely worried about job promotions, school grades, 

etc. 

56. Someone in our family plays a musical instrument. 

57. Family members were not very involved in recreational activities 

outside work or school. 

58. We believed there are some things you just have to take on faith. 

59. Family members made sure their rooms were neat. 

60. Everyone had an equal say in family decisions. 
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TRUE FALSE 

61. There was very little group spirit in our family. 

62. Money and paying bills was openly talked about in our family. 

63. If there was a disagreement in our family, we tried hard to smooth 
things over and keep the peace. 

64. Family members strongly encouraged each other to stand up for their 

rights. 

65. In our family, we didn't try that hard to succeed. 

66. Family members often went to the library. 

67. Family members sometimes attended courses or took lessons for some 
hobby or interest (outside school). 

68. In our family each person had different ideas about what was right and 

wrong. 

69. Each person's duties were clearly defined in our family. 

70. We could do whatever we wanted to in our family. 

71. We really got along well with each other. 

72. We were usually careful about what we said to each other. 

73. Family members often tried to one-up or out-do each other. 

74. It was hard to be by yourself without hurting someone's feelings in our 

household. 

75. "Work before play" was the rule in our family. 

76. Watching T.V. was more important than reading in our family. 

77. Family members went out a lot. 

78. The Bible was a very important book in our home. 
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TRUE FALSE 

79. Money was not handled very carefully in our family. 

80. Rules were pretty inflexible in our household. 

81. There was plenty of time and attention for everyone in our family. 

82. There were a lot of spontaneous discussions in our family. 

83. In our family, we believed you don't ever get anywhere by raising your 
voice. 

84. We were not really encouraged to speak up for ourselves in our 
family. 

85. Family members were often compared with others as to how well they 

were doing at work or school. 

86. Family members really liked music, art and literature. 

87. Our main form of entertainment was watching T.V. or listening to the 
radio. 

88. Family members believed that if you sin you will be punished. 

89. Dishes were usually done immediately after eating. 

90. You couldn't get away with much in our family. 

Young Adult Alcohol Problems Screening Test 

Answer the following questions as they apply to your drinking in the past year. 
For questions 1-11 use the following scale: 

0 = never 
1 = yes, but not in the past year 
2 = one time 
3 = two times 
4 = three times 
5 = 4-6 times 
6 = 7-11 times 
7 = 12-20 times 
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8 = 21-39 times 
9 = 40 or more times 

1. Have you driven a car when you knew you had too much to drink to drive 
safely? 

2. Have you ever skipped an evening meal because you were drinking? 

3. Have you become rude, obnoxious, or insulting after drinking? 

4. Have you participated in drinking contests or drinking games (e.g. "quarters", 
"chugging", "progressive parties")? 

5. Have you ever had a headache (hangover) the morning after you had been 

drinking? 

6. Have you ever felt very sick to your stomach or thrown up after drinking? 

7. Have you ever shown up late for work or school because of drinking, a 
hangover, or an illness caused by drinking? 

8. Have you missed work or classes because of drinking, a hangover, or an illness 

caused by drinking? 

9. Have you gotten into physical fights while drinking? 

10. Have you gotten into trouble at work or school because of drinking? 

11. Have you ever been fired from a job or suspended or expelled from school 

because of your drinking? 

For questions 12-29 please use the following scale: 

0 = never 

1 = yes, but not in the past year 
2 = one time 
3 = two times 
4 = three or more times 
12. Have you ever damaged property, set off a false alarm, or other things like that 

after drinking? 
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.13. Has your boyfriend/girlfriend (or spouse), parent(s), or other near relative 
complained about your drinking? 

14. Has your drinking ever created problems between you and your 
boyfriend/girlfriend (or spouse) or other near relative? 

15. Have you ever lost friends (including boy/girlfriend) because of your drinking? 

_ 16. Have you neglected obligations, your family, your work, or your school work 
for two or more days in a row because of your drinking? 

17. Has drinking ever gotten you into sexual situations which you later regretted? 

18. Have you ever recieved a lower grade on an exam or paper than you should 
have because of your drinking? 

. 19. Have you ever been arrested for drunken driving, driving while intoxicated, or 
driving while under the influence of any psychoactive drug, including alcohol? 

20. Have you said things while drinking that you later regretted? 

_ 21. Because you had been drinking, have you ever neglected to use birth control or 
neglected to protect yourself from sexually transmitted diseases? 

22. Because you had been drinking, have you ever had sex when you didn't really 
want to? 

23. Because you had been drinking, have you ever had sex with someone you 
wouldn't ordinarily have sex with? 

24. Have you ever been pressured or forced to have sex with someone because 
you were too drunk to prevent it? 

25. Have you ever pressured or forced someone to have sex with you after you 
had been drinking? 

26. Have you ever been arrested, even for a few hours, because of other drunken 
behaviors? 

27. Have you ever awakened the morning after a good bit of drinking and found 
that you could not remember a part of the evening before? 
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28. Have you ever had the "shakes" after stopping or cutting down on drinking 
(for example, your hands shake so that your coffee cup rattles in the saucer or 
you have trouble lighting a cigarette)? 

29. Have you ever felt like you needed a drink just after you had gotten up (i.e. 
before breakfast)? 

For questions 30-36 please use the following scale: 

0 = never 
1 = yes, but not in the past year 
2 = yes, within in the past year 

30. Have you ever found that you needed larger amounts of alcohol to feel any 
effect, or that you could no longer get high or drunk on the amount that used 
to get you high or drunk? 

31. Have you ever felt that you needed alcohol or were dependent on alcohol? 

32. Have you ever felt guilty about your drinking? 

33. Has a doctor ever told you that your drinking was harming your health? 

34. Have you ever gone to anyone for help to control your drinking? 

35. Have you ever attended an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting because of concern 
about your drinking? 

36. Have you ever sought professional help for your drinking (for example, spoken 
to a physician, psychologist, psychiatrist, alcoholism counselor, clergyman)? 
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