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     Extensive research on the impact of divorce on children has been conducted. Much of  

this research emphasizes negative findings. Debate over the factors that exacerbate or  

alleviate these negative effects exists, and prompted investigation in this literature review.  

Two factors that may determine how children will react to parental divorce are the child’s  

developmental acuity and attachment style at the time of the divorce event. This review  

explains developmental tasks from a psychosocial and cognitive perspective for  

developing children from birth to age 18. An understanding of these models can be used  

to examine how children may be vulnerable to the stresses in a divorcing family, as well  

as identifying how to help children of all ages become resilient. Research included in this  

review suggests that a secure attachment and consistent parenting are the best buffers  

from negative effects. This literature review is intended to be a guide to aid parents,  

counselors, and other professionals who seek the best outcome for children of divorce. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
      Divorce continues to be a common phenomenon in the United States. According to  
 
the U.S. Census Bureau 2008, 40-45% of first marriages in the United States end in  
 
divorce. The process of divorce becomes further complicated when the couple has  
 
children. Current research explores the impact of parental divorce on children, often  
 
focusing on negative findings. For example, children of divorce experience poorer  
 
academic performance and are at greater risk for decreased self-esteem (Amato &  
 
Cheadle, 2008).  
 
     The family restructuring that occurs after divorce many times results in the child  
 
functioning at a more negative emotional state than prior to the divorce event  
 
(Amato, 2000). Without intervention, research emphasizes that these effects will  
 
continuously impact the child’s emotional processing. Experiencing a parental  
 
divorce before the age of 17 has been shown to negatively influence a child’s attitudes  
 
about his/her own relationships and family life into adulthood (Kot & Shoemaker 1999).  
 
The consensus in this area of research is that parental divorce results in some degree of  
 
harm and distress in children (Baris et al., 2001). 
      
     Various authors have attempted to distinguish factors that may lessen the negative  
 
impact of divorce on children. Baris et al. (2001) and Robson (1998) suggest  
 
that the child’s age at which his/her parents decide to separate affects the magnitude of  
 
his/her reaction. The older the child is at the time of the divorce, the more aware he/she  
 
is of the idea that family dynamics are significantly changing.  This is due to the child’s  
 
varying developmental acuity and cognition at different age groups. Sobolewski and  
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Amato (2007) reinforce this idea that the child will have a tendency to process parental  
 
divorce with his/her own perception of how relationships work. This perception changes  
 
over time, as the child learns more about society (Piaget, 1954). Other research addresses  
 
parent/child attachment style as being a factor in predicting the overall impact of divorce  
 
on the child.  
 
     Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1973) proposes that the way a parent interacts with  
 
his/her child in the child’s first eighteen months of life will influence that child’s sense of  
 
security, trust, and emotional bonding. If both parents establish secure attachment with  
 
the child early in life and remain consistent in visitation, discipline, and emotional  
 
bonding after the divorce, then negative effects are reduced (Kurtz et al., 1993). Marital  
 
discord is often a precursor to divorce (Kot & Shoemaker, 1999) that causes distress for  
 
children - even if they are not directly involved (Baris et al., 2001). When parent/child  
 
attachment is secure (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003) and marital discord decreases or is  
 
eliminated after divorce, children may even report a sense of relief (Kot & Shoemaker,  
 
1999). These findings suggest that such circumstances produce better outcomes for the  
 
child of divorce.  
 
     At this time there is insufficient research on attachment and divorce. An individual’s  
 
attachment style will remain constant over time, and will transfer over time into that  
 
individual’s own relationships (Van Ijzendoorn, 1995).  Therefore, further examination of  
 
current research is necessary. Two dominant concepts prevail as being factors in  
 
determining the magnitude of divorce’s negative effects  on children. The first factor, as  
 
previously mentioned, is that of the child’s age, psychosocial development, and cognitive  
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ability combined. The second factor, is that of the attachment style between parent and  
 
child (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003). This literature review will address both of these factors  
 
together in order to contribute to current findings. Specifically, the review will first  
 
explain psychosocial and cognitive developmental tasks of children ages 0-2, 3-8, 9-12,  
 
and 13-17 (Erikson, 1950; Havighurst, 1949-1971; Piaget, 1954-1956). Then, it will  
 
provide a working knowledge of the components of Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1973).  
 
Potential divorce reactions in relation to development and types of attachment style will  
 
then be discussed by age group. By doing so, the literature review intends to be a guide  
 
for counselors, parents, children of divorce, and other professionals to enhance their  
 
understanding of divorce effects and children. A more comprehensive view on the subject  
 
will aid in fostering more salient helping relationships (Halgin, 2004). 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



4 
 

Chapter 2:  Psychosocial/Cognitive Development and Attachment Theory 
 

     A brief overview of psychosocial and cognitive development theories is presented in  
 
this chapter. Understanding the framework by which children of different ages are  
 
compared will prove helpful in later chapters that discuss divorce effects. Attachment  
 
Theory, the second factor discussed and explored as being a determining factor in  
 
children’s reactions to divorce, is later discussed in detail. 
 
    Psychosocial/cognitive development. Children react differently to events based on their  
 
age and achievement of developmental goals (Vernon, 1998).  For the purposes  
 
of this review, aspects of psychosocial and cognitive  development at different ages (birth  
 
to age 17) will be explored. The majority of social development occurs during the stages  
 
of infancy (birth-age 2), childhood (age 3 to age 8), middle childhood or pre-adolescence  
 
(age 9 to age 12), and adolescence (age 13 to age 17) (Havighurst, 1952). These  
 
formative years influence an individual’s perception of him/herself in the world as a  
 
burgeoning adult (Van Ijzendoorn, 1995). Research asserts that physiologically, the  
 
human brain is most receptive and malleable to new developmental tasks and schemes  
 
from birth to age 17 (Gardiner & Kosmitzki, 2004). Therefore, maladaptive schemes  
 
developed during this time may transfer into adulthood (Piaget, 1954), and  
 
can negatively affect functioning. Developmental tasks referenced in this review are  
 
according to Erik Erikson’s Psychosocial Stages (1950), Robert J. Havighurst’s theories  
 
of development (1948-1971), and cognitive developmental characteristics as theorized by  
 
Jean Piaget (1954).  
      
     Addressing development theories will prove helpful in understanding the unique  
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reactions to parental divorce experienced by children at different ages, presented in the  
 
next chapter. Highlights of these tasks relevant to this literature review are in Table 1: 
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Table 1 

Comparison of different developmental tasks in Infancy, Early Childhood, and Childhood 

 
AGE PSYCHOSOCIAL 

DEVELOPMENT 
(ERIKSON) 

HAVIGHURST’S 
DEVELOPMENTAL 

THEORIES 

COGNITIVE 
DEVELOPMENT 

(PIAGET) 
 
  

Infancy & 

Early Childhood 

Birth – 1 year: develops 
trust for a caregiver ( Trust 
vs. Mistrust ) 
Ages 1 – 3: develops sense 
of self-control, begins to 
develop a sense of 
independence 
-begins to develop 
confidence ( Autonomy vs. 
Shame and Doubt ) 

-language acquisition,forming 
concepts and learning language 
to describe social interaction,  
-begins to learn self-
control (continues through age 6) 

Birth - 24 months 
-masters reflexes & 
primary circular reactions 
-refines coordination and 
vision; coordinates hand-
eye movement with 
vision 
-internalizes schemes 
(Sensorimotor Stage) 

   
  

Childhood 

Ages 3 – 5: asserts power 
and control through play 
and social interaction 
-begins to experience 
leadership (Initiative vs. 
Guilt)  
Ages 5 – 11:develops a 
sense of pride 
-develops a sense of 
competence in skills and 
abilities (Industry vs. 
Inferiority) 

-continues to refine language 
acquisition, social interaction, 
and self-control 

Ages 2 – 7:  
-formulates designs of 
objects that are not 
present 
-egocentrism prevails 
-conceptualizes animism 
-conceptualizes centration 
and conservation 
(Preoperational Stage) 

 
 
 
 

Middle 
Childhood/Pre-

Adolescence 

  
See: “Industry vs. 
Inferiority” 

-learns sex differences, sexual 
modesty, getting along with peers 
,develop gender roles 
-develops concepts for everyday 
living, attitudes towards social 
groups,begins to develop a sense 
of morality 

Ages 7 – 11: sorts objects 
by size, shape, etc. 
(seriation),sees logical 
relationships,can classify 
objects and people 
-can problem-solve 
-egocentrism dissipates  

 
 
 

Adolescence 

Adolescence: explores 
independence and sense of 
self 
-develops a sense of self 
control  ( Identity vs. 
Confusion )  
Young Adulthood: 
explores personal 
relationships 
-develops intimate, secure 
relationships with others  
(Intimacy vs. Isolation ) 

-achieves  more mature relations 
with same sex and opposite sex 
companions  
-achieves a more defined gender 
identity 
-achieves emotional 
independence from parents and 
other authority figures 
-acquires a distinct set of values 
and morality 
-desires and achieves socially 
acceptable behavior 
-selects an occupation 

Ages 11 – adulthood: 
-reasons  logically, has 
the ability to think 
abstractly-can create 
hypotheses and draw 
conclusions 
-egocentrism returns as 
“the personal fable” and 
“imaginary audience” 
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      Psychosocial stages of development.  Erik Erikson (1950) proposed that different  
 
psychosocial goals must be attained by certain ages. If the goal is not met, then the child  
 
becomes developmentally delayed. He/she experiences mistrust instead of trust, shame  
 
and doubt instead of autonomy, etc.. In the first year of life, a child should establish a  
 
bond of trust with a parent or caregiver in the stage of trust vs. mistrust. Secondly, a child  
 
needs to develop some sense of self-control and confidence before the age of three in the  
 
stage of autonomy vs. shame and doubt.  Third, after the age of three but before the age  
 
of five, the child must negotiate social play interaction through assertion of power and  
 
leadership in the stage of initiative vs. guilt. After this milestone has been met, a child  
 
spends the duration of pre-adolescence refining competence in his/her work, and  
 
developing a sense of pride in accomplishments in the stage of industry vs. inferiority.  
 
The two last stages relevant to subjects covered in this literature review are that of  
 
identity vs. confusion, and intimacy vs. isolation. In the first portion of adolescence  
 
beginning at age 12, a child should develop a more solid conceptualization of identity and  
 
self-control. This should then aid in mastering the next stage, which involves creating  
 
more meaningful relationships – an on-going process into adulthood. 
 
     Erikson’s stages specifically conclude that if there is dissonance in a person’s 

upbringing, the antithesis of the desired social task milestone will occur (mistrust, shame, 

doubt, guilt, inferiority, confusion, isolation, despair) (Erikson, 1950). This is why it is 

key for children to have an optimal environment in which to develop (Vernon, 1998). A 

parental divorce during any of these developmental stages in a child’s life will cause 
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disruption in this environment. The degree to which divorce causes disruption for 

children at different ages will be discussed in more depth in Chapter 3. 

      Havighurst’s developmental theories. Educational theorist Robert J. Havighurst 

explained development similarly to Erikson, but also incorporated ideas of cognition, 

socialization, and moral development (Havighurst, 1952). Primary tasks of infancy and 

early childhood in this model include acquiring language skills, having the ability to 

verbalize thoughts and needs, and gaining a rudimentary sense of self-control. Social 

interaction burgeons during early childhood; the child should have the ability to play 

alone, as well as play with other children. In middle childhood/pre-adolescence, the child 

learns sex differences and gender roles, comprehends the concept of modesty ,and should 

exhibit social appropriateness with peers. Middle childhood/pre-adolescence is also the 

stage at which the child learns concepts of morality. Lastly, in adolescence, the child 

builds on previously learned concepts and achieves more lasting ideas of morality, gender 

identity, emotional independence from parents, and social confidence. He/she in theory, 

should have the ability to be autonomous into adulthood. 

      Havighurst emphasizes the idea of the “teachable moment”, that is, external 

circumstances need to be right for a child to advance through stages (Havighurst, 1952). 

Events such as parental divorce can cause trauma, thus delaying the timing at which the 

child learns skills to progress to the next task. If a child does not successfully master 

developmental tasks, this failure will induce unhappiness in the child (Havighurst, 1953). 

This unhappiness is compounded by the child’s subsequent perception of society’s 
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disapproval of his/her maladaptive behavior, creating even more obstacles in the attempt 

to progress normally through developmental tasks. 

      Stages of cognitive development.  Jean Piaget (1954) addressed issues of development 

 from a cognitive perspective. His theory of Cognitive Development has influenced many  

authors in their work in the field of research that explores learning, intelligence, 

assimilation, and accommodation (Berger & Thompson, 1991; Collins, 1984; Vernon, 

1998; Schave & Schave, 1989). The first stage in Piaget’s theory, the sensorimotor stage, 

children learn from birth to age 2 how to coordinate hand movements with their visual 

perception. Reflex movement becomes more intentional (for example, rooting/grasping 

for a bottle or breast when feeding), and schemes are internalized. An example of this 

could be that the child understands that food is kept in the refrigerator, and that the door 

to the refrigerator must be opened for the food to become available.  

     In the preoperational stage (ages 2 – 7), the child can formulate designs of objects 

that are not present (drawing, painting, coloring, etc.). Egocentrism prevails. That is, the 

child can only see things from his/her own perspective. A helpful illustration of this is an 

experiment conducted by Piaget and Inhelder (1956) in which child subjects are asked to 

describe what they see in a mountain scene placed on top of the table. After the initial 

description, the child is then asked to describe what is on the other side of the mountain; 

the side of the scene they cannot see. Most children report that the depiction on the other 

side of the mountain is exactly the same as what they see from their perspective. They are 

incapable at this age of understanding the concept that other people may see or perceive 

differently than they do (Piaget, 1954). 
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      The ideas of conservation and centration also prove to be problematic for the child in 

the pre-operational phase. Centration is the tendency to look at one portion of a problem 

rather than its entirety. Conservation is the notion that matter is not created or destroyed 

if it is only changed superficially (Berger & Thompson, 1991). The child does not have 

the adaptability in cognition at this time to comprehend centration and conservation, but 

will in the next developmental stage.  

     In the concrete operational stage, the child (age 7 – 11) can sort objects by size and 

shape, which is termed “seriation”. (Piaget, 1954). This leads to the child’s more refined 

capability of classifying or giving names to objects and people. By this stage, the child 

should also be able to perceive multiple parts of a basic problem in order to solve it. That 

is, centration lessens. However, abstract problems are still vague to the child until they 

reach adolescence.  

     In the fourth cognitive developmental stage, the formal operational stage, Piaget 

theorized that the child begins to see inconsistencies in the world and can visualize other 

possible alternatives (Schave & Schave, 1989). The more autonomous adolescent (age 12 

– 17) can reason logically, and think abstractly.  However, egocentrism returns as the 

adolescent subscribes to the ideas of the “personal fable” (invincibility), and “imaginary 

audience”. Most adolescents’ perception is that others regard the adolescent as important 

as the adolescent regards him/herself (Piaget, 1954).  

     A criticism of Piaget’s cognitive developmental stage theory is that he contended that 

these stages are genetically programmed in the brain of all children to occur in series 

(Atherton, 2009). Piaget does not directly address the impact of external circumstances 
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such as a parental divorce or other emotional disturbance on a child’s rate of progression 

through the cognitive developmental stages (Gardiner & Kosmitzki, 2004).  

     Two themes emerge as common between the three models of development. One theme 

is the child’s awareness of self in relation to others (Erikson, 1950; Havighurst, 1952; 

Piaget, 1954). At each stage, the child is met with the task of negotiating new perceptions 

how to act and react in society (Thompson & Rudolph, 2000). The other theme is that the 

child’s thought processes change over time, and that this process of change is continual. 

Being mindful of these developmental characteristics is important when considering the 

effects of parental divorce, and should aid in clarifying the logic behind different aged 

children’s reactions to divorce, described in the next chapter. The following section will 

explore parent/child attachment style, a concept that many believe is a key component in 

whether or not a child will successfully attain appropriate developmental goals (Siegel & 

Hartzell, 2003; Robson, 1998).  

      Attachment theory.  Attachment Theory, briefly explained in the introduction,  

reinforces the idea that events in a child’s life can alter the outcome of these 

developmental tasks positively or negatively.  Or, events can prolong or accelerate the 

time frame in which the developmental milestone is expected to occur. Siegel and 

Hartzell (2003) compile ideas about attachment (Bowlby, 1973; Ainsworth, 1978) in their 

book, Parenting from the Inside Out (pp. 107-111). 
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Table 2 
 
 Attachment types 

Category of Attachment Parental Interactive Pattern 
Secure Emotionally available, perceptive, responsive 
Insecure – avoidant Emotionally unavailable, imperceptive, 

unresponsive, and rejecting 
Insecure-anxious/ambivalent Inconsistently available, perceptive/responsive, and 

intrusive 
Insecure – disorganized Frightening, frightened, disorienting, alarming 
 
 
 
     Secure Attachment  is what parents should strive for with their children. If a caregiver  
 
has successfully fostered a secure attachment relationship with their child, then that child  
 
should not have any anxiety about having physical and emotional needs met.  
 
Communication is cooperative; verbal and nonverbal messages are internalized,  
 
understood by parent and child.  
 
     Avoidant attachment is a form of insecure attachment that occurs after a child receives  
 
a consistent message from caregivers that his/her needs are unimportant, unheard, or  
 
unwarranted. The child becomes frustrated in how he/she should communicate to  
 
caregivers that there are needs to be met. So, the avoidant child tends to be more vocal or  
 
attention-seeking in attempts to find the right way to get a caregiver to respond. 
 
     Ambivalent attachment occurs as a result of inconsistent patterns of response from a  
 
caregiver. When communication is not congruent between caregiver and child, the child  
 
can become confused of how to act or react in order to have needs met. Therefore, the  
 
child experiences a constant state of anxiety because he/she does not know how the  
 
caregiver will respond. 
 
     Disorganized attachment occurs in truly chaotic situations, when caregiver and child  
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do not have any sense of regulation of emotion, needs fulfillment, or communication.  
 
Anxiety and panic prevail, as neither caregiver nor child know how to go about forming a  
 
healthy relationship. 
 
      As previously stated, current research has found that attachment behavior learned and  
 
developed early in childhood is carried into adulthood (Campa, Hazan, & Wolfe, 2009; 

van Ijzendoorn, 1995). Based on these theories, two questions arise before one can begin 

to decide the effect of parental divorce on children at different age groups: How 

important is attachment/bond to parents, regardless of their marital status?  And, to what 

extent does an individual’s social awareness and development influence his/her reaction 

to an event such as a parental divorce?   

      In the next chapter of the literature review, these questions, along with current  

research conducted on the effects of parental divorce on infants and toddlers, children, 

pre-adolescents, and adolescents, will be discussed. Research findings and discussion are 

divided into sections by age group. 
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Chapter 3: Examining the Impact of Divorce across Different Age Subgroups and 
Attachment Styles 

 
     Given the notion that children of different ages have different levels of cognition and  
 
social/emotional maturity, it is key to examine the literature from a developmental  
 
perspective (Baris et al., 2001). As previously stated, parent/child attachment style is also  
 
a key factor in comprehending the degree to which a parental divorce will negatively  
 
impact a child (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003; Robson, 1998).  Understanding  
 
research findings in this manner will aid parents, counselors, legal professionals, and  
 
other individuals invested in family cohesiveness make better decisions long-term. 
 
      Effects of divorce: infants and toddlers (Ages 0 – 2). The effects of parental divorce  
 
on infants and toddlers are more difficult to assess due to infants’ limited comprehension  
 
(Hetherington, 1989). Findings that examine divorce effects on infants are based on an  
 
individual’s to recollection of  their experiences of  infancy in hindsight. Or, researchers  
 
present speculative data based on observational studies.  The studies cited in this review 
 
 examine developmental anomalies of infants and toddlers of divorced parents (Robson  
 
1998; Kot & Shoemaker, 1999).  
   
     A summary of developmental tasks (included in the three different models previously  
 
discussed  in Chapter 2) of the child up to age two include: issues of initiating basic  
 
motor and cognitive skills such as feeding, coordinating movement, learning to walk,  
 
language acquisition, communicating needs, and gaining assurance that these needs will  
 
be met (Erikson, 1950; Havighurst, 1952; Piaget, 1954).  
 
     Studies at this age have indicated that children at this age who experience parental  
 
divorce show greater instances of difficulty in toilet training, feeding problems, and  
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exhibit more outward signs of distress (crying) (Vernon, 1998). The  
 
infant/toddler does not comprehend the reason behind the sudden absence of a parent, but  
 
will recognize that parent is no longer present (Kot & Shoemaker, 1999; Hetherington,  
 
1989). 
 
      There is a tendency for infants and toddlers to regress in developmental skills (Baris  
 
et al., 2001). For example, a child who has consistently eaten solid food may want to be  
 
fed from a bottle (Vernon, 1998). 
 
      Erikson (1950) contends that the first psychosocial task a child must negotiate is  
 
that of trusting a caregiver. There is debate in the literature as to whether or not a  
 
positive and trusting parent/child relationship can be fostered in the midst of a divorce  
 
(Holden & Ritchie, 1991; Solchany, 2007).  Marital discord has been shown to be  
 
detrimental to an infant’s development. The child at this age is more impressionable than  
 
at any other age (Gardiner & Koszimitsky, 2004). This debate of divorcing parents’  
 
ability to instill trust is closely linked to the idea of parent/child attachment (Solchany,  
 
2007). Attachment style is formed before the age of eighteen months, and will remain  
 
constant throughout an indiviual’s life unless he/she consciously changes behavior  
 
through therapy (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003).  
 
     Parental divorce in infancy and the formation of attachment. John Bowlby (1973)  
 
emphasized that attachment style between parents and children is learned in infancy.  
 
Children observe parents’ consistency of responses to their distress calls, and  
 
subsequently form a bond of trust (or attachment) based on that consistency. The  
 
characteristics of secure and insecure attachment styles (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003) are  
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explained in more depth in Chapter 2. 
 
      Hodges et al. (1991) reported that a secure attachment formed within the first the two  
 
years of life, paired with a strong presence of both custodial/non-custodial parents,  
 
buffers the negative effects of divorce on an infant. If both parents have equally formed  
 
secure attachment. When both parents have equally established a secure attachment style  
 
with their child while remaining allied in parenting decisions even after a divorce, the  
 
infant/toddler transitions to this new arrangement with few long-lasting negative effects  
 
(Barlow & Stewart-Brown, 2000).  
 
     Much of the research suggests skepticism in the divorcing couple’s ability to establish  
 
secure attachment with their infant/toddler-aged child (Solchany, 2007). Distractions  
 
such as conflict and marital discord take focus away from the task of effective parenting  
 
(Siegel & Hartzell, 2003; Baris et al., 2001). As a result, studies suggest that many  
 
children who experienced a parental divorce while in infancy formed insecure attachment  
 
styles (Solchany, 2007; Baris et al., 2001). Infants and toddlers with insecure attachment  
 
styles display more indifference toward parents, and do not necessarily show preference  
 
for a parent over someone unknown to them (Ainsworth, 1978). 
 
     The insecure attachment style, coupled with the disruption or regression of meeting  
 
developmental tasks will lead to more problematic behaviors into childhood without  
 
intervention (Robson, 1998). However, if a secure attachment style is fostered  
 
and parents remain consistent, emotionally balanced, and accommodating to the infant’s  
 
needs, negative effects will be lessened (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003; Barlow & Stewart- 
 
Brown, 2000). 
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     Effects of divorce: Children (Ages 3 – 8) During the ages of 3 and 8, (after infancy and  
 
before adolescence), social development becomes more refined (Gardiner & Kosmitski,  
 
2004).   Whereas the previous developmental stages focused on trust with parents,  
 
learning basic life skills, and burgeoning language acquisition, childhood focuses on  
 
defining a self concept and negotiating oneself in connection with others (Erikson, 1950;  
 
Havighurst, 1952; Piaget, 1954) .  Children are more aware of social nuances than infants  
 
and toddlers, so the way in which they view and react to a parental divorce is quite  
 
different (Kot & Shoemaker, 1999). The child may experience anxious, ruminative  
 
thought resulting from his/her inability to have rationale to understand the event (Baris et  
 
al, 2001). This is the time in life where the child is already contending with the tasks that  
 
involve building self-confidence, leadership, and pride (Erikson, 1950; Havighurst,  
 
1952), so a divorce adds to the inner conflict the child already has.   
 
     Researchers Sun and Li found in 2008 that children’s limited understanding of  
 
relationships at this developmental stage caused favoritism for one parent or the other 

based on the perception of which parent was causing more conflict and discord in the 

home. The child may tend to feel that he/she is the cause of the marital conflict, and 

attempt to confront parents and end arguments (Baris, et al., 2001). When a child 

ultimately realizes he/she cannot solely find a solution to the parents’ problem, he/she 

feels defeated and can lose confidence on a broad scale, and becomes withdrawn (Baris et 

al., 2001; Robson, 1998; Thompson & Rudolph, 2000).  

     Parental divorce and attachment style in childhood : Parent/child attachment style can  
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either alleviate or compound the problems of parental divorce in childhood (Siegel & 

Hartzell, 2003). Securely attached children exhibit greater sociability with other children 

and acknowledge parents’ return with enthusiasm after returning from absence 

(Ainsworth, 1978).  When both parents instill a sense of trust in their child, transitioning 

tasks are not as chaotic as generally cited in other research.  In one study, children who 

had overnight visitation with the non-custodial parent on a consistent basis reported 

greater degrees of trust for one or both parents (Cashmore, Parkinson, & Taylor, 2008). 

The parent must be proactive in conveying to the child that while quality time must be 

negotiated, the degree of affection will remain constant (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003). 

      Insecurely attached children exhibit more aggressive play than securely attached 

children. They may react in hostility towards parents after returning from absence 

(Ainsworth, 1978).  The further loss of stability as a result of divorce or other event that 

removes a parent from a household can result in two outcomes (Branch & Brinson, 

2007). In the first outcome, the insecurely attached child may act out with further 

hostility towards parents. Displayed as physical aggression, tantrums, or refusal to 

comply with basic commands, the child’s behavior is viewed as negative in general after 

a divorce. In the second outcome, the insecurely attached, vulnerable child shows guilt 

and anxiety concerning the parental divorce, and becomes more avoidant or excessively 

needful of one or both parents – depending on subcategory of insecurity (Vernon, 1998).   

    The effects of a divorce event on children is dependent on the family’s personal 

situation.  One factor does remain consistent in all research mentioned: 

compared with infants and toddlers, children are more sensitive and perceptive to familial  
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changes due to their developmental acuity. However, this is not necessarily due to 

attachment. (Thompson & Rudolph, 2000).  

     As previously stated, the period of sensitivity to attachment style formation is infancy. 

Attachment remains consistent throughout infancy into childhood, unless intervention 

takes place (Bowlby, 1973). 

 
     Effects of divorce: Pre-adolescents (Ages 9 – 11).  The developmental stage of pre- 
 
adolescence or middle-childhood can be very enigmatic, because experiences vary based  
 
on maturity; more so than any other developmental stage (Baumrind, 1987).  Thoughts 

concerning morality and the understanding of the social world are most likely upheld as 

polarized “black or white”; concrete operational (Piaget, 1954). Therefore, feelings 

surrounding a parental divorce may be viewed as a deception or “let-down” (Baris et al., 

2001). Rules are based on a strong identification with parental guidelines. In pre-

adolescence, the child naturally withdraws from the parent as he/she begins to rely less 

on help from adults for basic need fulfillment. 

      When parents separate, the image of an all-knowing, all-good, ideal parent is 

destroyed, and children in this developmental phase may become intensely angry 

(Robson, 1998, pp. 208-209).  This tendency to place blame and feel a sense of betrayal 

manifests in different ways, especially when a parent begins new romantic relationships 

and/or remarries. The increasingly private and territorial pre-adolescent child, who 

already is experiencing some need for autonomy, may react in hostility to the idea of 

family restructuring (Conger, Stocker, & McGuire, 2009). Specifically, the idea of having 

to compete for quality time with the custodial parent or having to share a home with the 
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custodial parent’s new spouse may  result in the pre-adolescent identifying with and 

declaring loyalty to the parent who is not remarrying (Vernon, 1998).  The family 

uprooting, confusion, and insecurity resulting from the divorce can influence a pre-

adolescent who was once confident and social to withdraw from social activities or let 

academics go by the wayside. Doubt and cynicism may prevail: the increasingly intuitive 

child may wonder: “if parents cannot keep promises to each other, will they be able to 

keep promises to me?” (Walker, 1993).   

     Communication between parent and child at this age concerning the implications of 

divorce becomes more important than in early developmental stages; moral reasoning is 

beginning to take shape in the child (Piaget, 1954).  

     Parental divorce and attachment style in pre-adolescence: Children at this age in 

general spend less time with parents and more time with peers (Carlson & Lewis, 1998). 

However, the securely attached pre-adolescent is more receptive in following rules and 

guidelines set by parents (Bosmans, 2009). In this study, children were studied over time 

from infancy through late childhood. Specifically, researchers measured the amount of 

time that a parent could hold the attention of the child. Later in life, in pre-adolescence, a 

follow-up study was done. Securely attached children have been shown to be more 

attentive, in general; an important finding.  Parents who have a secure attachment style 

with their children are more likely to be consistent in communication regarding 

discipline, time in and away from the home, and of overall expectations (Siegel and 

Hartzell, 2003). In the instance of parental divorce when a child is in the stage of pre-

adolescence, even children who are securely attached may experience conflicts of loyalty 
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between parents (Robson, 1998). This may be greater exacerbated when the child has a 

greater emotional bond with one parent over the other (Bosmans, 2009).  

     One study reports that by this age onward, developmental acuity is more influential 

than parental attachment in determining the degree of negative effects of divorce (Lewis, 

Fering, & Rosenthal, 2000). Participants in this study were randomly selected at birth 

from volunteer families, who were then observed and coded in relation to their 

attachment style. At age 18, participants were re-interviewed to recall their sentiments 

about parental attachment. Pre-adolescents who were insecurely attached had more 

tendency to recount the divorce event in hindsight years later (Lewis et al.,2000). 

Research suggests that during this period, parents should continue to execute effective 

parenting and communication skills, and focus on helping their child learn more adaptive 

coping strategies (Gunty & Buri, 2008). 

      Effects of divorce: adolescents (Ages 12 – 17). Research concerning the effects of 

divorce on the self-esteem and trust of adolescents yields interesting findings, since this 

time period is more relevant to how an individual will be shaped into adulthood. This is  

likely due to developmental tasks of adolescents, which include: achieving a more 

defined sense of self, creating meaning in more intimate relationships with members of 

both sexes, and establishing independence from parents. Adolescents are more attuned to 

interpersonal conflict, and have a better understanding of extenuating circumstances of 

divorce (Baris, et al.,2001) The literature that focuses on divorce and adolescences is 

highly saturated with these factors that influence the adolescent’s sense of self in relation 

to their parents’ divorce. 
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      Generally speaking, adolescence is a tumultuous time for many. An individual’s  
 
construct of the world that was once true in childhood, is not true anymore.  In this  
 
developmental stage, there are more reported instances of psychological distress,  
 
academic problems, and a decrease in self-esteem and general well-being (Storksen et  
 
al., 2004).  Paired with a parental divorce, these outcomes may be even more grave.  In  
 
fact, it was much more difficult to uncover positive findings concerning divorce and  
 
adolescents at all. A factor seen in many cases of adolescents whose parents divorce is  
 
that they take on more responsibility in the home, either by choice or the new desire to  
 
restore familiarity or normalcy in the home (Robson, 1998). Arguably, this can  
 
be seen as positive or negative: maturity and responsibility may be good practice for  
 
impending adulthood, but perhaps at the expense of missing out on the formative years of  
 
identity discovery.   
 
     It may be that the messages society sends, the daunting effects of the physical changes  
 
of maturation, and the overwhelming need to gain a strong self-identity are all too  
 
convoluted and straining for an adolescent to find a positive meaning in his or her  
 
parent’s divorce (Storksen et al., 2005). 
 
     Adolescents are more prone to adhere to ideals formed during the ages 12 - 17 into  
 
adulthood (Gardiner & Kosmitzki, 2004). Therefore, a nuance of adolescent research is 

the occurrence of longitudinal studies.  Longitudinal studies are much easier to conduct 

and follow through with adolescents as opposed to children or infants and toddlers, 

because adolescents are more verbally adept and reflective due to their social 

developmental level (Lewis et al.,2000).  Also, the time it takes for the researcher to form 
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a conclusion does not take as long, since adulthood (the time where an individual chooses 

a partner, a career, establishes independence, and starts a family) is more imminent.   

       In one of such longitudinal studies, adolescents whose parents had divorced were  
 
given a survey which asked them to qualify their feelings about love, trust, and marriage. 
 
Specifically, the survey asked the respondents to report if their own parent’s divorce  
 
affected their own views of how they would fare in a marriage sometime in the future 
 
(Kot & Shoemaker, 1999).  The research yielded mixed results.  However, a good  
 
number of the respondents did indeed report that their trust of others had been shaken as a  
 
result of witnessing parental divorce.  In the same study, it was debated whether or not  
 
adolescents of divorce would eventually marry hastily or at an earlier age than average.   
 
These results could be again, based on contingent factors mentioned in earlier sections:  
 
personal disposition (i.e., optimism), level of marital discord, or consistency of parenting  
 
and security of attachment.  
 
     Another study examined adolescents, divorce, and their own personal socioeconomic  
 
attainment into adulthood.  The research concluded that adolescents studied were less 

likely to succeed in areas such as college-readiness, earning a steady salary, and have the 

same motivation than young adults who came from in-tact families (Sun & Li, 2008).  

The degree to which this may be true is also attributed to other factors, including the 

family of origin’s socioeconomic status, prior performance in school, and how long ago 

the divorce event occurred.  Even so, evidence pointing to a correlation between parental 

divorce in adolescence having negative effects into an individual’s adult life is something 

that cannot be easily discounted.  
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      In a third longitudinal study conducted in the Norwegian school system with subjects  
 
aged 13 to 17, researchers made a direct link between parental divorce having a negative  
 
effect on self-esteem. Over time, respondents showed a steady or increasingly large level  
 
of anxiety and depression, self-esteem, and school problems (Storksen et al., 2005). In the  
 
self-reports administered to respondents, adolescents with divorced parents showed  
 
greater overall negativity about the future. They cited that a great amount of this came  
 
from the lack of support from parents.  
 
     Therefore from a developmental standpoint, parental divorce has shown to be  
 
disruptive in adolescence. The transition from adolescence to adulthood presents the  
 
individual with many new life decisions. He/she must learn to navigate independent life  
 
based on what he/she knows of the world at that time. If parents are not physically and  
 
emotionally present to aid in this process, the adolescent loses a valuable resource  
 
(Robson, 1998). 
     

      Parental divorce and attachment style in adolescence. Parent-child attachment style 

by this time has been long-established (Bowlby, 1973), and adolescents (unlike pre-

adolescents) report little perceived change in feelings of attachment with parents (Lewis 

et al., 2000). It should be noted that in this study that adolescents were asked to report on 

their feelings of attachment, not their feelings about the divorce event itself. Insecurely 

attached adolescents at this age are more likely to engage in risky and illegal behavior 

(Ainsworth, 1978). Authors have speculated if parental divorce compounds these issues. 

In a study conducted by Walker and Ehrenberg (1998), adolescent women were asked 

their perceptions of their parent’s divorce. The overwhelming majority of these young 
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women were found to have insecure attachments with one or more parents. This evidence 

contradicts what other authors have reported (Lewis et al., 2000), 

so it is difficult to distinguish what factors are more salient. 

     However, the idea that adolescents are more capable of comprehending the reasons 

behind parents’ will to divorce (Baris et al., 2001) is clearly stated throughout the 

research. Emotional maturity will be an important asset for the adolescent to develop in 

order to lessen divorce’s negative implications (Cicchetti & Toth,2009). 
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Chapter 4: Discussion, Limitations, and Conclusion 
 
      Divorce effects families differently, and internal and external factors may fluctuate  
 
frequently and at different times throughout the family lifecycle. (Carlson & Lewis,  
 
1998). Such factors may cause divorce reactions in children at different ages to deviate  
 
from what research in this literature review has presented.  Research findings concerning  
 
the effects of parental divorce in relation to development and attachment style are  
 
summarized in this chpater. Implications for parents, counselors, and other helping  
 
professionals are also suggested. 
 
     For infants and toddlers experiencing parental divorce, the establishment of a secure  
 
attachment bond is at the utmost importance for buffering negative effects. As explained  
 
previously in more detail in the section of attachment theory, in order for a secure  
 
attachment to take place, the parent needs to provide a consistent amount of attentiveness  
 
to the child’s needs. Trust as defined by Erikson (1950) is then formed and should remain  
 
consistent throughout maturity. Because attachment is rooted in infancy and is the  
 
framework for an individual’s future relationships, counselors who work with individuals  
 
who experienced a parental divorce this early in life need to broach the subject of  
 
parental attachment and how it relates to other aspects in life (Siegel and Hartzell, 2003).  
 
 These authors suggest that an “earned security” status can be fostered through the  
 
process of therapy and self-discovery.  Better self-understanding concerning attachment  
 
results in better parenting styles and family dynamics in general. 
 
     For the child age 3-8, divorce can be more problematic for the child than if the even  
 
occurred when the child was in infancy. Developmentally, children at this age are  
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beginning to negotiate friendships and other social relationships with siblings, teachers,  
 
and other adults they regularly see (Havinghurst, 1961). Still, their understanding of  
 
social relationships’ intricacies is opaque, and the concept of divorce is confusing and  
 
anxiety-provoking (Robson, 1998). This anxiety is presented in many ways.  
 
Counselors working with a child whose parents divorced in early childhood, (after  
 
infancy/toddlerhood and before age 9), should focus on what the divorce means in  
 
terms of how relationships will change (Thompson & Rudolph, 2000). The  
 
mindfulness of the child’s interactions with friends, siblings, and parents will help the  
 
counselor gauge whether or not self-esteem has been compromised since it is so closely  
 
tied to social engagement at this age (Vernon, 1998).  
 
     Anger and hostility are commonly reported reactions to parental divorce for pre- 
 
adolescents, children ages 9-11.  Moral reasoning is polarized (all right or all wrong), and  
 
the tendency to be loyal to one parent over the other is highly likely. Disillusionment,  
 
feelings of betrayal, and contempt towards family restructuring can influence the child to  
 
perform poorly at school, withdraw from friends, and act out at home. The child’s level  
 
of emotional maturity can vary greatly during pre-adolescence, so it is important for the  
 
counselor to know their client’s level of functioning at this level.  
 
     The adolescent may need the most assistance in working through a parental divorce so  
 
as to lessen the amount of emotional distress it may cause. By this time the child age 12- 
 
17 is beginning to form his/her own relationships and building upon his/her conceived  
 
notions of trust (Kot & Shoemaker, 1999). Whereas a younger child may act out in  
 
hostility towards the parent or other family members, the adolescent’s reactions may  
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appear differently. Internalized feelings of doubt may be exhibited as outward defiance  
 
and increased experimentation in trying to find ones’ own truth, or the adolescent child of  
 
divorce may become increasingly introspective; more attuned to the sense of loss  
 
(Vernon, 1998). The counselor with an adolescent client who is struggling with  
 
a parental divorce needs to ask of  the child, “Does this change the way you see the  
 
world? Do you think you will have successful romantic relationships?” In order to help an  
 
adolescent’s self-esteem stay intact, his/her strengths and the concept of autonomy  
 
(increasing independence from parents) need to be stressed.  
 
      Some other general conclusions can be drawn from this literature review. Infants and  
 
toddlers are most affected by the divorce when they are insecurely attached to one or both  
 
parents, but minimally harmed when both parents make efforts to be as consistently  
 
present as possible, when the child is under age 2.  So while the ideal situation and time  
 
period for divorce is not attainable, studies show that there are better times than others  
 
(Baris et al., 2001), and ways to enhance development. 
 
     As children of divorced parents age, engage in relationships, and have children of  
 
their own,  it may be empowering for them to know that a secure attachment can be  
 
“learned and earned”. Counseling thus plays a vital role in helping individuals discover  
 
strengths and weaknesses (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003).  
 
Limitations. These are the aspects of research that were difficult to find and distinguish,  
 
and suggest the need for further research: 
 
     Sex differences in children. The degree of maturity at the time of divorce impacts a  
 
child’s reaction. Gender expectations of children at different ages also influence the kind  
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of emotional expression that is acceptable. Anxiety and emotion are demonstrated in  
 
different ways between the sexes (Vernon, 1998), and more depth on this  
 
subject within the research cited in this literature review would enrich parents’ and  
 
counselors’ understanding of the developmental nuances between children of different  
 
ages. 
 
     Parental education, financial stability, and length of marriage at time of divorce.  
 
Factors such as parents’ socioeconomic status and age greatly influence interaction with  
 
children and the way they choose to approach the process of divorce.  As previously  
 
mentioned, parenting education and personal counseling can greatly improve a parent’s  
 
child rearing ability, even after a traumatic experience such as a divorce (Siegel and  
 
Hartzell, 2003). However, in most studies explored in this review, parents’ knowledge of  
 
parenting strategies was not measured or taken into consideration when explaining  
 
attachment or parent-child relationships in the event of divorce. 
 
      Another factor that is correlated with the degree of disruption for children is the  
 
financial stability of the family before, during, and after the divorce process takes place.  
 
Research shows that married partners who experience financial hardship often cite this as  
 
a cause AND result of their divorce, and children are cognizant of these difficulties. The  
 
resulting psychological distress compounds all of the other issues incurred by  
 
experiencing the divorce (Lehman & Koerner, 2002). Current literature does not go into  
 
great enough detail describing the depth to which financial hardship affects children’s  
 
reactions to divorce at different age levels.  
 
     Census Bureau reports (2002) still commonly report that approximately 1 in 2  
 



30 
 

marriages in The United States end in divorce. When that number is broken down,  
 
only 10% of marriages end by the first 5 years, another 10% after 10 years, and a 
 
cumulative 30% by 18 years (Krieder & Fields, 1996). Parents may not be legally  
 
married at the time that they have children, nor do all parents have children right after  
 
getting married. Therefore, the amount of time spent as a cohesive family unit prior to a  
 
divorce should also be taken into consideration when examining effects on children.  
 
     Cultural differences. The majority of the studies explored in this review are performed  
 
in US society, where divorce is a common occurrence in the family lifecycle. In other  
 
world societies, where divorce is far less culturally acceptable, children’s reactions and  
 
the impact on their self-esteem and trust would be far different than what is experienced  
 
in the US. Emotional expression between parent and child also varies greatly between  
 
cultures. 
 
     First and second generation immigrant families in the US will often have values  
 
that match those of their country of origin, rather than “mainstream” American cultural  
 
ideals (Richeport-Haley, 1998). For example, because Asian families in general report  
 
more delineation of respect between parent and child, and less expression of emotion,  
 
(Garrett-Peters & Fox, 2007) data collected from Asian or Asian-American children  
 
would be expected to differ from other similar studies on children who report to have  
 
been raised in dominant culture “nuclear family” homes. In cases where a child is already  
 
negotiating a racial or ethnic identity in the US, a parental divorce can come as another  
 
obstacle  to his/her development. In such situations, the family is often a source of  
 
strength and unity for the child. If that bond is compromised, would identity formation  
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as explained in the developmental tasks/stages chapter (Havinghurst, 1952) be changed?  
 
 Studies that compare divorce effects between races and ethnicities would add value to  
 
current research. 
 
      Another aspect of divorce research that should be given more consideration is that of  
 
families with same-sex parents. The number of same-sex couples who are parents has  
 
increased exponentially in the US in the past decades  (Rimalower & Caty, 2009). One  
 
can predict that as this number continues to rise, researchers will be more attentive to  
 
same-sex partnered family dynamics, including what happens when these couples legally  
 
divorce or end their partnership. Currently most research only explores divorce effects on  
 
children of heterosexual couples, or is ambiguous in language related to that topic. 
 
       In conclusion, societal changes and the passage of time will result in more scrutiny to  
 
current literature on divorce, family dynamics, and children’s mental well-being.  
 
Attachment style and developmental tasks should continue to be examined as more  
 
pertinent information and challenging theories become available.  Even though divorce  
 
rates are actually declining in nations like the United States, counselors, teachers, parents,  
 
and children of divorce themselves will hopefully find this information useful in order to  
 
have a better consciousness of the  problems that can arise. This in turn may instill a  
 
better appreciation for resiliency, in spite of all the obstacles that are often simply a part  
 
of life.  
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