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Abstract

Divorce is a major time of adjustment for children, bringing numerous short- and long-term
impacts. Research here often focuses on the impact of divorce in explanation of
intergenerationally transmitted unstable and unhealthy relationships. Little is known about
the lived experience of adult children of divorce (ACD) who, despite experiencing parental
disharmony and/or parental divorce, experience long-term romantic relationships. This study
explored the lived experience of ten Aotearoa New Zealand women (18- to 45-year-olds) who
experienced parental divorce prior to turning 18 and were in a relationship of over five-years.
Narrative captured through two, one-hour virtual interviews was explored using Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis. This facilitated analysis of participants’ insights into the
multiple realities of parental relationships, divorce and subsequent influences on their own
relationship journeys. Participants’ journeys featured persistently “unhealthy relationships”
built on a lack of understanding for how to do relationships and how to communicate
effectively because of what they observed or did not observe within their parents’
relationships, but also their parent-child relationships. Traumatic experiences of parental
disharmony and/or divorce were exacerbated by an absence of emotional parental support and
invalidation of needs within the context of changing events. This diminished participants’
self-worth, informing the unhealthy behaviours that underpinned their journeys. Critical self-
reflection and change assisted participants’ transition from unhealthy relationships informed
by confusion and isolation to healthy, safe, and joyful relationships. Findings reinforced the
need to genuinely accommodate children’s emotional needs and developmental stages beyond
the mechanics of physical needs and custody arrangements. With a view to facilitate ACD
relationship journeys uninhibited by parents’ relationships, considerations for the wellbeing

of young people who experience parental disharmony/divorce are made, including; role



modelling effective communication, anticipating children’s emotions without presumption,

parents as emotional resources, and external resources.
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Section 1: Introduction

A process for terminating a marriage, divorce is a major time of adjustment for
everyone involved. Particularly children as they navigate numerous changes in family and
household structure (Cartwright, 2006; Pryor & Rodgers, 2001). Some divorce-related
changes may have short-term impacts, such as psychological, behavioural or academic
performance difficulties (Carr, 2016; Cohen & Finzi-Dottan, 2005; Fergusson & Horwood,
2001). Yet, children of divorce (COD) can also experience impacts that are not always
immediately apparent. Subsequently, with increasing divorce rates throughout the Western
world, the impact of divorce on children has become a long-standing concern for researchers
(Pryor & Rodgers, 2001).

Seeking to understand and explain the negative, long-term outcomes of parental
divorce, a significant amount of literature is dedicated to understanding the intergenerational
transmission of divorce (ITD) (Wallerstein, 1987). Particularly, causational factors within the
context of being an adult child of divorce (ACD) where the ITD theory is used to explain
ACDs’ increased vulnerability to divorce (Roper et al., 2020). Women are often identified as
the main cause of ITD, with female ACD found at greater risk (59 percent) than male ACD
for experiencing interpersonal difficulties and, marital breakdown (Amato & Booth, 1991;
Charvat et al., 2023). The narrow research perspective, however, lacks insight into
alternative experiences by ACD. Furthermore, while there is evidence of several positive
impacts of divorce (Jackson & Fife, 2017; Lee, 1995; Morrison et al., 2017; Reed et al.,
2016), little is known about adults who experience stable, long-term, romantic relationships
despite being an ACD. Not all ACD experience divorce.

I have been intrigued by the grim reading divorce-related research offers. As a
married ACD, I appreciate the impact divorce can have. Particularly, on an individual’s

approach to marriage and interpersonal relationships. There is an opportunity to explore the
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long-term influences/experiences. Particularly of women and how the experience of parental
relationships, and subsequent divorce, may influence their own approach to relationships.

In Aotearoa New Zealand (Aotearoa), despite a steady decrease in divorce rates
during the early 2000’s, year-on-year rates are increasing. In 2021, 6,372 couples were
granted a divorce, 7,593 in 2022 and, 7,995 in 2023 (Statistics New Zealand, 2024).
Similarly, the number of Aotearoa children under 17 years with divorced parents has
increased year-on-year. Affecting 4,842 children in 2021, 5,853 in 2022 and, 5,901 in 2023
(Statistics New Zealand, 2024). These figures exclude separations by de facto couples. They
also do not acknowledge couples that have separated yet remain married and therefore, how
many children are impacted here. Furthermore, despite the suggested number of Aotearoa
children impacted by divorce, there is a lack of Aotearoa based research. Most, such as
Cartwright’s (2006) are nearly twenty years old.

To understand the long-term divorce experience for Aotearoa children, there is a need
to look at the complex interaction of divorce-related experiences Aotearoa ACD cognitively
appraise when navigating their own relationships. Knowledge of the circumstances and
experiences that contribute to an ACD’s experience of the divorce phenomena and their own
romantic relationships would contribute towards effective and meaningful therapeutic support
for parents navigating relationship difficulties and/or separation/divorce. Hence, with a view
to complement existing research that informs treatment and support for children and families
navigating the phenomena of divorce, or separation, the objective of this study was to gather
insights into the positive approaches parents can be supported in using when transitioning
through separation. Insights into the factors that could facilitate a healthy adjustment for
children, specifically in their approach as adults to their own relationships.

Since current, mainly quantitative, divorce-related research has been criticised for

citing women as a risk factor for divorce (Elizabeth, 2003) and, not exploring experiences of
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individuals (Lee, 1995), this study used the qualitative methodology, Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), to explore women’s experiences of their parents’
relationship and divorce, and their own relationships. This approach chosen in
acknowledgement of the study’s focus on exploring women’s lived and subjective perception
of their experiences. In doing so, the study contributes to psychological literature by
shedding light on the specific experiences and behaviours of women who have experienced

their parents’ divorce yet gone on to have their own long-term relationship.

Note: Language use and definitions of terms
This thesis uses terms such as “female”, “women”, “relationship”, “marriage” and,

“divorce”, which are rooted in Western social understandings (Fine, 2017). While it is

recognised that the term female is not neutral and that not all “families” involve parents who

have legally married, these terms are used for pragmatic reasons. The thesis adopting the
language used by researchers in this area to assist in creating findings that speak to this
discipline. Definitions of the terms used follows:

e The term female is used to describe individuals who identify as a woman and publicly
express themselves as of the female gender.

e The terms divorce and separation are used interchangeably to refer to the permanent
separation/breakdown of parents’ relationships. That is, where parents are no longer
married, or a reconciliation of the long-term relationship is no longer possible, the family
became two separate family units.

e References herein to interpersonal relationship/s or relationship/s implies romantic and

intimate relationships between two individuals. A stable, long-term relationship being a

committed, romantic relationship of over five years.



Lastly, in acknowledgement of the writing style for reporting qualitative research, the
approach here will be personal. I will own my position in the first person, and be reflexive

throughout (Crowley, 2019).

13
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Section 2: Literature Review

Findings on the impact of childhood parental divorce are mixed. One focus remains
on the initial problematic behaviours and poor emotional adjustment observed in children’s
responses to parents’ relationship difficulties and divorce (Cohen & Finzi-Dottan, 2005;
Kelly, 2000). While others, such as Roper et al. (2020), Amato and Patterson (2017), Amato
(1996) and, Pope and Mueller (1976), have focused on the long-term impacts; specifically the
intergenerational transmission of divorce (ITD) or relationship instability. This being the
earlier generations’ influence on the marital or relationship stability of the next generation.
Conclusions here frequently suggest COD are at a greater risk, than non-COD to
interpersonal difficulties and divorce in adulthood.

The following section presents an overview of research that examines the impacts of
parental divorce on children. Beginning with a discussion of the theoretical perspectives
behind the intergenerationally transmitted factors examined by such research, the review will
discuss the popular themes considered when explaining the influence of divorce.

2.1 Theoretical Perspectives

Ahead of exploring common themes identified within divorce-related research, it is
important to understand two noteworthy, interacting psychological theories behind the
perceptions and explanations for the effects of divorce on children. These being; the
Bowenian Intergenerational-Transmission Process Theory and the Social Learning Theory.
Together, these theories form the framework behind the exploration of ITD. In turn, they
acknowledge several psychological development theories including Bowlby’s (1969/1982)
Attachment Theory and, Erikson’s (1950) Stage of Development Theory. For context, this

subsection will briefly discuss these theories.
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2.1.1 Bowenian Intergenerational-Transmission Process Theory (BITPT)

The process by which interpersonal patterns and perspectives are succeeded between
generations is traditionally stressed by Bowenian family therapists. To explain a family’s
dynamics and the beliefs, structure and behaviours within, BITPT describes intergenerational
patterns of behavioural and emotional reactivity. For example, looking to previous
generations to identify the origination of a person’s behaviour or family communication
difficulties (Bowen, 1978). In practice, a Bowenian family therapist works with families to
identify and challenge unfavourable patterns of behaviour or dynamics. This approach is
seen as particularly valuable where a family is wanting to disrupt long-standing influences of
the broader family structure and/or previous generations on psychological health, conflict or
communication (Gladding, 2014).

With regards to divorce, the ITD theory draws on BITPT to posit that children of
dysfunctional marriages are at a higher risk of experiencing similar relationship difficulties
later in life due to the transgenerational patterns of behaviour passed down through their
parents (Pope & Mueller, 1976). Subsequently, in comparison to adults whose parents
remained married (non-ACD), ACD are believed more likely to get divorced themselves. For
example using the BITPT to explain ITD-findings, Jackson and Fife (2017) suggested parents
who communicate with their ex-spouse via their children facilitate a negative perception by
the child of their parent-child relationship. This is seen to convey dysfunctional
communication patterns and relationships to the child, increasing the risk of the child’s
maladjustment to divorce and, subsequent interpersonal difficulties in adulthood. In
explaining ITD, BITPT’s account of family dynamics is complemented, and informed, by the

Social Learning Theory.
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2.1.2 Social Learning Theory (SLT)

Bandura’s SLT (1986) holds that children’s learning occurs as a result of observing,
imitating and modelling others. Bandura proposed that factors including attention, emotion,
and attitude influence what the child learns, but that new behaviours and knowledge can be
learned vicariously through anyone. For example, parents, teachers, or peers. Testing his
theory, Bandura famously demonstrated children modelling observed violent behaviour with
the Bobo Doll experiment. This involved a person acting aggressively towards a doll in front
of a child. The child demonstrating the theory in action by repeating the aggression they
observed (Bandura et al., 1961).

In support of BITPT, SLT explains the assumption of intergenerational divorce,
proposing that children learn ineffective interpersonal relationship patterns through
observations within their family context. Behaviour is modelled by parents, shaping the
child’s own approach to relationships and, in turn increasing that child’s risk of experiencing
their own divorce.

As explored by Cohen and Finzi-Dottan (2005), Lee (1995) and VanLear (1992), with
regards to the impact of divorce, application of SLT includes the internalisation and
replication of negative and/or positive parental behaviours, subsequently facilitating either
the child’s respective maladjustment or healthy adjustment to divorce. Similarly, a child’s
attitude towards relationships and marriage may be informed by observations of their parents’
marriage. For example, their perception of how reparable a difficult marriage is or, divorce
as a solution to marital difficulties, influenced by observation of their parents’ approach to
relationship difficulties (Cui & Fincham, 2010).

2.1.3 Attachment Theory
Bowlby’s (1969/1982) Attachment Theory, refers to the biological wiring of infants to

form attachments to their primary caregivers; their emotional and social development shaped
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by these relationships. From this perspective, the individual’s self-esteem is associated with
the level of security they experienced in response to the quality of these attachments. The
theory holds that children develop different attachment styles presenting as secure, insecure-
avoidant, insecure-ambivalent and, disorganised-avoidant (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Each
style informing individuals’ responses to situations and the quality of relationships they
experience.

Attachment Theory is therefore often considered when exploring how individuals
form and maintain romantic relationships, specifically the attachment patterns they developed
in response to the relationship they experienced with their caregivers (Pryor & Rodgers,
2001). It is proposed that children internalise the patterns of interaction they have with their
caregivers. These patterns create templates for forming and maintaining relationships with
others. While templates are persistent, their development is over a period of time. Adult
responses presenting as secure or, insecure (anxious-preoccupied, dismissive-avoidant or,
fearful-avoidant). The more secure a person’s attachment, the higher quality their romantic
relationships (Roper et al., 2020). Subsequently, a declining parent-child relationship, or a
parent’s inconsistent, unreliable and/or insensitive response to the child’s needs during/post-
divorce, is theorised to result in a distorted attachment template. The individual’s ability to
form and sustain subsequent relationships with others inhibited.

In line with this project’s interests, studies have found ACD often display insecure
attachment styles. The more stressful experiences of their parents’ relationship and
subsequent divorce, and/or the greater the perception of parental neglect during the divorce,
the more insecure their attachment and lower their self-esteem. Negative behavioural
patterns include adverse schemas about relationships, difficulty with intimacy and/or conflict,
fears of abandonment and; avoidance of serious relationships with individuals ending

relationships before they become too serious (Evans & Bloom, 1997).
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2.1.4 Stage of Development Theory (SDT)

Erikson’s SDT (1950) maps personal development throughout a human’s lifetime.
Development is explained within the context of broader social experiences, occurring in
response to the interaction of these experiences and relationships.

Each of the theory’s fixed sequence of seven stages, covering birth to death, aligns
with important achievements/experiences that Erikson believed an individual needed to
navigate or balance during a respective period within their lifetime. With each developmental
step building on the skills learned during the previous stage, successful management of each
stages’ associated conflicts is seen as vital for healthy psychological development. The
successful or failed completion of each stage impacts an individual’s level of psychological
growth, therefore conflict or difficulties during a specific stage can inhibit development of the
essential skills required to achieve a strong sense of self, personality and mastery. For
example, the ability to develop and maintain lasting relationships (Erikson, 1968).

Experience of parental divorce is seen to interfere with the balancing of the
conflicting psychological developmental stages associated with the respective biological age
but, of particular consequence between three- and 40 years of age (Erikson, 1968). For
example, abrupt changes/loss experienced because of parental divorce during adolescence
(Stage 5: 12 to 18 years) is thought to interact negatively with the adolescent’s navigation of
the identity (sense of self) versus role confusion (“who am [?”) conflict stage in
psychological development. Erikson understood a strong sense of self acquired during this
stage was important for the individuals’ development and experience of relationships. The
theory holds that during this period adolescents are looking for relationships outside the
family unit, becoming more attached to friends and less dependent on family. Divorce-
related disruption in the security of home and family, and inhibition of parents’ abilities to

meet their adolescent’s needs, is seen to remove the vital safe space an adolescent requires to
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grow and develop. Subsequently, unsuccessful balancing of identity with role confusion,
because of the disrupted environment experienced during this period, is associated with the
experience of emotional isolation, loneliness and an inability to form long, meaningful
relationships with others (Erikson, 1968).

2.2 Research Approaches and Popular Explanations for the Impact of Parental Divorce
on Children’s Relationship Skills

Focusing on the negative outcomes on ACDs’ relationships, research has identified
numerous mediating variables influencing the development of interpersonal skills or
psychological tendencies and the factors that may account for relationship outcomes
including gender, age at time of divorce, exposure to parental conflict and; the influence of
parents as role models. The consequence of custodial agreements and disrupted parent-child
relationships, particularly the father-child relationship with most COD residing with their
mothers post-divorce, has also been thoroughly explored.

Reflecting on children’s struggles with the stress of experiencing parents’ relationship
difficulties and outcomes of divorce, many view this period of children’s lives as severely
traumatic (Cartright, 2006). A literature review of research exploring the effects of divorce
on children’s mental health and development and, the subsequent variables contributing
towards outcomes, including the intergenerational transmission of relationship styles and
divorce, follows.

2.2.1 The Impact of age During Divorce, and Gender

With mental health and interpersonal skills affecting many aspects of life, including
intimate relationships, there is often an association between mental health challenges or poor
interpersonal skills developed in response to parental relationship difficulties, and an
individual’s increased risk for unstable relationships (Carr, 2016). Reportedly the most

intense period for adjustment difficulties (O'Halloran & Carr, 2000), the grieving process for
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the loss of the family unit and disrupted routines and relationships experienced by children
during the first two years post-separation, can significantly affect children’s psychological
and emotional wellbeing and behaviour at this time (Williams-Owens, 2017). In comparison
to children from parents who remained married (non-COD), COD reported higher incidences
of self-esteem difficulties, depression, and anxiety (O'Halloran & Carr, 2000). Furthermore,
researchers have identified several differential gender effects including externalising
behaviours and interpersonal-conflicts by boys and more internalised distress in girls (Clarke-
Stewart et al., 2000).

Drawing on SLT, research has found various correlations between a child’s age during
parental separation and long-term impacts. While Reed et al. (2016) found individuals who
experienced parental divorce in early adulthood (18-29 years) were able to differentiate
between their parents’ relationship difficulties and their own, applying insights to their own
relationships; Christensen and Brooks (2001) surmised, the younger a child is during parental
divorce, the more they as ACD will experience relationship difficulties. This finding
attributed to the child’s age inhibiting their ability to process the divorce at the time
(Christensen & Brooks, 2001).

Incorporating gender with age as a factor, male COD who experienced parental
divorce between three and 18 years of age are deemed more at risk of the immediate
experience of behavioural difficulties (Carr, 2016) which can alleviate over time (Cohen &
Finzi-Dottan, 2005). Yet, females experiencing parental divorce at a similar age are more
likely to encounter interpersonal difficulties later in life, often affecting their relationship
stability (Conway et al., 2003). With females traditionally internalising emotional distress
and males externalising it (Gutman & McMaster, 2020), explanations of long-term effects of

divorce on COD suggest, although effects may dissipate for males, the internalisation of
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distress by female COD contributes towards their development of poor interpersonal skills
thereby, increasing their risk of relationship difficulties in adulthood (Amato, 1996).
Supporting this gender difference in the impact of divorce, yet challenging the focus
on age as a factor for negative effects on children’s post-separation adjustment, Dunlop and
Burns (1995) combined quantitative and qualitative research suggested social environmental
factors influenced the experience of COD/ACD. Their longitudinal study found male COD
were more vulnerable to anxiety and depression in childhood-early adolescence than female
COD, who were more vulnerable to experience difficulties during later adolescence.
Specifically, Dunlop and Burns concluded that the psychological developmental level and
experience that accompanies being an adolescent, held the greater influence on an
adolescent’s behaviour than the simultaneous occurrence of parental divorce. Similarly,
Conway et al. (2003) found no significant relationship between age during parental divorce
and ACDs’ ratings of intimate-relationship ideals, such as honesty, commitment, care and
trust, other than ratings of passion ideals, such as exciting, challenging, humorous and fun.
Alternatively, exposure to parental-conflict and subsequent application of
dysfunctional coping strategies in adjusting to parental separation has been found a key
external risk factor for behavioural problems post-separation and subsequent relationship
difficulties later in life (Clarke-Stewart et al., 2000). An ACD’s difficulties with relationships
are commonly seen as a result of the negative interpersonal and psychological cognitive
appraisals the child engages with following observations of parental conflict (Story et al.,
2004). Consequently, drawing on SLT and empirical evidence of factors impeding emotional
and social development, research has focused more closely on the impact parents as role

models have on children’s future relationships.
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2.2.2 The Impact of Parents as Role Models

Amato’s meta-analytical research involving numerous longitudinal quantitative
studies, suggested exposure to poor models of parental interpersonal behaviours impeded a
child’s ability to acquire positive dyadic relationship skills (1996). Amato concluded these
children were highly likely to develop traits, such as difficulties with trust, because of the
negative cognitive appraisal they engaged with while adjusting to the divorce. These traits
subsequently interfering with the maintenance of relationships in adulthood.

Amato also found a negative correlation in ACD between low levels of self-esteem
and experiences of high levels of parental conflict, before and after parental separation
(1986). In contrast, narrative inquiry found minimal exposure to parental conflict before
and/or during the divorce, together with parents demonstrating positive adjustment to the
separation, assisted children in experiencing a healthy adjustment (Brand et al., 2017;
O'Halloran & Carr, 2000).

With many citing the high occurrence of conflict within a troubled marriage prior to
divorce (Bryner, 2001; Fergusson & Horwood, 2001; Kelly, 2000; Pryor & Rodgers, 2001), it
is important to acknowledge, while the significant changes that follow a divorce are
disruptive, the observation of high levels of conflict and/or negative interparent relationships
is more likely to have a significant influence on ACDs’ relationship experiences than the
divorce alone (Cui & Fincham, 2010). For example, Bryner (2001) and Kelly (2000) cite
several findings where behavioural or learning issues were detectable prior to parental
separation. Additionally, Conway et al. (2003) suggested family conflict was more influential
on ACDs’ engagement with intimacy than specifically, parental divorce. The child’s
cognitive appraisal of the conflict and association of interpersonal disagreements/conflict
with poor relationship outcomes, influencing their approach to relationships (Pryor &

Rodgers, 2001)
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Additionally, Sinclair and Nelson (1998) suggested COD develop long-term
dysfunctional relationship beliefs in response to observing parental conflict. For example, the
belief that disagreements with romantic partners are destructive to a relationship were
experienced more by adolescents who had been COD with high parental conflict, than non-
COD. In explanation, Sinclair and Nelson (1998) proposed children modelled their parents’
intimate, or lack of intimate, behaviours. This supported by levels of parental conflict
negatively correlating with ACDs’ levels of perceived trust in romantic partners (Conway et
al., 2003).

SLT is also used to explain an intergenerational transmission of conflict behaviours
within relationships (Cui & Fincham, 2010). Internal fears of rejection, or lack of trust in
partners may also develop in response to the processing of parents’ failed relationships
fuelling and triggering ACDs’ initiations of rejection (Christensen & Brooks, 2001; Conway
et al., 2003). Further exploring the impact of parental conflict, Whitton et al. (2008) found
family-of-origin communication patterns, particularly parental hostility when observed by
individuals as adolescents, correlated with ACDs’ conflict resolution styles within their
marital relationships. The impact greater where either parent was also an ACD.

VanLear (1992) theorised that the level to which ACD withdraw from conflict in
relationships is based on the difference between how their partner manages conflict and
observations of their parents’ conflict management styles. Male ACD whose mothers
struggled with conflict resolution were found less likely to avoid conflict if their partner was
able to regulate conflict positively. Women who were not ACD, were found to interject
humour and care during tense interactions, thus helping to dissipate the likelihood of intense,
unresolvable conflict. In contrast, female ACD who had observed poor conflict resolution by
their mothers, were found to struggle with conflict resolution, avoiding conflict where

possible. Similarly, Mullett and Stolberg (2002) proposed that where both partners are ACD
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the chance of relationship difficulties and divorce is higher. This was attributed to the
observation of negative communication patterns, particularly during parental conflict but in
addition, the event of a disrupted father-daughter relationship where children reside with the
mother after divorce. Here, Mullett and Stolberg (2002) found that in comparison to male
ACD, female ACD reported experiencing lower levels of intimacy and greater difficulty in
communicating constructively with partners, frequently avoiding conflict.

The concluding theory is that models of interpersonal relationships from prominent
adults in children’s lives facilitate opportunities to learn interpersonal styles. Thus explaining
how observations of positive dyadic behaviour can influence ACDs’ levels of affection and
relationship satisfaction.

In summary, the long-term outcome on interpersonal skills of the behaviours role
modelled by parents is clear. Many have explored this relationship further by exploring the
role model aspect of interpersonal relationship behaviours that are transferred
intergenerationally through the parent-child relationship. Research with this focus will be
reviewed next.

2.2.3 The Impact of Parent-Child Relationships on ACDs’ Relationships

This section explores the significant amount of literature that emphasises the long-
term post-divorce outcomes of the parent-child relationship, both in how the relationship
directly impacts the child’s emotional development and the role modelling set by the parent-
child relationship for how children relate to others. It is here we see the interaction between
BITPT and SLT as researchers attempt to explain causational factors for long-term impacts of
parental divorce.

Research presents two sides to the influence parent-child relationships have on
children’s experience of divorce and subsequent experience of adult relationships. These

being (1) Changing family dynamics affect the level parents are available to support and be
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involved with children’s development of the necessary interpersonal skills to develop
rewarding relationships (van Schaick & Stolberg, 2001) and; (2) Declining parent-child
relationships after the separation announcement strongly influence children’s adjustments to,
and appraisals of the divorce, particularly where poor relationships are with the father.
Paternal absence and/or negative involvement with children post-separation associated with
ACDs’ marital instability and incapacity for positive intimacy (Fergusson & Horwood, 2001;
Wallerstein, 1987).

Custodial mothers who struggled to provide consistent and effective emotional
support to their children post-separation, have been identified as contributing factors towards
children’s level of adjustment-related distress (Boney, 2002). Yet, Williams-Owens (2017)
found a reduced involvement of fathers in their sons’ lives after divorce corresponded with a
more significant increase in delinquent and externalising behaviour difficulties. Williams-
Owens proposed such behaviours reflected a poor adjustment to divorce. While boys are
found more at risk of experiencing psychological distress immediately after the divorce
(Pryor & Rodgers, 2001), paternal absence and particularly, poor father-daughter
relationships, are noted later for female ACD (Carr, 2007); many female ACD consequently
reporting a lack of trust in men (van Schaick & Stolberg, 2001). Research suggests female
ACDs’ capacity for successful relationships with men is inhibited by experiencing an
inconsistent or insecure father-daughter relationship (Biller, 1993). The association between
poor father-daughter relationships and ACDs’ low self-esteem and maladaptive interpersonal
patterns providing the framework for the most popular explanation behind female ACDs’
higher risk for ITD than male ACD.

Diving deeper into lived experiences, Lee (1995) found visitation schedules with non-
custodial fathers can be as traumatic for COD as the experience of parental absence is to

children who lose contact with a parent after divorce. Lee’s participants reported that having
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a parent whose availability was scheduled rather than spontaneous was as unsettling as
having an absent father. Particularly, when the scheduled availability was not in alignment
with the children’s needs and schedule. Conflict here found to negatively impact children’s
emotional development (Wadsby & Svedin, 1993).

Concluding their exploration on the impact of paternal involvement in the children’s
lives post-divorce on the ACD’s relationships, van Schaick and Stolberg’s (2001) analysis of
survey responses by 408 participants found that while an involved father is important for
children of either gender, it is the overall parental involvement and positive parent-child
relationships that are more important than parents’ marital status. That, while regular
observations of healthy relationships influence the level of trust and commitment ACD
experience in their own relationships, it is the opportunity for close and positive relationships
with parents that is more predictive of ACDs’ ability to enjoy stable relationships. This
conclusion reflecting Bowlby’s Attachment Theory (1969/1982) and the difficulties that can
result from disrupted child-caregiver relationships. Similarly, Arditti’s (1999a, 1999b)
comparison studies and Mustonen et al’s (2011) analysis of questionnaire responses found
post-divorce, strong mother-child relationships involving close maternal proximity,
involvement and, support aided in greater intimacy and companionship sought by ACD.
Mustonen et al. (2011) insinuating a good mother-daughter relationship assists with positive
psychosocial adaptation in adulthood. Here, psychosocial resources particularly, self-esteem
and satisfaction with social support levels, were theorised to mediate the impact that mother-
daughter relationships had on female ACDs’ quality of relationships.

Further associating the impact of parent-child relationships with COD attachment
styles, insecure-anxious attachment styles have been theorised to inhibit romantic
relationships in adulthood (Kunz, 2001). For example, Crowell et al. (2009) found ACD

participants reported behaviours that implied they experienced a higher level of insecure
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attachment than non-ACD. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory (1969/1982) would suggest the loss
of a secure family network, and disturbed relationship/s with parents, disrupted the existence
of a secure place for the child to experience the world around them. From a gender
perspective, female ACD have been found to experience attachment and interpersonal deficits
more strongly than male ACD (Charvat et al., 2023; Kunz, 2001). Deficits attributed to the
female COD internalising discomfort with changes during and after the divorce consequently
developing a range of negative core beliefs displayed during adulthood. Similarly, D'Onofrio
et al. (2007) concluded that female COD’s negative adjustment to parental divorce, and
subsequent future relationship difficulties in adulthood, correlated with the negative family
environment during the divorce; such as poor interparental relationships and parents’
declining mental health. The latter inhibiting the parent’s emotional availability for their
children.

Building on this, Wallerstein (1987) found a correlation between children’s contact
with their non-custodial parent and children’s subsequent level of self-esteem; attributing low
self-esteem in children with little contact with their non-custodial parent to an experience of
abandonment and rejection. Similarly, van Schaick and Stolberg (2001) found avoidant and
anxious attachment styles were higher in ACD who had received low levels of paternal
involvement during childhood and adolescence. Noting Lee’s (1995) finding that parent-
child contact should be at a convenient time for all parties, such findings support Gardner’s
(1976) argument that children who grow up without regular contact with both parents are at
risk of experiencing high levels of insecurity which then influence children’s abilities to
develop satisfying relationships in adulthood.

While numerous studies capture the variability in children’s responses to parental
divorce and attempt to provide frameworks for understanding the negative impacts on

children’s life stories, there is a need to understand which factors positively mediate
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outcomes. For example, exploring the mediating factors behind attachment styles, Amato
and Booth (1991) did not find any interpersonal relationship style differences between adults
from parents who were still together and adults who had experienced their parents’ divorce, if’
the divorce was not perceived by the individual as distressing and, where the individual
maintained strong parental relationships during and after the divorce. Similarly, a positive
parent-child relationship with at least one parent, has seen some ACD experience less
negative effects of the divorce than those with poor relationships with both parents (Mahl,
2001); self-esteem, confidence and, emotional and social development aligning with the level
a father is positively involved (Biller, 1993).

Jackson and Fife (2017) found some participants from single-parent households
experienced sufficient support systems to facilitate positive, post-divorce emotional
adjustment, where they perceived the support system satisfactory to their needs. Yet, there is
little research in the potential for positive changes in parent-child relationships occurring
later, after the divorce (Boney, 2003). For example, the impact a decrease in hostile
environments may have on children’s subsequent experience of wellbeing, mental health, and
adaptation to parental divorce. Interestingly, Lee (1995) found ACD experienced positive
growth in interpersonal skills and approaches to relationships once they had moved away
from their family-of-origin and were able to select their own influences, or experience
opportunities to observe other role models and build different relationships with others.

Interestingly, few studies using quantitative methods explore the influence of other
role models in children’s lives post-divorce or, the possibility for stepparents and other
prominent adults in children’s lives to exhibit positive relationship styles (Arditti, 1999b).
Lived experience and narrative inquiry has provided insights with extended social support
facilitating the divorced parents’ experience of positive post-divorce adjustment. Children

here have been found to benefit indirectly as a result; the extra support network facilitating
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the opportunity for children to observe alternative and positive role models (Boney, 2002;
Jackson & Fife, 2017; Lee, 1995). Increased social skills and social competence a known
benefit to children who have regular interaction with extended family post-divorce (Gately &
Schwebel, 1991). Illuminating detail here, while Lee’s (1995) lived experience interviews
found evidence for the role model hypothesis, the ACD participant’s reporting both indirect
and direct learning and, observations of relationship behaviours from their parents; the
participants also talked about others having a positive influence after parental divorce on their
perception of relationships, such as grandparents who remained married. Subsequently, Lee
(1995) concluded it can be the intensity of the impact changes post-divorce have on the
individual, such as parent’s remarrying, relationships with stepparents, or growing up in a
single-parent family, that are more influential on outcomes for ACD than the specific event of
parental divorce.

High levels of social support from parents and family members, particularly where
these individuals proactively, and consistently, maintain positive and supportive relationships
with children during and after the divorce, has been found to have a significantly positive
correlation with ACDs’ expectations for romantic relationships (Jackson & Fife, 2017).
Healthy relationships between children and their parents, extended family and, broader social
networks ameliorating the extent that divorce negatively impacts their lives. Confidence in
relationships correlated with quality, rather than quantity, of social support. Subsequently, the
perceived quality to ACD of the social support experienced after the divorce was found to
greatly influence their confidence in relationships.

Drawing on BITPT, when considering family health dimensions of conflict, cohesion
and emotional expressiveness, findings indicate that “family health” holds a greater influence
on the outcome of being an ACD, than other factors such as family structure, frequency of

contact with both parents, and age at time of divorce (Johnson et al., 2001; Morrison et al.,
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2017). While Johnson et al. (2001) acknowledged these latter factors can influence
outcomes, the quality of family health was found a stronger mediator in the level of intimacy
and quality of relationship, young ACD experience. They concluded that healthy families
used effective coping mechanisms to manage challenges, which subsequently facilitate
positive adjustments for all family members when faced with divorce, thus moderating the
effect of divorce on children. COD mimicking their family’s coping styles, cohesion and
emotional expressiveness to adjust to the divorce and, in the future, draw on these skills to
manage their own relationship difficulties; the intergenerational transmission of healthy
communication styles assisting ACD in developing positive interpersonal processes
(Morrison et al., 2017).

Identifying various mediating variables impacting children’s adjustment after divorce,
Sinclair and Nelson (1998) drew on SLT and Attachment Theory for their findings. They
added that parental modelling of positive relationship behaviours, and parents’ emotional
availability, plays a key role on CODs’ ability to develop positive interpersonal relationship
skills and core beliefs. Dunlop and Burns’ (1995) longitudinal study similarly found the level
of care and emotional engagement children received from parents during and after divorce
was a greater predictor of ACDs’ relationship stability. Parents being emotionally unavailable
during divorce negatively impacting children’s feelings of security and, in adulthood, their
ability to experience high levels of intimacy. Lee (1995) found nurturing parent-child
relationships also helped protect children from the negative impacts of post-divorce changes,
while Brand et al’s (2017) narrative analysis found COD experienced a sense of security
where parents were available to consistently provide reassurance during the divorce.
Affirming children’s importance and value, while making efforts to maintain routine and
stability through amicable interparent relations and consistent parenting styles across both

households, subsequently mediated children’s positive adjustment to the divorce (Carr, 2016).
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In support of the parent emotional availability link, Wadsby and Svedin (1993)
acknowledged the importance of having both parents present when discussing divorce prior
to announcing separation and during the separation process. Maintaining consistent,
informative communication throughout separation, and after the divorce, was seen as a key
mediating factor to CODs’ positive adjustment and positive mental health. The greater
understanding children have of why the divorce is happening, the greater chance children
have of coping with the outcome (Pryor & Rodgers, 2001). Furthermore, children of
amicable parents, who genuinely made time to connect and relate to their children during and
after separation, were found to have adapted best to parental divorce (D'Onoftio et al., 2007).

To summarise, with parent-child relationships being a key factor for an individual’s
development (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1969/1982), these findings highlight the
complex interaction of parents as role models and parent-child relationships on the
relationship outcomes for an ACD. Subsequently, while there is no denying that relationship
behaviours can be linked between generations, it may not be the separation of family, or
association of being a COD, that has the long-term impact on ACDs’ relationships, but the
variables around the event of divorce. These factors strongly influenced by interparent
behaviour and parental interactions with children. Combining these findings, this literature
review will now discuss research that explores the overall relationship experiences of ACD
and the overall impact that being an ACD has on ACDs’ experiences.

2.3 Research into the Experience of Being an ACD

Much literature here relies on the theory that experiences in family-of-origin shape
children’s interpersonal resources, and subsequently, their approach to relationships in
adulthood. Analysing survey responses, Roper et al. (2020), identified numerous connections
between a person’s interpersonal skills and their approach to relationships, and their

relationship with their divorced parents. Findings included ACD reporting lower regard for
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their parents, lower contentment with their own relationships and, higher relationship distress
than that experienced by non-ACD. Emulating findings that disrupted parent-child
relationships can explain ACDs’ interpersonal difficulties, particularly where as children they
observed high levels of interparent conflict (Cui & Fincham, 2010), while Roper at al. (2020)
did not find ACD demonstrated different levels of satisfaction with intimacy and attachment
in their own adult relationships than non-ACDs, lower couple satisfaction was reported by
ACD than by non-ACD. The conclusion being that damaged parent-child relationships
impact ACDs’ approaches to relationships, with a higher level of distress experienced by
ACD in relationships than non-ACD. This was seen as a predictor of the ITD; ACD
repeating learnt relationship patterns from parents’ marriages in their own marriage. Both in
how they were treated by their parents and how they observed their parents treat each other.
The transmission of relationship skills therefore, seen as the greatest explanation for the ITD
and intergenerational relationship instability. Those who had experienced the least harmony
and stability within a parental union and family-of-origin being the most significant risk
factor for union instability in the subsequent generation (Amato & Patterson, 2017).

The experience of divorce can also impact ACDs’ relationship ideals and perceptions
of marriage (Amato & Booth, 1991; Cui & Fincham, 2010; Keith & Finlay, 1988; Yu &
Adler-Baeder, 2007). While taking a retrospective analysis from ACD and the mechanisms
behind the effects of divorce, Morrison et al’s (2017) phenomenological study found impacts
differed in line with how parents communicated with each other, about each other and, to the
children during and after the divorce. ACDs’ perceptions of divorce and viewpoints of
marriage, or monogamy, was better where parents had supported their children in
understanding the changes that were happening during separation and divorce. Parents who
facilitated opportunities for children to talk about the divorce were seen to provide the

support required for children to proactively and positively navigate and appraise the
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phenomenon of divorce. In contrast, children who had not felt supported through open
communication but also exposed to parental conflict reported experiencing negative
perceptions of marriage and monogamy and, commitment fears in relationships.

Many researchers’ examination of the long-term impact of divorce on ACDs’ romantic
relationships and interpersonal skills, cite difficulties with trust and commitment (Roper et
al., 2020) and, key interpersonal processes, such as communication patterns and conflict
resolution (Mullett & Stolberg, 2002). Citing a gender split where the female in the
relationship is often the one to manage emotions between the couple, female ACD are
particularly seen to experience difficulties with some suggesting the divorce prevented their
learning of the communication skills needed to resolve conflict (Mullett & Stolberg, 2002).

Following factor analysis of self-inventory instrument answers, Johnson et al. (2001)
found that in comparison to non-ACD, ACD experienced a loss of independence while in
relationships. The participants rating highly with regards to emotional withdrawal from
partners. Perhaps to protect themselves from the loss they had observed in their parents’
marriage or, a result of poor socially learnt interpersonal skills impacting their confidence in
their ability to experience satisfactory relationships (Cui & Fincham, 2010). Johnson et al.
(2001) attributed this behaviour to their young participants (M = 21.26, SCD = 5.91) being
less self-aware and less tolerant of anxiety within relationships, than non-ACD. They also
surmised these ACD were more likely to be emotionally reactive with a greater likelihood to
be emotionally cut-off from others and to have a greater tendency for impulsive decisions
within relationships. This in contrast to the study’s non-ACD participants, who were
reportedly more likely to make decisions based on objective, and measured, assessments of
numerous factors. Acknowledging Erikson’s development theory (1950) whereby, during
early adulthood (19-29 years of age), individuals negotiate experiences of intimacy against

isolation, Erikson would suggest these difficulties arise as a result of unsuccessfully resolving
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the conflict between intimacy and isolation when the young adult was establishing intimacy
and relationships with others. While Johnson et al’s (2001) research focused specifically on
young adults, and is thereby not generalisable to all adults, it captures a distinct difference
between ACD and non-ACD’s approaches to relationships.

Story et al.’s (2004) research captured a similar perception of young adults, their male
and female participants averaging at 25.4 and 24.0 years respectively. When compared with
non-ACD, Story et al.’s female ACD participants experienced greater levels of psychological
and physical aggression early on in their marriage. Providing reports of marital satisfaction
and marital status every six months for four years, these women were found at greater risk of
experiencing divorce within four years of marriage than women who were not ACD. In
comparison, male ACD who specifically recalled high levels of negativity within their
parents’ marriage, experienced greater levels of anger and contempt within their own
marriage than males who were not ACD.

Relatedly, Amato (1996) theorised divorce was seen by children of divorced couples
as an acceptable solution to relationship difficulties. SLT explaining how COD learn the
limitations of marriage and/or, that divorce can be used to overcome marriage difficulties.
The individual learning an approach, or perception, of “marriage” limitations. Similarly,
Cartwright’s (2006) participants viewed divorce as an acceptable outcome for resolving
difficult relationships and, reflecting on their experiences, voiced concern for their own
children should their relationship fail. Self-observations included difficulties with
interpersonal behaviours, such as anger or communication problems, and broken parental
relationships. Others have also found ACD seek divorce when unable to work through
problems with their partners (Conway et al., 2003). Despite this, problems in relationships

due to learnt behaviour or poor role modelling of conflict management problems within a
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relationship, were identified by Amato (1996) and, Cui and Fincham (2010), as the greater
risk for divorce than a person’s attitude towards marriage.

Interestingly, Sinclair and Nelson (1998) found that ACD who experienced poor
emotional support from either parent during the divorce and subsequent insecurity, still
engaged in physical intimacy in adult relationships however, it was a result of a desire to feel
intimacy and have physical needs met, rather than a desire to establish long-term emotional
commitment. The quality of their romantic relationships was poor. This has been asserted by
others such as Amato (1996) who suggested ACD have an increased need for emotional
connection with others and, whilst ACD may seek committed relationships, the relationship
itself is often unhealthy, women’s in particular. This finding contrasting with Johnson et al.’s
(2001) conclusion that ACD can emotionally withdraw from partners. It also contrasts with
Conway et al’s (2003) findings. Here participants considered physical intimacy and passion
important in a relationship; emotional connection was not considered. Conway et al’s
majority female participant sample (~70 percent) rated affection and acceptance higher in
importance for an ideal and successful relationship, than non-ACD did (2003). While this
study did not measure the participant’s relationship health, the affection and acceptance
intimacy ideal could be interpreted as more than just “emotional connection”. Other
participants’ ideals included commitment, stability, and support. Of note however, is the
assumption by Conway et al. (2003) that participants were consistent in their interpretation or
measures of these ideals. It raises the question about how participants define terms when
responding to questionnaires and how this is interpreted by researchers. It also demonstrates
the effect the phenomenon of divorce has on ACD, and the potential influence experiences
have on the meanings they associate with relationships and their subsequent approach to

relationships.
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Conway et al. (2003) theorised unhealthy perceptions of “intimacy”, for example
perceiving sexual and passionate intimacy as “love” and subsequently security, explains
ACDs’ struggle in achieving long-term and/or “happy” relationships; the ACD desiring a
physical connection regardless of the level in emotional connection, since physical intimacy
makes them feel loved and secure. This would explain Conway et al’s (2003) participants’
prioritisation of affection and perceived acceptance within a “healthy” relationship.
Christensen and Brooks (2001) proposed ACD held misperceptions of the factors required for
a “perfect” relationship; the length of time since parental divorce correlating with the number
of unrealistic beliefs. Establishing what elements a participant deems important for a
relationship, while also establishing participants’ personal understandings or perceived
meanings behind these ideal elements, may provide more qualitative and informative detail.
For example, exploring if a fear of rejection and subsequent need for commitment, fuels
desire for physical intimacy and therefore, facilitates poor foundations for a successful
relationship.

In summary, with interpersonal skills seen as a mediating factor between parental
divorce and ACDs’ relationship outcomes (Amato, 1996), literature suggests several variables
interact to influence ACDs’ experiences of their own relationships. The problematic
consequences are unique to the individual hence, the ACD and researcher perception and
interpretation of these variables is difficult to define. While there is no disagreement that
numerous factors influence long-term outcomes for ACD, the mixed findings suggest a
negative outcome of divorce is not inevitable. It is unclear how alternative experiences
occur, such as positive and enjoyable relationships.

A review of the methodology used in divorce-related literature demonstrates the
limitations of using quantitative approaches, such as surveys. Use of statistical analysis

and/or comparison studies where the research is mainly quantitative commonly provides
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mixed results (Roper et al., 2020). The lack of opportunity for narrative, or deeper
exploration behind participants’ responses, presenting findings that rely on participants’ and
researchers’ interpretations or definitions of terms (Arditti, 1999a). Subsequently, differences
in definitions may explain the contrasting findings. As such, generalising findings from
research where definitions of concepts are relied upon to determine findings is concerning
(Johnson et al., 2001).

Acknowledging the different definitions of concepts such as conflict, positive
communication, emotional connection, expressiveness and, intimate relationships as
measured by different questionnaires often used in research, Johnson et al. (2001) encouraged
future research explores ACDs’ personal interpretations of the coping styles they used to
appraise and adapt to parental divorce. Particularly, ACDs’ perceived impact of family-of-
origin experiences on their own relationships and parenting styles; which factors they apply
in their own lives and which they alter. Taking a qualitative approach, exploring participants’
lived experiences during this title study, and being mindful of assumptions and biases when
analysing the stories captured, aligns with this recommendation.

Discussing mainly traditional approaches to divorce-related research, this section has
detailed the common themes used to explain the impact of divorce on children and the
explanations given for ITD. Exploring specific findings regarding the experience of
relationships by ACD, this review has also articulated two noteworthy aspects. These being
that current literature, particularly the literature based on quantitative data, suggests; (1)
female ACD relationship experiences are more negatively affected by parental divorce than
males’ and, (2) that the prevalence of negative outcomes on these womens’ relationships is
impacted by a combination of several socio-cultural factors. Subsequently, literature
illustrates a gap in explanations for women who experience long-term relationships despite

being ACD, together with a lack of narrative acquired through research that permits the voice
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of the ACD to be heard. The following section will discuss alternative and more inductive
ways to explore ACDs’ parental divorce experience.
2.4 An Alternative Approach to Researching the Impact of Divorce

In reflection of the unique intervening variables experienced by ACD, none of the
findings are unanimous or provide a comprehensive set of risk factors. Furthermore, while
several researchers have investigated the intergenerational transmission of relationship factors
when exploring the phenomenon of divorce, few have purposively explored factors that can
mitigate ITD (Lee, 1995; Morrison et al., 2017). Instead, many have focused on the factors
that negatively affect development leading to the long-term challenges displayed by ACDs in
their own relationships (Amato & Patterson, 2017; Keith & Finlay, 1988). A deficit emphasis
commonly being that ACD are unable to enjoy relationships because of not observing healthy
interparent relationships (Arditti, 1999a). Such research makes for grim reading.
Particularly, research that suggests female ACD are at a greater risk than male ACD for
experiencing interpersonal difficulties and, relationship instability/divorce (Charvat et al.,
2023; Kunz, 2001) or; research that identifies women as the main cause of the ITD
phenomena due to inheriting and/or developing a range of interpersonal faults (Pope &
Mueller, 1976). Many have called for exploration of the positive outcomes of parental
divorce with greater, more in-depth insights into female CODs’ experiences of the divorce
phenomenon and, experiences of relationships in adulthood (Lee, 1995; Morrison et al.,
2017). Subsequently, seeking to justify this study and referring to alternative approaches to
exploring the long-term impact of divorce, this section will argue the issues with prioritising
quantitative over qualitative methodological approaches to divorce-related research.

Some literature has identified several positive outcomes of parental divorce including,
personal growth (Brand et al., 2017), an increased level of independence and maturity

(Sinclair & Nelson, 2008), self-esteem and empathy (Conway et al., 2003). Parental divorce



39

has also been cited as motivation for persevering with difficult times during a marriage.

Some ACD perceiving parental divorce as a learning experience, guiding them in how to
positively manage relationships and the foundational characteristics they associate with stable
relationships (Lee, 1995; Mahl, 2001; Morrison et al., 2017; Wallerstein, 1987) such as,
communication, expression of affection, and loyalty (Lee, 1995).

Not all ACD experience unstable relationships. Shifting away from exploring the
reasons behind ACDs’ marital issues or divorce, and more towards the complex interaction of
experiences ACD must cognitively appraise, Jackson and Fife (2017), Morrison et al. (2017),
Reed et al. (2016) and, Lee (1995) each used qualitative methodologies that permitted ACD
to establish what they positively took out of their parents’ relationship in their own words.
Their focus on identifying positive lived experiences of relationships post-parental divorce
creating opportunities for a more transformational approach to researching the experience of
divorce.

Feminist researchers (Burgoyne, 2004; Elizabeth, 2003; Gergen & Gergen, 2003;
Petrassi, 2012; Robinson, 2003) have also challenged using traditional psychological research
approaches for exploring the impact of parental divorce. Arguing for a different way of
knowing (Braidotti, 2008), feminists have criticised the structural perspective such research
takes (Boney, 2008), challenging the focus on ACD’s relationship outcomes. A focus which
many argue oversimplifies the intervening variables involved (Lee, 1995), and reduces
phenomena to data values (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). For example, Jackson and Fife
(2017) acknowledged the limitation of their surveys which prevented insight into the amount
of social support COD were provided with by different sources during and after parental
divorce. Subsequently, the research instrument assumed an equal amount of satisfaction was

experienced with each supportive relationship. Exploring specific relationships experienced
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by children and seeking participants’ reflections on the quality and importance of different
supporters during this time, would have improved Jackson and Fyfe’s findings.

Several of the aforementioned feminist researchers also propose purely quantitative
research methodologies result in a dominant focus on the negative effects of divorce on
women, rather than men and women. For example, research focusing on gender-based traits
which identify women as more at risk than men for developing negative core beliefs and
internalised discomfort in response to parental divorce (Hetherington & Kelly, 2002).
Feminists argue such research methodology presents findings that suggest an increased risk
of divorce by female ACD; that this facilitates conclusions of women being both the central
risk factor for increased divorce rates and at greater risk of the I'TD than men. This
presenting a singular, socially constructed story that identifies female ACD, as the greater
cause of intergenerational divorce occurrences than male ACD (Fine, 2017). For example,
Mustonen et al’s (2011) longitudinal study measured participants’ perceptions of their parent-
child relationships and quality of intimate relationships. While their findings strongly
suggested daughters’ adult relationships are more greatly affected by divorce than sons’
relationships, their use of structured Likert-scaled questionnaires to establish these
perceptions failed to grasp the participants’ detailed life experiences and insights into the
reasons behind their answers. Capturing rich descriptive accounts, qualitative research would
be more illustrative towards a broader understanding (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). For
example, and referring back to Bandura’s SLT (1986), asking participants what they have
taken from parental divorce and how it influences their approach to their own relationships
permits insight into the behaviours and application of behaviours in alignment with, or
perhaps deliberate juxtaposition to, that modelled by their parents during and after the

divorce.
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The argument is that qualitative research reveals greater, more insightful and
potentially more positive understandings of the experience of female COD/ACD and their
relationships, than research using quantitative methods (Boney, 2003; Fine, 2017).
Approaches that create opportunities to hear deeper and less statistical or less data-focused
insights into the outcome of divorce. Opportunities to explore what parental divorce means
to COD/ACD and how they use this experience to contextualise their own relationships. As
such, to interpret rather than discover, the truth and alternative realities that exist for
COD/ACD than the ones previously explored by quantitative research.

An example of the greater insights that qualitative research reveals is Cartwright’s
(2006) research. Originally developed to explore the experience of children in stepfamilies,
in capturing participants’ narratives Cartwright’s findings revealed numerous insights into
participants’ experiences of being a child during parental divorce. These insights would not
have been revealed by quantitative research. Examining male and female standpoints on the
impact parental divorce has on participants’ lives, Cartwright’s (2006), and Cartwright and
McDowell’s (2008) subsequent research, shared participants’ accounts of parental divorce
and the sense-making processes they engaged with. The research approach created an
opportunity to improve understandings of experiences of divorce and identify mediating
factors towards more positive interpersonal relationship experiences by ACD.

Exploring participants’ own views of the effects parental divorce had on them, and
that they carried through into adulthood, while Cartwright’s research (2006) identified several
everyday mental health functioning difficulties and impacts on relationships, it also presented
findings that detailed the strengths and resources COD can develop in the aftermath of
parental divorce. It shifted away from a focus on the negative effects of parental divorce.

Similarly, having interviewed ACD, Reed et al. (2016) theorised that age and

developmental stage facilitated ACDs’ ability to separate their intimate and interpersonal
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capabilities from their parents’ marriage difficulties. As emerging adults, this study’s
participants (aged 18-29 years) were exploring their identity and negotiating autonomy away
from their parents (Bowen, 1978). As such, Reed et al. (2016) found these participants
benefited from an increased level of awareness and insights into their parents’ divorce.
Sharing stories of using self-talk to self-differentiate from their family and their own
interpersonal relationships, participants described both realising their parents’ divorce was
not their fault and, incidences of applying learnings to their own relationships. For example,
deliberately talking through disagreements with partners rather than fighting as their parents
had. While these participants acknowledged the influence of their experience as a COD on
their emotional behaviour patterns with their own partners and/or ability to become
romantically involved with others, the findings present a challenge to the application of
BITPT in much divorce-related research.

In conclusion, this literature review illuminates the opportunity for exploring long-
term relationship experiences of female ACD. Research that explores the interactional and
contextual variables that facilitate positive post-divorce functioning from the voice of the
ACD (Boney, 2002; Brand et al., 2017). In exploring the experience of women who, despite
being ACD, live in a long-term relationship/marriage, my question was therefore what have
female ACD taken from experiences of their parents’ relationship and subsequent divorce into
their own relationships? Here I acknowledge the potential for intergenerational influences
and the theoretical models employed in current quantitative divorce research. I am also
afforded a framework for exploring the individual experiences of my participants with a view
to gaining deeper perspectives and insights into female ACDs’ experiences of long-term

relationships and the factors that may have contributed towards these experiences.
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Section 3: Methodology

This qualitative study explored the lived experience of ten, Aotearoa female ACD
with a view to capture insights into the factors that may have contributed towards their
experiences. This section sets out the rationale for the study design before discussing the
methodological principles underpinning this research, my approach to participant sampling
and recruitment, data collection, analysis, and the maintenance of research quality. A
reflexive statement is included.

3.1 Study Design

Challenging traditional, quantitative, psychological research on divorce and arguing
for a different way of knowing (Braidotti, 2008), several psychologists argue the diversity in
experience and long-term effects of being an ACD is difficult to capture in quantitative scales
(Morrison, 2014; Smith, 2019). Quantitative approaches are also seen to oversimplify what
are complex and nuanced challenges, subsequently limiting the insights that are captured
(Allen, 1993). In contrast, qualitative research methods are argued to permit deeper, more
accurate insights into ACDs’ lived experience (Allen, 1993; Burgoyne, 2004; Elizabeth,
2003; Gergen & Gergen, 2003; Petrassi, 2012; Robinson, 2003). Subsequently, this study
took a qualitative approach, using an interpretive phenomenological theoretical orientation, to
explore the relationship journey of female ACD within Aotearoa.

Acknowledging aforementioned criticisms of quantitative-based research, it was
anticipated that Interpretative Phenomenology Analysis (IPA) would facilitate a shift away
from analysing ACD as data or explaining the impact of divorce on ACD using probabilistic
conclusions. That IPA would instead create the opportunity to facilitate an understanding of
participants’ unique experiences as individual cases (Shaw, 2019). IPA has the capacity for
an interrogative approach from which to contribute to existing psychological research (Smith,

2019). Subsequently, in inviting participants to share experiences of their parents’ divorce,
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including interpretations of any influences this experience had on their journey, it was
anticipated this study’s design would complement existing research; increasing knowledge
through the capturing of participants’ own words and in-depth perspectives. For the
participants, it was hoped their explorations and reflections would facilitate
acknowledgement of their journey, and any growth, in a positive light.
3.2 Methodological and Analytical Principles

The study’s desired focus was to prioritise the individual participants’ lived
experiences and the meaning these experiences have for them, over all others. Therefore,
underpinned by the principles of IPA, a hermeneutic phenomenological lens was applied with
the tenets of idiography within IPA permitting exploration of each participant’s story in its
entirety, ahead of exploring subsequent participants’ experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2006;
Shaw, 2019). The following subsection will explain the ontological and epistemological
foundations to Hermeneutic Phenomenology while also detailing the analytical approach
afforded by IPA.
3.2.1 Hermeneutic Phenomenology, Ontology and Epistemology

As aresearch method, IPA is underpinned by the epistemology of critical realism. A
philosophy of ontology that implies reality is multi-layered, existing independent of human
perception and without dependence on observation (Smith et al., 2009). Positioned between
positivist (objective) and constructivist (subjective) perspectives, critical realism shapes how
we understand knowledge by explaining our interpretation of the world around us based on
observable and unobservable consequences of the phenomenon of an event. The principles of
IPA are informed by the analytical tenets of Hermeneutic Phenomenology and Idiography.

As first argued by Husserl, phenomenological inquiry requires “stepping outside of
our everyday experiences,” to intentionally understand what something means to someone,

while adopting a reflexive stance to “disengage from the activity and attend to the taken-for-
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granted experience of it” (Smith et al., 2009, p.8). Hermeneutic Phenomenology takes
exploration of lived experience a step further. Inspired by Heidegger’s hermeneutic approach
to phenomenology, Hermeneutic Phenomenology focuses on accessing “lived time and
engagement with the world” through interpretation (Smith et al., 2009, p. 19). Itisa
combination of Phenomenology’s philosophical approach to exploring an individual’s
subjective experience and, Hermeneutic’s reflective interpretation of understanding these
experiences and the meanings behind their descriptions. This is of relevance here as it is
through participants’ interpretations that I explore the long-term influences of parental
divorce on participants’ relationship journeys.

From a metatheoretical perspective, the epidemiology for hermeneutic
phenomenology holds that knowledge is the immediate consciousness of practical activity
and context acquired at the time of an event; knowledge of experiences cannot be returned to
without being influenced by a person’s subsequent interpretation based on knowledge
acquired since the event (Smith et al., 2009). Subsequently, and relevant for this research
where participants are reflecting on experiences several years past, this approach holds that
reflections on lived experiences are made sense of from a person’s current knowledge
standpoint; “the complex understanding ... [evoking] a lived process, an unfurling of
perspectives and meanings ... unique to the person’s embodied and situated relationship in
the world” (Smith et al., p.21). The individual research participant using broadened horizons
of acquired experience and biases to interpret the meanings they associate with the event in
question (Martin & Sugarman, 2001; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014).

Taking an empathetic and non-judgemental position the IPA researcher is therefore
interpretative of the participant’s perspective, while simultaneously grounding their
interpretations within the participant’s narrative (Smith et al., 2009). Applying a double

hermeneutic process, knowledge is subsequently co-constructed between the participant and
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the researcher. The researcher applying the Hermeneutic Circle concept by moving back and
forth between different interpretations of the data as they explore the relationship between
part of the participant’s story and the whole. Notably, researchers must hold themselves
accountable for any conscious or unconscious influences on their knowledge-making when
exploring and interpreting participant’s experiences and meaning-making of such. Both as an
individual narrative and as part of a broader interpretation. Reflective processes capture the
researcher’s concerns and thoughts throughout the process, while use of participant verbatim
narrative, and the number of extracts used in the write-up, provide evidence of findings
grounded in the participant’s own words. This sequentially, facilitates credibility to the
project (Shaw, 2019).

The third influential component of IPA, Idiography, commits the researcher to situate
participants within their unique context. The researcher is required to explore each case and
the situated perspectives illustrated in turn, before proceeding to more general claims
(personal experiental statements [PETs]) and the subsequent, broader claims regarding the
overall cohort’s experiences (group experiental statements [GETs]). IPA does not strive to
identify generalisable findings across participants’ experiences. In contrast, following a
thorough examination and capturing of PETs, then GETs, IPA looks to illuminate where
perspectives/experiences are the same or different across the cohort. Combined with the
phenomenological and hermeneutic philosophical understanding of how meanings of reality
are made, IPA’s use of idiographic theoretical underpinnings also therefore permit an
opportunity to stay close to the data. Researchers work with small, homogenous samples,
capturing first-hand accounts of participants’ experiences. The IPA methodology in turn
facilitating analytic and critical interpretations about an individual and groups’ sense-making
to acquire deeper knowledge regarding the phenomenon in question (Braun & Clarke, 2006;

Shaw, 2019).
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3.2.2 Other Qualitative Methods Considered

Thematic Analysis (TA) was initially considered for this study given its flexibility and
focus on extracting themes across broad populations, such as ACD. IPA and TA are similar in
that they are methods for “identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data”
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.79). Both approaches involve coding to structure analysis and
emphasise the value of reflexivity, however TA takes a broad view of a topic. It does not
focus on participants’ individual lived experiences; the central focus of this study. In
contrast, IPA facilitates interpretation and rich, detailed understandings of participants’ lived
and complex experiences of the phenomenon of interest (Sullivan & Forrester, 2019).

The following subsection will discuss reflexivity as a component of IPA.
Acknowledging my position to this research topic, the section will also discuss my role as
researcher, detailing my engagement with reflexivity.

3.2.3 Role of the Researcher and Reflexivity

IPA acknowledges the worldview assumptions and biases of the researcher and the
interpretative process required to achieve an understanding of the participants’ experiences
(Smith et al., 2009). An acknowledgment of the co-construction that can occur when a
researcher interacts with a participant’s narrative and the need for researchers to attend to
potential bias when interpreting what is being said, or not said (Hydén, 2014). Actively
considering the position the researcher holds with regards to the research process and
findings is, therefore, a priority.

Relatedly, feminist scholars recommend several factors be considered when exploring
lived experiences, particularly where the objective is to provide a diverse collection of
perspectives and knowledge, such as the desire here (Harding, 1992). Works such as those by
Fine (2017); Gilligan et al. (1996); Haraway (1988); Harding (1992); Hydén (2014) and

Oakley (2016) provide guidance in moving away from the empirical scientific approach used
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to produce facts and single realities about women, towards a critical focus on how a project,
such as this, is designed and implemented. For example, fitting with IPA’s theoretical
standpoint and approach, Harding (1992) urges qualitative researchers avoid collecting data
from a distance and instead explore the connection between their personal experience and the
research methodology. This includes acknowledging the motivating factors behind the
research question and approach, and any influence on the interpretation of themes and results.
Subsequently, while I did not interpret the data through a feminist perspective, how I heard
and attended to my participants was guided by the aforementioned feminist’s ethical
recommendations. Reflexive journalling assisted me in continuously reflecting on the
influence my position could have on participants’ experiences of the process, and the final
outcomes of the project. As detailed within the relevant subsections below, considerations
included: actively working to minimise power imbalance between myself and the
participants; participant agency in the direction interviews took; ensuring participants had
opportunities to review how their narrative was used in the research and; actively minimising
potential harm by paying attention to the language used and ensuring participant’s emotional
safety was considered and supported throughout.

The reflexive process was important to me and one I prioritised ahead of decisions on
participant criteria, recruitment and data collection. Given the potential influence on the data
collected by me as the researcher, I acknowledged the motivation, experience, training and
potential assumptions I brought to this project (Frost & Kinmond, 2012). Consequently, a
reflective statement and details of the reflexive considerations made follows.

3.2.3.1 Reflective Statement on the Researcher’s Position. The motivation for this
study evolved during a literature review of divorce-related research when completing the
Advanced Psychology of Women post-graduate (175.720) paper with Massey University. As

I did then, I come to this research, as an ACD who experienced parental divorce as a toddler
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and then another divorce between their mother and stepfather at 14 years old. A white,
middle-class woman, for most of my childhood I was raised in a house of mental and sexual
abuse at the hands of my stepfather. I did not see my own father, nor my paternal family
from the age of nine until I was 15 years old.

I have been married for 18 years. My relationship with my husband accumulating 23
years. Having lived experience of being a married ACD, I feel a connection to the
phenomena of divorce, particularly the impact of divorce on children and the long-term
impact this experience can have on ACD and their approach to relationships. During the
Advanced Psychology of Women paper, I realised that despite demonstrating the diversity of
experience held by ACD, divorce-related research regularly taints ACD as damaged and at
risk of divorce. That conclusions often focus on the consequence of being a female ACD
and/or, the correlations between gender and intergenerationally transmitted relationship
behaviours and outcomes.

During subsequent reflection on my relationship status and experience of parental
divorce, I felt a relational connection with the women mentioned, particularly within the ITD-
focused research, and the different stories that could be shared. This inspired me to explore
the experience of parental divorce by women who are in a long-term relationship despite
being an ACD. In turn, driving my passion to honestly capture my participants’ experiences;
to facilitate an opening to hear stories that may speak of ACD relationships differently. 1
wanted to hear women reflect on their experience of parents’ relationships while considering
their own relationship experiences.

3.2.3.2 The Reflexive Process. My insider position acknowledges that I hold bias
with regards to the experience of ACD in long-term relationships. My desire to explore why
women like me exist in contrast to the outcome illustrated by the deficit findings which

consistently suggest the inevitability of an ITD; I am certainly not neutral. However, I
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identified an opportunity for providing insights into the other side of the phenomenon of
divorce. The potential positive elements of divorce and/or the learnings that female ACD use
to experience a different relationship from their parents. These insights hopefully guiding
those navigating relationship difficulties/divorce, to mitigate the chance of one couple’s
relationship having negative, long-term impacts on their children’s future.

As such, I owned the responsibility to be conscious of my approach. To use ethical
and reflexive practices to ensure my position did not influence how readers heard the stories I
had the honour of capturing and sharing. Subsequently, and acknowledging the value
researcher reflexivity holds in IPA, throughout this research I remained cognitive of any
enhancement or obstruction my personal experience could have towards my understanding
and sensitivity to the diverse experiences of my participants. For example, leaning on my
training and work experience to monitor how I engaged with, and supported, participants in
sharing their stories without influence on their narrative. Refer to Appendix P for detail of
my experience and training.

While IPA encourages researchers bracket, or set aside, pre-understandings of a topic
to avoid influencing thoughts and engagement during the research process, this is not an easy
task. To manage any bias, self-reflective journals and consistent reviews of my perspectives
throughout assisted me in acknowledging any assumptions, challenging myself to approach
each participant’s experience from a stance of openness to learning from them and
appreciating them as the experts in their stories (Braidotti, 2008). In line with Smith et al’s
(2009) approach, this included debriefings with my supervisor Dr Shepherd, where we
explored any influence personal experience/bias may have on engagement and analysis. My
reflexive journal also acknowledged fusion or changes in understandings that occurred from

shared experiences with participants. Conscious of my own safety, any discomfort or
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emotional activation in response to participants’ stories was also discussed. See Appendix O
for a Reflexive Journal Excerpt.

With discussion acknowledging the aforementioned guiding principles and reflexive-
informed decisions, I will now detail my approach to participant sampling and recruitment,
data collection, analysis, and the maintenance of research validity and quality.

3.3 Participants

IPA prioritises deep over broad understandings of a phenomenon. Therefore, the
quality of data and approach to sampling in IPA influences the depth and accuracy of the
analysis and the level to which the findings accurately represent the lived experience of
interest. Sample size and homogeneity, and clear inclusion/exclusion selection criteria assists
with acquiring high-quality data (Shaw, 2019). Subsequently, my intention was to recruit six
to ten participants with the sample being as homogenous as possible to meet recommended
guidelines for IPA (Smith, 2019). With IPA’s approach to research analysis committed to
idiographic features and lived experience, this sample size was understood large enough for
an in-depth exploration of the lived experience of female ACD. Further, my interest related
particularly to how female ACD, who have grown up in Aotearoa, make sense of their
experience and relationships. Subsequently, to acquire meaningful and comparative first-
hand accounts of how ACD believe parental divorce influenced their own relationships,
gender, age, and age when parents divorced/separated was controlled to minimise the
likelihood of the sample being too diverse (Lee, 1995).

Numerous factors were considered when selecting the criteria for participants’ age.
When transitioning through adulthood, while individuals explore intimacy from early
adolescence, it is believed that relationships do not stabilise until individuals are in early
adulthood or, over the age of 23 years (Erikson, 1950). This is also when couples consider

cohabitation. Many individuals over 23-years-old experiencing at least one stable intimate
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relationship by this stage (Mullett & Stolberg, 1998). Reed et al.’s (2016) discussion of
developmental stages and subsequent findings suggest participants beyond this emerging
adult developmental stage have greater, and more accurate, insights into the impact parental
divorce has on their own relationships, than younger participants. Subsequently, and
acknowledging that the negative effects of divorce on ACDs’ relationships, particularly
women’s, often appear in late adolescence or young adulthood (van Schaick & Stolberg,
2001), participant age criteria was set at 23 to 45 years. The cut-off of 45 years set to
maintain a homogenous sample (Smith, 2019).

The focus was on relationships, rather than specific marital status; there was no
criteria for sexual orientation or relationship styles such as married or not married. Most
divorce research compares COD with non-COD, or divides children into distinct groups; such
as those of married or divorced parents. Arditti (1999a) argued this approach defines not
being married, or not remaining married, as a failure. Notably, where studies are focused on
relationships rather than specifically marital status, Lee (1995) advises against controlling for
marital status; relationship styles seen as irrelevant and associated too closely with societal
definitions and socially constructed meanings (Gilligan et al., 1996). Subsequently, [PA’s
acknowledgement of the subjectivity of interpretation via its hermeneutic theoretical
influence facilitated an opportunity to explore relationships beyond the parameters of “ideal
relationships” that the status of “married” permits. Hence, while it was agreed that ACD do
not need to be in a relationship to have insight into potential connections between parental
divorce and their own relationships, possible conflicting factors were removed by inviting
participants whose parents had either been married, or in a long-term relationship and; who
themselves were either married or in a long-term relationship. A long-term relationship being

a minimum of five-years in length (Story et al., 2004).
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In summary, the following selection criteria was applied:
e 23 to 45 years of age.
e Identify as women.
e Raised in- and still residing in, Aotearoa.
e Have lived experience of being a COD where parents’ divorce/separation happened
before they were 18 years of age.
e Either married or in a long-term relationship (over five years in length).
e Ofany ethnicity. However, interviews were conducted in English.
See Section 3.6 and 3.8 for further detail regarding steps taken to facilitate high-quality data.
3.4 Participant Recruitment

Recruitment was via purposive sampling including word-of-mouth, snowballing and,
advertisements through Massey University’s post-graduate community groups and personal
community membership. Advertisements included detail about the study, inclusion criteria
and contact details (See Appendix F). In acknowledgement of the time and effort required to
participate, advertisements confirmed a koha would be offered to participants. In total $400
in koha vouchers was funded through the School of Psychology’s Post-Graduate Research
Fund at Massey University.

While IPA’s advocation of using small samples prevents the generalisability to a
broader population in the way nomothetic research does, sourcing a diversity of education
level in participants can address any bias. This improves elements of generalisability