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Abstract

:

The main aim of this study was to analyze the associations between parental divorce and interparental conflict with the quality of parent-child relationships. Specifically, we analyzed trust, communication and alienation in both father-child and mother-child relationships in a sample of 1078 Spanish emerging adults from divorced and non-divorced families. The interaction between parental divorce and conflict was also analyzed. In support of our expectations, parental divorce was associated with lower trust and communication, along with higher alienation in father-child and mother-child relationships. When interparental conflict was included, parental conflict was more strongly associated with lower trust and communication in mother-child relationships, and higher alienation in both mother-child and father-child relationships. However, parental divorce was still associated with low trust and communication with fathers, when interparental conflict and the interaction between parental divorce and conflict were added. In summation, our results suggest that both parental divorce and conflict should be taken into account in the study of the consequences of family-related stress variables on adult children’s wellbeing. These findings add to the current literature and contribute to better comprehend the effects of parental divorce and conflict on both mother-child and father-child affective relationships in an understudied cultural context. The implications, limitations and future research recommendations are discussed.
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1. Introduction


Divorce is one of the most stressful life events, bringing several emotional, affective, and social consequences for the divorcing couple and their children (Garrido-Rojas et al. 2021). Many studies have documented the short-term effects of parental divorce on children and adolescents, such as internalizing and externalizing behavior problems, lower academic achievement, poor physical health, higher risk for mental health, or attachment insecurity (Afifi and McManus 2010; Altenhofen et al. 2010; Baert and Van der Straeten 2021; Weaver and Schofield 2015). In the long term, a great body of research also suggests that parental divorce is associated with negative outcomes on adult children, such as lower educational and occupational attainment (Larson and Halfon 2013), lower wellbeing (Amato 2001; Huurre et al. 2006), insecure attachment styles (Fraley and Heffernan 2013), poor marital quality (Amato 2001), higher divorce rates (Amato 2001), mental and physical health problems (Schaan et al. 2019; Tullius et al. 2021), and less secure parent-child relationships (Amato 2001; Cui and Fincham 2010; Feeney and Monin 2016). Nevertheless, in Spain the effects of parental divorce on children and adults have been less widely examined than in other countries (e.g., Cantón et al. 2002).



In Spain, divorce was legally recognized in 1981. Since then, divorce rates have increased dramatically, from 0.6 annual divorces per 1000 inhabitants in 1990 to 2.0 per 1000 inhabitants in 2018 (Eurostat, Statistical Office of the European Communities 2020). According to the Spanish National Statistics Institute (INE 2020), 56.7% of Spanish divorced families have underage children or economically dependent overage children. Parental divorce, therefore, might be a stressful life event for many Spanish young adults. Since the examination of the possible long-term effects of parental divorce on Spanish emerging adult children is limited, in this study, we attempted to fill this gap in the literature by analyzing the effects of parental divorce on parent-child relationships among emerging adults from a cultural context where divorce is still novel. Emerging adulthood has specific features that cannot be considered an extension of adolescence. Unlike emerging adults, adolescents still live with their parents, and they are minors under the law (Arnett 2015). Additionally, during adolescence, parents play a crucial role as socializing agents (Queiroz et al. 2020). Conversely, emerging adulthood is characterized by much more freedom from parental control, greater independent exploration, and greater emotional autonomy toward parents. In addition, parental socialization strategies during this developmental period are characterized by more warmth and less strictness (García et al. 2020). Even if some scholars suggest that parental socialization is over when the adolescent reaches adult age (Gimenez-Serrano et al. 2021; García et al. 2020), parents are still important figures in the transition to this period, as young adults still depend on their parents not only as an economic resource but also for emotional support and advice (Arnett 2015). Moreover, this developmental period provides an excellent opportunity for personal growth in several domains, such as education, employment, intimate relationships, and parenthood, but it is also a developmentally challenging transition to adulthood, in which relationships with parents are emotionally charged from positive emotions, such as love, gratitude, and acceptance to more negative emotions, such as resentment, disillusionment, and wariness (Arnett 2015). Given that divorce is an emotionally stressful and complex transition for families and that emerging adulthood is a stage of crisis, in this study, we expected less positive parent-child relationships among Spanish emerging adults who have experienced parental divorce.



From the divorce–stress–adjustment perspective, divorce is considered a family transition event that brings some family readjustments to its members (Amato 2010). Thus, from this perspective, it is not divorce per se that leads to negative consequences, but family life changes and stressful circumstances surrounding divorce that might increase the risk of a variety of problems among children. These circumstances refer to pre- and post-divorce conflict levels, poorer relationship quality with the custodial parent, lower frequency of contact with the non-custodial parent (Bastaits et al. 2012; Carlson 2006), lower economic resources, and other stressful events, such as changing residence, or parents remarrying (Amato 1994). Moreover, this perspective highlights that divorce is a process in which several factors may moderate children’s reactions to divorce and that stressors related to this experience might mediate the association between parental divorce and children’s reactions to it, leading to negative consequences that can persist into adulthood. Specifically, stressful circumstances surrounding the divorce experience might diminish parents’ responsiveness and availability as primary caregivers (Feeney and Monin 2016), which can lead children to suffer from a deterioration in parenting from both custodial and non-custodial parents (Hetherington and Kelly 2002). Indeed, attachment theory suggests that early caregiving experiences influence social and close relationships throughout the life span (Bowlby 1969). Furthermore, negative family experiences, such as divorce, can affect parents’ appraisals, emotions, and behaviors, leading them to be less sensitive to their children’s needs which in turn, may have a negative impact on the quality of parent-child relationships. In fact, some empirical studies have associated parental divorce with less secure parent-child relationships, even in the long term, during young adulthood (Amato 2001; Feeney and Monin 2016).



The quality of parent-child relationships has also been studied as a key mediator between parental divorce and children’s later adjustment, due to the modifications that parent-child relationships experience in the post-divorce period (Amato 2000; Amato and Sobolewski 2001; Lee 2019). Adult children of divorce usually have less contact with their parents, exchange less emotional support and help behaviors with them, and describe the relationships with their parents in a more negative way which, in turn, has been associated with lower wellbeing levels in young adulthood (e.g., Amato and Sobolewski 2001). Furthermore, according to some longitudinal studies, stressful life events, such as parental divorce, might change parent-child attachment relationships, which, in turn, may influence adult children’s romantic attachment and romantic relationship quality (Lee 2019; Waters et al. 2000). A less positive involvement from parents following divorce might also reduce children’s social competence and may lead adult children to hold more negative expectations towards intimate relationships (Bartell 2006; Kelly and Emery 2003).



Although some studies have exclusively examined the impact of parental divorce on parent-child relationships (e.g., Booth and Amato 2001), little is known about the potential roles that the parent’s gender plays. That is, scarce studies have examined the differential effects of parental divorce on father-child and mother-child relationships (Lee 2018, 2019; Smith-Etxeberria and Eceiza 2021). A number of studies have suggested that divorce seems to affect more negatively adult children’s relationships with their father than with their mother (Amato 2014; Amato and Booth 1996; King 2002). In the post-divorce period, children usually suffer from a loss of or diminished contact with their non-custodial parent, who is usually the father. That is, after parental divorce, non-custodial fathers are likely to have less contact with their children, and the frequency of contact declines over time (Carlson 2006). This situation might lead children to have a negative view of their fathers and to a decrease in closeness in the relationship with their father (Bartell 2006; Kelly and Emery 2003; Lee 2019). These changes in father-child relationships might also be associated with young adults’ lower wellbeing, more negative relationship attitudes, lower romantic relationship quality, and higher risk for psychopathology (Bartell 2006; Carr et al. 2018; Kelly and Emery 2003; Reuven-Krispin et al. 2021). In fact, both partial and complete father absence during the post-divorce period have been associated with lower wellbeing levels among young adults (Reuven-Krispin et al. 2021).



Regarding mother-child relationships, some studies have not found negative effects of parental divorce (Lee 2019). Moreover, the literature review suggests that adult children of divorce seem to have a more secure attachment relationship with their mother than with their father (Carranza et al. 2009; Fraley and Heffernan 2013; Hannum and Dvorak 2004). Indeed, a few studies have even found that adult children of divorce report more affective quality, independence and emotional support with their mothers than children from non-divorced families (Riggio 2004; Riggio and Valenzuela 2011). However, a few studies have still suggested that parental divorce is negatively associated with mother-child relationships due to interparental conflict and disrupted parenting (Beelmann and Schmidt-Denter 2009; Cooney et al. 1995; Wallerstein et al. 2013) and that maternal sensitivity is lower in mother-child dyads in divorced families compared to non-divorced families (Sutherland et al. 2012). That is, stressors associated with the process of divorce, such as emotional vulnerability or a decline in economic resources, might diminish the custodial parent’s (usually the mother) parenting quality (Hetherington and Kelly 2002; Riggio and Valenzuela 2011). Hence, children may also experience less positive involvement from their mother (Kelly and Emery 2003).



Given the inconsistent results regarding the effects of parental divorce on father-child and mother-child relationships, more empirical research is needed to clarify this issue, especially in young adulthood, analyzing which variables associated with the quality of father-child and mother-child relationships are more affected. Some scholars (e.g., Armsden and Greenberg 1987) have defined the quality of parent-child affective relationships in terms of trust (i.e., parental understanding, respect and mutual trust), communication (i.e., extent and quality of verbal communication with parents), and alienation (i.e., feelings of alienation and loneliness in parent-child relationships). Thus, in the current study, we analyzed the association between parental divorce and trust, communication, and alienation in mother-child and father-child relationships during young adulthood.



In addition to parental divorce, continued exposure to parental conflict has also been associated with negative outcomes in both mother-child and father-child relationships during young adulthood (Riggio 2004; Riggio and Valenzuela 2011), such as lower affective quality, independence, and emotional support in both father-child and mother-child relationships (Riggio 2004). The spillover hypothesis in the family systems theory suggests that negativity from disruption in one family subsystem (e.g., interparental conflict) might spill over into other subsystems (e.g., parent-child relationships), such that parents might reproduce marital hostility and aggressiveness in the relationships with their children (Harold and Sellers 2018; Sturge-Apple et al. 2006). Parental stress related to conflict might hinder parents’ ability to be sensitive and supportive attachment figures to their children. Moreover, parental conflict throughout early development might lead children to view themselves as unlovable and unworthy of love, while they might perceive others as undependable and uncaring and as a consequence, close interpersonal relationships as undependable and transitory (Belsky et al. 1991; Steinberg et al. 2006). Continued marital conflict, therefore, might also be associated with more negative parent-child interactions in childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood (Martin et al. 2017; Sturge-Apple et al. 2006). In this vein, the results of some studies have indicated that adult children who report high levels of interparental conflict show more insecure attachment relationships with both parents (Hannum and Dvorak 2004; Ross and Fuertes 2010). In addition, perceived frequency, intensity, and resolution of interparental conflict, along with both perceived threat and self-blame in the presence of interparental conflict, have been associated with lower trust and communication in parent-child relationships (Ross and Fuertes 2010).



Empirical research has also shown that parent-child relationship quality mediates the association between parental conflict and adult children’s adjustment. Indeed, children exposed to parental conflict show feelings of keeping a less close relationship with both parents (Booth and Amato 1994; Sobolewski and Amato 2007) which in turn, has been linked with a greater risk of adult children suffering from distress, lower self-esteem, general unhappiness, and lower romantic relationship quality (Booth and Amato 2001; Cusimano and Riggs 2013). Likewise, children exposed to parental conflict show higher parent-child alienation (Monè and Biringen 2006) and a higher likelihood of feeling caught between parents which in turn, leads to lower wellbeing of children (Amato and Afifi 2006).



Some studies have also compared the effects of parental divorce with those of interparental conflict. Overall, both parental conflict and divorce are associated with more negative parent-child relationships (Amato and Booth 1996; Booth and Amato 1994). However, Monè and Biringen (2006), for example, found that interparental conflict is associated with greater alienation in parent-child relationships, regardless of parental divorce. Children whose parents have a highly conflicted marriage are more likely to feel caught in the middle between their parents than those from divorced families (Amato and Afifi 2006). Other investigations, instead, have suggested differential effects of parental divorce and conflict for the quality of mother-child and father-child relationships. Specifically, when comparing the effects of parental divorce and interparental conflict, a few studies have concluded that parental divorce leads to more negative father-child relationships, whereas interparental conflict is linked with more negative mother-child and father-child relationships (Hannum and Dvorak 2004; Riggio 2004; Riggio and Valenzuela 2011; Smith-Etxeberria and Eceiza 2021). In order to shed further light on this issue, in this study, we also examined the association between parental divorce and conflict with young adult children’s trust, communication, and alienation in both father-child and mother-child affective relationships.



In the study of the effects of these family experiences, beyond comparing and analyzing the differential effects of parental divorce and conflict, it is necessary to analyze their interactive relationship. The stress-relief hypothesis (Wheaton 1990) posits that divorce, as a stressful life experience, can benefit children if perceived as a way of escape from a stressful or dysfunctional environment. That is, parental divorce might alleviate the stress derived from high levels of interparental conflict, leading young adult children to fare better when the parental marital relationship is characterized by high levels of conflict in the pre-divorce period, whereas they fare worse when low parental conflict precedes divorce (Booth and Amato 2001). Evidence suggests that parental divorce might have a buffering effect on the negative effects of conflictive interactions between parents on children and that high levels of parental conflict might lead to even more negative outcomes for children when parents do not divorce (Gager et al. 2016). Some researchers have attempted to test this hypothesis by analyzing the interaction between parental divorce and conflict. Although several studies have failed to find an interactive effect on parent-child relationship quality (Booth and Amato 2001; Monè and Biringen 2006; Riggio 2004; Riggio and Valenzuela 2011), a recent study found such an interactive effect (Yu et al. 2010), suggesting that divorce uniquely moderates the negative effects of interparental conflict on mother-daughter relationships. That is, Yu et al. (2010) found that interparental conflict in non-divorced families has a negative impact on mother-daughter relationships and that this effect is reduced when parents divorce, such that parental divorce seems to have a buffering effect on mother–daughter relationships when the parental marital relationship is characterized by high levels of conflict. However, these previous studies did not analyze the difference between destructive and constructive conflict behaviors. Destructive conflict behaviors are characterized by the cultivation of hostility in the relationship and a lack of resolution, whereas constructive behaviors are characterized by cooperation, resolution, problem solving, and support, which are associated with more positive outcomes in children (Kopystynska et al. 2020; McCoy et al. 2013). Therefore, in this study, in order to test the stress-relief hypothesis, we analyzed the interaction between parental divorce and low and high interparental conflict by distinguishing between that which was unresolved and resolved. The literature review suggests that the resolution of conflictive behaviors between parents plays a primary role in children’s adjustment. Furthermore, offspring who perceive a lack of resolution within their parental marital relationships show poor adjustment, whereas those who observe resolution strategies in their interparental disagreements are more likely to be better adjusted (Cantón et al. 2013). Hence, in this study, we expected poorer parent-child relationships among emerging adult children who perceive frequent, intense, and non-resolved conflictive interactions between their parents. By contrast, we predict positive outcomes in parent-child relationships among those who perceive both frequent and intense but resolved interparental conflict, as well as low levels of frequency and intensity and high levels of resolution in their interparental interactions.



Overview of the Current Study


By investigating the role that parental divorce and interparental conflict play in young adult children’s affective relationships quality with their parents, we aimed to contribute to the literature in several ways. First, limited attention has been given to the study of the associations between parental divorce and conflict and their interactive effect on parent-child relationships. Moreover, the potential roles of parents’ gender have not been extensively investigated. Thus, in this study we attempted to contribute to the literature by analyzing these effects on both father-child and mother-child relationship quality, considering the different dimensions that define the quality of father-child and mother-child affective relationships, such as trust, communication, and alienation. Next, although the literature review suggests that constructive or resolved conflictive interactions between parents might lead to positive outcomes in children, this link has not been widely empirically examined. Finally, the study of these effects in Spanish emerging adults is limited. Herein, the following hypotheses were tested:




	
Parental divorce will be associated with lower trust and communication and higher alienation in mother-child and father-child relationships.



	
High unresolved interparental conflict will be associated with lower trust and communication and higher alienation in mother-child and father-child relationships.



	
High unresolved interparental conflict will be more strongly associated with lower trust and communication and higher alienation in mother-child and father-child relationship quality than parental divorce.



	
High resolved parental conflict will be associated with higher trust and communication and lower alienation in both father-child and mother-child affective relationships quality.



	
High interparental conflict and parental divorce will interact to explain both father-child and mother-child affective relationships, such that parental divorce will moderate the effects of high parental conflict. Specifically, for young adults from non-divorced families, high interparental conflict will be positively associated with lower trust and communication and higher alienation in mother-child and father-child relationship quality to a greater degree than for young adults whose parents divorced.










2. Method


2.1. Participants and Procedure


Participants were undergraduate and vocational training school students from the Autonomous Community of the Basque Country (Spain). The study subjects were informed in class about the main goals of the study and signed a consent form before completing the measures. This study was approved by the Ethics Committee in Human Research at the University of the Basque Country (ethical approval CODE: CEISH/153/2012/SMITH ECHEBARRIA). Of the 1106 participants, 28 cases were dropped for both not completing the measures and not meeting the requirement of being emerging adults (between 18 and 30 years of age). The final sample consisted of 1078 Spanish emerging adults. 48.5% (n = 523) of the respondents were undergraduate students (psychology: 15.7%; education: 11.3%; criminology: 3.9%; engineering: 15.9%; business administration: 1.7%), whereas 51.5% (n = 555) of the respondents were vocational training school students. The average age of the respondents was 21.4 years (SD = 3). Of the participants, 50.5% were women and 16% had experienced parental divorce. The mean age at the time of divorce was 10.83 years, and 72.8% of mothers were the custodial parent.




2.2. Measures


Independent variables: Interparental conflict was assessed through the adapted Spanish version (Iraurgi et al. 2008) of the Children’s Perception of Interparental Conflict Scale (Grych et al. 1992). Participants who had experienced parental divorce were requested to report on parental conflict during the pre-divorce period. The following sub-scales of interparental conflict were assessed: Perceived Frequency (four items, e.g., “My parents hardly ever argued or disagreed”), Intensity (four items, e.g., “My parents tended to get really angry when they argued or disagreed”), and Resolution (four items, e.g., “When my parents argued, they usually worked things out”). Each item had three possible responses: 0 = true, 1 = sort of true, and 2 = false. α for each subscale was 0.84, 0.70, and 0.78, respectively. In this study, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) confirmed the three-factor structure proposed by this scale’s authors. The fit indices for the CFA were χ2 (49) = 387.27, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.083, NNFI = 0.97, CFI = 0.97, and SRMR = 0.051. In addition, in order to test some of our hypotheses, three conflict groups were created through a cluster analysis: (1) High unresolved interparental conflict (n = 265; adult children who reported frequent, intense, and unresolved parental conflict); (2) high resolved interparental conflict (n = 393; emerging adults reporting on frequent and intense, but resolved conflict between their parents); (3) low interparental conflict (n = 380; those who reported non-frequent, non-intense, and resolved parental conflict). Parental divorce was assessed by asking participants whether their parents were separated or divorced (1 = divorced; 0 = not divorced).



Dependent variables: Parent-child relationships quality was assessed with the mother and father subscales of the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA; Armsden and Greenberg 1987). This measure assesses adolescents’ and young adults’ perceptions of the positive and negative affective/cognitive dimensions of relationships with each parent. Each of these subscales consists of three factors: Trust (nine items, e.g., “My mother/father respects my feeling”), Communication (nine items, e.g., “I tell my mother/father about my problems and troubles”), and Alienation (seven items, e.g., “I get upset easily around my mother/father”). Responses to each item ranged from 1 (almost never or never true) to 5 (almost always or always true). The fit indices for the mother subscale were χ2 (249) = 1711.91, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.081, NNFI = 0.96, CFI = 0.96, and SRMR = 0.056. Meanwhile, in the father subscale the fit indices were χ2 (249) = 2091.28, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.095, NNFI = 0.96, CFI = 0.96, and SRMR = 0.064. The α coefficients for each factor in the mother-child and father-child scales are shown in Table 1.



Covariates. Age, gender (1 = male; 0 = female), relationship status (relationship = 1; single = 0) and both parents’ socioeconomic status (SES), as measured by their current occupation (entrepreneurs or managers = high SES; professionals = medium-high SES; middle managers or technicians = medium SES; factory workers = medium-low SES; housework = low SES) were added as control variables in the regression models.




2.3. Data Analysis Plan


IBM SPSS 24 was used for statistical analyses. A set of hierarchical multiple regressions were run on trust, communication, and alienation in both mother-child and father-child relationships in order to test the predictive ability of parental divorce and interparental conflict, as well as their interactive effect. To compare emerging adults from divorced families with those from non-divorced families, parental divorce and control variables were entered in Model 1. Model 2 also included both high-resolved and high-unresolved interparental conflict. In Model 3, two-way interactions between parental divorce and interparental conflict were added. Significant interactions were plotted using the worksheets developed by Dawson (2014). The +1SD and −1SD levels of the moderator and independent variables were used. Simple slope t-tests for two-way significant interactions were also calculated (Dawson 2014).





3. Results


3.1. Descriptive and Bivariate Analyses


Table 1 provides descriptive information about the study variables.



In Table 2, we present bivariate correlations. Parental divorce was associated with lower trust and communication with both the mother and father and positively with alienation in father-child relationships. Perceived frequency and intensity of interparental conflict were associated with lower trust and communication with both the mother and father and higher alienation in both mother-child and father-child relationships. Perceived resolution in interparental conflict correlated positively with trust and communication in both mother-child and father-child relationships, whereas it correlated negatively with alienation in mother-child and father-child relationships.




3.2. Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analyses


3.2.1. Mother-Child Relationships Quality


Results on trust in mother-child relationships are presented in Table 3.



As expected, parental divorce was associated with lower trust in mother-child relationships (Table 3; Model 1). When both high resolved and high unresolved interparental conflict was added (Model 2), parental divorce was no longer significant, and both high unresolved and high resolved interparental conflict were negatively associated with trust in mother-child relationships. These effects remained, even when interactions between parental divorce and interparental conflict were added (Model 3).



Parental divorce was associated with lower communication with the mother (Table 4; Model 1). However, when both interparental conflict levels were included (Model 2), parental divorce was no longer significant. In this model, high resolved and high unresolved parental conflicts were associated with lower communication in mother-child relationships. By adding interactions between parental divorce and interparental conflict (Model 3), a significant interaction was found for parental divorce × high resolved interparental conflict, after controlling for all other variables in the model.



The results from the slope difference tests (see Figure 1) showed that young adults from non-divorced families score higher on mother-child communication when the level of conflict between parents is low than when the level of conflict between parents is high-resolved (t = −3.53, p < 0.001). No significant differences were found among those from divorced families, such that the level of communication with the mother remained the same, regardless of the level of conflict between parents. In addition, no significant differences were found among those reporting low levels of conflict, nor among those reporting high resolved conflict between their parents, irrespective of parental divorce (p > 0.10).



Parental divorce was associated with higher alienation in mother-child affective relationships (Table 5; Model 1). Again, when both interparental conflict levels were added (Model 2), parental divorce was no longer significant and both high resolved and high unresolved parental conflict were positively associated with mother-child alienation, even when interactions between parental divorce and interparental conflict were added (Model 3).




3.2.2. Father-Child Relationships Quality


Table 6 shows the results on trust in father-child affective relationship quality. In support of our expectation, parental divorce was negatively associated with trust in father-child relationships. When both high resolved and high unresolved interparental conflict were added (Model 2), parental divorce and both interparental conflict levels were associated with lower trust in the father. The interaction terms between parental divorce and both high levels of interparental conflict (resolved and unresolved) did not yield significant effects (Model 3).



As shown in Table 7, we found similar results to those found in father-child trust for communication in father-child relationships. That is, parental divorce (Model 1) and both high resolved and high unresolved parental conflict (Model 2) are associated with lower communication with the father, even when interactions between parental divorce and conflict were included (Model 3).



In Table 8, we present the results on alienation in father-child relationships. Parental divorce was associated with higher alienation in father-child relationships (Table 8; Model 1). However, when both interparental conflict levels were added (Model 2), parental divorce was no longer associated with higher father-child alienation, and both high resolved and high unresolved parental conflict was positively associated with father-child alienation, even when interaction terms between parental divorce and conflict were added (Model 3).






4. Discussion


The present study analyzed the associations between parental divorce and interparental conflict with trust, communication, and alienation in both mother-child and father-child relationship quality in a Spanish young adult sample. In addition, the interactive effect of parental divorce and conflict was also tested. This study makes important contributions in relation to other studies by (1) Analyzing a non-widely studied developmental period; (2) examining an understudied population of Spanish emerging adults; (3) studying simultaneously the associations between parental divorce and both high resolved and high unresolved interparental conflict with trust, communication, and alienation in mother-child and father-child relationships and (4) examining the interactive effect between parental divorce and both high resolved and high unresolved interparental conflict.



Parental divorce is a life event stressor that involves multiple changes and has significant consequences for children. Even though several studies have found stronger effects on children during the first years after parental divorce, some other studies have found long-term consequences on young adult children (e.g., Hetherington and Kelly 2002). In this investigation, as expected (hypothesis 1), our results suggested that adult children of divorce show lower relationship quality with both parents (Amato 2001; Sobolewski and Amato 2007). Specifically, parental divorce was associated with lower trust and communication, along with higher alienation, in both mother-child and father-child relationships. Stressors associated with the divorce process are usually accompanied by deterioration in the parenting of both custodial and non-custodial parents. Custodial parents (usually mothers) might be less sensitive to their children’s needs and non-custodial parents might diminish their parenting role during the divorce process and the post-divorce period (Hetherington and Kelly 2002). All of these changes may negatively affect parent-child relationship quality, even in the long term, when children are young adults and are entering a new important developmental stage, as shown by our results. However, our findings suggest a stronger association between parental divorce and qualities related to father-child relationships, such as lower trust and communication. This result is consistent with several investigations that indicate that father-child relationships are more deteriorated than mother-child relationships by the divorce experience (Lee 2019; Riggio and Valenzuela 2011; Smith-Etxeberria and Eceiza 2021). This might be due to the fact that the parenting of fathers is more likely to be negatively affected by circumstances surrounding the divorce experience (Lee 2019), whereas mothers’ parenting roles do not seem to be so altered. Non-custodial fathers usually have little contact with their children, and this contact decreases over time. This has an impact on the quality of their involvement in their children’s lives, which, in turn, also affects negatively both children’s wellbeing and the quality of father-child relationships, even until adulthood (Lee 2019; Reuven-Krispin et al. 2021).



Another way through which parent-child relationships can be affected in adulthood is through continued exposure to high levels of conflictive interactions between parents. In fact, research on the associations between interparental conflict and parent-child relationship quality indicates negative and significant associations between high levels of parental conflict and both mother-child and father-child relationship quality (Riggio 2004; Smith-Etxeberria and Eceiza 2021). That is, continued exposure to parental conflict might hinder parents’ ability to function as a secure base and safe haven for their children, due to the stress related to conflictive interactions (Martin et al. 2017). This lower sensitivity might also explain more negative parent-child interactions in young adulthood (Davies and Cummings 2006). In our study, parental conflict is associated with more negative father-child and mother-child relationships in young adulthood. Overall, in support of our second hypothesis, our results suggest that interparental conflict is associated with lower trust and communication and higher alienation in the relationship quality with both parents. Furthermore, our findings support our predictions (hypothesis 3) about the greater predictive ability of parental conflict than parental divorce on parent-child relationships in young adulthood. However, this conclusion is especially meaningful for trust, communication, and alienation in mother-child relationships and for alienation in father-child relationships. That is, when both high resolved and high unresolved levels of interparental conflict were included, parental divorce was no longer associated with dimensions defining the quality of mother-child relationships (trust, communication, and alienation) and alienation in father-child relationships. Nevertheless, our results suggest that both parental divorce and conflict are concurrently associated with lower trust and communication in father-child relationships. Therefore, our findings confirm the detrimental effects of divorce mainly on father-child relationships, as parental divorce is negatively associated with lower trust and communication in father-child relationships, even when parental conflict is taken into account. Thus, in agreement with other studies, parental conflict is associated with more negative mother-child and father-child relationship quality, whereas parental divorce is more strongly associated with negative father-child relationships (e.g., Riggio and Valenzuela 2011). Our findings also suggest that when adult children observe frequent, intense, and both resolved and unresolved conflicts between parents, they report lower trust, communication, and alienation in the relationship with both parents. Thus, observing frequent and intense conflictive interactions between parents, regardless of being resolved or not, would be equally negatively influential, given that, in both cases, adult children report lower trust and communication along with higher alienation in the relationship with both parents. This does not confirm our expectations regarding the positive effect of high resolved interparental conflict (hypothesis 4).



In addition, the results of this study indicate that parental divorce moderates the effects of high resolved interparental conflict on mother-child communication (hypothesis 5). Specifically, adult children from non-divorced families whose parents remained in a high conflict marriage showed lower communication with their mother than when the level of conflict between their parents was low. Conversely, among young adult children from divorced families, higher levels of conflict in the parental marital relationship were not associated with lower communication in mother-child relationships, such that the level of mother-child communication remained the same regardless of interparental conflict. These results would support the stress-relief hypothesis (Wheaton 1990), which suggests that parental divorce might relieve the stress derived from continued exposure to high levels of parental conflict. That is, parental divorce might be a protective factor for mother-child communication under adverse circumstances, such as high parental conflict. This is consistent with the study conducted by Yu et al. (2010), who concluded that parental divorce has a buffering effect on mother–daughter relationships when the interparental relationship is characterized by high levels of conflict. However, in agreement with other studies, and contrary to what we expected, our findings did not suggest such significant interaction for the other variables that define the quality of father-child and mother-child relationships (e.g., Riggio 2004). Therefore, our expectations regarding the interactive effect between parental divorce and conflict were partially confirmed.



Study Limitations, Strengths and Implications


Our results should be seen in the light of several limitations. First, this study had a retrospective and cross-sectional design. This makes it difficult to infer causal conclusions, as adult children of divorce reported on parental conflict prior to divorce. Emerging adults might have provided information about past interparental relationships based on their current life stress or current post-divorce interparental relationships. Thus, participants may not be able to recall accurately past parental relationships. Some other investigations have used prospective longitudinal data to enhance the reliability of measures (e.g., Lee 2019). Therefore, future studies should focus on conducting a longitudinal follow-up design study with a Spanish population, in order to precisely control the actual pre-divorce parental conflict level, by also analyzing interparental conflict from parents’ perspective. In addition, in our study, we uniquely analyzed college and vocational school students. Given the age range of our sample, future studies should replicate this investigation with a broader and more heterogeneous sample. Next, parental divorce was assessed as a dichotomous variable by asking participants whether their parents were divorced or separated. Divorce is a diverse experience, and several circumstances surrounding the divorce process might explain better children’s reactions to divorce (e.g., Yárnoz-Yaben and Garmendia 2015). Besides, parental divorce does not always affect parent-child relationships to the same degree. That is, several factors surrounding the divorce experience, such as contact and closeness with non-custodial parents, type of custody (e.g., shared or sole custody), parents’ distress and adjustment following divorce, the amount of interparental conflict, or diminished financial resources might better explain the effects than divorce per se (Amato 2010; Kelly and Emery 2003). Thus, future studies should focus on the examination of other variables related to the divorce process, in order to detect factors that might explain variations in the effects of parental divorce on parent-child relationship quality. A final limitation has to do with not examining protective factors, such as authoritative parenting, both parents’ psychological wellbeing, parents’ effective co-parenting relationship in the post-divorce period, or children’s individual characteristics, such as their effective coping skills or psychosocial maturity. Analyzing these variables might help explain a reduced effect of both parental divorce and conflict (Amato 2014; DeBoard-Lucas et al. 2010; Kelly and Emery 2003; Lee 2018; Rejaäan et al. 2021; Yeung 2021). Moreover, the study of these factors could be of use to gather important information in order to make preventive and clinical intervention efforts to reduce the negative effects of both parental divorce and conflict.



Despite the limitations of this study, it contributes to the investigation of emerging adults’ father-child and mother-child relationship quality in several ways. First, the associations between parental divorce and both high resolved and high unresolved interparental conflict with trust, communication, and alienation in mother-child and father-child relationships were analyzed by testing simultaneously their effect in a non-widely studied sample and cultural context. Another important contribution refers to the study of the role of parents’ gender, as many studies have not focused on the differential effects of parental divorce and conflict on mother-child and father-child relationships separately. In addition, this study analyzed the interaction between parental divorce and conflict in order to examine the moderating role of parental divorce in mother-child and father-child relationships. Overall, our findings contribute to better understanding the effects of parental divorce on parent-child relationships during emerging adulthood, and add to the existing literature, suggesting that interparental conflict is more strongly associated with both mother-child and father-child relationship quality in young adulthood more so than parental divorce. In addition, parental divorce is more strongly related to lower father-child relationship quality than to mother-child relationship quality. Thus, our results highlight the long-term consequences of parental divorce and conflict and suggest the importance of analyzing more factors (e.g., child’s gender and age at time of divorce) in order to extend our knowledge about the way through which these stressful family experiences might shape emerging adult children’s relationships with their parents.



These findings have implications for public policies and preventive interventions for divorced and non-divorced families with dysfunctional family dynamics. Parental stress related to dysfunctional family dynamics derived from conflictive interactions between parents might diminish parents’ sensitivity, responsiveness, and warmth toward their children’s needs, which may have detrimental effects on parent-child relationship quality, even during emerging adulthood. Thus, more efforts should be made to implement and design psychosocial prevention programs aimed at strengthening parental relationships, along with improving parental sensitivity through attachment-based interventions (Berlin et al. 2016). In addition, although in the current study, parental divorce was negatively associated with both mother-child and father-child relationship quality, emerging adult children’s current perceptions of the relationship with their father seemed to be more damaged. Therefore, intervention programs focused on improving children’s adjustment to divorce should provide tools to enhance father-child relationships.
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Figure 1. Interaction plot for the significant two-way interaction between parental divorce and high resolved interparental conflict on communication in mother-child relationships. 
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Table 1. Descriptive information about the study variables.
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Constructs

	
Indicators

	
M (SD) or n

	
Range

	
α






	
Parental divorce

	
No

	
905

	
------

	
-------




	
Yes

	
173

	
------

	
-------




	
Interparental Conflict

	
Frequency

	
0.60 (0.62)

	
0–2

	
0.84




	
Intensity

	
1.38 (0.44)

	
0–2

	
0.70




	
Resolution

	
1.44 (0.51)

	
0–2

	
0.78




	
Mother-child relationship

	
Trust

	
4.19 (0.72)

	
1–5

	
0.90




	
Communication

	
3.72 (0.79)

	
1–5

	
0.86




	
Alienation

	
2.35 (0.72)

	
1–5

	
0.67




	
Father-child relationship

	
Trust

	
3.97 (0.84)

	
1–5

	
0.92




	
Communication

	
3.17 (0.89)

	
1–5

	
0.89




	
Alienation

	
2.50 (0.78)

	
1–5

	
0.71
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Table 2. Correlations among the study variables.
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	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10





	1. Divorce
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	2. Freq
	0.27 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	3. Intens
	0.21 **
	0.67 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	4. Resol
	−0.37 **
	−0.57 **
	−0.47 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	



	5. TrustMoth
	−0.10 **
	−0.31 **
	−0.20 **
	0.31 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	



	6. ComMoth
	−0.08 **
	−0.21 **
	−0.11 **
	0.26 **
	0.73 **
	1
	
	
	
	



	7. AliMoth
	0.05
	0.29 **
	0.20 **
	−0.24 **
	−0.62 **
	−0.58 **
	1
	
	
	



	8. TrustFath
	−0.27 **
	−0.38 **
	−0.27 **
	0.40 **
	0.38 **
	0.29 **
	−0.29 **
	1
	
	



	9. ComFath
	−0.19 **
	−0.28 **
	−0.22 **
	0.36 **
	0.27 **
	0.37 **
	−0.29 **
	0.76 **
	1
	



	10. AliFath
	0.12 **
	0.36 **
	0.29 **
	−0.28 **
	−0.16 **
	−0.19 **
	0.45 **
	−0.58 **
	−0.60 **
	1







Note. Divorce, parental divorce; Freq, frequency of interparental conflict; Intens, intensity of interparental conflict; Resol, resolution of interparental conflict; TrustMoth, trust in mother; ComMoth, communication with mother; AliMoth, alienation in the relationship with mother; TrustFath, trust in Father; ComFath, communication with Father; AliFath, alienation in the relationship with father; ** p < 0.01.
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Table 3. Summary of the hierarchical multiple regressions for the variables predicting trust in mother-child relationships.
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Model 1

	
Model 2

	
Model 3




	
Variable

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β




	
Control variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Explanatory variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 Parental divorce

	
−0.209 ***

	
0.064

	
−0.107

	
−0.046

	
0.064

	
−0.024

	
−0.024

	
0.153

	
−0.012




	
 High resolved conflict

	

	

	

	
−0.165 ***

	
0.049

	
−0.115

	
−0.17 ***

	
0.052

	
−0.124




	
 High unresolved conflict

	

	

	

	
−0.532 ***

	
0.058

	
−0.333

	
−0.502 ***

	
0.063

	
−0.314




	
Interactions

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 Divorce × high resolved

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
0.093

	
0.186

	
0.028




	
 Divorce × high unresolved

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
−0.115

	
0.178

	
−0.045




	
R2

	
0.027

	
0.106

	
0.109




	
F for change in R2

	
2.632 **

	
42.892 ***

	
1.141








** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table 4. Summary of the hierarchical multiple regressions for the variables predicting communication in mother-child relationships.
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Model 1

	
Model 2

	
Model 3




	
Variable

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β




	
Control variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Explanatory variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 Parental divorce

	
−0.213 **

	
0.071

	
−0.096

	
−0.084

	
0.072

	
−0.038

	
−.0279

	
0.174

	
−0.126




	
 High resolved conflict

	

	

	

	
−0.156 **

	
0.056

	
−0.096

	
−0.197 ***

	
0.059

	
−0.121




	
 High unresolved conflict

	

	

	

	
−0.427 ***

	
0.066

	
−0.236

	
−0.404 ***

	
0.071

	
−0.224




	
Interactions

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 Divorce × high resolved

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
0.434 *

	
0.211

	
0.117




	
 Divorce × high unresolved

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
0.087

	
0.202

	
0.030




	
R2

	
0.060

	
0.100

	
0.106




	
F for change in R2

	
6.187 ***

	
21.235 ***

	
3.202 *








* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table 5. Summary of the hierarchical multiple regressions for the variables predicting alienation in mother-child relationships.
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Model 1

	
Model 2

	
Model 3




	
Variable

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β




	
Control variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Explanatory variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 Parental divorce

	
0.156 *

	
0.066

	
0.077

	
−0.003

	
0.066

	
−0.001

	
−0.100

	
0.159

	
−0.050




	
 High resolved conflict

	

	

	

	
0.247 ***

	
0.051

	
0.168

	
0.247 ***

	
0.053

	
0.168




	
 High unresolved conflict

	

	

	

	
0.537 ***

	
0.060

	
0.328

	
0.512 ***

	
0.065

	
0.312




	
Interactions

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 Divorce × high resolved

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
0.059

	
0.192

	
0.018




	
 Divorce × high unresolved

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
0.161

	
0.184

	
0.061




	
R2

	
0.015

	
0.093

	
0.094




	
F for change in R2

	
1.505

	
40.845 ***

	
0.483








* p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001.
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Table 6. Summary of the hierarchical multiple regressions for the variables predicting trust in father-child relationships.
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Model 1

	
Model 2

	
Model 3




	
Variable

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β




	
Control variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Explanatory variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 Parental divorce

	
−0.605 ***

	
0.074

	
−0.257

	
−0.381 ***

	
0.073

	
−0.162

	
−0.340 *

	
0.174

	
−0.144




	
 High resolved conflict

	

	

	

	
−0.257 ***

	
0.056

	
−0.150

	
−0.252 ***

	
0.059

	
−0.147




	
 High unresolved conflict

	

	

	

	
−0.741 ***

	
0.066

	
−0.389

	
−0.739 ***

	
0.072

	
−0.388




	
Interactions

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 Divorce × high resolved

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
−0.062

	
0.212

	
−0.016




	
 Divorce × high unresolved

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
−0.040

	
0.202

	
−0.013




	
R2

	
0.081

	
0.190

	
0.190




	
F for change in R2

	
8.474 ***

	
63.885 ***

	
0.042








* p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001.













[image: Table] 





Table 7. Summary of the hierarchical multiple regressions for the variables predicting communication in father-child relationships.
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Model 1

	
Model 2

	
Model 3




	
Variable

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β




	
Control variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Explanatory variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 Parental divorce

	
−0.509 ***

	
0.081

	
−0.202

	
−0.304 ***

	
0.081

	
−0.121

	
−0.591 **

	
0.193

	
−0.235




	
 High resolved conflict

	

	

	

	
−0.309 ***

	
0.062

	
−0.1699

	
−0.318 ***

	
0.065

	
−0.174




	
 High unresolved conflict

	

	

	

	
−0.689 ***

	
0.073

	
−0.338

	
−0.750 ***

	
0.079

	
−0.368




	
Interactions

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 Divorce × high resolved

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
0.231

	
0.235

	
0.054




	
 Divorce × high unresolved

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
0.430 †

	
0.224

	
0.131




	
R2

	
0.046

	
0.128

	
0.132




	
F for change in R2

	
4.631 ***

	
44.968 ***

	
1.973








† p < 0.10; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table 8. Summary of the hierarchical multiple regressions for the variables predicting alienation in father-child relationships.
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Model 1

	
Model 2

	
Model 3




	
Variable

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β




	
Control variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Explanatory variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 Parental divorce

	
0.314 ***

	
0.072

	
0.141

	
0.103

	
0.071

	
0.046

	
0.311 †

	
0.169

	
0.140




	
 High resolved conflict

	

	

	

	
0.353 ***

	
0.054

	
0.219

	
0.375 ***

	
0.057

	
0.233




	
 High unresolved conflict

	

	

	

	
0.723 ***

	
0.064

	
0.403

	
0.738 ***

	
0.069

	
0.411




	
Interactions

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 Divorce × high resolved

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
−0.294

	
0.205

	
−0.079




	
 Divorce × high unresolved

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
−0.219

	
0.196

	
−0.075




	
R2

	
0.023

	
0.142

	
0.144




	
F for change in R2

	
2.291 *

	
65.709 ***

	
1.038








† p < 0.10; * p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001.



















	
	
Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.











© 2021 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).






nav.xhtml


  socsci-10-00382


  
    		
      socsci-10-00382
    


  




  





media/file1.png
COMMUNICATION WITH

4.5

., MOTHER
S

&)

\ n

—eo— Non-
divorced

----- Divorced

Low conflct High-resolved conflict






media/file0.jpg
COMMUNICATION WITH

<» MOTHER

Low conflet High-resolved conflict

——Non-
divorced

-~ Divorced






