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Predictors of Substance Use 
and Mental Health of Children of Divorce: 

A Prospective Analysis 

ARS'I'RACT. This short-term 1ongitudin;rl study cx;lmincd psycho- 
social intlucnccs on suhs~;rnce use and iilcntal l~c ;~ l t l i  ;imong cllildren 
ol'divorced parents. The sample consisted of ethtiically diverse fil'tl~ 
and sixth grade students, and co~np;~rcd children of divorceil parents 
(CODPs; N = 176), who were an average o f  four years post-divorce, 
with cliilrlrcn o f  m;rrried parents (COMPs; N = 213) whc) h:ld n c v u  
i l iv~~rcc i l .  CODPs reported more litc stress, less p~~~l>lcrn-fi icused cop- 
ing, ;end morc suhst;~ncc-using Sricnrls :111d l ln i i ly  niernhcrs 1li;in 
COMW. Furthcr, tllcsc v:~ri:ihlcs were signific;~tilly rcliltcd to CODI'sl 
grcutcr rcportcil suhst:lncc use, aggrcssivc hclii~\'ior, and dcprcssion 
than COMPs cross-sectionally, and longitudin;~lly, four monl l~s later. 
The rcsults suggest tllc irnport:rnce o f  including hrjtli stll)sl;~ncc llsc 
and mental l~eolt l i  outcomcs in preventive intcrventic~ns tiir CODl's. 
/,4riicle copies rr~oilrrhle /?>r u fee /,o1,i Tl~e Hn1vor111 I)~KIII?~~II~ IIe l i ~~e~~y  Ser- 
ilice: 1-800-342-9678. E-~ l~o i l  nddrcs~: ge1i~1[&1ha,w1,dipre.c~i1rc.c011i/ 

Chi ldren w h o  experience parental divorce of tcn exhib i t  more 
psychological  problerns than their peers f o r  years after the pareilts 
l iave separated (Amato  & Keith,  199la; Kurdek, 1987). Stlltlies 
have typical ly found that chi ldren of divorce experience greater 
levels o f  behavioral problelns (e.g., misbehavior, aggression, and 
dclincluency) and elnot ional problems (e.g., t l cp res i o~ r  ant1 anxiety) 
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tlian their peers, and that the effect sizes for these problems are 
larger within two years of parental separation than after two years ot 
parental separation (Amato & Keith, 1991a; Hetherington, Cox, & 
Cox; 1981). Some longitudinal studies have found that the psycho- 
logical adjustment of children of divorce iricreases with time (e.g., 
Lidwards, 1987; Emery, 1988). However, children of divorce con- 
tinue to report poorer adjustment than their peers into adulthood 
(Amato & Keith, 1991b). The variability in children's adjustnlent 
after divorce suggests it is important to identify risk and protective 
factors that might be useful to modify in interventions with them. 

Although there is considerable evidence of increased behavioral 
and emotiorlal problems for children of divorce, there is relatively 
littlc research which examines the levels of, and predictors of, their 
substance use. One might expect increased substance use by chil- 
tlreii of divorce since substance use is often correlated with aggres- 
sive behavior (Donovan, Jessor, & Costa, 1988) and depression 
(Paton, Kessler, & Kandel, 1977). Two recent studies provide some 
evidence that parental tlivorce may increase children's risk of pre- 
mature substance use. Flewelling and Bauman (1990) compared 
adolescents from intact, single-parent, and stepparent families in a 
two-year prospective study of substance use. They found signifi- 
cantly higlier levels of substance use for adolescents from single- 
parent and stepparent families than for adolescents of intact fami- 
lies. These differences remained even when the effects of age, race, 
sex, and mother's education were partialed. Needle, Su, and Doher- 
ty (1990) conducted a five-year longitudinal study and found that 
adolescents who experienced parental divorce during adolescence 
reported greater overall drug involvement than peers who experi- 
enced parental divorce during childhood, and peers of continuously 
married parents. Regression analyses, controllillg for family envi- 
ronment, peer influences, and personal adjustment factors at Time 1, 
indicated that divorce had negative effects on boys' substance nse 
but not on girls' use, and custodial parents' remarriage led to in- 
creased substance use among girls and decreased reports of sub- 
stance use consequences among boys. 

One might expect that the risk factors for premature substance 
use by children of divorce may be similar to those for the general 
population. (For a review, see Hawkins, Cataiano, & Miller, 1992). 

Further, several of these psychosocial risk factors, such as family 
conflict, poor family management, stressful life events, and parent's 
substance use appear to occur in greater frequency in families with 
divorced parents (e.g., Goidubaldi, Cleminshaw, I'erry, Nastasi, & 
Lightel, 1986; Sandler, Wolchik, Braver, & Fogas, 1991; Temple, 
Fillnlore, Johnstone, Leino, & Motoyoshi, 1991) ancl may exacer- 
bate the risk toward children's substance use. In addition, a risk 
factor suc11 as low bonding to the family may increase the likeli- 
hood of associatio~l with substance-using peers which is another 
strong risk factor for children's initiation of substance use (Kandel, 
Kessler, & Margulies, 1978). 

Some types of coping and social support may serve a protective 
function and have been shown to be inversely related to substa~~ce 
use and psychological symptoms. Wills (1986) found that behavior- 
al coping, cognitive coping, relaxation, and adult social support 
were negatively related to cigarette and alcohol use for a general 
sample of urban adolescents, cross-sectionally and longitudinally. 
However, measures of peer support, distraction coping, and aggres- 
sive coping were positively related to their substance use. For a 
sample of mother-custody divorced families, Kurdek and Sinclair 
(1988) found tliat children's externalizing coping which included 
ventilation of emotions and passive problem solving was related to 
more school problems. Support from peers and adults was related to 
fewer school problems. Sandler, Tein, and West (I 994) co~iducted a 
cross-sectional and prospective longitutlinal study of stress, coping, 
and psychological symptoms of children of divorce. They found 
evidence for a four-dimensional model of coping which included 
the factors of active coping, avoidance, distraction, and support. 
Further, they found significant negative paths from active coping 
(problem solving and cognitive restructuring) and distraction at 
Time I to internalizing symptoms at Time 2 (5.5 montlis later), 
while sl~pport seeking coping at Time 1 had a positive pat11 to Time 2 
depression. There is also some evide~lce that children of divorce 
engage in less productive, more rigid, ant1 more passive coping than 
their peers, according to teacller's reports (Kurtz, 1994). 

The following study was conducted to colnpare ethnici~lly di- 
verse elementary scliool childre11 of divorced parents, an average of 
four years post-divorce, with children of married parents for their 
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Similar analyses were conducted for the children of divorce only 
for their reports of psychosocial factors, substance use, and symp- 
toms by the demographic variables. Boys reported less support 
seeking coping (F(1,174) = 3.95, p c .05) and more aggressive 
behavior (F(1,174) = 3.76, p < .05). There was one etlinic differ- 
ence i n  the report of life stress (F(4,171) = 3.76, p c .05). Post-hoc 
comparisons indicated that African Americans reported more life 
stress than European Americans (r(175) = 2.15, p < .05). There 
were no differences by grade level and rlo difference between cl~il- 
dren who experienced their parents' divorce less than two years ago 
and those who experienced their parents' divorce more ihan two 
years ago on any of the predictor or outcome variables. Parents' 
educational levels and number of months since the divorce occurred 
were uncorrelated with any predictor or outcome variables. 

corn par is or^.^ of Children of Divorce a n d  Their Peers 

To examine wllether the psychosocial predictor ant1 outcome 
variables differed between children of divorced parents and chil- 
dren of married parents, t-test comparisons of the 'l'ime 1 means 
were calculated and are presented in Table 1. At Time 1, children of 
divorced parents reported significantly more life stress, sc~bstance- 
using family members, substance-using friends, substa~ice use, 
aggressive behavior, and depression, and less problem focused cop- 
ing than children of married parents. At Time 1, 38% of children of 
divorce had ever drunk alcol~ol, 9% had smoked cigarettes, 1% liad 
smoked marijuana, and 1% had used cocaine. For cllildren of mar- 
ried parents, 23% had ever drunk alcohol, 4% had smoked ciga- 
rettes, 1% llad smoked marijuana, and 1% liad used cocaine. 

'T-test comparisons of the Time 2 means for the psycllosocial 
predictor and outcome variables between children of divorced par- 
ents and children of married parents are presented in Table 2. At 
Time 2, children of divorced parents reported significantly more life 
stress, substance use, aggressive behavior, and depression, and less 
problen~ focused coping tllar~ cliildren of married parents. At Time 
2, 395% of cliildrcn of divorce had ever drunk alcohol, 11% liad 
smoked cigarettes, 2% had smoked marijuana, and 2% had used 
cocaine. For children of married parents, 31% had ever drunk alco- 

.le,w~re I.. Sl~orl 15.5 

TABLE 1. Means. Standard Deviations, and I-test Comparisons for Children 
of Married Parents and Children of Divorced Parenls at Time 1 

Children of Children of 
Married Parenls Divorced Parents t 

(N = 213) (N = 176) (df = 387) 
Variables Mean SD Mean S D  

(Range) (Range) 

Life Stress 2.88 2.70 4.16 3.04 -4.44- 
(0.0 - 11.0) (0.0 - 14.0) 

Problem-Focused Coping 2.46 0.76 2.26 0.76 2.36* 
(1.0 - 4.0) (1.0 - 4.0) 

Support-Seeking Coping 1.95 0.52 1.95 0.56 0.02 
(1.0 - 3.8) (1.0 - 3.6) 

Emotion-Focused Coping 2.11 0.50 2.14 0.52 -0.12 
(1.0 - 3.6) (1.0 - 3.8) 

Number of Substance- 1.67 0.69 1.89 0.89 -2.77" 
'Using Family Members (1.0 - 5.0) (1.0 - 5.0) 

Number of Substance- 1.21 0.69 1.47 1.04 -2.92- 
Using Friends (1.0 - 5.0) (1.0 - 5.0) 

Substance U s e  

Aggressive Behavior 1.33 0.32 1.46 0.38 -3.83- 
(1.1 - 1.9) (1.0 - 2.8) 

Depression 

1101, 8% had smoked cigarettes, 2% had smoked marijuana, and 2% 
had used cocainc. 

Psychosocial Predictors of S ~ t b s ~ a r ~ c e  Use 
a n d  i'.sychologicnl Symptorns for Cltildren of Dirvorce 

To examine tlie psychosocial predictors of substance use and 
psychological symptoms for children of divorce only, zero-order 
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Longitridir~al Predicfior~ of S~rbstance Use 
a r ~ d  P.sycltological Syr~~pton~s, for  Clrildrerz of Divorce 

Tlie total uariatio~i in Time 2 outcome measures of substance use, 
aggressive behavior, depression as accounted for by Time 1 scores 
o ~ i  the criterion, life stress, coping, and substance users in the social 
rietwork was calculated with three separate hierarchical multiple 
regressions similar to the previous regressions. In all three regres- 
sions, Time 1 criterion was entered first and accounted for signifi- 
cant variance (21% in substance use, 24% in aggressive behavior, 
a~ id  25%, in depression). Time 1 life stress, coping, and social net- 
work variables were entered in three additional steps and accounted 
for no significant incremental variance in any of the outcome vari- 
ables at Time 2. 

The goal of this study was to examine whether children of di- 
vorce differed from their peers in reports of substance use and 
mental health and to examine whether these differences might be 
accounted for by several psychosocial risk and protective factors. 
The first notable finding is that children of divorced parents re- 
ported more substance use, aggressive behavior, and depression 
than children of married parents at both Time 1 and Time 2. These 
findings are consistent with previous research (Amato & Keith, 
1991a; Flewelling & Raumann, 1990) and the differences found for 
substance use were similar in magnitude to the differences typically 
fou~ld for aggressive behavior between children of divorce and their 
peers. 

The differences in these outcome variables are partially ac- 
counted for by more life stress, less problem-focused coping, and 
more substance-using family members and friends reported by chil- 
dren of divorce than their peers. The relations between stress and 
these negative outcome variables are similar to previous research 
for both children of divorce (Sandler et al., 1994) and children of 
alcollolics (Chassin, Pillow, Curran, Molina, & Rarrera, 1993). The 
stressful events chosen were general events, so the effects of strcss 
may be even greater with the inclusion of divorce-specific stressful 
events. 

Children's coping appeared to be a protective factor as it was 
correlated negatively with symptoms and substance use. This is 
consiste~lt with Sandler et al.'s (1994) findings that active coping 
(problem-solving and cogtlitive restructuring) had a significant pro- 
spective negative relation to depression five months later for chil- 
dren of divorce. Also, the children of divorce in this study reported 
less prohlem-focused coping than their peers. The differences found 
for problem-focused coping, but not support-seeking and emotion- 
focused coping, may be due to the level of effort in\lolved in these 
types of coping, with problem-focused coping presumably requir- 
ing more sustained effort. Mazur, Wolchik, and Santller (1992) have 
found that children's negative appraisals about divorce events were 
related to fewer coping efforts and more depression. I t  may also be 
the case that divorced parents model ineffective coping for their 
children. For example, Holloway and Machida (1991) found that 
divorced parents who used the most avoidant coping also used the 
least effective parenting techniques with their children. 

The findings of relations between the number of friends who are 
substance users and children's substance use is consistent with 
Wills et al.'s (1995) findings for a general san~ple of urban adoles- 
ceuts. Chassin et al. (1993) have found evidence that both cllildren's 
negative affect and impaired parental monitoring were associated 
with adolescents' membership in peer networks that support drug 
use behavior. These are plausible causes for children's substance 
use in divorced families, since some research has found that chil- 
dren of divorce tend to have less parental supervision and more 
internalizing problems (Amato & Keith, 1991a) than their peers. 
Wallerstein (1983) has suggested that chiltfren perceive parental 
divorce as a form of parental rejection. Perhaps when children fail 
to get, or to perceive, adequate parental support they spend more 
time with peers who also have less parental monitoring. Further, 
Steinberg (1987) has found that children of divorce report more 
s~isceptibility to pressure from friends to engage in deviant behav- 
ior. The initiation of substance use at an early age is important 
because it has been found to predict levels of subsequent use and 
increases tile risk of eventuz~l si11)stance al)usc (Ilawkins, 12is1ulcr, & 
Catalano, 1985). In addition, the number of family members who 
are substance users was also related to cliildren's substance use. 



This may reflect family members' modeling substance use or it may 
indicate tlie increased availability of alcoliol and cigarettes in tlie 
home that makes it  easier to initiate substance use. 

There were no differences between children of divorce and peers 
in the number of substance-using family laembers and friends at 
Tinie 2. The number of substance-using family members reported 
by cliildren of divorce appeared to decline over time. Perhaps some 
family members became sensitized to tlie image they presented to 
these children and stopped or developed otlier ways to dcal with 
stress. The number of substance-using peers reported by children of 
divorce stayed approximately the same while apparently increasing 
for their peers. 

Thr: significant relations between children's risk and protective 
factors and their substance use and symptoms have implications for 
preventive interventions with children of divorce. The results of this 
study suggest the importance of focusing on delaying and reducing 
substance-use by children of divorce in preventive interventions 
wliich has not been a goal of previous interventions (Grych & 
Fincliam, 1992). The findings from this study suggest that tliis may 
be partly influenced through reducing stress and involveme~it with 
substance-using peers and family members. Further support was 
also provided for the efficacy of interventioiis for children of di- 
vorce (e.g., Pedro-Carroll, Cowen, Ilightower, & Guare, 1986; 
Stolberg & Mahler, 1994) that have increased levels of problem-fo- 
cused, emotion-focused, and support-seeking coping to the level of 
children from married parents, which ia turn were related to better 
psychological adjustment. 

I t  is important to develop more sopliisticated models to explain 
the adjustment of children to divorce. For example, Lengua, Wol- 
chik, and Braver (1995) examined divorce adjustment from Rron- 
frenbrenner's (1979) ecological perspective. TIiey found that fac- 
tors at the niicrosystem level (e.g., parenting beliaviors, family 
relationships, social support) and the ecosystem level (e.g., finan- 
cial resources, parent's adjustment) accounted for significant vari- 
ance in adjustment, and factors at tlie ontogenic level (e.g., cliil- 
drsn's age, gender, misconceptions about divorce) did not. I11 this 
study, coping, an ontogenic variable, did account for significant 
variance in substance use and symptoms. The microsystem and 

ecosystem levels were also partially examined in this study with 
measures of parent's education:tl levels, life stress, and the social 
network. There still was a large portion of tlie variance unexplained 
in substance use and psycliological symptoms wIiic11 suggests that 
attention must be given to otlier possible influences in children's 
adjustnient. Various parenting variables that may be considered in a 
larger concept~~al ~iiodel inclntle non-custodial parenting, parental 
visitation, parental monitoring, parental patliology, and types of 
parenting, such as supportive, rejecting, and coercive behaviors 
(Tl~omas & Forehand, 1993). Some ot11e1- child-focused variables to 
be considered include social skills, social support, locus of control, 
self-esteem, and divorce-related cognitions which have been shown 
to be related to psychological adjustment (Grycli & Fincha~n, 1992). 

Further research is needed to better understand how stress, social 
networks, and coping affect children's adjustment after parental 
divorce. Since tliis study is correlational in nature, one cannot deter- 
mine the directions of causation. Even longitudinal data has limita- 
tions in determining cause and effect since it is likely there is 
bidirectionality between psychosocial stressors or resources and 
psychological adjustment. This study did not detect evidence that 
the psycliosocial predictors could account for residual change in tlie 
outcome variables over a four niontli time period, and so other 
theoretical models may also account for the findings. Experimental 
studies in the context of planned interventions with family members 
and friends woultl provide greater evidence of causation. Also, tlie 
present findings are subject to possible bias and distortion associated 
with the use of self-report measures. The use of multiple informants 
about cl~ildren's relationships and behaviors or controlled observa- 
tion of fanlily exchanges would add to the validity of children's 
self-reports. 
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Parents' Marital Status, 
Father-Daughter Intimacy 
and Young Adult Females' 

Dating Relationships 

Kr i s t en  J. C la r k  
K o r r e l  K a n o y  

ABSTRACT. The affective relationships o f  young adult fcmalcs and 
thcir fathers were investigated for effects on dating reliitionships, dating 
anxiety, and intcrperson;ll trust. Nincty-six college females, 66 with 
married parenls and 25 with divorced parents, completed questionnaires 
ahout father-daughter intimacy, dating satisfaction, dating anxiety, and 
trust. I t  was hypothesized that females with divorced vs. married par- 
cnts, and femi~les scoring lower on the intimacy scale, rcgartlless o f  
family structure, would experience less father-daughter intimacy, lower 
(lilting satish~ction and trust, and highcr dating anxicty. Multiv;~ri;~tc 
;~nalysis o f  variance showed thtlt females with divorced vs. married 
parents experienced significantly less intimacy with their fathers but 
simil:rr levels of trust, anxicty, and satisfaction. Comparisons of females 
high and low in father-daughter intimacy showed 110 difterences in 
trust, anxiety, or dating satisf;rtion. The relative importan- of parents' 
marital status versus other Factors relevant to divorce (a.g., int~macy, 
presence o f  a steptilther) wil l  he discussed. [Article copies nvoibble for a 
fee fiw7l Tire H a ~ o r l l l  Uocrrnie~ir L)e/ivery Senice: 14011-342-9678 E.11inil 
erldrss: gelitr/~~~ro~~r/I~pressi~ic.co~t?~ 

Divorce has become a common occurrence in the l i ves  of chil- 
dren today. At least t w o  ant of f i v e  chi ldren wi l l  see their parents 1 
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