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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Canadian children face many stresses that can affect their social and emotional adjustment.  The
separation and subsequent divorce of parents is one such source of stress.  The purpose of this
paper is two-fold:  to examine the factors related to divorce that put children at risk of
maladjustment and protect them from negative consequences; and to review the usefulness of
available measures for assessing conflict in families experiencing parental divorce.

We begin by reviewing the empirical research related to the impact of parental separation on the
well-being of children.  Based on this review, we have concluded that some children of separated
and divorced parents are less well adjusted than children of continuously intact families on
various indices, including academic achievement, parent-child relationships, and emotional and
behavioural adjustment.  However, we stress that most children who experience the separation of
their parents adjust successfully.

RISK FACTORS

After establishing the association between parental divorce and child maladjustment in section 2,
we then consider in section 3 the various factors related to the divorce process that increase the
risk of maladjustment in children.  Four central components of divorce (absence of non-resident
parent, troubled parent-child relationships, economic disadvantage and parental conflict) are
reviewed to illustrate that some factors are more strongly related to child behavioural and
emotional difficulties than others.  For instance, there is little support for the assertion that
children experience maladjustment following divorce because of the absence of their non-
resident parent alone.  Rather, there are indications that other factors related to parental
involvement (e.g. payment of child support, authoritative parenting) are more important for a
child’s well-being than the frequency of contact with the non-resident parent.

Research consistently indicates that troubled parent-child relationships and lowered family
income following divorce have a negative impact on child adjustment.  Moreover, while the
effects of various aspects of divorce on child adjustment is demonstrated in the literature to
varying degrees, the association between parental conflict and child maladjustment is
unequivocal.  Inter-parental anger and conflict are strong predictors of, and risk factors for, child
maladjustment regardless of the family type in which the child is living: intact, divorced or
stepfamily.

There are several policy implications to these findings concerning risk factors.  These
recommendations are based solely on the divorce and conflict literature we reviewed for this
paper, and not on the results of policies and programs which have already been evaluated.

First, since parental conflict has been shown to be a consistent predictor of child well-being,
policies and programs that reduce children’s exposure to such conflict are likely to be beneficial.
For example, preventative programs might take the form of public health or school-based
education programs targeted at young adults.  Any program that helps young adults develop
better problem-solving skills within their relationships, even before they have children, might
lead to a decrease in the incidence of children’s exposure to parental conflict.  In addition,
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helping parents who are undergoing a divorce (and the professionals working with them) to
understand how exposure to conflict affects children might also serve to decrease interparental
conflict.  Conflict assessment measures also may be used as screening instruments to target
services more effectively.  For instance, it is possible that families in high conflict might benefit
from different procedures when going through the courts than families experiencing lower levels
of conflict.

Second, policies and programs focussed on the economic components of the divorce process
would also be beneficial to children.  For example, safe-guarding the custodial parents’ income
would be likely to decrease parental stress, thereby positively affecting the parent-child
relationship.

PROTECTIVE FACTORS

Why do some children manifest difficulties following the divorce of their parents while others
appear to cope successfully?  This difference can be explained by the fact that divorces differ in
their component parts.  However, such components do not account for all of the unexplained
variations in a child’s adjustment.  In section 4, we examine how both exposure to multiple risks
and the beneficial effects of protective factors must be considered as we try to understand why
some children are more negatively affected than others.  One of the important findings from
research on children’s exposure to stressful events is that when several risk factors occur, they
combine to multiply detrimental effects in children.  One implication of this is that policies or
programs geared to reducing the occurrence of even one risk are likely to be beneficial because
they reduce the potency or negative impact of other risks on child adjustment.  For instance, any
policy that addresses family income or family benefits for divorced families could also be
expected to reduce the impact of high conflict on children.  Another implication is the potential
benefit of designing policies or programs to address a number of risk factors.

Findings from research on protective factors show that some children do not have adjustment
problems following parental divorce because of pre-existing factors (e.g. warmth in the parent-
child relationship, positive emotionality) in their lives that help them cope with the stress.  This
has two implications.  First, there are naturally occurring factors in children’s lives that protect
them; it may be possible to increase the impact of these factors through parental education
programs.  Second, knowing which children are likely to show more problems in the face of
divorce (i.e. those without positive pre-existing factors) helps to target available services to those
in need.

MEASUREMENT OF CONFLICT

The measurement of anger-based parental conflict is well established in the research literature.
In section 5, we review various general and specific measures and provide details about their
psychometric properties.  Although general measures are widely used and demonstrate good
psychometric properties, specific measures of dyadic conflict are better predictors of long-term
adjustment in children than are general measures of dyadic satisfaction.  While the measurement
of conflict is well established, the application of conflict measures as clinical instruments (to
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make decisions about individual children and families) has not been established.  Some steps
necessary for their use as clinical instruments are described in section 5.

One of the policy implications of section 5 is that it may be possible to use measures of parental
conflict as screening tools to identify vulnerable children and families.  Another implication has
to do with child measures.  In section 5 we also review measures of childhood disturbance,
which are well established.  If a program or service delivery objective is to identify children who
are likely to fare less well following the divorce of their parents, then a good strategy would be
to use a well established conflict measure in conjunction with a child adjustment measure.

A review of other measures to examine the components of divorce (payment of child support, the
quality of the parent-child relationship) was beyond the scope of this review.  However, if such
measures were combined with those for conflict and child well-being, our ability to identify
those children and families most in need of services would be further increased.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Recent reports completed for the Department of Justice Canada have demonstrated that large
numbers of Canadian children are exposed to their parents’ divorce (e.g. Marcil-Gratton and
Le Bourdais, 1999; Stewart, 2000).  These studies have suggested that the divorce rate has been
increasing steadily in Canada since the late 1970s and peaked in 1987 when approximately
96,200 divorces were recorded.  However, after 1987 the rate of divorce decreased to the 1996
statistic of 71,528 divorces, with custody orders for approximately 47,000 children subject of
custody orders (Stewart, 2001).  In addition, an increasing number of Canadian children are
being born to common-law couples.  Because common-law couples, in comparison to married
couples, appear to have a significantly higher tendency to separate (Marcil-Gratton and
Le Bourdais, 1999; O’Connor and Jenkins, 2001), many Canadian children are experiencing the
dissolution of their parents’ common-law relationship, a factor not included in official divorce
statistics in Canada (Stewart, 2001).  Thus, either because of parental divorce or the dissolution
of common-law relationships, a significant number of Canadian children are experiencing
parental separation, and so are living in various types of families (single mother, stepfamilies,
single father, etc.).  In this report we refer to parental marriage, by which we mean both
common-law and legal marriages.  When we refer to parental divorce, we mean the dissolution
of the parental relationship, regardless of whether parents were legally married.

A recent project (Stewart 2001) concluded that although the negative impact of divorce on child
adjustment is well established in the research literature, professionals have been unable to offer
an accepted definition of high conflict or a well developed means of identifying high conflict
families.  Similarly, we concluded that there is little consensus on the relative toxicity of
different risk factors for children, of which parental conflict is one.  However, as researchers in
the area of family conflict, we feel it is worthwhile to outline and review empirical evidence
regarding the interrelated issues of divorce, parental conflict, risk and protective factors, and
measures of conflict.  Therefore, the current project was undertaken, and the following report
written, to address:  1) those factors related to divorce that put children at risk of maladjustment
and those that protect children from negative outcomes; and 2) the usefulness, including
reliability and validity, of available measures for assessing conflict in families experiencing
parental divorce.

Throughout the past five decades, numerous retrospective and prospective studies have been
conducted to identify the possible negative effects of divorce on the adjustment of children.  In
section 2, we briefly review these studies and highlight the main findings of the research
literature.  In section 3, we review the literature related to four components of divorce (absence
of non-resident parent, troubled parent-child relationships, economic disadvantage and parental
conflict) that are believed to increase the risk of child maladjustment following parental
separation.  This literature suggests that some components of the divorce process (such as
parental conflict) are consistently and strongly related to child behavioural and emotional
difficulties, while others have only a weak association with children’s adjustment (e.g. absence
of non-resident parent).  Why do some children demonstrate disturbance following divorce while
others seem to cope well?  In section 4, we explore this question and discuss how exposure to
multiple risks affects child adjustment and how certain factors in children’s lives can protect
them from the stress of divorce so they are less prone to disturbance.  To assess the impact of
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parental divorce on child well-being, researchers have used a range of measures.  In section 5,
we review various measures of marital satisfaction, interparental conflict and post-divorce
conflict.  Measures are briefly described and the psychometric properties of each are outlined.
We conclude with several issues that need to be considered in order to move in the direction of
using such research measures in a clinical manner.  Finally, in section 6, a summary of the
information presented in the entire report is provided, as well as program and policy implications
that arise from the reviewed literature.
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2 THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN DIVORCE AND CHILDREN’S 
ADJUSTMENT

Divorce involves considerable changes and stressors for children, such as a decreased standard of
living, change in family type, decreased contact with one parent, and interparental conflict.
Divorce is one of the most prevalent life stressors experienced by children today (Hetherington,
Bridges and Insabella, 1998; Lengua et al., 2000).  Therefore, during the past five decades,
numerous retrospective and prospective studies have been dedicated to identifying the possible
negative effects of divorce on the adjustment of children.  What follows is a brief overview of
the findings of these studies.

2.1 RETROSPECTIVE STUDIES

Various studies have retrospectively compared children from divorced and married families to
examine the implications of parental divorce on child well-being (see Stewart, 2001, for a
comprehensive review of this research).  Such studies, and qualitative reviews of the research
literature, have produced inconsistent findings.  Some studies and reviews have found that
children from divorced families, compared to children from intact families, experience lower
levels of well-being across various domains (e.g. social and emotional functioning)
(Hetherington, 1981; Krantz, 1988; Peterson and Zill, 1986).  Other studies and reviews have
failed to find significant results and have suggested that most children recover from divorce with
few enduring negative consequences (Edwards, 1987).  Emery (1988) concluded that although
divorce is associated with a number of negative child outcomes, serious problems are not
markedly over-represented among divorced families.

To clarify the confusion and contradictory nature of the research findings, Amato and Keith
(1991a) conducted a meta-analysis to estimate the impact of parental divorce on the well-being
of children and adolescents.  Including 92 studies conducted prior to 1991 that collectively
involved more than 13,000 children, the meta-analysis examined eight of the most frequently
studied and reviewed outcomes of child well-being in relation to divorce.  They included
academic achievement (standardized achievement tests, grades, teachers’ ratings, and
intelligence), conduct (misbehaviour, aggression and delinquency), psychological adjustment
(depression, anxiety and happiness), self-concept (self-esteem, perceived competence and
internal locus of control), social adjustment (popularity, loneliness and cooperativeness), mother-
child relations (affection, help and quality of interaction), father-child relations (affection, help
and quality of interaction) and other.

Results of the meta-analysis revealed two important trends.  First, compared to children from
intact homes, children from divorced families did, indeed, experience lower levels of well-being.
In fact, more than two thirds of studies included in the meta-analysis found lower levels of well-
being in children of divorced parents.  Second, while the differences between children of
divorced and intact families were statistically significant, the size of the differences (effect size)
was small.  More specifically, across all eight outcome measures, children from divorced
families scored between one fifth and one eighth of a standard deviation below children from
intact families.  The strongest mean effect sizes (effect sizes are reported in terms of standard



- 4 -

deviations and refer to the magnitude of an association between two variables) were for father-
child relations (-.26) and conduct (-.23), and the weakest but still statistically significant effect
sizes were for psychological adjustment (-.08) and self-concept (-.09) (Amato and Keith, 1991a).
This finding indicates that the stress of divorce may manifest itself most strongly in children’s
relationships with their fathers and their externalizing behaviour and may have the least amount
of impact on children’s psychological adjustment and self-concept.  It is also of interest to note
that these adjustment differences exist not only in the short-term, but may also persist into
adulthood to influence subsequent generations of children (Kiernan and Hobcraft, 1997; Kiernan
and Mueller, 1998; O’Connor et al., 1999; Rodgers and Prior, 1998).  In a second meta-analysis
that compared the adjustment of adults who grew up in divorced or intact families, larger but still
moderate effect sizes were found (Amato and Keith, 1991b).

Why do different studies produce discrepant results with respect to the effects of divorce on child
well-being?  In an attempt to answer this question, Amato and Keith (1991a) employed meta-
analytic techniques to elucidate study characteristics that account for variations in effect sizes.
First, they found that methodologically strong studies (i.e. those that utilized general population
samples, control variables or large sample sizes) reported smaller differences between children
from divorced and non-divorced families and that methodologically unsophisticated studies may
overestimate the effects of divorce on children.  Second, the meta-analysis revealed that effect
sizes based on the reports of parents were weaker than effect sizes based on other sources.  This
indicates that divorced parents (usually mothers) may underestimate their children’s problems
and that researchers and clinicians should not rely solely on parental reports of child functioning.

Although the research literature contains numerous suggestions that divorce has more negative
consequences for boys than for girls (Hetherington, Cox and Cox, 1982; Wallerstein and Kelly,
1980), the meta-analysis indicated that, in general, boys and girls do not differ in their response
to parental divorce.  There was one exception to this generality, however, with boys from
divorced families exhibiting more difficulty adjusting socially than girls.  A fourth factor found
to be significantly associated with effect sizes for psychological adjustment, social adjustment,
mother-child relations and father-child relations was the age of the child.  Effect sizes were
largest for children in primary school and high school, and smallest for college-aged children
(Amato and Keith, 1991a).  Finally, on the basis of longitudinal studies (Hetherington et al.,
1982), it was hypothesized that effect sizes would be strongest for studies taking place shortly
after the divorce.  The results of the meta-analysis indicated that this hypothesis was true only in
relation to child conduct problems.  Compared to children whose parents had been divorced for
more than two years, children whose parents had been divorced for two years or less had more
conduct problems.  This finding indicates that conduct problems become less pronounced over
time (Amato and Keith, 1991a).

Many studies conducted from 1990 reported that children from divorced families scored lower
than children from intact families on various outcomes, including academic success, conduct,
psychological adjustment, self-concept and social competence following parental separation
(Amato, 2000; Juby and Farrington, 2001).  In addition, the small effect sizes reported in Amato
and Keith’s (1991a) meta-analysis (mean effect size of .18) appear to be consistent with those
established by studies conducted in the 1990s (mean effect size of .19) (Amato, 2000).
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Most outcomes for children are measured on continuous scales.  The results for outcomes
measured dichotomously show a similar picture.  For instance, studies of nationally
representative samples in the U.S. indicate that children from divorced families are
approximately twice as likely to receive psychological help than are children from married
families (Zill, Morrison and Coiro, 1993).  McLanahan and Sandefur (1994) analyzed data from
five different national surveys of children and families.  Such analyses revealed that the risk of
dropping out of high school and of teen pregnancy was about twice as great for children from
divorced families than for children from married families.

While such data indicate that divorce is a risk factor for various psychological problems among
children, the same data highlight that many children “bounce back” from the stress of parental
divorce.  Therefore, although Zill et al. (1993) found that twice as many 12- to 16-year-old
American children from divorced families (21 percent) as intact families (11 percent) received
psychological help, 79 percent of those children coped with their parents’ divorce without
receiving psychological help.  Similarly, most children who experience parental separation do
not drop out of high school or get pregnant as teenagers.

2.2 PROSPECTIVE STUDIES

Longitudinal, prospective studies provide another perspective on the effects of divorce on child
well-being.  While retrospective studies find correlations between parental divorce and child
maladjustment, longitudinal studies remind us that correlation is not the same as causation.
Thus, the maladjustment of children of divorced families may not be solely due to parental
separation.  Rather, in light of the fact that divorce is the final outcome of a process marked by
dissatisfaction, unhappiness and conflict, child maladjustment may also be influenced by factors
present prior to the divorce.  In fact, the longitudinal studies of Cherlin et al. (1991) found that
although children from divorced families exhibited more behaviour problems than children from
married families, these problems, at least for boys, were present before the divorce.  Amato and
Booth (1996) also found that problems in parent-child relationships (including parental reports
that their children had given them more than the average amount of problems) were present 8 to
12 years before parental separation.  Comparable results were obtained with regards to children’s
internalizing and externalizing behaviour, social competence, self-esteem and adolescent
substance abuse (Aseltine, 1996; Doherty and Needle, 1991; Hetherington, 1999).  In light of
such findings, Cherlin et al. (1991) speculated that the observed differences between children
from divorced and intact families can be traced to three sources:

• growing up in a dysfunctional family marked by parental difficulties;

• being exposed to prolonged marital conflict; and

• adjusting to various changes following the divorce, such as economic instability, decreased
parenting, continued parental conflict, and decreased contact with the non-resident parent.



- 6 -

3 THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN COMPONENTS OF DIVORCE 
AND CHILDREN’S ADJUSTMENT

In section 2, we saw that while most children cope successfully with the stress of parental
divorce, children from divorced families are at an increased risk of developing adjustment
problems.  In this section, we review four components of divorce that have been suggested to
account for the increased risk of maladjustment in children of divorce.  They are:

• absence of the non-resident parent;

• troubled parent-child relationships;

• economic disadvantage; and

• parental conflict.

3.1 ABSENCE OF NON-RESIDENT PARENT

Parents are important resources for children in terms of providing them with attention,
assistance, love, support and supervision.  However, following parental divorce, children
typically have decreased contact with their non-resident parent, usually the father.  One large-
scale study in the United States found that in the previous five years, 23 percent of fathers had no
contact with their children, while an additional 20 percent had not seen their children during the
preceding year (Furstenberg and Nord, 1985).  Estimates for Canadian children are only a little
lower (Marcil-Gratton and Le Bourdais, 1999).  A second American study found that
approximately one third of fathers saw their children only once or not at all during the previous
year, that approximately four out of ten fathers saw their children a few times a year to a few
times a month, and that a quarter saw their children once a week or more (Seltzer, 1991).
Marcil-Gratton and Bourdais (1999) found that the type of union the parents had prior to their
separation influenced the frequency of father-child contact after the divorce.  Common-law
union prior to separation was associated with less non-resident parental contact after separation
than married unions (common law 21 percent versus 11 percent married unions).  The age of
children at the time of separation has also been found to be an important factor in father-child
contact.  Contact has been found to be greater when children were older at the time of separation
(Le Bourdais, Juby and Marcil-Gratton, 2001).

Does this decreased contact with the non-resident parent account for the maladjustment
experienced by some children of divorce?  Empirical studies have provided inconsistent findings
that generally do not support a positive answer to this question.  Some researchers have found no
relationship between visitation frequency and child outcomes (McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994),
while others have found that frequent contact with the non-resident parent is associated with
better adjustment, but only when interparental conflict is low (Kelly, 2000; Wallerstein and
Kelly, 1980).

Amato and Keith (1991a) argued that if decreased contact with the non-resident parent is
associated with child maladjustment, then children of divorce should fare no worse than children
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who have experienced the death of a parent.  To assess this argument, researchers combined the
results of 23 studies that included data on children who had experienced the death of a parent and
children from divorced and intact families.  The results of the meta-analysis indicated that the
children whose parent had died were significantly lower in academic achievement, and had more
conduct problems and difficulties in psychological adjustment and self-esteem than children in
intact families.  However, children whose parent died were significantly higher in academic
achievement and displayed fewer conduct problems than children of divorced parents.  As well,
by collapsing all child outcomes into a single category, children whose parent had died had a
lower overall adjustment score than children whose parents were still together, but functioned at
a higher level than children whose parents had divorced.

As noted above, the research literature suggests a weak association between paternal visitation
frequency and child well-being.  Although researchers have used visitation frequency as an
indicator of the general quality of a father-child relationship, relational theorists suggest that this
association is problematic.  Thus, the frequency of paternal contact is a necessary but not
sufficient condition for a close relationship to develop between a father and child.  Following
from this theoretical assertion, Amato and Gilbreth (1999) recently conducted a meta-analysis to
examine the association between four dimensions of father involvement, including visitation
frequency, payment of child support, feelings of closeness, and authoritative parenting and child
adjustment.  In accordance with previous research, the results of the meta-analysis indicated that,
in general, children do not appear to benefit from frequent visitation with their fathers.  Rather,
what a father does with his child when he has contact with him or her is much more important
than how often he sees the child.  For example, it was found that child support, feelings of
closeness, and authoritative parenting were all significantly associated with positive child
outcomes, with authoritative parenting being the most consistent predictor of child outcomes.

In conclusion, the literature suggests a weak association between the absence of the non-resident
parent or visitation frequency and a child’s well-being, and emphasizes that additional
mechanisms must be operating in divorced families that have an affect on child well-being.

3.2 TROUBLED PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIPS

A large number of studies have consistently documented that, on average, parents and children
from divorced families have less positive relationships than parents and children from intact
families (Amato and Keith, 1991a; Hetherington, 1989, 1993).  For example, data suggest that
divorce is related to significant declines in the quality of parenting, including poor
communication, inconsistent warmth and affection, inconsistent discipline, and lower levels of
monitoring (Peterson and Zill, 1986; Simons et al., 1999).  In addition, as previously noted,
prospective studies suggest that difficulties in the parent-child relationship of divorced families
were evident prior to the parental divorce (Amato and Booth, 1996).  This suggests that the stress
of marital difficulties indirectly influences parent-child relationships both before and after the
parental divorce.

In a national study of 1,147 American children from divorced and intact families, children were
interviewed at two points in time about their relationship with their parents (Zill et al., 1993).
Children were interviewed when they were between the ages of 12 to 16 years (Time 1) and
18 to 22 years (Time 2).  Of the 1,147 children, 240 of them experienced the divorce of their
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parents at the mean age of 6 years.  “Poor” parent-child relationships were defined as the child’s
positive response to zero or only one of the following:  1) feel close to the parent; 2) satisfied
with the amount of affection received from the parent; 3) desire to be the kind of person the
parent is; and 4) doing things with the parent that the child enjoys.  At Time 2, the fourth item
was replaced with a statement to determine how well the youth could share ideas or talk with the
parent.

The results of the study indicated that 32 percent of children from divorced families reported
they had a poor relationship with their father at Time 1 and 65 percent reported they had a poor
relationship with their father at Time 2.  In contrast, 14 percent of children from intact families
reported they had a poor relationship with their father at Time 1 versus 29 percent at Time 2 (Zill
et al., 1993).  With respect to the mother-child relationship, in both divorced and intact families,
only 8 percent of youth reported a poor relationship at Time 1.  However, at Time 2, there was a
significant increase in the number of children from divorced families who reported a poor
relationship with their mother.  Specifically, 25 percent of children from divorced families
reported they had a poor relationship with their mother, versus 18 percent of children from intact
families (Zill et al., 1993).  Taken together, these findings suggest that, on average, the father-
child relationship in divorced families is significantly worse than that between mothers and their
children.  In addition, the fact that an increasing number of youth reported poor relationships
with their parents as time progressed indicates that divorce may exacerbate normative difficulties
in parent-child relationships (Emery, 1999).

A number of studies have linked troubled parent-child relationships with increased internalizing
and externalizing of problems among children from divorced families (Lengua et al., 2000).  In
addition, an intervention program aimed at improving parenting skills has shown that increasing
consistent discipline and the positive aspects of the mother-child relationship leads to
improvements in children’s adjustment following divorce (Lengua et al., 2000; Martinez and
Forgatch, 2001).  Thus, empirical data suggest that an additional stressor for children in
divorcing families is the increased risk of troubled parent-child relationships and the decreased
quality of parenting.

3.3 ECONOMIC DISADVANTAGE

According to U.S. statistics, 52 percent of children living with a single mother lived below the
poverty line in 1994, as compared to 24 percent of children living with a single father, and
11 percent of children living in two-parent households (Emery, 1999).  Since divorced parents
fare better than parents who were never married, 38 percent of children with divorced mothers
lived below the poverty line in 1994 as compared to 15 percent of children living with divorced
fathers (Emery, 1999).  In addition, longitudinal data show that the living standards of women
and children fall by approximately 10 percent in the first year after divorce (Emery, 1999).
These statistics highlight that family status, often associated with parental divorce, is a powerful
predictor of child poverty.

Decreased family income following divorce may negatively affect children in a number of
indirect ways.  For example, children may have to move to a less expensive neighbourhood,
which could result in losing contact with friends and supports in the old neighbourhood, moving
to a less desirable school, and being exposed to more negative peer groups.  In addition, there
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may be less money for resources such as books, computers and tutors, which could adversely
affect academic achievement.  Custodial parents may also have to find employment or work
longer hours to support the family.  This in turn could result in a significant decline in the quality
of parenting as parents are burdened with financial concerns and consumed with the added
responsibilities of single parenting.  Any of the above noted stressors can affect a child’s well-
being, and all of these changes can result from decreased economic stability following divorce.

According to the economic disadvantage perspective, children experience maladjustment
following the separation of their parents because of a decrease in their standard of living.  If this
view is valid, then few differences should be observed between children from divorced and intact
families once income is statistically controlled.  To assess this hypothesis, one would compare
children from divorced families with children from intact families on measures of well-being,
both before and after controlling for family income.  One such study offered support for this
hypothesis by finding that differences in children, due to parents’ marital status, were reduced by
half once income was accounted for (McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994).  A second study found
that when children from divorced and intact families were compared, and when income was not
controlled for, children from divorced families scored significantly lower than children in intact
families on 27 of 34 outcomes.  However, when income was statistically accounted for, the
number of significant differences between the groups of children decreased from 27 to
13 outcomes (Guidubaldi, Perry and Nastasi, 1987).  A recent study (Clarke-Stewart et al., 2000)
found that differences between children in one- and two-parent families, on assessments of
cognitive and social abilities, problem behaviour and attachment security, were reduced when
family income (and the mother’s education, which is usually associated with income) was
accounted for.  Moreover, research has consistently documented a significant association
between the father’s payment of child support and positive child outcomes following parental
divorce (Amato and Gilbreth, 1999).

In conclusion, then, there is ample evidence that divorce is usually accompanied by a decrease in
a family’s economic standing (Amato and Keith, 1991a; Emery, 1999), and that this financial
stress accounts for some of the maladjustment observed in children of divorced parents.
However, this same evidence indicates that children in divorced families continue to score below
children in intact families on various indices of well-being even after family income is accounted
for.  Thus, although economic disadvantage accounts for some of the variance, it is not the sole
explanation for the impact of divorce on children.

3.4 PARENTAL CONFLICT

The two perspectives that have been discussed up to this point both involve “post-divorce
factors.”  That is, following a divorce, children may experience poorer relationships with their
parents, they may have less contact with their non-resident parent, and they may experience a
decrease in their standard of living.  Empirical evidence suggests that these three post-divorce
stressors can have a negative effect on children’s well-being.  However, longitudinal studies
indicate that a proportion of adjustment problems observed in children from divorced families
can be accounted for by “pre-divorce” factors such as interparental conflict (Cherlin et al., 1991).

Researchers believe that interparental conflict is one of the most important factors associated
with maladjustment in children from divorced families (Long et al., 1988).  The interparental
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conflict perspective takes two distinct forms.  The first states that children from divorced
families experience maladjustment not because of divorce per se, but because of the interparental
conflict they are exposed to prior to the divorce.  The second posits that child well-being is
inversely related to interparental conflict following divorce.  Does empirical support exist for
one, or both, of these hypotheses?

3.4.1 Pre-divorce Conflict
In one study, Amato, Loomis and Booth (1995) estimated that 30 percent of divorces involve
severe marital conflict (i.e. frequent disagreements, serious quarrels, verbal and/or physical
abuse) prior to the divorce.  If the hypothesis that interparental conflict prior to divorce, rather
than divorce itself, is responsible for child maladjustment, then children from divorced families
should be similar in their adjustment to children from intact, high conflict families.  In other
words, interparental conflict is a risk factor for child maladjustment regardless of parental marital
status.  Many studies have found support for this hypothesis.  For instance, Camara and Resnick
(1988) found that marital status (divorced versus intact) was significantly associated with five
outcomes of child well-being until measures of conflict were entered into the regression
equations.  Following the inclusion of conflict measures, marital status was no longer
significantly associated with any outcome of child well-being.  Block, Block and Gjerde (1986),
in one of the earliest studies suggesting that prior marital conflict might explain the negative
effects of divorce on children, found that children whose parents subsequently divorced showed
disturbance in their behaviour prior to the divorce.

In an attempt to validate the pre-divorce conflict hypothesis, Amato and Keith (1991a) conducted
a meta-analysis of eight studies that allowed for the comparison of children from low conflict
intact families, high conflict intact families, and divorced families.  The results of the meta-
analysis revealed that in comparison to children in intact low conflict families, children in intact
high conflict families scored significantly lower on measures of well-being.  The effect sizes
between these two groups of children were substantial for conduct (mean effect size = -0.60),
psychological adjustment (-0.68) and self-concept (-0.59).  Moreover, children in intact high
conflict families scored significantly lower even in comparison to children from divorced
families with respect to psychological adjustment (-.31) and self-esteem (-.35).  When all
outcomes were combined to calculate a single effect size, children in high conflict intact families
scored 0.32 of a standard deviation below children in intact low conflict families and 0.12 of a
standard deviation below children from divorced families.  These findings are consistent with the
results of a recent study that found similar rates of delinquency in boys from intact and divorced
high conflict families (Juby and Farrington, 2001), which suggests that parental conflict is a risk
factor for child maladjustment in both divorced and intact families.

If conflict is harmful for children, does child adjustment improve when highly conflictual
marriages are dissolved?  In one study, after controlling for parent’s age, sex, race, education and
children’s sex and age, children whose highly conflictual parents separated did better as adults
than those that remained married (Amato et al., 1995).  A more recent study, based on the
National Longitudinal Survey of Youth data set, also examined the question of whether children
benefit from the dissolution of high conflict marriages (Morrison and Coiro, 1999).  One hundred
and thirty-seven children, with a mean age of six years, from disrupted families were studied.  It
was revealed that 10 percent of the disrupted marriages in the sample were highly conflictual.
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The results indicated that children showed more behaviour problems in highly conflictual
marriages, but regardless of the level of conflict prior to divorce they showed an increase in
behaviour problems following parental separation.  The greatest increase in behavioural
problems, however, was shown by children whose parents remained married despite frequent
conflict.  They also found that children who were in high-conflict homes before the separation
did not show a drop in behavioural disturbance after the separation.  One possible interpretation
of this finding was that the benefits of divorce were not yet evident, since the duration between
when the children were studied and the divorce was not long.

Taken together, the results of such studies indicate that children from intact high conflict families
exhibit lower levels of well-being than children from divorced families.  Therefore, interparental
conflict is a strong predictor, and risk factor, of child maladjustment regardless of the family
type.

3.4.2 Post-divorce Conflict
As previously noted, a second hypothesis stemming from the interparental conflict perspective is
that children’s well-being is inversely associated with the level of post-divorce conflict that
persists between parents.  Such conflicts are typically about child custody, access and financial
support.  Several studies have reported data relevant to this hypothesis.

Johnston, Kline and Tschann (1989) found that less conflict and greater parental cooperation
following divorce predicted better child adjustment than continued or increased conflict and poor
parental cooperation.  Guidubaldi et al. (1987) found that a decrease in parental conflict
following divorce predicted better adjustment in boys.  Long et al. (1988) also examined how
changes in interparental conflict following divorce are related to adolescent adjustment.  The
sample included adolescents from intact families, adolescents who reported high interparental
conflict both before and after divorce (the continued high conflict group) and adolescents who
reported high interparental conflict before but not after the divorce (the reduced conflict group).
Because most of the adolescents in the study were males, it is not clear whether the study’s
results can be generalized to girls.  In any case, the results indicated that adolescents in the
reduced conflict group did not differ significantly from adolescents in the intact family group on
academic achievement or anxiety and withdrawal.  However, adolescents in the continued high
conflict group had significantly lower academic achievement and significantly higher
anxiety/withdrawal scores than both adolescents in the reduced conflict group or intact family
group.

In an early study, Johnston, Gonzales and Campbell (1987) examined the effects of child custody
disputes on children’s well-being.  The sample consisted of 56 children between the ages of four
and twelve years whose well-being was assessed at the time of the custody dispute and two and a
half years later.  Half of the sample’s parents had been involved in repeated custody disputes that
spanned a number of years and thus would be classified as highly conflictual divorces.  The
results of the study indicated that children subject to custody and access disputes were likely to
exhibit symptoms of depression and withdrawal, and to voice somatic complaints.  This finding
has been replicated by additional related studies which found that severe marital conflict that
focusses on the child is more predictive of child behaviour problems than conflict that is not
centred on the child (Grych and Finchman, 1993).
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In a longitudinal study, Johnston et al. (1989) investigated the emotional, behavioural and social
adjustment of 100 children whose parents were involved in disputes over custody and visitation
for four and a half years (on average) after separation and two and a half years after legal
dispute.  Thus, such families would be considered highly conflictual.  The study’s findings did
not indicate that children were better adjusted in either joint or single custody.  However,
regardless of the parents’ socioeconomic status, income level, ethnicity, or the number of
children in the family, it was found that children who had more frequent access and made more
transitions between parents were more likely to be clinically disturbed.  What explains this
association?  Parents who were more actively hostile at the time of the custody dispute were
more conflictual two to three years later.  Also, more verbal and physical aggression was present
between parents when children had more frequent access to both parents.  Thus, the continued
conflict between parents, coupled with frequent child access, increased the potential for children
to be exposed to parental conflict.  This increased exposure to parental conflict in turn explains
the higher incidence of emotional and behavioural problems among the children.  Also, it was
found that children of severe divorce disputes appeared to be more symptomatic in response to
making transitions between homes, even when their parents were no longer fighting.  This
suggests that severe interparental conflict, particularly if it is focussed on the child, can have
long-term effects on children’s well-being even after the parental conflict ceases.

3.4.3 Aspects of Marital Conflict Related to Child Well-being
Conflict is a frequent feature of close relationships such as between spouses/partners (Eisenberg,
1992; Vuchinich, 1987).  If managed well, conflicts can actually serve several positive functions,
such as promoting open communication, enabling people to feel that their goals can be met in
relationships, and clarifying roles and boundaries (Vuchinich, 1987).  However, poorly managed
conflicts can result in several negative outcomes, such as the erosion of relational bonds,
coercive interactions, and negative social and emotional outcomes for children.

Conflict is a multi-dimensional construct that can take numerous forms.  Recent research has
focussed on the distinction between the presence of interparental conflict that is covert and that
which is overt or anger-based.  Covert parental conflict is defined as a passive-aggressive type of
conflict that includes unspoken tension, resentment, being upset (Buehler et al., 1998;
Jenkins and Smith, 1991), influencing one’s child to side with them against the other parent,
using one’s child to get information about the other parent, and asking one’s child to carry
messages to the other parent (Buehler et al., 1998).  Overt interparental conflict is defined as
aggressive hostile conflict marked by angry and/or violent behaviours such as belligerence,
screaming, insulting, threatening, contempt, ridiculing and slapping (Buehler et al., 1998).

To date, many studies have looked at the relationship between child adjustment and types of
interparental conflict in both intact and divorced families.  Buehler and Trotter (1990) found that
the frequency of parental conflict was unrelated to youth problem behaviour when anger-based
conflict was controlled for.  Katz and Gottman (1993) found that a “mutually hostile” (overt)
pattern of marital conflict predicted an externalizing behaviour pattern in children three years
after initial assessment and that a “withdrawn” (covert) pattern of marital conflict predicted an
internalizing behaviour pattern only.  Jenkins and Smith (1991) found that in their sample of
mothers, fathers and children, anger-based parental conflict was strongly and consistently
associated with children’s externalizing difficulties after controlling for two other marital
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dimensions (covert conflict and parental arguments over child-rearing practices).  In addition,
they found that children exposed to high frequencies of anger-based parental conflict were
significantly more symptomatic than children exposed to lower frequencies of it.

A meta-analysis conducted by Buehler et al. (1997) found that the mean effect size between
frequency of parental conflict (or presence of parental conflict) and total youth problem
behaviour is small (.19).  However, the same meta-analysis revealed that the mean effect size
between anger-based parental conflict and youth problem behaviour was .35, greater than that
found for the presence of parental conflict.  Moreover, in a recent cross-sectional study, Buehler
et al. (1998) found that regardless of marital status, the effects of anger-based parental conflict
were more strongly associated with youth problem behaviour when parental conflict was
frequent.  Recently, Jenkins (2000) found that anger-based marital conflicts were significant
predictors of children’s angry behaviours.  More specifically, mothers’ and fathers’ verbal and
physical angry expressions were found to be associated with the presence of anger, but not
sadness, in children as rated by peers, teachers and mothers.  Thus, exposure to anger-based
marital conflicts increased the likelihood that children would themselves exhibit high levels of
aggressive behaviours in various interpersonal relationships (e.g. child-peer, child-teacher, child-
mother) (Jenkins, 2000).

Compared to other divorce factors associated with child maladjustment (absence of non-resident
parent, troubled parent-child relationships and economic disadvantage), the relationship between
parental conflict and child maladjustment is consistent and strong (Buehler et al., 1997; Davies
and Cummings, 1994; Lengua et al., 2000).  As well, although the mere presence of parental
conflict is not necessarily harmful to children’s well-being, anger-based parental conflict
(compared to less hostile or angry conflict) places children at greater risk for internalizing and
externalizing difficulties regardless of the status of the parents’ marriage.
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4 WAYS IN WHICH FACTORS COMBINE TO INCREASE AND 
DECREASE DISTURBANCE IN CHILDREN:  EXACERBATION 
AND PROTECTION

One of the most important findings to have come out of risk research in the last 20 years is that
risks do not operate in isolation.  In section 2, we saw that even though children who experience
parental divorce show more disturbance than children who do not experience divorce, most
children are not permanently affected by this experience.  What explains why some children
show major problems following divorce, while others seem to come through the experience
relatively unharmed (Hetherington et al., 1998)?

As we saw in section 3, some of this difference between children can be explained by
components of the divorce process (e.g. conflict, economic instability) that contribute to the
severity of the stress.  Even when we know about the severity of the divorce components,
however, there is still a lot of unexplained variation in children’s adjustment.  The reason for this
is that divorce occurs in the context of many other events and circumstances (both before and
after the divorce) that put children at risk.  Both multiplicative effects of risks on the one hand,
and the beneficial effects of protective factors on the other are important for understanding
children’s adjustment to divorce.

4.1 EXPOSURE TO MULTIPLE RISKS

Factors that increase the level or rate of disturbance in children are called risk factors.  The main
risk factors for children, apart from divorce and conflict, include harsh parenting (Dodge,
Bates and Petit, 1990); mental illness in a parent (e.g. depression); parental substance abuse
problems (Quinton and Rutter, 1985); being born to a teenage mother (Brooks-Gunn and Chase-
Lansdale, 1995); poverty; being raised in a high-crime neighbourhood (Sampson et al., 1997);
experiencing many transitions in parental care (Henry et al., 1996); and having a learning
disability (Moffitt, 1993).

Rates of disturbance in children have been examined as a function of how many risks children
experience in their lives.  This has been done by adding up all the risks to which the child is
exposed, regardless of the type of risk.  A child raised by a teenage mother, who had an alcoholic
father and whose parents divorced would have a score of three risks on a cumulative risk index.
Rutter (1979) found that children exposed to one risk showed a rate of disturbance comparable to
children who did not experience risk.  Children exposed to two risks showed a four-fold increase
in their rate of disturbance.  Children exposed to four or more risks showed a ten-fold increase in
disturbance.  Jenkins and Keating (1998) examined data from the National Longitudinal Survey
of Children and Youth (NLSCY) to investigate the cumulative effects of risk in a Canadian
sample of school-aged children.  Their cumulative risk index included exposure to divorce as one
of the risks.  They found that among children exposed to two risks in their lives, their rate of
disturbance, based on teachers’ reports, was 16 percent.  Children exposed to four or more risks
showed a 50 percent rate of disturbance.  These data show that risks combine to multiply
detrimental effects.  Another way to express this is that risks potentiate one another.
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Most children are not exposed to a large number of serious risk factors.  Jenkins and Keating
(1998) found that only four percent of children in a nationally representative sample of Canadian
children experience four or more risks in their lives.  Nonetheless, risk factors do cluster within
families.  Canadian data on factors that predict divorce can illustrate this effect.  O’Connor and
Jenkins (2001) looked at the effects of individual, family and community factors in predicting
marital breakdown.  Factors such as the number of previous relationships, parental depression
and low income all predicted the risk of subsequent marital breakdown.  This has also been
found in other population studies in the United Kingdom and the United States (Capaldi and
Patterson, 1991; Dunn et al., 1998; O’Connor et al., 1998).  Thus, children experiencing parental
divorce are more likely than others to be exposed to multiple serious risks.  The same effect is
seen with post-divorce risk factors.  In section 3, we reviewed research showing that lower
family income, more negative parent-child relationships and less contact with the non-custodial
parent were potential consequences of parental divorce.  Thus, children experiencing parental
divorce are often exposed to multiple stressors rather than just one.  When this happens their risk
of showing disturbance increases markedly, as the effect of multiple risks potentiate one another.

4.2 PROTECTIVE EFFECTS

Another way of approaching the issue of how factors operate in conjunction with one another is
to examine how positive aspects of children’s lives combine with stressful events or risk to
reduce the likelihood that children will be affected negatively.  This has been called the study of
protective effects.  With respect to the consequences of divorce to children, it has been said that
there are “winners, losers and survivors” (Hetherington, 1989).  Let us now consider a resiliency
perspective (Hetherington et al., 1998) to understand the factors that protect or buffer children
from the stress of divorce.

We must consider an important methodological issue before reviewing the findings on protective
factors and divorce.  There are basically two methodologies for examining protective effects
(Jenkins and Smith, 1990; Rutter and Pickles, 1987).  The second method we shall describe is
much more instructive than the first.  The first involves investigation of a high risk group only.
Investigators examine the factors within the high risk group that explain better adjustment in
children.  For instance, in a group of children undergoing parental divorce (high risk group) it
might be found that those with easy temperaments show less disturbance than those with more
difficult temperaments.  This would lead one to conclude that easy temperament “protects”
children undergoing parental divorce from negative outcome.  However, if we had a group of
children in low risk circumstances (their parents were not undergoing divorce), we would
probably also find children with easy temperaments to be showing better adjusted than children
with difficult temperaments.  What sense does it make to say that these children are “protected”
by their easy temperaments when they do not need protection?  They do not need protection
because they are not at risk.

This criticism led to a second wave of studies on protective effects in which children in high and
low risk circumstances were investigated, and protective effects were defined as those factors
that reduced disturbance among high risk children, but had little or no effect on adjustment
among children at low risk (Rutter and Pickles, 1987).  This type of protective pattern is assessed
by examining the statistical interaction between the risk factor and the protective factor.  If the
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interaction is significant, this means that the protective factor shows a different relationship to
children’s outcomes when it occurs in high and low risk circumstances.

Because the study of protection is relatively new, only two studies have examined protective
effects in divorced families.  Therefore, we have also drawn on studies of family conflict.  As
conflict often precedes and follows parental separation, such findings are relevant to children
exposed to divorce.

Jenkins and Smith (1990) examined protective factors in children experiencing marital conflict in
the general population.  Fifty-seven children in high conflict homes were compared with
62 children in low conflict homes.  The children were between the ages of 9 and 12 years, and
children in the two levels of risk were matched for gender, family size, father’s social class and
geographical area.  Two types of effects were seen.  Factors such as the quality of the mother-
child relationship were found to be associated with children’s adjustment in low and high
conflict homes.  Even if children were not experiencing parental divorce, their adjustment was
better if they got along well with their mothers.  The father-child relationship showed the same
pattern of effect.

On the other hand, three factors were found to operate differently in low and high risk groups of
children.  For instance, a close relationship with an adult outside the family (usually a
grandparent) was associated with better adjustment among children in high conflict homes, but
made little difference to adjustment among children in low conflict homes.  This acted as a
buffer for children in high conflict homes.  Similarly, a child in the high risk group who had a
close relationship with a sibling or who engaged in an activity in which he or she gained positive
recognition benefited from these protective factors.  This suggests that there are compensatory
processes in development.  When children are missing something in their lives because of
exposure to stress, other aspects of their environment can compensate.

Formoso, Gonzales and Aiken (2000) also examined protective effects in high conflict families.
The sample included 284 10- to 16-year-old boys and girls in families experiencing high or low
conflict.  They examined the protective effects of parent-child attachment, peer attachment and
parental monitoring with respect to the development of conduct disorders (stealing, lying,
physical violence, etc.) and childhood depression.  Parental attachment and parental monitoring
were found to reduce the risk of conduct disorder in girls experiencing high conflict, but no
association with disorder was seen among girls experiencing low conflict.  The same effect was
not seen for boys.  The results indicate that in the presence of high family conflict, attachment
and parental monitoring may protect girls from exhibiting high levels of conduct problems.

Two studies have examined protective effects for children in divorced families.  O’Connor and
Jenkins (2001)1 reported on a representative sample of Canadian families (using NLSCY data),
followed up over a two-year period.  Some families had experienced a separation over this
period.  As data concerning children’s well-being were available before and after their parent’s
separation, it was possible to examine changes in children’s functioning over the period of the
separation and divorce.  More importantly, it was possible to examine protective effects.  If

                                                
1 Human Resources Development Canada supported this work and we are grateful to that department for allowing
us to present these results in this report.
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children did show an adverse reaction to the divorce, what were the factors that predicted which
children showed a less adverse reaction?  Symptoms of anxiety and depression increased as a
function of parental divorce, but symptoms of hyperactivity and aggression showed little change.
This was largely because children who would later experience parental divorce already showed
more problems with hyperactivity and aggression prior to the parental divorce than children
whose parents did not divorce subsequently.  Warmth in the mother-child relationship was
identified as the most important factor protecting children from increases in anxiety and
depression following their parents’ divorce.

Recently, Lengua et al. (2000) looked at the protective effects of temperament on the relationship
between parenting and adjustment problems in children of divorced families.  Two aspects of
parenting, namely parental rejection and inconsistent discipline, were examined in relation to
three aspects of temperament:  positive emotionality (smiling, laughing, sensitivity to positive
environmental cues), negative emotionality (fear, frustration, sensitivity to negative
environmental cues) and regulation (attention, impulsivity and inhibition).  The researchers were
interested in child depression and conduct difficulties as outcome measures.  The sample
included 231 mothers and children who had recently experienced divorce (the mean time since
the divorce was 1.1 years).  The age of the children ranged from 9 to 12 years and the sample
was approximately equal in the number of boys and girls.

Children high in positive emotionality were found to show better adjustment when exposed to
parental rejection than children low in positive emotionality.  Positive emotionality was less
strongly associated with children’s adjustment if they were not exposed to parental rejection.
Illustrating the way that risks can potentiate one another (as described in section 4.1), when
children were impulsive in homes characterized by inconsistent discipline, they showed
increased problems with depression and conduct disorder.  Impulsivity had a less negative
impact on children’s outcomes when parents were consistent in their discipline.  In conclusion,
these findings indicate that children who are high in impulsivity may be at greater risk for
maladjustment, whereas positive emotionality may help buffer children from the effects of
negative parenting in divorced families (Lengua et al., 2000).
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5 MEASURES USED TO ASSESS THE IMPACT OF DIVORCE ON 
CHILD ADJUSTMENT

5.1 THE ASSESSMENT OF RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY

For a measure to be a useful assessment tool, it must show good reliability and validity.
Reliability estimates provide an indication of the quality of the measure.  Do the individual items
of the measure agree well with one another so that the measure is coherent (referred to below as
internal consistency)?  If a person completes the measure on two separate occasions (with a short
interval between assessments), are the person’s answers similar (referred to below as test-retest
reliability)?  Reliability estimates greater than .80 are considered good (Bakeman and Gottman,
1986).  Depending on the purpose for which the instrument is used, reliabilities slightly lower
than this are sometimes acceptable.

Validity is the extent to which the measure actually measures what it says it does.  For example,
does the measure of marital conflict discriminate between people who are happily married and
those who are experiencing significant marital problems?  Does it predict marital breakdown
over time?  Does a new test of marital conflict agree well with a previously established test?
Correlations between tests can range from -1.0 to 1.0 with values of zero representing no
agreement and values closer to 1.0 representing good agreement.  Sometimes other indices that
help us evaluate the effectiveness of the measure are also quoted.  For instance, with some of the
measures described below, researchers assess stability over a long period of time, a year or more.
We would expect scores to show agreement over time, but obviously we would not expect this to
be as high as the agreement shown for a one-week period.  In the following sections we report
technical details for those people who will find such details informative.  We also provide less
technical summaries.  Measures have been chosen for description if they have shown promising
results with respect to reliability and validity.  Some measures have been investigated more fully
than others, and these differences are noted.

5.2 MEASURES OF MARITAL ADJUSTMENT AND SATISFACTION

The Short Marital Adjustment Test and the Dyadic Adjustment Scale are measures of general
marital satisfaction, as opposed to measures of marital conflict.  They both include items that
assess elements of marital conflict, but also items that assess non-conflictual elements of the
marriage.

5.2.1 The Short Marital Adjustment Test
The Short Marital Adjustment Test (SMAT) was developed by Locke and Wallace (1959) to be a
reliable, valid and brief parent-reporting measure of marital adjustment (see Appendix A for full
measure).  Marital adjustment is defined by the researchers as the degree of “accommodation”
between the dyad at a given time (Locke and Wallace, 1959).  Individuals are asked to rate
various aspects of their marriage, such as their degree of happiness in the marriage and their
degree of satisfaction with the decision to marry their spouse; the extent to which the couple
agrees or disagrees on various issues such as finances, recreation, friends and sexual relations;
the way in which conflicts are handled; and the degree of closeness between the couple (e.g.



- 19 -

engaging in enjoyable activities together, confiding in one another).  In total, the measure
comprises 15 items organized in a Likert-rating and multiple-choice format.

In the original study, Locke and Wallace (1959) reported a reliability coefficient of .90, based on
a sample of 118 couples.  This demonstrates that the measure is internally consistent or that the
items within the measure relate well to one another.  Furthermore, the measure has shown test-
rest reliability scores of .75 over three weeks.  This suggests relatively good stability in the way
that couples rate their marriage.  In addition, the measure has been found to clearly discriminate
between couples that are well-adjusted and maladjusted (separated, divorced or in marital
therapy).  For instance, 96 percent of well adjusted couples achieved scores of 100 or more on
the SMAT, whereas only 17 percent of maladjusted couples achieved adjustment scores of 100
or more.  Therefore, a score of 100 was chosen as the cut-off so that individuals who obtained a
score below 100 would be considered to have a maladjusted relationship with their partner and
individuals with a score greater than 100 would have a well adjusted relationship with their
partner.

5.2.2 The Dyadic Adjustment Scale
The Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS) constructed by Spanier (1976) is a widely used 32-item,
self-reporting measure of marital or dyadic satisfaction (see Appendix B for full measure).  The
SMAT measures various components of dyadic satisfaction, such as dyadic consensus (the extent
of agreement/disagreement between the couple on various issues), dyadic satisfaction (“how
often do you discuss or have you considered divorce, separation or terminating your
relationship”), dyadic cohesion (“do you and your mate engage in outside interests together?”)
and affectionate expression (“do you kiss your mate?”).

The DAS yields both individual component scores and a total dyadic adjustment score.  The
reliability coefficients for these components of dyadic adjustment range from .73 (affectionate
expression subscale) to .94 (dyadic satisfaction subscale).  Spanier (1976) reports the reliability
coefficient for the total dyadic adjustment score as being .96.  In the original study, the measure
was administered to a sample of 218 married persons and 94 divorced persons.  For each of the
32 items, the divorced individuals were found to differ significantly from the married
individuals.  Therefore, the measure adequately discriminates between satisfied and dissatisfied
couples.  In subsequent studies, the DAS was also found to reliably discriminate between
distressed and non-distressed spouses (Eddy, Heyman and Weiss, 1991).  In a recent study that
used the DAS, internal consistency for both mother and father reports was found to be .91 (Davis
et al., 1998).  The DAS also correlates well with the SMAT.  The correlation between the SMAT
and the DAS was found to be .86 for married individuals and .88 for divorced individuals.

5.3 MEASURES OF MARITAL CONFLICT

Although numerous studies have used, and continue to use, general measures of marital
adjustment/satisfaction to assess the association between unhappy homes and child well-being
and marital conflict and child well-being (Davis et al., 1998), recent studies have found that
specific measures are more appropriate in predicting child outcomes than general, global
measures.  Specifically, several researchers have found that interparental conflict is a better
predictor of child maladjustment than general marital/dyadic satisfaction in a non-clinical sample
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(Buehler et al., 1998; Davies and Cummings, 1994; Emery and O’Leary, 1982).  Although
general measures of marital satisfaction, such as the SMAT and the DAS, include items that
assess dyadic conflict, there are valid and reliable measures that only assess dyadic conflict.  The
following is an overview of two of these measures, namely the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) and
the Children’s Perception of Interparental Conflict Scale (PIC).

Both the CTS and the PIC have demonstrated very good psychometric properties.  In addition,
the CTS has been used to collect information from both parents and children and the PIC has
been found to be a reliable and valid measure of parental conflict from a child’s perspective.
Therefore, both parent and child reports of marital conflict have been well established.  The use
of child or parent reports have their own individual advantages.  Using a parent report is
advantageous because it is less intrusive for children.  Since child measures have only been
developed for children in grade four or above (and are unlikely to be reliable for younger
children), parent measures can also be used for young children.  The value of the child report lies
in its stronger relationship to child outcomes.

5.3.1 The Revised Conflict Tactics Scale
The original CTS, developed by Straus (1979), has recently been revised to increase the scale’s
validity and reliability.  The scale is now known as the Revised Conflict Tactics Scale or CTS2
(Straus et al., 1996; see Appendix C for full scale) and like the CTS, it assesses the extent to
which partners in a dating, cohabiting or marital relationship managed conflicts over a 12-month
period by engaging in psychological and physical attacks on one another.

The CTS is the most widely used and validated scale of dyadic conflict.  Although many
measures of dyadic conflict exist, the CTS offers the most concrete assessment of anger-based
dyadic conflicts.  Straus et al. (1996) report that as many as 400 studies (collectively involving
more than 70,000 participants) have used the CTS.  Within these 400 studies, numerous
investigations were conducted to assess the measure’s validity and reliability.  The CTS has been
used with participants of diverse cultural backgrounds and in at least 20 countries, including
Hong Kong, India, Japan and Spain.  The CTS has also been used as a diagnostic instrument in
therapy to assess the severity of conflict and abuse within relationships (Straus et al., 1996).

Both the CTS and the CTS2 are based on conflict theory, which assumes that conflict is an
inevitable part of all interactions.  Items on the CTS and the CTS2 probe for specific, concrete
tactics used by members of a dyad to resolve a conflict.  Specific tactics range in severity from
passive tactics, such as calm discussions, to forceful tactics, such as physical attacks.  Thus, two
strengths of the CTS2 are that it focusses on concrete methods of conflict resolution and it
assesses a range of conflict tactics.  In addition, the measure assesses both what the participant
and their partner have done to manage conflicts.

The original CTS, comprising 18 items across three scales (reasoning, verbal aggression and
violence), was criticized for being too short and thus not adequately assessing various types of
conflict tactics.  To improve its validity and reliability, the CTS2 is comprised of 39 items across
five scales.  Thus, the measure samples numerous conflict tactics and types of inter-partner
abuse.
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The five scales in the CTS2 are as follows:

Negotiation Scale.  The negotiation scale comprises six items that assess actions taken to settle a
disagreement through discussion.  The scale includes both cognitive (i.e. one partner suggests a
compromise) and emotional (i.e. one partner asks the other how he/she is feeling) conflict
management tactics.  On the CTS, the negotiation scale was called the “reasoning scale” and
contained only three items.

Psychological Aggression Scale.  The psychological aggression scale comprises eight items that
assess the use of both verbal and nonverbal acts of aggression.  This scale was called the “verbal
aggression scale” on the CTS, but was renamed because it includes aggression items that are
nonverbal in nature (e.g. “stomped out of the room”).

Physical Assault Scale.  The physical assault scale includes 12 items that assess the use of
physical violence to manage dyadic conflicts.  This scale was called the “violence scale” on the
CTS and included nine items.

Sexual Coercion Scale.  This scale was not on the CTS.  This new scale assesses an individual’s
use of coercion to compel his or her partner to engage in unwanted sexual activity.  It includes
seven items that probe a range of coercive acts, such as verbal insistence to physical force.

Injury Scale.  This scale is also new with the CTS2.  It measures the injury inflicted by an
individual’s partner and includes six items that assess the degree of pain, tissue or bone damage,
and the need for medical attention.

Unlike the CTS, the CTS2 differentiates between minor and severe acts of physical assault,
sexual coercion and injury.  This distinction was made because research indicates that the
etiology and treatment of occasional minor violence is quite different from that of repeated
severe assaults (Straus et al., 1996).  In addition, items on the CTS2 are arranged in hierarchical
order so that initial items depict socially acceptable ways of dealing with conflict (e.g. discussed
issues calmly) and final items depict the most severe form of physical assault (used a knife or
gun).

Like the CTS, the CTS2 was validated on a sample of college students.  This was done because
research assessing the validity and reliability of the CTS had established that the factor structure
of student data is very similar to that found in national and clinical samples.  Initial research
assessing the psychometric properties of the CTS2 indicates that, like the CTS, it is highly
reliable (coefficients range from .79 to .95).  Preliminary evidence of some types of validity has
already been established (Straus et al., 1996).  Also like the CTS, the CTS2 can be completed by
either parents or children.  Research using the CTS indicates adequate concordance between
mothers’ and fathers’ reports, and between reports by children and parents (Johnston et al.,
1989).  In addition, like the CTS, the CTS2 can be used to assess conflict within marital dyads
(Jenkins, 2000) and post-divorce conflict (Johnston et al., 1987; Johnston et al., 1989).

5.3.2 Children’s Perception of Interparental Conflict Scale

The Children’s Perception of Interparental Conflict (PIC) scale, developed by Grych, Seid and
Finchman (1992), is a 48-item, true-false measure that assesses children’s perceptions of various
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aspects of marital conflict (see Appendix D for full scale).  The PIC includes the following three
scales:  conflict properties (frequency, intensity and resolution of conflicts), perceived threat
(child’s feelings of threat and coping efficacy) and self-blame (child’s perceptions that he or she
is to blame for parental conflict).  Children rate parental behaviour on a three-point multiple-
choice scale (1=false, 2=sort of true and 3=true).  Higher scores indicate increasingly negative
forms of conflict or appraisal.

Internal consistency of the PIC has been found to be above that recommended for research
instruments (ranges from .78 for self-blame scale to .90 for conflict properties scale), and test-
retest correlations (ranges from .70 for conflict properties scale to .76 for self-blame scale)
indicate that the PIC is reasonably stable over a two-week period (Grych et al., 1992).  The
instrument was validated on 9- to 12-year-old children; it was found that school-age children can
reliably report their perceptions of parental conflict.  In fact, stability of measurement over a
12-month period was adequate (.64, .51 and .47 for the three PIC subscales) and comparable to
other well established measures using children’s reports (ranges from .38 to .52) (Finchman,
Grych and Osborne, 1994).  In assessing the PIC’s validity, researchers found that children’s
reports of the frequency, intensity and resolution of conflict were consistently related to ratings
of adjustment made by parents, children, children’s teachers and peers.  In contrast, parental
reports of conflict correlated only with parental reports of adjustment.  This suggests that a child
report measure of parental conflict may be more effective as a screening tool than a parent report
instrument when the goal is to target families whose children are adversely affected by conflict.
The PIC has been validated for use with college students (Bickham and Fiese, 1997) and it
shows high stability and reliability.

5.4 POST-DIVORCE MEASURES

The two measures discussed in this section relate to conflict and family functioning following
divorce.  Although both measures demonstrate promising psychometric properties, they are fairly
new and are thus less well established than the PIC and the CTS.  In addition, both the PIC and
CTS have been used to assess parental conflict following divorce and have been shown to be
highly reliable and valid.

5.4.1 The Post-divorce Parental Conflict Scale

The Post-divorce Parental Conflict Scale (PPCS) is an 82-item, self-report measure that assesses
type and level of parental conflict following divorce as reported by the child (Morris and West,
2000).  The measure is made up of three scales (verbal hostility, indirect hostility and physical
hostility) and ratings are made on a 5-point Likert scale (1=the event never happened, to 5=the
event happened everyday) according to the first year after parental divorce and the previous
12 months.  Items on the PPCS progress from low conflict and hostility to intense and violent
conflict.  As well, children separately report behaviours exhibited by their mothers and fathers.
Example items include “My mother discussed issues calmly with my father” and “My father
threw things at my mother.”

Studies using the PPCS have shown good reliability for mother and father subscales (ranging
from .80 to .90).  For instance, Morris and West (2000) found that for all subscales on the PPCS,
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internal consistency was .80 or greater.  In addition, the PPCS was found to have good
correlations with the PIC (Morris and West, 2000).

5.4.2 The Divorce Adjustment Inventory Revised
The newly revised Divorce Adjustment Inventory or DAI-R (Portes, Haas and Brown, 1991) is a
42-item, parent report instrument that assesses child adjustment and family functioning after
parental separation.  Five factors are assessed on the DAI-R:  conflict and dysfunction;
favourable divorce condition and child coping ability; positive divorce resolution; external
support systems; and divorce transitions.  Ratings are made on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  Preliminary analyses demonstrate good internal
consistency (ranges from .69 for the total scale score to .83 for the family conflict and
dysfunction scale) (Portes, Smith and Brown, 2000).

5.5 MEASUREMENT OF CHILDHOOD DISTURBANCE

If a program or service delivery objective is to identify children who are likely to fare less well
after a divorce, then a good strategy would be to use a well established conflict measure (like the
CTS2 and/or the PIC) in conjunction with a child adjustment measure (the Achenbach Child
Behaviour Checklist, CBCL; Achenbach and Edelbrock, 1991).  The measurement of childhood
disturbance is well established.  Although numerous standardized measures exist, the parent form
of the CBCL is frequently used in both research and clinical settings.  The CBCL is designed to
record, in a standardized manner, the behaviour problems and competencies of children between
the ages of 4 to 16 years, as reported by their parents.  The CBCL is a self-report measure that
can be used with parents who have reading skills as low as the fifth-grade level or administered
by an interviewer if necessary.

The CBCL yields a Total Behaviour Problem Score as well as a number of different problem
profiles, such as an externalizing and internalizing profile.  The CBCL is widely used because of
its sound psychometric properties, and studies indicate high coefficients of reliability.  Test-retest
reliability of item scores has been found to be .95 with an inter-interviewer reliability of .95.  In
terms of the measure’s validity, reports indicate that the correlation between the CBCL Total
Behaviour Problem Score and the total score of other instruments ranges from .71 to .92.  Studies
also show that 116 of the 118 behaviour problem items on the CBCL were significantly
associated with clinical status, and this also offers support for the measure’s validity.  (Entire
paragraph, Achenbach and Edelbrock, 1991.)

5.6 PURPOSE OF CONFLICT MEASURES

5.6.1 Research Purposes
When conflict measures are used in research studies, researchers are interested in identifying
patterns in data between variables, i.e. the association between parental conflict and children’s
conduct problems.  Measures used in research are not typically used to make decisions about
individual children or families.
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5.6.2 Program Assignment Purposes
To use a conflict measure to screen individual families into different kinds of programs, the
psychometric properties of the measure must be well established.  Further, there must be
demonstrated efficacy of the instrument with the population of interest.  It is beyond the scope of
this review to outline all the steps that would be advisable before such research instruments are
used as measures for assessing individuals.  We do, however, raise several issues below that are
worthy of consideration.

1. To use a conflict measure to assign families to different types of intervention, the measure
must be able to discriminate between families that have transient conflict and those who
show high conflict over time.  Although predictive validity has been established for the CTS
and the PIC, it has not been established for post-divorce conflict measures.  The validity of
the CTS and the PIC has also not been demonstrated for families undergoing the kind of
major reorganization that accompanies divorce.

2. To assign families to different types of intervention, cut-off points must be established.  This
is usually done on the basis of the distribution.  For instance, the top 10 percent of the sample
will be considered high conflict.  The cut-off point must be low enough to include those
families who will benefit from the intervention in question and high enough to exclude
people who do not need the intervention.  Cut-off points have not been established for most
of the conflict measures.

3. If the aim of screening families is to be able to offer services to families who would benefit
from particular services, then the use of two instruments, such as a parental conflict measure
and a child adjustment measure, should be considered.  As we have seen, not all children
react adversely to parental conflict or divorce.  By screening families according to whether
conflict is high within the family and whether children are already showing adjustment
difficulties, children and families most in need of service could be targeted.
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6 SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

Divorce is one of the most prevalent stressors in the lives of Canadian children today; it is
accompanied by numerous changes and challenges that have been shown to tax the adjustment of
children.  To identify the impact of parental separation on the well-being of children, numerous
studies have been undertaken.  These studies were briefly reviewed in section 2, which showed
consistent evidence indicating a significant difference between children from divorced and intact
families on various indices of well-being, such as academic success, parent-child relationships
and emotional and behavioural adjustment.  Children of divorced parents have been found to be
less well adjusted than children from continuously intact families.  However, we also
emphasized that while empirical research illustrates that divorce is a risk factor for child
maladjustment, most children cope successfully with the stress of parental separation.

What factors associated with the process of divorce increase the risk of children developing
adjustment problems?  This question was considered in section 3, where empirical evidence was
reviewed related to four central components of divorce (non-residential parental absence,
troubled parent-child relationships, economic disadvantage and parental conflict.)  The first
component discussed was the absence of the non-resident parent from the child’s everyday life
following divorce.  It has been hypothesized that the absence of the non-resident parent, usually
the father, accounts for the maladjustment seen in some children from divorced families.  In
general, strong support for this hypothesis is lacking, because a consistent and significant
association has not been established between paternal visitation frequency and child well-being.
However, other dimensions of father involvement, such as payment of child support,
authoritative parenting and feelings of closeness, can and do have positive effects on children’s
adjustment following divorce.  Therefore, what a father does with his children when he is with
them is much more important than the amount of time he spends with them.

A second component of the divorce process that has consistently been found to be stressful for
children is troubled parent-child relationships following divorce.  Research indicates that the
parent-child relationship deteriorates following parental divorce and that divorce may exacerbate
normative difficulties between parents and children.  Similarly, in section 3 we reviewed
research findings that support the claim that decreased family income following divorce is a third
component of divorce with a negative impact on child well-being.  This association has been
consistently demonstrated, as has the finding that the father’s payment of child support is
associated with positive child outcomes, such as academic success and positive child behaviours.

Although varying degrees of support can be found in the research literature pertaining to the
different components of divorce and child adjustment, the association between parental conflict
and child maladjustment is unequivocal.  High degrees of anger-based parental conflict, both
before and after parents separate, is harmful to children.  In fact, some research suggests that
children from intact high conflict families exhibit lower levels of well-being than children from
divorced families.  Therefore, anger-based interparental conflict is a strong predictor, and risk
factor, of child maladjustment regardless of the family type in which the child is living, whether
intact, divorced or stepfamily.
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There are several policy implications of the above findings but, before considering them, a word
of caution is indicated.  We have made suggestions about policies and programs that follow
logically from the divorce and conflict literature that has been reviewed.  Our recommendations
are not based on the results of policies and programs that have already been evaluated, as this
was beyond the scope of this project.  The following recommendations must be viewed with this
in mind.

First, as anger-based parental conflict has been shown to be a consistent predictor of child well-
being, policies and programs that decrease children’s exposure to such conflict are likely to be
beneficial.  For example, preventative programs might take the form of public health or school-
based education programs targeted to young adults.  Any program that helps young adults
towards better problem-solving skills in their relationships, even before they have children,
might help decrease children’s exposure to subsequent parental conflict.  In addition, helping
parents who are undergoing a divorce, as well as the professionals working with them, to
understand how conflict exposure affects children might also help to reduce children’s conflict
exposure.  It may be possible to use conflict measures as screening instruments to target services
more effectively.  For instance, it is possible that families in high conflict might benefit from
different procedures when going through the courts than families with low conflict.

The second implication of the findings described above is that policies targeted to the economic
and parent-child relationship components of the divorce process would also be beneficial to
children.  For instance, safeguarding the custodial parents’ income would be likely to decrease
parental stress, thus positively affecting the parent-child relationship.

Why do some children manifest difficulties following the divorce of their parents, while others
appear to cope successfully?  In section 3, we saw that some of the difference can be explained
by the fact that divorces differ in their component parts.  For example, when a divorce involves
increased economic disadvantage, parental conflict and problems in the parent-child relationship,
the stress for the child is greater.  However, such components do not account for all of the
unexplained variation in children’s adjustment.  This is because divorce occurs in a context of
many other circumstances, both before and after parental separation, that place children at risk
for maladjustment.  In section 4, we discussed how both exposure to multiple risks and the
beneficial effects of protective factors must be considered as we try to understand why some
children are more negatively affected by divorce than others.  One of the important findings from
research on children’s exposure to stressful events is that risk factors can potentiate one another:
when several risk factors occur, their effects are cumulative.  In other words, risks combine to
multiply detrimental effects in children.  The implication of this is that policies or programs
geared to reducing the occurrence of even one risk are likely to be beneficial because they reduce
the potency or negative impact of other risks on child adjustment.  For instance, any policy that
addresses family income or family benefits for divorced families could be expected to reduce the
impact of high conflict on children.

Findings from research on protective factors show that some children do not show adjustment
problems following parental divorce because of pre-existing factors in their lives that help them
cope with the stress.  Two studies that have examined protective factors in divorced families
have found that warmth in the mother-child relationship and a temperament trait, positive
emotionality, are important in buffering children from the stress of divorce.  This has two
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implications.  One is that there are naturally occurring factors in children’s lives which protect
them, and that it may be possible to increase such factors through parental health education
programs.  The second is that knowing which children are likely to show more problems in the
face of divorce (those who exhibit less positive emotionality) helps to target available services to
those in need.

The measurement of anger-based parental conflict is well established in the research literature.
In section 5, we reviewed various general and specific measures and provided details about their
psychometric properties.  The Dyadic Adjustment Scale is an example of a general measure of
dyadic satisfaction.  The Conflict Tactics Scale, on the other hand, is an example of a specific
measure of dyadic conflict that has been repeatedly shown to be reliable and valid.  Although
general measures are widely used, and demonstrate good psychometric properties, specific
measures of dyadic conflict have been found to be better predictors of long-term adjustment in
children than general measures of dyadic satisfaction.  Although the measurement of conflict is
well established, the application of conflict measures as clinical instruments (to make decisions
about individual children and families) has not been established.  Some of the steps necessary for
their use as clinical instruments were described in section 5.

Also in section 5, we reviewed measures of child well-being.  One of the policy implications is
that it may be possible to use measures of parental conflict and child well-being as screening
tools to identify vulnerable children and families.  As our review of protective factors
demonstrated, many children will not show difficulties as a result of divorce.  By combining the
measurement of parental conflict and child well-being, the ability to identify children most likely
to be negatively affected by divorce would be increased.  A review of measures to examine
component parts of divorce (payment of child support, the quality of the parent-child
relationship) was beyond the scope of this review.  It is, however, the case that if such measures
were combined with those on conflict and child-well-being, our ability to identify those children
and families most in need of services would again be increased.
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