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Divorce and Children’s Development  
• Parental Divorce (UK, US, NZ other countries) 

o > 1:2 marriages end in divorce (% children)

o UK – Divorce rates dropping

• Fewer adults marrying

• Cohabitation (> rates of breakdown) 

• Children and Divorce
o >10 million children (under age 18 years) 

experience parental divorce in Europe annually

o Multiple poor outcomes

• Depression, anxiety, conduct problems, 
school failure, substance misuse, self-harm, 
criminality, suicidality, poor physical health

• Divorce as “Cause”??
o Adjustment period (approx. 2 years)

o Transition factors that explain variation in  
adjustment/adaptation (Amato & Keith (1991)

o Role of inter-parental conflict

• Levels of conflict that precede, occur 
during or follow on from parental divorce 
explain adjustment (Harold & Murch, 2005)

o DSM-5 (CAPRD; Bernet et al., 2016)

o Not just divorce (intact, cohabiting)

o Process, not just the event of divorce
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Inter-Parental Conflict Effects on Children
• Brain development

o Neurobiological deficits

o Chronic stress effects (neural pruning)

• Physiological development
o Elevated heart rate, vagal tone

• Emotional development
o Anger, fear, shame, guilt, worry

• Cognitive development 
o Attributions of self and others, 

expectations of conflict

• Social and Behavioural development
o Aggressiveness, interpretation of intent, 

expectations of others, peer/romantic 
relations

• Conflict across the spectrum
o Silence to violence 
o Intergenerational transmission



An Evidence Update (2018)
• Challenges to past research 

o The ‘Nature’ of ‘Nurture’

• Genetic factors explain parental 
effects on children (rGE)??

o Recent studies (novel research 
designs UK, US)

• IPC affects children whether 
parents are living together or not, 
or whether parents are 
genetically related or not

• The importance of mothers AND 
fathers 
o Inter-parental conflict leads to a 

‘spillover’of emotion to maternal and 
paternal parenting (co-parenting 
practices), child outcomes

o Association STRONGER for fathers 
compared to mothers

o Mothers > hostility to sons; fathers > 
withdrawal from daughters 
(aggression versus depression)

• Importance of early intervention
o Early identification of destructive IPC 

(evidence-led assessment)

• Frequent, Intense, Poorly Resolved 
– Improved outcomes

o Silence to violence – IGT (prevention)




