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Social networks andpersonal resources were examined as risk orprotective fac- 
tors for substance use and antisocial behavior in children five years afier pa- 
rental divorce. Children of divorce reported signifcantly more substance-using 
friends and less use of coping and social skills than children whose parents had 
not divorced. Findings suggest the importance of focusing on substance use as 
well as mental health outcomes in preventive interventions for children ofdivorce. 

C hildren of divorced parents have been 
shown to exhibit more behavioral 

(e.g., misbehavior, aggression, delinquen- 
cy) and emotional (e.g., depression, anxi- 
ety) problems than children of married par- 
ents (Amato & Keith, 1991~). Some longi- 
tudinal studies have found that the psycho- 
logical adjustment of children of divorce 
increases with time (Ehvmds, 1987; Emery, 
1988). However, children of divorce may 
continue to have poorer adjustment than 
their peers into adulthood (Amalo & Keith, 
1991b). The variability in children's adjust- 
ment after divorce indicates the potential 
importance of identifying risk and protec- 
tive factors that may serve as a focus of 
preventive interventions. 

Although there is considerable evidence 
of increased antisocial behavior and emo- 
tional distress in children of divorce, there 
is relatively little research on the levels and 
predictors of substance use among these 
youngsters. Since substance use is ofien 
correlated with antisocial behavior (Dono- 

van, Jessor, & Costa, 1988) and emotional 
distress (Paton, Kessler, & Kandel, 1977), 
one might expect increased use on the part 
of children of divorce. Three recent studies 
provide some evidence that parental di- 
vorce may increase children's risk of pre- 
mature substance use. 

In a two-year prospective study, Flewel- 
ling and Bauman (1990) found signifi- 
cantly higher levels of substance use (alco- 
hol, cigarettes, marijuana) in adolescents 
from single-parent and stepparent families 
than in adolescents from intact families. 
Similarly, a four-month longitudinal study 
by Short (in press-b) found that elementary 
school children of divorced parents re- 
ported more substance use (alcohol and 
cigarettes) than did children of married par- 
ents. Needle, Su, and Doherty's (1990) five- 
year longitudinal study of adolescents 
found that those who experienced parental 
divorce during adolescence reported great- 
er overall drug involvement than either 
those whose whose parents had divorced 
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during their childhood or those with con- 
tinuously married parents. 

One might expect that the risk factors for 
premature substance use by children of di- 
vorce would be similar to those for the gen- 

i era1 population (Hawkins, Catalano, & Mill- 

j er, 1992). Further, several psychosocial risk 
factors, such as family conflict, poor fam- 
ily management, and parental substance 

i use appear to occur in greater frequency in 
families with divorced parents (Guidubal- 
di, Cleminshm, Perry. Nastasi, & Lightel, 
1986; Temple et al., 1991) and may exacer- 
bate the risk of children's substance use. In 

' ! addition, a risk factor such as poor bonding 
I to one's family may increase the likelihood 

i of association with drug-using peers, itself 
another strong risk factor for initiation of ,I substance use (Kandel, Kessler, & Margu- 

j lies, 1978). 
Parenting, social skills, and coping are 

potential protective factors for substance 
use because of their demonstrated relation- 
ships with the psychological symptoms iden- :I tified in children of divorce. Stolberg and 

3 Bush (1985) found both direct and medi- 
ated positive effects of sound parenting on 
children's social skills, involvement in pro- 
social activities, and internalized psycho- 
pathology within three years of the di- 
vorce. Fauber, Forehand, Thomas, and Wier- 
son (1990) found that an association be- 
tween interparental conflict and behavioral 
problems of children of divorce was medi- 
ated primarily through the adolescent's 
perceived rejection by or withdrawal of the 
parent, and secondarily through coercive 
control by the parents. 

These studies suggest that parenting may 
have both positive and negative effects on 
children's postdivorce adjustment and that 
parenting may be related to other risk and 
protective factors. Wills (1986) reported 
that behavioral coping, cognitive coping, 
relaxation, and adult social support were 
negatively related to cigarette and alcohol 
use for a general sample of urban adoles- 
cents, cross-sectionally and longitudinally. 
There is also some evidence from teacher 

reports that children of divorce engage in 
less productive, more rigid, and more pas- 
sive coping than their peers (Kurtz, 1994). 

The present study compared ethnically 
diverse middle-school children of divorced 
parents with children of married parents on 
several risk and protective factors associ- 
ated with substance use and antisocial be- 
havior. It was hypothesized that children of 
divorced parents would report higher levels 
of substance-using fiends and family mem- 
bers and overprotective parenting (i.e., risk 
factors), lower levels of coping, social 
skills, and supportive parenting (i.e., pro- 
tective factors), and more substance use 
and antisocial behavior than would chil- 
dren of married parents. It was also pre- 
dicted that risk factors would be positively 
related, and protective factors negatively 
related, to the substance use and antisocial 
behavior of children of divorce. 

METHOD 
Sample 

Study participants were 136 sixth- and 
seventh-grade students from two public 
middle schools in a southeastern city (pop- 
ulation 110,000). The sample included 70 
children of married parents who had never 
divorced and 66 children of parents who 
had been divorced or permanently sepa- 
rated for an average of 65.5 months (SD= 
44.9 months; range: 3 months to 13 years) 
and had not remarried. 

The children of married parents ranged 
From 11 to 14 years old (M=12.1 years) and 
the majority were female (64%). Their eth- 
nicity was 43% European American, 3 1% 
African American, I I% Hispanic, 11% Asian 
American, and 4% other. The educational 
level of the primary caretaking parents in- 
cluded 13% who had not completed high 
school, 31% who had completed high 
school only, 3% who had attended college 
without graduation, 33% who were college 
graduates only, and 20% who had attended 
graduate school. Family incomes ranged 
from $18,000 to $200,000, with a median 
of $55,000. 
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The children of divorced parents ranged 
from l l to 14 years old (M=12.3 years) and 
the majority were female (68%). Their eth- 
nicity was 62% African American, 18% 
European American, 9% Hispanic, 5% Asian 
American, and 6% other. The educational 
level of the primary caretaking parents in- 
cluded 15% who had not completed high 
school, 39% who had completed high 
school only, 26% who had attended college 
without graduation, 18% who were college 
graduates only, and 2% who had attended 
graduate school. Family incomes ranged 
From $10,000 to $150,000, with a median 
of $35,000. Of the children of divorce, 
76% lived with their mothers only, 12% 
with their fathers only, 6% with both par- 
ents separately, and 6% lived with other 
family members but had regular contact 
with at least one parent. 

Procedure 
Children in the sixth and seventh grades 

at two public middle schools in one school 
district received informational letters about 
the study and consent forms to take home 
to their parents. The students included in 
the present study had parents who had been 
divorced or permanently separated once 
since the student's birth, or parents who in- 
dicated they had been continuously mar- 
ried since the birth of the participating stu- 
dent. Students who brought signed parental 
consent forms back to their teachers were 
eligible to participate. They completed their 
questionnaires in the school cafeteria under 
the supervision of a clinical psychologist 
and several doctoral students. They also 
took home questionnaires for their parents 
to complete about their marital history and 
educational levels, and returned these in 
sealed envelopes to their teachers. Each 
family received $10 for its participation. 

Measures 
Substance-using f r i e d  and family mem- 

bers. The number of friends who were sub- 
stance users was assessed by the respoqse 
to the question, "How many of your friends 

drink alcohol or smoke cigarettes?" The 
number of family members in the home 
who were substance users was assessed by 
the response to the question, "How many 
family members who live with you drink 
alcohol or smoke cigarettes?" These items 
were rated on a scale from 1 (none) to 5 
(fouror more), similar to that used by Wills, 
DuHamel, and Vaccaro (1995). 

Coping. Coping behavior was assessed 
via the 14 problem-focused and support- 
seeking items from the Response Profile of 
the Coping Assessment Battery (Bugen & 
Hawkins. 1981), plus l l  items added from 
an esteem-focused coping scale (Short, 
Lewis, & Cohen, 1993). Items were rated 
on a scale from 1 (never) to 4 (most of the 
time). Coefficient alphas in this study were 
.85 for problem-focused coping, .78 for 
support-seeking coping, and .83 for es- 
teem-focused coping. 

Social skills. The 22-item behavioral ap- 
propriateness subscale of the Evaluation of 
Social Skills with Youngsters (Matson, Ro- 
tatori, & Helsel, 1983) was used, with each 
item rated on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 
(very much). The coefficient alpha was .93. 

Parenting behavior. The Parental Bond- 
ing Instrument (Pmker, Tupling andBrown, 
1979), a 25-item scale, was used to mea- 
sure parental support and overprotection. 
Children were asked to rate the parent who 
spent the most time with them, using a 
scale, from 1 (very unlike parent) to 4 
(very like parent) for the past three months. 
Coefficient alphas were .83 for parental 
support and .78 for parental overprotection. 

Antisocial behavior. The 32-item exter- 
nalizing scale of the Youth Self-Report 
form of the Child Behavior Checklist (Ach- 
enbach, 1991) was used. Each item was 
rated on a scale from 1 (not true) to 3 (often 
me) .  The coefficient alpha was .91. 

Substance use. For this study, 14 items 
were adapted from the Adolescent Alcohol 
Involvement Scale (Mnyer & Filsteod. 1979). 
On a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (several 
times a week), use of seven items-beer, 
wine or wine coolers, hard liquor, cig- 
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arettes, inhalants, marijuana, and cocaine 
-was measured. Corresponding items 
elicited the age at which use of each of 
these seven substances first occurred, 
ranked on a scale from 1 (never) to 5 
(before age 10). The coefficient alpha was 
.76 in this study. 

RESULTS 
In preliminary analyses, analysis of vari- 

ance was used to test whether children's re- 
ports of psychosocial factors, substance 
use, and antisocial behavior differed by the 
demographic characteristics of gender and 
ethnicity. Girls reported higher levels of 
problem-focused coping (F(1,134)=9.49, 
p< .Ol) and social skill use (F(1,134)=4.58, 
pC.05) than did boys. There were ethnic 
differences in level of parental support 
(F(3,132)=4.83, p<.01) and problem-fo- 
cused coping (F(3,132)=3.33, p<.OS). Post- 
hoc comparisons indicated that European- 
American children reported more parental 
support than African-American (1(135)=3.19, 
p<.0 1) and Asian-American (f(135)=3.00, 
p<.01) children. Post-hoc comparisons also 
indicated that Hispanic children reported 
higher levels of problem-focused coping 
than both African-American (1(135)=2.93, 

p<.01) and Asian-American (r(135)=2.5 1, 
p<.O5) children. 

In addition, correlation coefficients were 
calculated to assess the relations between 
children's age, parents' educational levels, 
and parental income and these same vari- 
ables. Age was significantly (pi.05) re- 
lated to the number of substance-using 
friends (7=.34), parental support (F-.24), 
and substance use ( ~ . 2 6 ) .  Mother's educa- 
tional level was significantly related to 
parental support (7=.28), parental overpro- 
tection (F-.2l), and antisocial behavior 
(F-.27). Father's educational level and 
family income were uncorrelated with the 
predictor and outcome variables. The pat- 
tern of results was similar for children of 
divorce alone. Because age and mother's 
education were significantly related to the 
outcome variables of substance use and an- 
tisocial behavior, they were included in 
later regression analyses. There were no 
gender differences in the outcome vari- 
ables; therefore, gender was excluded from 
the later regression analyses. 

Children of Divorce Compared to Peers 
TABLE I shows f-test comparisons of the 

means for the psychosocial predictor and 

Table 1 

MEANS. STANDARD DEVIATIONS AND &TEST COMPARISONS FOR CHILDREN OF MARRIED 
(N.70) AND CrllLDREN OF  DIVORCED (N=66) PARENTS 

PARENTS MARRIED PARENTS DiVORCED 
M SD M SD f 

VARIABLE (RANGE) (RANGE) (de135) 
Substance-Using Friends 1.41 1.03 2.06 1.50 -2.97'' 

(1 .O - 5.0) (1 .O - 5.0) 
Substance Using Family Memben 1.71 0.71 1.85 0.86 -1.06 

(1 .O - 5.0) (1.0- 5.0) 
Pmblem-Focused Coping 2.96 0.69 2.70 0.76 2.00. 

(1.0-4.0) (10 -4.0) 
Suppart-Seeking Coping 2.52 0.66 2.27 0.62 2.16- 

(1.4 - 4.0) (1.1 - 3.6) 
Esteem-Fowsed Coping 2.81 0.56 2.58 0.57 2.26' 

(1.2 -4.0) (1.5 -3.8) 
Saciai Skills 4.09 0.58 3.70 0.76 3.36" 

(2.6 - 50 )  (1 8 - 5.0) 
Parental Suppon 3.35 0.46 3.19 0.65 1.64 

(2.1 -4.0) (1.6 -4.0) 
Parental Overpmlection 1.98 0.45 2.06 0.61 -0.90 

(1 2 - 3.2) (1 0 - 4.0) 
Substance Use 1.25 0.33 1.49 0.52 -3.32- 

(1.0 -2.5) (1.0-3.5) 
Antiracial Behavior 1.41 0.24 1.57 0.35 -3.32'. 

(1.1 - 1.9) (1.0-2.8) 

'p.05: "p.01: ".pool. 
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outcome variables between children of di- 
vorced parents and children of married par- 
ents. The divorce group reported signifi- 
cantly lower use of problem-focused cop- 
ing, support-focused coping, esteem-fo- 
cused coping, and social skills, and more 
substance-using friends, substance use, and 
antisocial behavior. Among the children of 
divorced parents, 54% reported having 
used alcohol (compared to 36% of the 
married-parents group), 29% cigarettes (com- 
pared to 9%), 10% inhalants (compared to 
3%). 10% marijuana (compared to 0%), and 
3% cocaine (compared to 0%). No signifi- 
cant differences were found in the number 
of substance-using family members, level 
of parental support, and parental overpro- 
tection. 

Psychosocial Predictors 
Pearson correlations were calculated to 

assess the degree of relations between the 
psychosocial predictors and the outcome 
variables of substance use and antisocial 
behavior for children of divorce. Results 
are shown in TABLE 2. Children's psychoso- 
cia1 resources of problem-focused coping, 
support-focused coping, esteem-focused 
coping, social skills, and parental support 
were negatively related to substance use 
and antisocial behavior. Parental overpro- 
tection was positively related to antisocial 
behavior. In addition, substance use and 
antisocial behavior were positively related. 
Also, parental support was positively re- 
lated, and parental overprotection nega- 

tively related, to children's coping and so- 
cial skills. 

The total variation in measures of sub- 
stance use and antisocial behavior for chil- 
dren of divorce, as accounted for by the 
significant demographic and psychosocial 
predictors, were calculated with two sepa- 
rate simultaneous multiple regressions. 
These results are presented in TABLE 3. The 
number of substance-using friends and pa- 
rental support were significant unique pre- 
dictors of substance use; substance-using 
friends and parental overprotection were 
significant unique predictors of antisocial 
behavior. 

DISCUSSION 

Children of divorced parents reported 
more substance use and antisocial behavior 
than did children of married parents. The 
differences in substance use and antisocial 
behavior were partially accounted for by 
more substance-using 'iends and less cop- 
ing and social-skill use reported by chil- 
dren of divorce than by their peers. The re- 
lations between the number of friends who 
are substance users and children's sub- 
stance use replicate results from a general 
sample of urban adolescents (Wills et al., 
1995) and elementary-school children of 
divorce (Short, in press-b). Previous re- 
search has indicated an association be- 
tween impaired parental monitoring and 
adolescents' membership in peer networks 
that support drug use (Charsin, Pillow, Cur- 
ran. Molinn, & Barrera, 1993), and divorced 

Table 2 
INTERCORRELATIONS BETWEEN SOCIAL NETWORKS. PERSONAL RESOURCES 

SUBSTANCE USE,  AND ANTISOCIAL BEHAVIOR F O R  CHILDREN O F  DIVORCE (W66) 

VARIABLE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1. Substame-Using Relatives - 
2. Substa-Using Fnends 036" - 
3. PrDbiemFDcuSed Coping -0.11 -0.24 - 
4Suppn-SeekmgCoping -0.12 -0.32" 0.58- - 
5. ErteemFwlSed Coping -0.17 -0.30' 0.79'" 0.61"' - 
6 S m a i  Skills -0.11 -0.21 0.53- 0.37" 0.48-. - 
7. Parental S u m  0.03 -0.39" 0.35.' 0.42'" 0.34" 0.61"' - 
8.ParentalOverprotection -0.14 0.22 -0.24 -0.21 -0.22 -0.16 -0.47.'' - 
9. Substance Ure 0.34" 0.74". -0.33" -0.41"' -040'" -0.36*" -0.54- 019 - 

10.Ant~sc.2al Behavior 0.21 0.58- -0.34" -0.29' -0.41'.. -0.30'' -0.53-' 0.46'" 0.49'" - 
'p.05.  " P O 1  '-'p.Ool. 
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Table 3 
MULTIPLE REGRESSION ANALYSES 

WITH SUBSTANCE USE AND ANTISOCIAL 
BEHAVIOR AS CRITERION VARIABLES FOR 

CHILDREN OF DIVORCE (N=66) 

PREDICTOR B 8 
Substance Use 

Age 4.014 6.018 
Substanceuse-friends 0.216"' 0.517'- 
Substance-use-famlly 0.092 0.126 
Total coping -0.157 -0.135 
Smial skills 0.013 0016 
Parental supp0R -0.284.. -0.293.. 

P=O.61: F=15.4Em 
Antifmial Behavior 

Age 0.004 0.009 
MoLhefs educafional level -0.039 -0.1 15 
Substance-using friends 0.092'- 0.387". 
Total coping -0.064 -0.098 
Social skllls 0.002 0.003 
Parental support -0.117 -0.213 
Parental averpmtedon 0.130. 0.222' 

ff30.50; F=8.32"' 

'pc.05 "p<.01. -.p5001. 

families tend to have less parental supervi- 
sion than intact families (Amato & Keith, 
19910). 

Further, Steinberg (1987) has found that 
children of divorce report more susceptibil- 
ity to pressure from friends to engage in 
deviant behavior. This may also help to ex- 
plain the relation found in the present study 
between the number of substance-using 
friends and children's antisocial behavior. 
The number of family members who are 
substance users was also related to chil- 
dren's substance use. This mav reflect fam- 

found children's negative appraisals about 
divorce events to be related to fewer cop- 
ing efforts and more depression. It 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 ef- 
fective parenting techniques with their 
children. 

The !ack of differences found here in re- 
ports of parental support and overprotec- 
tion by children of divorce compared with 
their peers is consistent with previous re- 
search. Hetherington, Cox, and Cox (1982) 
found that mothers' restrictive behavior de- 
clined and supportive behavior increased 
over a two-year postdivorce period. In this 
study, parents reported that their divorces 
or permanent separations occurred an aver- 
age of five years earlier. Thus, parenting 
deficits attributable to the stresses of di- 
vorce may have dissipated for many par- 
ents by the time of the study. Parental sup- 
port was related positively to children's 
coping and social skills, a finding consis- 
tent with previous research (Stolberg & 
Bush, 1985), and negatively to substance 
use and antisocial behavior. Thus, parental 
support continues to be a protective factor 
many years after divorce. Also, parental 
ovemrotection was oositivelv related to an- 

I 
~~ 

ily member's modeling substance use, or it tisocial behavior, suggesting that parenting 
may indicate the increased availability of may have negative effects when it does not 
legal and illegal substances in the home 
that makes it easier to initiate use. The ini- 
tiation of substance use at an early age is 
important because it has been found to pre- 
dict levels of subsequent use and to in- 
crease the risk of eventual substance abuse 
(Hawkins, Lishner, & Caralano, 1985). 

Children's coping and social skills ap- 
peared to act as protective factors insofar 
as they were related negatively with sub- 
stance use and antisocial behavior. Also, 
the children of divorce reported less prob- 
lem-focused coping, support-seeking, and 
esteem-focused coping than did their peers. 
M a r ,  Wolchik, and Sandler (1992) have 

encourage children's personal responsibil- 
ity and self-control. 

The significant relations between chil- 
dren's risk and protective factors and their 
substance use and antisocial behavior have 
implications for preventive interventions 
with children of divorce. They underscore 
the importance of delaying and reducing 
substance use among children of divorce, 
goals that have not been a major focus of 
most interventions with this population 
(Gych & Fincham, 1992). The present find- 
ings suggest that these goals may be influ- 
enced positively by seeking to reduce in- 
volvement with substance-using friends 



and f a m i l y  members and by enhancing 
c o p i n g  and s o c i a l  skills. I n  one r e c e n t  pre- 
v e n t i v e  program, i n c r e a s e d  levels of prob- 
lem-focused coping, a s s e r t i v e n e s s ,  a n d  
se l f -es teem were a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  r e d u c -  
tions in s u b s t a n c e  use ,  an t i soc ia l  behavior ,  

and anxiety (Short, inpress-a). The present 
s t u d y  also p r o v i d e s  support for t h e  efficacy 
of interventions with parents that attempt 
to increase parental support a n d  foster chil- 
dren's autonomy and self-care (Stolberg & 
Mahler, 1994; Wolchik el a/., 1993). 

F u r t h e r  research is n e e d e d  to c la r i fy  the 
processes by which stress, social networks, 
and coping affect ch i ld ren ' s  a d j u s t m e n t  af- 
ter paren ta l  d i v o r c e .  S i n c e  t h i s  study i s  cor- 
re la t iona l  i n  nature, o n e  cannot d e t e r m i n e  

the directions of causation. E x p e r i m e n t a l  
s t u d i e s  a n d  longi tud ina l  assessment in the 
c o n t e x t  of p l a n n e d  in te rven t ions  with fam- 
i l y  members and friends would provide 
greater e v i d e n c e  of causation. In addit ion,  

t h e  present f i n d i n g s  are subject t o  p o s s i b l e  

bias a n d  d i s to r t ion  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  use 
of self-report  measures. Use of multiple in- 
formants with respect to c h i l d r e n ' s  rela-  

t i o n s h i p s  and b e h a v i o r ,  or c o n t r o l l e d  ob- 
servation of family e x c h a n g e s ,  would add 
to t h e  validity of c h i l d r e n ' s  self-reports .  
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