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Abstract

Despite important advances, empirical evidence regarding the impact of divorce on children is mixed, ranging widely in its
conclusions regarding the intensity, chronicity, and harmfulness of parental divorce on their post-divorce adjustment. To
explain the broad range of findings, we suggest that successful and dysfunctional adjustment following parental divorce may
not be mutually exclusive. Rather, they may be partly independent, and children may report divorce-specific traumatic
feelings as well as a relatively high post-divorce adjustment. We examined these suggestions in a sample of 142 six-to-18-
year-old Dutch children whose parents were involved in high-conflict divorces. Children completed self-reported measures
of post-divorce traumatic impact and adjustment. Consistent with our suggestion, children showed, on average, both high
levels of trauma and high levels of post-divorce adjustment. Nevertheless, illustrating domain spill-over, at the individual
level, children who experienced more traumatic impact of the divorce also reported lower levels of post-divorce adjustment.
These results suggest that high-conflict divorce represents a risk for traumatic impact, and, at the same time, children
demonstrate resilience. Future research examining which children are more susceptible to trauma and/or resilience over time

would be promising.

Keywords Parental divorce * Child wellbeing * Resilience * Traumatic impact

In the Netherlands, nearly 40% of first marriages end in
divorce (Centraal Bureau voor Statistiek 2016), and in more
than 50% of divorce cases children are involved (Spruit and
Kormos 2010). Given the large number of children affected
by divorce each year, a key question is whether and how
children adjust to their parents’ divorce. This is especially
important in high-conflict divorce cases, in which a divorce
is at its worst. In the Netherlands, around 20% of the
divorce cases develop into a high-conflict divorce (Asso-
ciation of Dutch Municipalities 2015). Although there is no
clear definition of high-conflict divorce, researchers and
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professionals agree that parents involved in a high-conflict
divorce are characterized by long-lasting conflict, hostility,
blame, criticism, and the inability to take responsibility for
their part in the dispute (Anderson et al. 2010), and may
even engage in domestic violence (Fotheringham et al.
2013). Additionally, parents who are involved in high-
conflict divorces typically show minimal, and often even a
complete lack, of understanding of the effects of their
conflicts on the children (Amato 2001; Johnston 1994;
Kelly and Emery 2003). Given the potentially devastating
effects of a high-conflict divorce on children’s adjustment
(Amato 2001; Johnston 1994; Kelly and Emery 2003), it is
surprising that only little research attention has been
devoted to children’s post-divorce adjustment following
high-conflict divorce.

The literature on the effects of parental divorce for
children often has focused on whether experiencing divorce
affects children’s post-divorce adjustment and, if so, why
and how. Despite important advances, empirical evidence
regarding the impact of divorce on children is mixed, ran-
ging widely in its conclusions regarding the intensity,
chronicity, and harmfulness of parental divorce on chil-
dren’s adjustment (Amato 2010; Cherlin 1999; Kelly and
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Emery 2003; Lansford 2009). On the one hand, research
suggests that the effects of divorce on children are irrever-
sible and devastating, and that children carry a long-lasting,
traumatic burden years after the divorce, particularly in
terms of psychological wellbeing and social relationships
(e.g., Amato 2000, 2010; Hetherington 2006; Sun 2001;
Sun and Li 2002; Wolfinger 2000, 2005). On the other
hand, research suggests that divorce has few measurable
long-term effects on children, and instead, after the initial
impact of divorce, most children adapt well to the divorce of
their parents (e.g., Amato and Afifi 2006; Harris 1998;
Kelly 2000; Kelly and Emery 2003). To explain these dis-
parities, it could be that both conclusions may hold simul-
taneously. High-conflict parental divorce represents a risk
for traumatic impact, and, at the same time, it may represent
a risky context in which children may demonstrate resi-
lience (Masten 2011).

According to a divorce-stress-adjustment perspective
(Amato 2000), children’s adjustment is a complex combi-
nation of parent, child, and contextual factors before, dur-
ing, and after the divorce (e.g., Amato 2001, 2010; Lansford
2009). Importantly, research suggests that the legal divorce
itself has few direct effects on children (e.g., Amato 2000).
Rather, risk factors preceding and following the divorce in
the short- and in the long-term (e.g., parental conflict,
residential moves, change of school) heighten the chance of
behavioral, social, and academic problems among children.
Most existing research on children’s adjustment following
parental divorce can be interpreted within this comprehen-
sive framework (e.g., Amato 2010; Lamb 2012).

To understand the disparities in children’s adjustment
following divorce, it is important to consider additionally
that children function in different life domains, including
school, friendships, leisure, and family. Although the dif-
ferent domains may partly overlap, they are also partly
independent. In the context of divorce, it is likely that
children’s divorce-specific experiences (e.g., emotions,
cognitions, behavior) spill over to their general adjustment
to the divorce (e.g., Flook and Fuligni 2008). Indeed, par-
ental divorce can create lingering feelings of pain, worry,
and regret that negatively affects children’s daily function-
ing in different domains (e.g., Alisic et al. 2008; Hether-
ington and Stanley-Hagan 1999). Nevertheless, it is also
possible that children’s divorce-specific experiences are
partly independent of their experiences in other domains,
especially in the long-run as the time since the divorce
increases (e.g., Kelly and Emery 2003). Laumann-Billings
and Emery (2000), for example, showed that children
whose parents divorced for two or more years did not score
lower than children with continuously married parents on
measures of psychological symptoms, such as depression or
anxiety. These findings suggest that children may

experience both divorce-specific trauma and post-divorce
adjustment at the same time.

This line of reasoning fits well with the idea that children
are active agents who adapt to challenges in the environ-
ment, thereby shaping their own adjustment (e.g., Fran-
kenhuis et al. 2016; Lamb 2012). It is also consistent with
the notion that while bad things happen and may be
potentially traumatic for both adults and children (e.g.,
Bonanno 2004), not everybody reacts the same way. For
example, research suggests that in the face of adversity,
children show increased variability in behavior and out-
comes, because they adapt and react differently to stressful
environments (Belsky 2008; Ellis et al. 2012). Hence, the
distinction between resilience and maladjustment to stress-
ful events unfolds over time, resulting in heterogeneous
trajectories, ranging from chronic dysfunction to recovery
(Bonanno and Diminich 2013).

Also, a growing literature on resilience and positive
developmental outcomes following adversities suggests that
although the effects of traumatic experiences may spill over
from one domain of functioning (e.g., family) to another
(e.g., school) (Masten and Cicchetti 2010), this is not
necessarily the case. Rather, despite experiencing adversity
in one domain (e.g., sexual abuse, poverty), some children
and adults may show competent functioning across multiple
domains, including social relationships and job and school
performance (Masten and Narayan 2012; Miller et al. 2011).
Extending these findings to the context of parental divorce,
a child may struggle (sometimes for years) with the social
and emotional aftermath of parental divorce but may show
resilience if he or she masters normal developmental tasks
(e.g., initiating and maintaining friendships) and milestones
(e.g., getting a diploma), and post-divorce adjustment.

In short, successful and dysfunctional adjustment fol-
lowing parental divorce may not be mutually exclusive.
Rather, they may be partly independent, and children may
on average report divorce-specific traumatic feelings as well
as a relatively high post-divorce adjustment. This prediction
bears particular importance in the realm of high-conflict
divorces which are mired in conflict and separating parents
are unable to resolve differences over alimentation, child
custody, visitation, or methods of child rearing (Johnston
1994).

Studies of risk and resilience among varying populations
of children exposed to traumatic events and adversity show
that certain factors are associated with better psychosocial
outcomes. Specifically, the literature has identified protec-
tive factors in the context of divorce that may buffer the
potentially traumatic impact of parental divorce on chil-
dren’s post-divorce adjustment. One of the most prominent
moderating factors is the level of parental conflict children
experience in the aftermath of their parents’ separation (e.g.,
Hetherington 2006; Tein et al. 2000). That is, children who
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are exposed to long-lasting, intense, and bitter conflict
between their parents after the divorce are more depressed
and show more psychological symptoms than children
whose parents have only minor conflict (Amato and Keith
1991; Zill et al. 1993). Another factor that may moderate
the association between divorce-specific trauma and
adjustment is the time since the divorce took place. Many
children show considerable improvements in adjustment
and better adaptation over time (e.g., Hetherington 1989).

In order to develop interventions targeting children, it is
important to identify child-specific resources that may play
a role in children’s risk and resiliency following parental
divorce. These resources can be promotive factors (i.e.,
predictors of better outcomes under high- as well as low-
risk conditions) or protective factors (i.e., factors buffering
high-risk conditions) (Brumley and Jaffee 2016; Cicchetti
2010; Masten 2001). Children’s level of self-esteem and
perceived control may be resources that buffer the impact of
parental divorce on children’s adjustment, either as pro-
motive or protective factor. First, children with a relatively
higher level of self-esteem are more likely to evoke positive
responses and support from others (e.g., Dumont and Pro-
vost 1999), and are better able to adapt to new challenges
and stressful life experiences than children with a relatively
lower self-esteem (Hetherington 1991). Based on these
findings, a higher self-esteem may be a promotive factor,
because children with higher self-esteem are better in cop-
ing with the stressful divorce of their parents. It may also be
a protective factor, which moderates the relation between
divorce-specific traumatic impact and children’s adjust-
ment. Second, a large number of children report that they
are not adequately (or not at all) informed about the divorce
and its implications for their lives (e.g., Dunn et al. 2001).
This lack of information negatively affects children’s per-
ceived control over their lives (Kelly and Emery 2003).
Because perceived control is associated with higher well-
being (e.g., Benight and Bandura 2004), level of perceived
control may be a promotive factor. It may also be a pro-
tective factor, in which perceived control moderates the link
between traumatic impact of divorce and children’s
adjustment, such that divorce shows a weaker relation with
children’s post-divorce adjustment if they perceive more
control over their lives.

The main aim of the present research was to reconcile
mixed findings on the adjustment of children whose par-
ents are involved in a high-conflict divorce. While pre-
vious work mostly relied on samples of North American
children, we examined our hypotheses in a group of
children whose parents were involved in a high-conflict
divorce in The Netherlands. In a first step, we adopted an
average-level approach and included measures of divorce-
related traumatic impact and children’s post-divorce
adjustment. In a second step, we adopted a within-
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person approach to examine the link between divorce-
specific trauma and post-divorce adjustment and identify
promotive and protective factors (i.e., perception of par-
ental conflict, time since divorce, self-esteem, and per-
ceived control). In addition, we controlled for the gender
and age of the child.

Method

Participants

We used data from the No Kids in the Middle [Kinderen uit
de Knel] project (Schoemaker et al. 2017), a two-wave
study among families involved in a high-conflict divorce in
The Netherlands. All families were referred to a health care
institution for a group intervention by judges or child pro-
tection services because the wellbeing of the children was
threatened by the ongoing conflict between the parents.
Participation in the intervention was obligatory, but parti-
cipation in the study was voluntary. Of the 173 parents who
were invited to participate in the study, 165 agreed,
resulting in a response rate of 95% for parents. The data
relevant to the current analyses were collected at the first
wave before the intervention, among children of six years
and older. Of the 193 children who were invited to parti-
cipate in the study, 142 received parental permission and
consented themselves, resulting in a response rate of 74%
for children. The 142 children who participated in the study
came from 81 families (first child; n = 81, second child; n
=51, third child; n =9, fourth child; n =1 and ranged in
age from 6 to 18 years old (67 girls; My = 10.21, SD4. =
2.77). Most of the children lived with their mother and
father (co-parenting; 43%) or only the mother (40%). The
rest of the children lived with only their fathers (7%), or in
other living arrangements (10%).

Procedure

Parents were recruited from 17 outpatient health care
institutions in different urban and rural regions of the
Netherlands and Belgium. All parents were referred by
judges, Youth Care Agencies (in Dutch: Bureau Jeugdzorg
or Veilig Thuis), or a physician, because the wellbeing of
their child(ren) was severely compromised by the severity
of the conflicts between the separated or divorced parents.
After the referral, parents enrolled in the intervention No
Kids in the Middle (Van Lawick and Visser 2015), which is
a two-weekly intervention program for families involved in
high-conflict divorces. Parents and children start together in
one group, and after 10 min they separate and participate in
two parallel groups, one for the parents and one for the
children (8 sessions).
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Parents were invited for clinical intake as soon as they
had both signed up for the intervention separately. Together
with the written invitation, parents received information
about the study entitled “Parenting in the Aftermath of
Divorce and No Kids in the Middle: an ongoing study
among divorced families.” During the first clinical intake,
questions about the study were answered. Children between
the ages of 6 and 18 were also invited to participate in the
study, provided both authoritative parents had given per-
mission. Children from 12 years of age additionally had to
sign a consent form themselves. Before signing, the chil-
dren received an information letter and were given the
opportunity to ask questions. Children under the age of 6
could not participate in the study, because they are likely
unable to read independently, and the questions would be
too difficult to answer for them.

All children completed the questionnaire at the first
meeting in the institution in the presence of research
assistants to diminish parental influence that they may
experience when answering the questions at home. Young
children or children with reading problems received addi-
tional assistance. There was always the possibility for
children to ask questions during the study. All ques-
tionnaires were programmed in Qualtrics, an online survey
software program

Measures
Post-divorce adjustment

We measured children’s post-divorce adjustment with the
KIDSCREEN-10 (Ravens-Sieberer et al. 2010). This uni-
dimensional measure represents a global score for the
dimensions of the longer KIDSCREEN versions (Ravens-
Sieberer et al. 2013). Children rated each of the 10 items for
the past week, on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all, 2 = a little,
3 = moderately, 4 = much, and 5 = always). Example items
are: “Have you felt fit and well?”, and “Have you had fun
with your friends?”. Two items were reversed when scoring
the questionnaire, so that higher values indicate better
adjustment. The calculation of the KIDSCREEN index
involves three steps: firstly, a raw overall score is summed;
secondly, the sum scores are converted to a score by
assigning Rasch person parameters to each possible sum
score; and lastly, the person parameters are transformed into
values with a mean of approximately 50 and standard
deviation of approximately 10 (see e.g., Ravens-Sieberer
et al. 2010). Cronbach’s « in this sample was .82.

Traumatic impact

Children’s traumatic impact of the high-conflict divorce of
their parents was measured with the Children’s Revised

Impact of Event Scale (CRIES-13; originally developed by
Horowitz et al. 1979; translated to Dutch by Van der Ploeg
et al. 2004), which provides a stable assessment of trau-
matic impact across different types of trauma and life-
threatening events (e.g., Perrin et al. 2005). Children rated
13 items according to the frequency of their occurrence in
the past week in relation to the conflicts and divorce of their
parents (1 =none, 2 =rarely, 3 =sometimes, and 4=
often). Example items are: “Do you think about the divorce
of your parents even when you don’t mean to?”, and “Do
you avoid talking about the divorce of your parents?” We
used the sum score as an indicator of traumatic impact
(ranging from 0 to 65). A score of 30 and over has been
suggested as the most efficient cut-off for discriminating
heightened risk for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD,
Verlinden et al. 2014). Cronbach’s o in this sample was .87.

Perceived parental conflict

To assess perceived parental conflict, children were asked to
indicate on a 5-point scale (1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 =
regularly, 4 = often, and 5 = always) to what extent their
parents fight in their presence.

Time since divorce

Parents indicated the date they separated. We used the
difference between participation date (this study) minus the
separation date as indicator of time since the divorce, which
ranged from O to 12 years.

Self-esteem

Children’s level of self-esteem was measured with a single
item, as suggested by Robins et al. (2001). On a 5-point
scale, children indicated to what extent they generally feel
good about themselves (1 =not at all, 2=a little, 3 =
moderately, 4 = much, and 5 = always). This is a reliable
indicator of self-esteem and existing research demonstrated
it to be as valid as a multi-item scale (Robins et al. 2001).

Perceived control

Children’s level of perceived control was also measured
with one-item. On a 5-point scale, children indicated to
what extent they have the feeling that they have control over
what happens to them (1 =not at all, 2=a little, 3 =
moderately, 4 = much, and 5 = always).

Data Analyses

First, we ran descriptive and average-level analyses in order
to provide more information about the outcome scores of
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children’s adjustment and traumatic impact as compared to
norm scores. Next, we zoomed in on within-person analyses
and conducted correlational analyses between children’s
adjustment and level of traumatic impact. Finally, we
explored promotive or protective factors on the impact of
divorce on children’s post-divorce adjustment. Given that
81 of the 142 children belonged to the same family, the data
had a nested structure. To deal with this interdependence,
we conducted multilevel modelling analyses using the SPSS
mixed-effects models procedure and restricted maximum
likelihood estimation. We mean-centered children’s trau-
matic impact, perceived parental conflict, time since
divorce, self-esteem, and perceived control. In addition, as
control variables, we added children’s gender (—1 repre-
sented boys and 1 represented girls) and children’s age.
We ran four separate moderation analyses exploring the
effects of each of the promotive or protective factors; per-
ceived parental conflict, time since divorce, self-esteem, and
perceived control. In all four analyses, we entered partici-
pants’ self-reported post-divorce adjustment, traumatic
impact, one of the promotive/protective factors, and the
interaction effect between traumatic impact and one of the
promotive/protective factors as continuous variables, and
family as a fixed effect. All models tested the main effects
of traumatic impact, children’s gender and age, and addi-
tionally the main effects of one of the promotive/protective
factors, and the interaction effects between one of the pro-
motive/protective factors and traumatic impact (i.e., trau-
matic impact and perceived parental conflict, traumatic
impact and time since divorce, traumatic impact and self-
esteem, and traumatic impact and perceived control).

Results

Confirmatory Analyses: Children’s Adjustment and
Traumatic Impact

The descriptive statistics are reported in Table 1. As can be
seen, children scored relatively high on post-divorce
adjustment (M =52.23, SD =15.03, with a range from
17.50 to 87.88, which is comparable to national norm data
of Dutch children and adolescents aged 8—18 years old (M
=53.90 SD =10.40; see Ravens-Sieberer et al. 2010)).
This finding supports the idea that children seem to be
resilient and may—ultimately—adjust well to the divorce of
their parents (Amato 2010). At the same time, on average,
children continued to experience the traumatic impact of
their parents’ divorce (M = 27.27, SD = 15.28, with a range
from 0 to 65). More specifically, in our sample, 45.8% of
the children scored within the clinical range (which is a
score of 30 or higher; n =49; Verlinden et al. 2014). This
means that almost half of the children reported to have
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Table 1 Means and standard deviations of main study variables in the
overall sample and by gender

Overall (n= Boys (n= Girls (n=
142) 75) 67)

M SO M SO M SD

1. Post-divorce 52.23 15.03 54.00 15.37 50.22 14.50
adjustment
2. Traumatic impact 27.27 1528 24.85 14.81 30.25 15.48

3. Perceived parental 198 1.14 204 1.10 190 1.18

conflict
4. Time since divorce 4.79 254 457 266 504 240
5. Self-esteem 364 1.17 3.94* 1.05 3.24* 122

6. Perceived control 285 131 294 133 274 129

*Means were significantly different by gender

Table 2 Correlations between all study variables

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Post-divorce adjustment
2. Traumatic impact —57"
3. Perceived parental —-.08 19"

conflict
4. Time since divorce —-.10 —-.05 -.08
5. Self-esteem 427 —32° 03 .09
6. Perceived control .10 -.08 .14 —.11 .07
7. Children’s age —11 =18 —.05 377 01 20

Note: *p < .05, **¥p <.001 (two-tailed)

divorce-related post-traumatic stress symptoms. In addition,
and in line with previous work (e.g., Wigfield, Eccles, Mac
Iver, Reuman, & Midgley, 1991), we found a significant
gender difference on self-esteem, such that boys reported
higher levels of self-esteem than girls.

The correlations are reported in Table 2. Most impor-
tantly, there was a strong negative correlation between post-
divorce adjustment and traumatic impact (r=—.57). In
addition, post-divorce adjustment correlated positively with
self-esteem (r =.42), whereas traumatic impact correlated
negatively with self-esteem (r = —.32). Traumatic impact
was also positively correlated with perceived parental con-
flict (r =.19). Children’s age correlated positively with time
since divorce (r=.37), and with perceived control (r
=.20). The same correlations were computed for boys and
girls separately and compared using Fisher’s r-to-z trans-
formations. None of the correlations differed by gender, p’s
>.05.

In summary, on average children scored relatively high
on post-divorce adjustment and relatively high on traumatic
impact. These findings are in line with our reasoning sug-
gesting that, on an average level, successful and dysfunc-
tional adjustment following parental divorce may be partly
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Fig. 1 The effect of varying levels of perceived parental conflict (+SD
from the respective means) on post-divorce adjustment as a function of
traumatic impact following the divorce

independent from each other. At the same time, we found a
correlation between children’s post-divorce adjustment and
traumatic impact of divorce, with better adjustment being
associated with relatively less traumatic impact. This indi-
cates that successful and dysfunctional adjustment follow-
ing divorce partly overlap when focusing on individual
children.

Exploratory Analyses: Promotive or Protective
Effects

To explore protective and promotive factors, we conducted
four sequential moderation analyses with traumatic impact
as independent variable, post-divorce adjustment as
dependent variable, and respectively perceived parental
conflict, time since divorce, self-esteem, and perceived
control as moderators, while controlling for children’s
gender and age.

Consistent with the above-reported results of the corre-
lational analyses, in the first analysis with perceived par-
ental conflict as moderator, we found a main effect of
traumatic impact, b = —9.43, 95% CI [-12.12 to —6.74], p
<.001, suggesting that a higher traumatic impact following
divorce is associated with lower levels of post-divorce
adjustment. Additionally, we found a significant main effect
of age, b=—491, 95% CI [-7.76 to —2.07], p=.001,
indicating that older children tend to have relatively lower
levels of post-divorce adjustment. Importantly, we did not
find a significant interaction effect between traumatic
impact and perceived parental conflict, p =.263 (Fig. 1),
nor a main effect of perceived parental conflict, p = .547, or
children’s gender, p = .871.

In the second analysis with time since divorce as mod-
erator, we again found a main effect of traumatic impact, b
=-9.43, 95% CI [—-12.13 to —6.73], p<.001, and a sig-
nificant main effect of age, b = —4.57, 95% CI [-7.75 to
—1.39], p=.005. We did not find a significant interaction
effect between traumatic impact and time since divorce, p

90 —— Low Time since Divorce

--#-- High Time since Divorce
80
70
60

50

40

Post-Divorce Adjustment

30

20

Low Traumatic Impact High Traumatic Impact

Fig. 2 The effect of varying levels of time since divorce (+SD from the
respective means) on post-divorce adjustment as a function of trau-
matic impact following the divorce

90 - —— Low Self-esteem

--#--High Self-esteem
80
70
60

50

40 -

Post-Divorce Adjustment

30
20

10

Low Traumatic Impact High Traumatic Impact

Fig. 3 The effect of varying levels of self-esteem (+SD from the
respective means) on post-divorce adjustment as a function of trau-
matic impact following the divorce

=.974 (Fig. 2), nor a main effect of time since divorce, p
=.587, or children’s gender, p = .906.

The third analysis with children’s self-esteem as potential
moderator revealed a main effect of traumatic impact, b =
—17.88, 95% CI [—10.40 to —5.36], p<.001, and a main
effect of self-esteem on children’s post-divorce adjustment,
b=4.57, 95% CI [1.84 to 7.29], p=.001. This indicates
that higher levels of self-esteem are positively associated
with post-divorce adjustment. We also found a significant
main effect of age, b =—3.91, 95% CI [-6.61 to —1.21], p
=.005. We did not find an interaction effect between
traumatic impact and self-esteem, p =.509 (Fig. 3), nor a
main effect of children’s gender, p = .348.

Finally, the fourth analysis with perceived control as
moderator revealed a main effect of traumatic impact, b =
—9.34, 95% CI [—-11.90 to —6.77], p<.001, and a main
effect of age, b=—-5.25, 95% CI [-8.15 to —2.35], p
=.001. We did not find a main effect of perceived control,
p =.127, nor an interaction effect between traumatic impact
and perceived control, p = .585 (Fig. 4), nor a main effect of
gender, p = .946.
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Fig. 4 The effect of varying levels of perceived control (+SD from the
respective means) on post-divorce adjustment as a function of trau-
matic impact following the divorce

Discussion

To shed light on disparities in children’s adjustment after
divorce in high-conflict divorce situations, we adopted a
risk-and-resilience perspective. We proposed that high-
conflict divorce may be a context may put children at risk
for suffering and trauma but at the same time may be a
context in which children may show their resilience. A first
goal of the present research was therefore to examine both
the traumatic impact of divorce and the post-divorce
adjustment in children whose parents are involved in a
high-conflict divorce. Consistent with our suggestion, the
findings of our study revealed that despite the high-conflict
divorce of their parents, on average, children reported post-
divorce adjustment and, simultaneously, considerable levels
of divorce-specific traumatic impact. At the same time, at
the individual level, we observed domain spill-over, such
that children who experienced higher traumatic impact
following the divorce demonstrated a lower post-divorce
adjustment. Together, these findings underline that the
analytical approach shapes the answer to the question how
children adjust to the adversity of high-conflict divorce.
Using an average-level approach allows researchers to
examine differences between individuals or groups. In our
study, the mean of children’s post-divorce adjustment was,
despite the experienced adversity of their parents’ high-
conflict divorce, comparable to the national norm, high-
lighting children’s resilience. At the same time, the mean
divorce-related post-traumatic stress symptoms were con-
siderable with almost half of the children experiences
clinical levels. Using a correlational within-person
approach, on the contrary, our results highlighted the risk
of divorce-related trauma for -children’s post-divorce
adjustment, showing that children who experienced more
divorce-related trauma experienced less post-divorce
adjustment.

The differences in the statistical approaches used in
different studies investigating children’s adjustment after
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divorce (mean level differences between groups vs. corre-
lations between variables within individuals and between
groups) may have hampered the translation of findings from
one field of study to the other and may have contributed to
the disparities in research findings. For example, profes-
sionals in the field may feel confused about how a child can
report high adjustment, and yet psychosocial intervention
studies can target and improve this same adjustment, by
targeting divorce-related traumatic symptoms, as suggested
by our findings. Consistent with other studies on trauma in
children (e.g., Alisic et al. 2008), our findings encourage
professionals and research to look at the broad range of
reactions, positive and negative, that children show in the
aftermath of divorce. The high rate of divorce-related post-
traumatic stress found in our sample of children whose
parents were involved in high-conflict divorces may indi-
cate that these divorces can be considered a traumatic event
as defined by the Al criterion of the DSM-IV-TR or DSM-5
Trauma, especially if domestic violence or abuse is
involved (Alisic et al. 2014; Fotheringham et al. 2013).

A second goal of the present research was to explore the
influence of several promotive or protective factors on
children’s adjustment following divorce. Based on previous
work, we reasoned that children would differ in the extent to
which the traumatic impact spills over to their overall
adjustment, exploring the moderating roles of perceived
parental conflict, time since the divorce, self-esteem, and
perceived control (e.g., Dumont and Provost 1999;
Hetherington 2006; Kelly and Emery 2003). These analyses
yielded a main effect of self-esteem on post-divorce
adjustment, suggesting that self-esteem is a promotive,
rather than a protective factor. Self-esteem is crucial to
mental and social wellbeing across the life-span by fostering
aspirations and personal goals, active coping with adversity,
and interaction with others (Kuster et al. 2013; Mann et al.
2004; Thoits 2010). High self-esteem also helps vulnerable
youth to cope with the psychological consequences of
divorce (e.g., Palosaari and Aro 1995). This result suggests
that pre-divorce, peri-divorce, and post-divorce interven-
tions that further bolster children’s sense of empowerment
and self-esteem may be particularly promising in amelior-
ating distress and fostering resilience among children whose
parents are involved in high-conflict divorces (Van der Wal
et al. 2017).

The results did not reveal conclusive evidence for a
promotive or protective role of perceived parental conflict,
time since the divorce, or perceived control on the asso-
ciation between traumatic impact and post-divorce adjust-
ment. The exploratory analyses revealed a main effect of
age on post-divorce adjustment, such that younger children
tended to adjust better than older children. Previous studies
have shown mixed results with respect to how children’s
age affects their adjustment to divorce (e.g., Allison and
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Furstenberg 1989; Lansford et al. 2006). Because the tran-
sition from childhood to adolescence is marked by devel-
opmental changes at all levels of functioning, examining
whether this effect is related to divorce-related experiences
and/or age-related developmental changes would be parti-
cularly informative.

Although previous work recognized the disparity of
findings regarding children’s adjustment following divorce,
most of these inconsistencies were attributed to pre- and
post-divorce differences between groups of children (e.g.,
Amato 2010; Lansford 2009). Such a divorce-stress-
adjustment perspective helps to get a better understanding
of the impact of divorce on children’s post-divorce adjust-
ment. As described above, we suggest that, in addition to
such a mean-level approach, it is essential to differentiate
between average and within-person effects. Specifically, the
relatively high mean levels of post-divorce adjustment, on
the one hand, and high levels of divorce-related traumatic
symptoms, on the other hand, suggest that children whose
parents are involved in high-conflict divorces, on average,
show resilience in the face of adversity. These average
effects are consistent with research showing that positive
and negative outcomes following traumatic life-events can
coexist (Alisic et al. 2008). However, significant correla-
tions between divorce-related traumatic impact and chil-
dren’s post-divorce adjustment illustrate that, at the
individual level, divorce-specific trauma spill over and
extend beyond the specific domain of family to broader
areas of life. In addition, more research, ideally, pro-
spective, longitudinal studies are needed to examine
boundary conditions to our findings. For instance, it is
important to explore to what extent the quality of post-
separation co-parenting relationships may alleviate the spill-
over effect of divorce-related trauma (see e.g., Hardesty
et al. 2017). Also, the role of domestic violence warrants
attention (Fotheringham et al. 2013), such that future
research should examine whether children who are targets
vs. witnesses of domestic violence are differentially sus-
ceptible to suffer from divorce-specific stress.

Strengths, Limitations and Future Research
Directions

Before closing, it is important to note several strengths and
limitations of the present work. First, the cross-sectional
design of the present study prevents us from drawing firm
conclusions about causal effects of the divorce itself on
traumatic impact and post-divorce adjustment. For example,
differences in children’s adjustment measured after the
divorce may be influenced by pre-divorce differences
between children (e.g., Sun 2001; Sun and Li 2002). Yet,
despite pre-divorce differences, it is also likely that children
exhibit a further decrease in adjustment following divorce

(e.g., Strohschein 2005). Future prospective, longitudinal
research whereby wellbeing is measured before and after
the divorce is needed to reveal such causal relations. Sec-
ond, the data employed in this study relied on a single study
among children in The Netherlands whose parents were
involved in high-conflict divorce. In our study, all families
were referred to treatment by child protection services or
judges, because the wellbeing of the child was threatened
by parents’ ongoing conflict. While this sample provides
unique insights in an understudied group of children, our
findings warrant replication in other studies, for example,
with groups of children whose parents divorced but not
necessarily with a lot a conflict, or with groups of children
whose parents did not marry but only cohabitated. More-
over, because legal and clinical decision-making regarding
divorce differ across regions, professionals, and countries,
research is needed to examine whether these differences
affect the generalizability and robustness of our results.
Third, the findings rely on self-reports. We chose self-report
in the first meeting to ensure confidentiality and avoid
socially desirable answers. Nevertheless, replication of the
study with clinical interviews would be valuable. Finally,
only the children themselves were asked to report on their
experiences of parental conflict. Parents and children may
differ in their interpretation and evaluation of conflict. For
example, what parents may describe as a heated discussion,
children may perceive as negative and threatening, espe-
cially when they have been exposed to interparental conflict
during longer periods of time (Davies et al. 2006). Research
in which parents, children, and other informants, such as
teachers, can complement each other in reports of conflict
would be particularly promising to increase our under-
standing of children’s perception of parental conflict in the
divorce context.

The finding that these high-risk children reported com-
parable adjustment levels to other Dutch children is somewhat
surprising and warrants further research. First, it is possible
that our findings validly reflect children’s perceptions and
experiences and indicate that children have adapted to their
parents’ divorce, regretting some aspects but creating a new
normal. Second, based on Hetherington’s (2006) observa-
tions, it is possible that some children attempt to protect their
parents by minimizing their distress. Third, it is also possible
that the timing of the assessment, just before an intervention
program that reunites parents for the better of the children,
may have led children to feel hopeful about change in their
families, and possibly a parental reunification. Indeed,
research suggests that children’s irrational beliefs about
divorce, especially hope for reunification is persistent and
long-lasting (DeLucia-Waack and Gellman 2007). More
research, ideally longitudinal studies, including children
whose parents are involved in high-conflict divorces but do
not participate in interventions would be promising.
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Future research further examining individual differences
in children’s adjustment following divorce would also be
promising. Which environmental factors and/or personality
traits may buffer the traumatic impact of divorce on chil-
dren’s post-divorce adjustment? To illustrate, because the
relationship between child(ren) and (one of) the parents is
often damaged when parents decide to divorce (e.g., Booth
and Amato 1994), being able to forgive the parents for the
divorce may help to restore and re-establish this relation-
ship. This, in turn, may help children to adjustment to the
divorce of their parents (e.g., Van der Wal et al. 2016).
Conversely, children who tend to feel guilty for the divorce
of their parents (e.g., Laumann-Billings & Emery, 2000), or
hold in grief for the parents’ sake (e.g., Stroebe et al. 2013)
may be at higher risk for post-traumatic symptoms. It would
be interesting to examine whether processes such as for-
giveness, feelings of guilt, or grief may help to gain a better
understanding of differences in children’s adjustment fol-
lowing parental divorce. By combining self-report indices
of children’s adjustment with open interviews, scholars will
be better able to thoroughly examine individual differences
in children’s adjustment to divorce.

The current article provides evidence of both risk and
resilience in relation to children’s experience of their par-
ents’ high-conflict divorce. Not only do they report high
levels of divorce-related traumatic impact, on average, they
also report relatively high levels of post-divorce adjustment.
At the same time, children with more divorce-specific
trauma reported less post-divorce adjustment. There may be
important differences between children that contribute to
these outcomes, and future research is needed to illuminate
individual differences to explain the disparity in children’s
reactions and experiences related to parental divorce.
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