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The Effects of Parental Conflicts and Divorce on
the Well-Being of Pupils in Dutch Secondary
Education

Jaap Dronkers

The conclusions of this article, investigating the well-being of Dutch youth with a large national
sample of more than 9000 pupils in Dutch secondary education, are: 1. The well-being of pupils
living in single-mother families is higher than that of pupils living in two-parent families with
much parental conflict; 2. The well-being of pupils living in single-mother families with no parental
conflict and with much contact with the departed father is lower than that of pupils living in two-
parent families without parental conflict; 3. The degree of parental conflict after divorce is more

important for the well-being of the children than the degree of contact with the departed father.

Introduction

In their survey of the effects of parental divorce on
the well-being of children in the USA, McLanahan
and Sandefur (1994: 9) formulated two questions
that had to be asked with regard to the possible con-
sequences of growing up in single-patent families!
for the children:

1. Arechildren who were raised by only one natural
parent less successful in adulthood, on average,
than comparable children raised by both natural
parents under comparable
(income, education, etc.)?

2. Would children raised by only one natural parent
have been more successful in adulthood if their
parents had not divorced?

By using data collected in the USA, McLanahan and

Sandefur (1994: 9) demonstrated very clearly that the

first question must be answered positively (for an

extensive review see Amato and Keith, 1991). Clear
but smaller negative effects of growing up in single-
mother families on the well-being of children were
also found in the Nethetlands (Borgers, Dronkers,
and Van Praag, 1996; Bosman and Louwens, 1984,
1988; Bosman, 1993; Dronkers, 1994; Spruijt 1993;

circumstances

© Oxford University Press 1999

Spruijt and de Goede, 1996). These Dutch effects
correspond to the effects found in other European
countries. Kiernan (1992) analysed the effect of
single-parent families (caused either by divorce or
death) on school dropout rates in England. She
found negative results, and they were stronger for
single-parent families caused by divorce than for
single-parent families caused by death (see also
Cherlin efal., 1991).

In Germany, Heekerens (1987) compared girls
from two-parent families with those from single-
mother families and found only a few differences.
However, Dickmann and Engelhardt (1995) found
a significant effect of parental divorce on the divorce
risks of their children in Germany. Oggenfuss (1984)
compared longitudinally children from single- and
two-parent families during their educational and
occupational life course in Ziirich (Switzerland)
and found lower educational attainment and an
early occupational start for children from single-
parent families. McNab and Murray (1985) found a
pattern of lower achievement, particulatly in mathe-
matics, by Swedish children living with single
mothers. Murray and Sandqvist (1990) found that
Swedish children with single mothers, at the age of
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13, scored lower on educational attitudes and
achievement measures in late childhood, selected
less demanding courses in junior high school, and
had lower levels of educational attainment at the
age of 21 compared with children with two parents.
However, some of these European results appear to
show smaller effects than those found in the USA
(Borgers, Dronkers, and Van Praag, 1996), suggest-
ing that studies on the effects of divorce from the
USA are not automatically applicable to European
societies.

The second question formulated by MclLanahan
and Sandefur (1994: 11) is more difficult to answer
and, at the same time, more controversial:

To really answer the question, we would need to run
an experiment that randomly assigns people to two-
and one-parent families. Otherwise, we cannot rule
out the possibility that some third variable is both
causing parents to live apart and causing children to
do worse in school. Adjusting for known character-
istics reduces the possibility that family structure is
serving as a proxy for some other variable, but it
does not eliminate the possibility.

An obvious third factor is the serious conflict
between the two parents, which can lead to divorce.
With regard to this factor McLanahan and Sandefur
(1994: 30-1) state the following:

Parental conflict is often cited as a cause of both
family disruption and the loss of parental resources.
Before we can say that parental conflict is the princi-
pal explanation for why children from divorced
families are less successful than children from intact
families, several factors must be taken into account.
First, we must know something about the source
and the degree of conflict. Second, we need to ask
whether the parents’ separation puts an end to
conflict or whether it increases conflict. Third, the
effects of conflict must be evaluated along with
other factors that are triggered by family disruption.

These two authors do not say much about the sig-
nificance of parental conflict and about research
concerned with it, but their study suggests that
they did not see parental conflict as an important
factor. Acock and Demo (1994: 45), on the other
hand, find that ‘reviews of the USA literature
demonstrate that it is precisely these experi-
ences — conflices in marital and parent—child

relationships — that mediate the effect of family
structure on children’s well-being’

There are hardly any European empirical studies
dealing with the second question formulated by
McLanahan and Sandefur. Only one Swedish study
(Gihler, 1994), that makes a distinction between
growing up in two-parent families with serious mar-
ital conflicts between the parents, and growing up in
single-mother families caused by divorce, reports
that growing up with a bad relationship between
the non-divorced parents has a stronger negative
effect on children’s well-being than growing up ina
single-mother family caused by divorce.

Objective of the Article

The aim of this article is to verify empirically for a
European society to what extent a bad relationship
between non-divorced parents has a stronger nega-
tive effect on the well-being of pupils in secondary
education than growing up in a single-mother
family. Given the differences in effects of parental
divorce on children berween the USA and European
societies, there might also be differences in the
effects of parental conflicts and divorce on their chil-
dren. The answer to the second question formulated
by McLanahan and Sandefur must be negative for
the Netherlands, if the level of well-being of pupils
in Dutch secondary education whose non-divorced
parents have serious conflicts is lower than the level
of well-being of comparable children in Dutch sec-
ondary education raised in single-mother families.
If there is no difference in the level of well-being,
or if the level of well-being of the children of
divorced parents is lower, the answer should be
positive.

Further differentiations within the single-mother
category will be made in order to go more deeply
into McLanahan and Sandefur’s three annotations
of the conflict explanation. This will be achieved by
dividing the single-mother families into single-
mother families with and without continuous con-
flict between ex-partners. Subsequently, the well-
being of secondary-school pupils from different
family types will be compared, after controlling for
relevant characteristics.

It is true that we have not carried out an experi-
ment like the hypothetical one suggested in the
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article by McLanahan and Sandefur (1994: 11), but
this differentiation between single- and two-parent
families, based on the degree of conflict between
(ex-)partners has never been made in any European
study that has investigated the influence of parental
conflict before and after divorce, except the Swedish
study by Gihler (1994).

Another reservation must also be stated. In this
research we use cross-sectional data, whereas
longitudinal data, by means of which the well-
being of a large number of pupils and the way the
relations between their parents develop are studied
over a longer period of time, are actually more
suitable for trying to provide an answer to
McLanahan and Sandefur’s second question. As a
consequence, the causality of any differences that
are found is questionable. One can argue that a
child’s poor state of well-being (measured in terms
of durg use or bad health) can stimulate serious
conflicts between its parents, instead of the causality
assumed by McLanahan and Sandefur (serious
conflicts between parents andjor divorce result in
negative impact on their children). Although the
former causality of the relationship between paren-
tal conflict and children’s well-being might be
relevant, it is difficult to assume that it is more
important than the latter causality. One can also
argue that parental conflicts before divorce are
something completely different from parental
conflicts after divorce. Although this difference in
the nature of parental conflict might be relevant
from the perspective of the adults, one can doubt
whether that difference is relevant from the
perspective of the children.

Another reservation is that the degree of paren-
tal conflict before the divorce is not measured, but
we have only the extent of post-divorce quarrels in
single-parent families, although the former might
be more consequential than the latter. In any case,
a study with cross-sectional data cannot distin-
guish between these two possible causalities or
the difference in the nature and measurement of
parental conflict before and after the divorce,
only an longitudinal study can provide answers to
questions like these. The data necessary for such a
longitudinal study are still lacking in Europe. We
hope that the outcomes of this research will pro-
mote the building and analysis of these
longitudinal data.

Hypotheses

There is an extensive literature in the USA about the
possible causes of the negative effects of parental
conflicts and divorce on the well-being of their chil-
dren. Recent important reviews of this literature are
those by Acock and Demo (1994), Amato and Keith

(1991), Amato and Booth (1991), McLanahan and

Sandefur (1994), and Simons e a/. (1996). We will

not reiterate these reviews here, nor summarize

their most important conclusions. But we have
used these literature and reviews to formulate our
hypotheses.

The aim of these hypotheses is not the explana-
tion of all differences in well-being among
secondary-school pupils as such. Control variables
are only used to avoid spurious conclusions about
differences in well-being between different groups
of secondary-school pupils. Neither is the aim of
these hypotheses to estimate the effects of parental
conflicts and divorce on the well-being of children,
among other factors. The aim of these hypotheses is
to make a systematic comparison between of the
well-being of different groups of secondary-school
pupils, in order to begin to answer the question
posed by McLanahan and Sandefur.

The following hypotheses will be tested:

H1 The well-being of secondary-school pupils from
two-parent families without parental conflict is
higher than that of pupils from two-parent
families with some parental conflict, and again
higher than that of pupils from two-parent
families with much parental conflict.

The reasons given in the literature for this hypoth-
esis are self-evident: conflict between the parents
will affect the effectiveness of the child-rearing pro-
cess, thus affecting children’s well-being, because
much time and energy are spent on quarrelling,
Another reason is that adolescents are more or less
intentionally used in parental conflict, and they in
turn use this conflict for their own purposes. Lastly,
children witnessing parental battles may be more
consumed by anxiety, fear, withdrawal, or self-
blame. If this hypothesis is correct, we can assume
that our subjective indicators of well-being and par-
ental conflict are reliable and that the rejection of the
other hypotheses cannot be explained by unreliable
indicators.
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H2 The well-being of secondary-school pupils
raised in single-mother families is higher than
that of secondary-school pupils raised in two-
parent families with much parental conflict.

The reason for this hypothesis is our assumption
that, due to the diminished daily contact between
the parents as a consequence of divorce, the average
intensity and frequency of conflict between them
will diminish, which will lead to greater effective-
ness of the child-rearing process, thus increasing
the level of children’s well-being. The lesser intensity
and frequency of conflict between the divorced par-
ents will leave more time and energy for the
children, who will be used less in their parents’ con-
flicts, and thus will be less able to use these conflicts
for their own purposes. Children who no longer wit-
ness the conflicts between their divorced parents
may be less consumed by anxiety, fear, withdrawal,
or self-blame than children who have to witness the
serious quarrels of their non-divorced parents.

H3 The well-being of secondary-school pupils
raised in single-mother families is lower than
that of pupils raised in two-parent families with-
out parental conflict.

The reason for this hypothesis is a combination of
two considerations. Parental divorce can affect the
effectiveness of child-rearing, because neither par-
ents’ authority nor children’s confidence in their
parents can ever be restored to the former level. As
a consequence of the probability of a less profitable
division of available financial means between two
households, the average financial and social position
of the single-mother family will be weaker than it
used to be before divorce (Sérensen, 1994). Also,
the anxiety, fear, withdrawal, or self-blame of chil-
dren, caused by the parental divorce, may have
become permanent. Therefore, the average level of
well-being of secondary-school pupils from single-
mother families is lower than that of secondary-
school pupils from comparable two-parent families
without parental conflict.

H4 The well-being of secondary-school pupils
raised in single-mother families in which ex-
partners have been able to solve their conflicts
1s higher than that of pupils raised in single-
mother families in which ex-partners continue
their conflicts after their divorce.

The reason for this hypothesis is a consequence of

the first hypothesis. On-going conflicts between

parents can continue to affect the effectiveness of
the child-rearing process after divorce, because
much time and energy will be spent on quarrelling
and also because, more or less intentionally, the off-
spring will be used in this conflict, and may in turn
use it for their own purposes. Also, children witnes-
sing parental battles may be more consumed by
anxiety, fear, withdrawal, or self-blame.

The power of the negative effect of living in a
single-mother family can depend on the amount of
time elapsed since the divorce. On the one hand, if
the divorce took place long ago, parents and chil-
dren might have had the time to adjust to the new
situation. The conflicts and tension related to
divorce lie far behind them, and they might have
begun to feel the advantages of the separation (for
example, parental conflict may have diminished or
even disappeared). The literature indicates that the
first 18 months after divorce are the most difficult
for mother and children, because in that period the
most painful part of the adaptation process must
take place. On the other hand, the longer the post-
divorce period is, the more strongly they may have
been affected by the negative aspects of living in a
single-mother family (for example, the poor finan-
cial situation, weaker parental authority, etc) and
this could eventually have a stronger negative effect.
Bosch ef al. (1994) found indications that, in the
Netherlands too, parental divorce has lasting effects
on adult children’s behaviour, after controlling for
relevant characteristics. Children from single-
mother families get married and have their first
child at younger ages. It is therefore important to
differentiate between the average well-being of sec-
ondary-school pupils raised in recently formed
single-mother families and that of secondary-school
pupils raised in longstanding
families.

This leads to the following hypotheses:

H5 The well-being of secondary-school pupils
raised in longstanding single-mother families is
higher than that of secondary-school pupils
raised in recently formed single-mother

single-mother

families.
The reason for this hypothesis is that, in the long
run, the positive effects of parental divorce will be
stronger than the negative ones because, within a
European social welfare system, the financial and
social situadon of single-mother families is not as
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bad as in North America. Therefore, the effective-

ness of the child-rearing process and the family’s

financial and social position could improve to
some extent in the long run.

H6 The well-being of secondary-school pupils
raised in longstanding single-mother families is
equal to that of secondary-school pupils raised
in former single-mother families in which the
parent has remarried or cohabits with a new
partner.

The longer the post-divorce period, the greater the
chance that single-mother families will become
two-parent families again, because the parent who
has been left behind with the children will remarry
or will start living together with a new partner. If we
assume that, by means of (self-)selection, parents
who remarry or cohabit with a new partner are better
adjusted to post-divorce circumstances, this means
that the average well-being of secondary-school
pupils raised in former single-mother families
caused by divorce, in which the parent has remar-
ried, must be higher than that of secondary-school
pupils raised in single-mother families in which the
parent is still single. On the other hand, introducing
a new partner into the family could become a new
source of tension for the children, and that might
result in lower levels of well-being for secondary-
school pupils raised in former single-mother
families compared to secondary-school pupils
raised in longstanding single-mother families.

Data and Methods

In this article we use data from the Pupil Survey 1994
conducted by the Dutch National Institute for Bud-
get Research (NIBUD) in collaboration with the
SCO-Kohnstamm Institute and the Foundation for
Economic Research, both of the University of
Amsterdam, and the Social Cultural Planning Office
at the end of the year 1994. The survey involved a
sample of 25 000 secondary-school pupils. During
school hours, these pupils were asked to fill out a
written questionnaire containing a large number of
questions about school, home, incomes, spending,
the way they handled money, the way they spent their
time, school and study, about living independently,
work, political preferences, and religious convic-
tions, and about health and well-being. 17 770

pupils returned usable questionnaires which were
then processed. Finally, this database was reweighed
on the characteristics ‘province of residence)
‘denomination of the school’, and the combination
‘school type’and ‘grade’, in order to make it represen-
tative of the total population of pupils in secondary
education (Warnaar, 1995).

Our questionnaire contains items about the
family category in which the pupil was growing up
at the time of the survey. We have no information
about family categories in which the pupils had
lived earlier, but we have information about the
time elapsed since their parents’ divorce (see
below). The pupil could choose between the follow-
ing categories: two-parent family (father, mother,
and children), single-mother family, and single-
father family. We have eliminated all pupils who
said they no longer lived at home, as well as those
who lived in other kinds of families than the ones
mentioned before (foster families or children’s
homes). We have also deleted all pupils living in
single-father families, because selection processes
make them different from single-mother families.
The pupils also had to answer whether the father
and the mother of the family in which they lived
were both their natural parents. If the answer was
negative the pupil had to explain what had hap-
pened to his or her natural parents (divorced or
deceased) and how old he or she was when it hap-
pened. We have deleted all pupils one of whose
natural parents was dead.

As the age of the pupil was known, we could cal-
culate how many years had elapsed since parental
divorce. So it was possible to differentiate between
recently formed and longstanding (ex-)single-parent
families. We define recently formed (ex-)single-par-
ent families as those that have existed for less than
three years, and we define longstanding single-
parent families as those that have existed for longer
than three years. This life is chosen because of the
intensely difficult adjustment period of 18 months
ensuing after parental divorce.

The pupil was also asked how often he or she had
contact with the departed father (less than once a
month, once a month, twice a month, one time
each week, more than once a week). Two groups
were distinguished: little contact (twice a month or
less), much contact (once 2 week or more often). This
differentiation corresponds with the most common
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arrangements concerning parental access existing in
the Netherlands between children and their
departed father, which is twice a month. In the last
part of the questionnaire the pupils had to answer
whether there had been any serious quarrels
between their patrents in the last year on a scale
(never, once or twice, somectimes, often, very
often). Three groups of two-parent families were
distinguished: no quarrels, few quarrels (once or
twice, sometimes), frequent quarrels (often, very
often). The percentage of secondary-school pupils
who said that both their natural parents had quar-
relled seriously once or more during the past year is
36 per cent.

The answers to these questions enabled us to dis-
tinguish nine family categories, in which secondary-
school pupils grow up: two-parent families without
parental conflict; two-parent families with some
degree of parental conflict; two-parent families
with much parental conflict; recently formed sin-
gle-mother families without parental conflict;
recently formed single-mother families with paren-
tal conflict; longstanding single-mother families
without parental conflict; longstanding single-
mother families with parental conflict; longstand-
ing ex-single-parent families without parental
conflict; longstanding ex-single-parent families
with parental conflict. As there were hardly any
step-parent families for which the period between
divorce and remarriage was shorter than three
years, these families were not included in our analy-
sis. We could not differentiate on the factor ‘natural
parent’ within step-parent families, as we did not
have sufficient data.

We have also eliminated pupils younger than 14
years of age because we are not sure whether pupils
of that young age will underestimate the degree of
parental conflict (there are indications that these
young pupils did underestimate their parental con-
flicts). The few secondary-school pupils older than
21 have also been eliminated. Finally, we have
included only those pupils who were born in the
Netherlands, have Dutch nationality, and consider
themselves Dutch, in order to awvoid biased results
caused by differences in cultural traditions (such as
Islamic or Caribbean tradidons).

All these selections (children living in single-
father families, in foster or children’s homes; chil-
dren one of whose parents had died; pupils who

didn’t answer the question about the amount of con-
flict between their (divorced) parents; pupils
younger than 14 or older than 21 years of age; pupils
who were not born in the Netherlands, did not have
Dutch nationality, or did not consider themselves to
be Dutch) reduced the number of usable question-
naires from 17 770 to 9816.

Considering the interval character of the indica-
tors, multivariate regression analysis (ordinary least
squares) was applied. The missing values were
replaced by the means of valid scores on the relevant
variables. For reasons of space, we will not show all
parameters of the independent and control vari-
ables.

Indicators of Well-Being

Our choice of the subjective indicators of well-
being are comparable with the indicators of well-
being for children from single-mother families
used by Acock and Demo, by McLanahan and San-
defur, and by Simonse#a/. These seven indicators are
coded in such a way that a high score means a low
degree of well-being:

1. Usegf Drugs: this scale represents the sum of four
questions referring to the use of tranquillizers,
soft drugs, mind-expanding drugs, and hard
drugs in the last 12 months (0 =never used;
4 = used all types of drugs). Cronbach alpha for
this scale is not high, but acceptable: 0.60.

2. liness: this scale represents the sum of nine ques-
tions that refer to the frequencies of nine types
of illness during the last 12 months (0 = never
been ill). Cronbach alpha for this scale is not
high, but acceptable: 0.65.

3. Violence and crime: this scale represents the sum of
thirteen questions about the frequencies of tak-
ing part in thirteen types of violence and crime
during the last 12 months (0=never been
involved). Cronbach alpha for this scale is satis-
factory: 0.76.

4. Depression: this scale represents the sum of 31
questions on which the pupil had to indicate
whether a certain statement applied to him or
her (62 = lowest psychical well-being; 31 = high-
est psychical well-being). This scale has been
developed by Kienhorst (1988: 75-86) and is
composed of items from six subscales (Self-rating
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Depression Scale, Depression Adjective Check
List, Hopelessness Scale, Self-esteem Scale,
Family Scale, Rational Behaviour Inventory).
Cronbach alpha for the scale is satisfactory: 0.78.

5. Schoolfailure compared with that of a pupil’s class-
mates. The answers run from success in school
(1) to failure in school (5).

6. The frequency of schoo/ truancy during the past
month, running from zero (never) to 31 (every
day).

7. Thoughts about suicide during the past year. The
answers run from never (1) to very often (5).

Control Variables

The following control variables were used to control

for possible differences in characteristics between

pupils from two-parent families and those from sin-
gle-mother families:

1. School type attended by the pupil, ranging from
the lowest type (junior vocational school) to the
highest type (grammar school);

2. Age of the pupil (14 to 21 years);

Gender of the pupil;

4. Urbanization level in the area in which the pupil
lives, ranging from countryside to city;

5. Educational level of the fatherand of the mother
separately, ranging from the lowest level (pri-
mary education) to the highest level (university);

6. Number of hours the mother spends working
outside the household;

©

7. Significance of religion in the pupils life;

8. Number of brothers and sisters, both within and
outside the family in which the pupil lives;

9. Occupational level of the father (low, average, or

high).

Results

Two-Parent Families, Mother Families, and
Parental Conflict

We will begin the analysis by including the total
number of two-parent families, all single-mother
families, and all step-families caused by parental
divorce, combined with the parental conflict variable.
This leads to nine family categories. The mean scores
on the seven indicators of well-being exhibited by
secondary-school pupils are given inTable 1. The var-
iance between groups is significant on all indicators,
but this does not mean that these between-group
differences are important. The Eta? values are indi-
cated at the bottom of the table. These values can be
interpreted as percentages of variance of the indica-
tor concerned, explained by the nine family
categories. They explain a substantial amount of var-
iance in depression, thoughts about suicide, and
frequency of illness. Secondary-school pupils with
frequently quarrelling non-divorced parents mostly
score lowest on the seven well-being indicators, gen-
erally even lower than secondary-school pupils from
single-mother families headed by the mother or
children from step-families.

Thable 1. Average scores on the seven indicators of well-being for the nine categories of families, divided according to the degree of parental conflict

Drugs
2-parent no conflict 4.2 139 27
2-parent some conflict 43 18.3 35
2-parent much conflict 4.6 26.0 57
Mother recently conflict 47 272 53
Mother recently no conflict 4.3 203 22
Mother long conflict 44 25.8 43
Mother long no conflict 4.5 200 41
Step long conflict 4.6 248 59
Step long no conflict 4.4 15.8 6.0
Average total population 4.3 164 32
S.d. for total population 0.8 187 131
Valid N (weigh) 9202 8702 9106
Eta? 002 003 0.00

Illness Violence Depression Failure Truancy Suicide N

53.8 30 1.0 1.2 5461

56.3 30 15 1.4 3275
59.2 32 14 1.9 399
58.5 34 14 17 94
55.8 27 0.7 1.3 52
517 31 17 17 127
56.0 31 1.5 14 207
579 32 1.7 17 114
55.1 32 1.0 1.3 87
55.6 30 1.2 13
44 0.8 30 07
8865 9777 9162 N7 9816
0.06 0.01 0.01 0.04
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Table 2 shows to what extent these differences
remain significant after controlling for differences
in characteristics of parents and children. Table 2
indicates the standardized parameters of the family
categories after adding the above-mentioned control
variables. To determine the significance of differ-
ences between the different categories we use
different reference categories in the different sec-
tions of Table 2. In each section the parameters
indicate to what extent the scores of the pupils in
the respective category differ from the scores of the
pupils in the reference category, after controlling for
differences in characteristics. A negative effect
means that the well-being of those pupils is higher
than that of pupils in the reference category.?

The first hypothesis (the well-being of secondary-
school pupils in two-parent families without paren-
tal conflict is higher than that of secondary-school
pupils in two-parent families with some degree of
parental conflict, and the well-being of the latter is
higher than that of secondary-school pupils in two-
parent families with much parental conflict) is con-
firmed in the first section of Table 2, where two-
parent families with much parental conflict form
the reference category. Apart from school truancy,
the level of well-being exhibited by secondary-
school pupils from two-parent families with a low
degree of parental conflict and by those from two-
parent families without parental conflictis higheron
all indicators. Differences in well-being between
pupils from two-parent families with a low degree
of parental conflict and those from two-parent
families without parental conflict are also significant
in most cases (see the fifth section of Table 2).

The second hypothesis (the well-being of sec-
ondary-school pupils from single-mother families
is higher than that of secondary-school pupils from
two-parent families with much parental conflict) is
partly confirmed in Table 2. In the first section it
appears that in 18 out of 42 cases the well-being of
secondary-school pupils in all single-mother
families (including step-parent families) is signifi-
cantly higher than that of secondary-school pupils
from two-parent families with much parental con-
flict (particularly on ‘thoughts about suicide’ and
‘depression’). Only on one indicator (school failure)
does it appear to be lower (recently formed mother-
families with parental conflict). Thus, in 24 cases
there is no significant difference between the well-

being of secondary-school pupils from single-
mother families and that of secondary-school pupils
from two-parent families with much parental
conflict.

The third hypothesis (the well-being of
secondary-school  pupils single-mother
families is lower than that of secondary-school
pupils from two-parent families without parental
conflict) is confirmed by the first line of the second
section of Table 2. On almost all indicators except
one (school failure) the well-being of secondary-
school pupils from longstanding mother-families
without parental conflict lies significantly lower
than that of secondary-school pupils from two-par-
ent families without parental conflict. However, the
second hypothesis has not been confirmed for sec-
ondary-school pupils who grow up in longstanding
step-families without parental conflict (the first line
in the third section). Except for ‘school failure’ there
are nosignificant differences between the well-being
of these pupils and that of secondary-school pupils
from two-parent families without parental conflict.
The same holds for recently formed mother-families
without parental conflict (the first line of the fourth
section).

The final section of Table 2 shows that the greatest
differences have been found between the well-being
of secondary-school pupils from (ex-)single-mother
families with parental conflict and that of pupils
from two-parent families without parental conflict,
whereas differences between the well-being of
secondary-school pupils from (ex)single-mother
families without parental conflict and that of chil-
dren from two-parent families without parental
conflict are minimal. McLanahan and Sandefur’s
annotation (‘Does parental conflict end after
divorce?’) is thus correct. In situations where par-
ents continue to quarrel seriously after divorce
(although the nature of the conflict might be chan-
ged), the well-being of their children will be lower.
The third hypothesis has been confirmed, particu-
larly for children whose divorced parents continue
to quarrel.

The fourth hypothesis (the well-being of
secondary-school pupils from single-mother
families in which ex-partners have been able to
solve their conflict is higher than that of pupils
from single-mother families in which ex-partners
continue to quarrel after divorce) is, on the whole,
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confirmed by the sixth line of the second section in
Table 2. The well-being of secondary-school pupils
from longstanding mother-families with parental
conflict is significantly lower than that of pupils
from longstanding mother-families without paren-
tal conflict on scales measuring illness, depression,
and thoughts about suicide. The third section of
Table 2 (the last line) shows a comparable significant
difference between the well-being of children from
longstanding step-families with parental conflict
and that of children from longstanding step-
families without parental conflict (on scales measur-
ing illness, depression, school truancy, and thoughts
about suicide). The fourth section (fourth line)
shows a similar result for recently formed mother-
families. In step- or single-mother families with pat-
ental conflict children use drugs more often, exhibit
higher levels of depression and school failure, and
think about suicide more often than children in
comparable families without parental conflict.

The fifth hypothesis (the well-being of
secondary-school pupils from longstanding single-
mother families is higher than that of secondary-
school pupils from recently formed single-mother
families) has barely been confirmed by the results
given in Table 2. Only one significant difference has
been found between recently formed mother-
families without parental conflict and longstanding
mother-families without parental conflict (fifth line,
second section; sixth line, fourth section): children
in recently formed mother-families estimate their
school failure lower than children in longstanding
mother-families do. This difference is not in accor-
dance with the fifth hypothesis. An analysis of
differences in the well-being of children from
recently formed and longstanding mother families
with parental conflict (not shown here) indicates
that there are no significant differences between
children’s well-being in these two categories, except
for the use of drugs and school failure. In these two
cases the fifth hypothesis has been confirmed: pupils
with long divorced, quarrelling patents use fewer
drugs and -have, according to themselves, fewer
school failures than children with recently divorced
quarrelling parents.

The sixth hypothesis (the well-being of
secondary-school pupils from longstanding single-
mother families is equal to that of secondary-school
pupils in step-families in which the parent has

remarried or cohabits with a new partner) is
confirmed in the second and third sections of Table
2. There are no significant differences between the
well-being of children from longstanding mother-
families without parental conflict and that of
children from longstanding step-families without
patental conflict. An analysis of differences between
the well-being of children from longstanding
mother-families with parental conflict and that of
children from longstanding step-families with
parental conflict (not shown here) indicates that
these children do not differ in well-being. This result
could also be seen as a confirmation of the sixth
hypothesis.

The Cumulative Effect of Contact with the
Departed Father and Parental Conflict

The amount of contact with the departed father can
explain some of the negative effects of living in a
single-mother family. If parental conflict continues
after the divorce, a large amount of contact between
the departed father and the child might lower the
pupil’s well-being, because this contact might be
used by the parents in their conflict. If parental con-
flict stops after the divorce, a large amount of contact
between the departed father and the child might
increase the pupil’s well-being, because the child
can maintain satisfactory relations with both parents
and can receive non-threatening help from both par-
ents. In this section we analyse this cumulative effect
of the amount of contact with the departed father
and parental conflict.

The combination of amount of contact with the
departed father with amount of conflict between
the divorced parents gives 12 categories of (ex-)sin-
gle-parent families. The mean scores on well-being
indicators are given in Table 3. In Table 4 the differ-
ences between the categories are tested for their
significance. Table 4 has been constructed in the
same way as Table 2. It shows the standardized para-
meters of the categories after adding the above-
mentioned control variables. This table also contains
a number of sections in which different categories
function as the reference category.

The second hypothesis (the well-being of
secondary-school pupils from single-mother
families is higher than that of secondary-school
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pupils from two-parent families with much parental
conflict) has also been partly confirmed in Table 4.
With two exceptions (pupils from recently formed
mother-families with parental conflict in which
there is not much contact with the departed father
experience more violence and are more often ill
than pupils from two-parent families with much
parental conflict), the well-being of secondary-
school pupils from two-parent families with much
parental conflict is equal to, or lower than that of
secondary-school pupils from (ex-)single-parent
families. For the combination no parental conflict and
muchcontact with the departed father we notice the greatest
difference between the well-being of these pupils (in
terms of illness, depression, and thoughts about sui-
cide) and that of pupils from two-parent families
with much parental conflict (third line in the second
and third section).

On the other hand, there appears to be no signifi-
cantdifference between the well-being of secondary-
school pupils from longstanding mother-families
with parental conflict and not much contact with
the departed father and that of secondary-school
pupils from two-parent families with much parental
conflict (seventh line in first section of Table 4). The
eighth line in the first section indicates that three
indicators (use of drugs, depression, and thoughts
about suicide) of well-being of secondary-school
pupils from longstanding mother-families with
much parental conflict and much contact with the
departed father is higher than that of secondary-
school pupils from two-parent families with much
patental conflict. This shows that much contact
with the departed father can have a positive influ-
ence on the child’s well-being, even if there is much
parental conflict in the family.

The third hypothesis (the well-being of
secondary-school pupils from single-mother
families is lower than that of secondary-school
pupils from two-parent families without parental
conflict) is confirmed by the first line in the second
section of Table 4. Secondary-school pupils from
longstanding step-families without parental conflict
and much contact with the departed father exhibit a
lower level of well-being than secondary-school
pupils from two-parent families without parental
conflict on one indicator (experiencing violence).
Secondary-school pupils from longstanding
mother-families without parental conflict and

much contact with the departed father score lower
on three indicators (use of drugs, illness, and depres-
sion) than secondary-school pupils from two-parent
families without conflict (first line in third section of
Table 4). These two family categories show the smal-
lest differences in well-being compared to the two-
parent category; other categories show more, and
larger, differences in well-being, This suggests that
more contact with the departed father increases the
pupil’s well-being, but only if parental conflict has
ceased.

The fourth hypothesis (the well-being of
secondary-school pupils from single-mother
families without parental conflict is higher than
that of secondary-school pupils from single-mother
families with parental conflict) is partly confirmed
by the 13th line of the second section of Table 4 for
longstanding step-families with much contact with
the departed father. Secondary-school pupils from
longstanding step-families with parental conflict
and much contact with the departed father exhibit
a lower level of well-being on two indicators (illness
and depression). The fourth hypothesis is also partly
confirmed by longstanding mother-families in
which the child has much contact with the departed
father (ninth line in the third section of Table 4). On
two indicators (depression and thoughts about
suicide) pupils have a lower well-being if their
parents continue their conflicts, despite the contact
with the departed father.

Analyses (not shown here) indicate that
secondary-school  pupils longstanding
mother-families in which there is not much contact
with the departed father and no parental conflict
score better on two indicators (illness, thoughts
about suicide) than secondary-school pupils from
comparable families with parental conflict. The
difference in outcomes between the third and the
fifth lines of the first section of Table 4 (recently
formed mother-families in which there is not much
contact with the departed father) appears to be in
favour of the fourth hypothesis: if there are any
differences, they appear to be to the advantage of
secondary-school pupils in families without
parental conflict. The same goes for the difference
between the fourth and the sixth lines of the first
section of Table 4. The importance of contact with
the departed father is only supported for the cate-
gory of recently formed mother-families. The

from
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difference in outcomes between the third and fourth
lines of the first section in Table 4 shows that the
well-being of pupils is lower for those pupils with a
small amount of contact with the departed father,
although the amount of parental conflict in these
two family categories is the same. Something similar
appears from the difference between the fifth and the
sixth lines of the first section in Table 4. The fourth
hypothesis appears to apply in all situations, whereas
the importance of contact with the departed father is
only clear in recently existent mother-families.

The fifth hypothesis (the well-being of
secondary-school pupils from longstanding single-
mother families is higher than that of secondary-
school pupils from recently formed single-mother
families) has only barely been confirmed by the
results of Table 4. The seventh line of the third sec-
tion shows that on just one indicator (school failure)
there is a significant difference, but that this differ-
ence contradicts the fifth hypothesis. The fourth
line of the last section shows only one significant
difference in well-being between recently formed
and longstanding mother-families with parental
conflict and not much contact with the departed
father (more violence of pupils in recently formed
mother-families).

The sixth hypothesis (the well-being of
secondary-school pupils from longstanding single-
mother families is higher than that of secondary-
school pupils from ex-single-parent families in
which the parent has remarried or cohabits with a
new partner) has been confirmed by the 11th line of
the second section of Table 4. There are no signifi-
cant differences in the well-being by secondary-
school pupils from comparable family categories
when the only difference is that the remaining parent
has remarried or lives together with a new partner.

Conclusion and Discussion

Given the acceptance of our second hypothesis, the
second question posed by McLanahan and Sandefur
can temporarily be answered negatively: ‘secondary-
school pupils raised by only one natural parent exhi-
bit a higher level of well-being than they would have
exhibited if their seriously quarrelling parents had
remained together.’ This answer holds true only for
frequentand very frequent serious parental quarrels.

In the case of one or two serious quarrels per year,
the interim answer to the second question is posi-
tive: ‘secondary-school pupils raised by only one
natural parent exhibit a lower level of well-being
than they would have exhibited if their not so ser-
iously quarrelling parents had remained together’

The annotation by McLanahan and Sandefur
with regard to parental conflict should be regarded
as the most important issue. The seriousness and fre-
quency of parental conflict must be included in the
analysis, because the degree of conflict appears to be
relevant in explaining the well-being of their chil-
dren. Therefore, the other annotation by
McLanahan and Sandefur is also correct. If divorce
cannot put an end to quarrels between ex-partners,
children’s well-being will be improved much less by
divorce. However, even in the worst case, the well-
being of secondary-school pupils from single-
mother families with continuing parental conflict
is, in a considerable number of cases, higher than
that of secondary-school pupils raised in two-parent
families with much parental conflict and, thus, the
second question must still be answered negatively.

McLanahan and Sandefur’s annotation that one
should take stock of the factors triggered by divorce
is also correct. Rejection of the fifth hypothesis
implies that there are almost no additional long-
term positive effects of parental divorce for the
well-being of secondary-school pupils, compared
to the positive effects of parental divorce in the
short term. Acceptance of the sixth hypothesis
about step-families also underlines the importance
of weighing the negative long-term effects resulting
from divorce itself.

Odur results indicate that negative effects of paren-
tal conflicts and divorce on the well-being of
children are not confined to the USA, but can also
be found in Europe. These negative effects on the
well-being of adolescents are not only found in a
short period after the divorce but are also found
long after the parental divorce has occurred. These
negative effects are clearly connected to the degree
of parental conflict after the divorce. This all sug-
gests that young people have their own interests in
the handling of parental conflicts and divorce,
which do not necessarily correspond with the mari-
tal happiness of their parents.

Given the nature of our data this answer is only a
temporary one. Analyses with longitudinal data are
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necessary to overcome the limitations of our
cross-sectional data (problems with causality; differ-
ences between parental conflict before and after
divorce; subjective versus objective measurement
of parental conflict, contact with the departed
father, and well-being). However, as long as these
longitudinal data are not available, cross-sectional
data are the second-best option for us to use to
begin addressing questions such as those formulated
by McLanahan and Sandefur. Social scientists
should not avoid addressing important questions
because the ideal data are not yet available, leaving
the field of social debate open to far less informed
people.

Notes

1. Unless we say expressly otherwise, the single-parent
families or the single-mother families discussed in
this article are the result of divorce and not of other
circumstance (for instance death).

2. We made comparable analyses with four categories of
families (two-parents, recent mother-family, long-
standing mother-family, and step-family), the
mentioned control variables, and parental conflict as
the independent variable. These analyses show signif-
icant effects of the last three categories of families
(with two-parent families as the reference) and signif-
icant effects of parental conflict on the well-being of
children. We do not present these analyses here
because we are primarily interested in the combina-
tions of parental conflict and family-forms on the
well-being of the pupils and not in the effect of paren-
tal conflict perse.
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