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1.1 Introduction

 In the last four decades, the meaning of marriage has changed immensely, and families have 

become more complex and diverse. In the Netherlands, the number of marriages each year has 

decreased by almost one-third since 1970 (Latten, 2005). It is no longer self-evident that couples 

will get married before they start living together. For a large group of Dutch citizens, living 

together without being married is a realistic option, at least for some time (Latten, 2005). Couples 

often start with a period of cohabitation before they choose to formalize their relationships 

with a cohabitation agreement, partnership registration or marriage. Even so, around 20 % of all 

cohabiting couples never formalize their relationships at all (CBS, 2010). Relationship formation 

has become a more individual matter, as demonstrated by recent legal developments in the 

Netherlands. Many rights and obligations that were once exclusively reserved for married couples 

are currently assigned to unmarried cohabiting couples as well (Latten, 2005). Furthermore, recent 

research on marital status and relationship quality showed no differences between married and 

unmarried cohabiting couples (e.g., McLanahan & Beck, 2010).

During the same period (from around 1970 until now), the number of divorces has tripled and 

around 14 times more children are born outside of marital relationships (Latten, 2005). Recent 

figures also show that around half of all divorced parents begin cohabiting with new partners 

within three years (CBS, 2010). Overall, it can be said that processes of relationship formation and 

dissolution have become more dynamic in the last four decades. 

As a consequence of these processes, children may grow up with either married parents or 

unmarried cohabiting parents. Moreover, they are increasingly likely to be raised in “post-divorce 

family structures”, including single-parent families, stepparent families, patchwork (or blended) 

families (i.e., families in which both parents have children from previous relationships), and 

shared-parenting families (i.e., families in which the child lives in two households; partially with 

the mother and partially with the father). In the Netherlands, 15.3 % of all under-age children 

are currently living in single-mother families, and 6.1 % are living in stepfamilies. The majority 

of these family constellations originate from parental divorces and separation (E-Quality, 2008). 

Since 1998, both parents retain parental custody over their children after a divorce. Most ex-

partners maintain contact with each other after the divorce in order to consult with each other 

about child-rearing issues. 

Several theories and studies support the assumption that the actual structure of the family 

structure is of less influence on the wellbeing of children as are the processes that take place 

within these various family constellations (e.g., Golombok, 2000). The main goal of this research 

was therefore to investigate these processes within various family constellations. In this thesis, 

two processes that are frequently associated with the psychosocial adjustment of children, the 

quality of family relationships (§1.2) and the experience of parenting stress (§1.3), are examined 

in a variety of family constellations. 
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1.2 Family relationships 

1.2.1 Family systems perspective

General Systems Theory was developed with the goal of detecting general principles that 

can be applied to all types of systems in all fields of research (Von Bertalanffy, 1950). According to 

this theory, a system is characterized by several components (or subsystems) that interact with 

and mutually influence each other. Changes in one part of a system influence all other parts of 

the system (White & Klein, 2008). This theory can be very useful for understanding families and 

family functioning. 

When applied to families, system theory views a family not only as a group of people 

together, but also as “an aggregate of particular relationships and shared memories, successes, 

failures and aspirations” (Boss, 2002, p. 21). A family can be considered as a complex system 

composed of various subsystems (e.g. the parental subsystem, parent-child subsystems, and 

sibling subsystems). Family members participate within various subsystems. For example, 

parents participate in both the parental subsystem and the parent-child subsystem; children 

participate in the parent-child subsystems and sibling subsystems. Furthermore, several authors 

make a distinction between the marital subsystem and the co-parental subsystem (e.g., Ahrons 

& Wallisch, 1987; Feinberg, 2003). The marital relationship often refers to the romantic and 

emotional bond between partners; the co-parenting relationship refers to interactions between 

parents and their responsibilities regarding their children and child-rearing issues (Adamsons & 

Pasley, 2010). 

As systems, post-divorce families are even more complex. These families are often 

characterized by more subsystems than are intact families, especially when divorced parents 

find and cohabitate with new partners (CBS, 2010). In general, therefore, children in post-

divorce families are faced with more family relationships than are children in intact families, 

and these relationships are more complex. For instance, in addition to participating in parent-

child subsystems and sibling subsystems, many children become part of stepfather-child and/

or stepmother-child subsystems, and possibly even half-sibling and/or stepsibling subsystems. 

These relationships are often of a different nature, and the previous histories of the involved 

members are generally shorter than is usually the case with intact families. The distinction 

between the marital subsystem and the co-parental subsystem is particularly applicable to 

divorced couples. The majority of divorced parents in the Netherlands maintain contact with 

each other after divorce because they share parental custody of their children. The nature of this 

contact is often based on some conception of co-parenting. 

Several studies have demonstrated that various family subsystems mutually influence each 

other (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), as well as the functioning of children (Cowan, Cohn, Cowan, & 

Pearson, 1996; Golombok, 2000). A clear understanding of child development and child behavior 

thus requires examining the entire family system.   
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1.2.2 Spillover and compensation processes between family subsystems 

As mentioned before, a change in one part of a system influences all other parts of the system 

(White & Klein, 2008). All subsystems within a particular system are thus related to each other. To 

understand the associations between two or more family subsystems, the literature frequently 

describes two perspectives: the spillover perspective and the compensatory perspective (Erel 

& Burman, 1995). According to the spillover perspective, emotions and behavior in one family 

subsystem spill over into other subsystems. For example, a warm relationship between both 

parents increases the likelihood that these parents will also have warm relationships with their 

children. According to the compensatory perspective, emotions and behavior in one family 

subsystem compensate for the emotions and behaviors in other family subsystems. For instance, 

when the relationship between parents is discordant, siblings might seek support from each 

other by maintaining warm relationships. 

The interrelatedness of various subsystems is assessed in several studies, most of which 

clearly support the spillover perspective (e.g., Amato & Afifi, 2006; Erel & Burman, 1995). Post-

divorce families have been less broadly studied, however, and the studies that do exist (e.g., Bray 

& Berger, 1993) do not always include all family systems and subsystems in which children were 

involved. 

1.2.3 Family relationships and children’s adjustment in various family constellations

Many studies of intact families show that the quality of various family relationships and the 

psychosocial adjustment of children are strongly associated with each other. In this context as 

well, post-divorce families have been studied less extensively, and not all studies have included 

the myriad of systems and subsystems within these families. Nevertheless, in both intact as well 

as in post-divorce family structures, the quality of family relationships seems to be strongly linked 

to the psychosocial adjustment of children. Children who grow up in a warm, harmonious family 

in which family members have good and warm relationships with each other and, if appropriate, 

with extended family members (e.g., the father’s new partner, step-siblings), tend to report lower 

levels of problem behavior and to exhibit higher levels of wellbeing (e.g., Katz & Gottman, 1993; 

Wilkinson, 2004; Snyder, Bank, & Burraston, 2005; Sturgess, Dunn, & Davies, 2001). 

1.3 Parenting and parental stress
1.3.1 Parenting

Parenting can be considered a self-regulative and adaptive process (Hermanns, 1998). 

However, situations, processes, or personal characteristics of parents and/or children sometimes 

interfere with parenting by disrupting this self-regulative and adaptive process. These situations, 

processes, and characteristics are often identified as risk factors (Hermanns, 1998). In the 

literature, parental divorce and growing up in a post-divorce family structure are associated 

with risk factors. The higher the number of risk factors to which a child is exposed, the greater 
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is the probability that the child’s developmental outcome will be negatively affected (American 

Academy of Pediatrics, 2003; Sameroff, 2010). 

1.3.2 Stress 

There is no unambiguous definition of stress. Some researchers state that stress is change, 

and it is neither good nor bad in and of itself. Whether it is perceived as positive or negative 

depend upon the system or, in this case, the family (e.g., Boss, 2002). Other researchers define 

stress as a physical, mental, or emotional response to an event that causes physical or mental 

tension (e.g., Franken, 1994). Stress can also refer to an outside event or force that can affect a 

person’s physical or mental state. These events or forces are often called stressors. 

In stress theory, a distinction is made between stressful life events and chronic sources of 

stress (Umberson, Williams, Powers, Liu, & Needham, 2005). Stressful life events refer to specific 

events of relatively short duration, while chronic stressors are of longer duration. According to 

the Social Readjustment Rating Scale (Holmes & Rahe, 1967; Horowitz, Schaefer, Hiroto, Wilner, & 

Levin, 1977), a widely used measurement for stressful life events, divorce and marital separation 

are among the most stressful life events. Furthermore, divorce can cause several chronic stressors, 

including financial problems and ongoing conflicts between ex-partners. Both stressful life 

events and chronic stressors can be considered as risk factors that threaten the post-divorce 

adjustment of children (Kitson, 2006). From this perspective, differences between intact families 

and post-divorce families are caused by the stress and strains inherent in relationship dissolution 

(Williams & Umberson, 2004). 

1.3.3  Parenting stress

Parenting stress is a specific sort of stress, which generally refers to the feelings experienced 

by parents when they are unable to cope with the demands associated with parenting. Parenting 

stress is frequently associated with less adaptive parenting behavior, lower quality of the family 

relationships, and child adjustment problems (e.g., Ang, 2008; Bornstein, 2002; Helms-Erickson, 

2001). Within different family constellations, different stressors may be more prominently present. 

In single-parent families, the parent lacks the presence of the other parent. A second adult 

in the household can provide child-rearing assistance and emotional support (Thompson & 

Esminger, 1989), and the absence of a partner often leaves the parent with nobody else with 

whom to share the day-to-day responsibilities and stresses associated with raising a child 

(Golombok, 2000). Furthermore, the economic resources of single-parent families (particularly 

single-mother families) usually decline sharply after divorce (e.g., Bouman, 2004). In the 

Netherlands, a substantial proportion of all divorced single mothers have incomes around the 

welfare level (Bouman, 2004).

Around half of all divorced or separated parents in the Netherlands begin cohabiting with 

new partners within three years (CBS, 2010). In general, when single parents remarry or cohabitate 

with new partners, their family income increases. On average, the family income of stepfather 
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families is only slightly lower than that of intact families (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). Other 

stressors may be more prominent in stepfamilies, however, due to the increased complexity of 

family subsystems. Members of stepfamilies must cope with family relationships that are more 

complex, and it might be necessary for stepparents to adapt their parenting styles (Cherlin, 1978). 

1.4 Thesis outline 
1.4.1  Aim of the study

In this thesis, five empirical studies are presented in each of five chapters. Although these 

chapters can be read individually, a common thread unites them. All of the studies are based 

on a dataset concerning mothers and their children (8-12 years old), obtained from municipal 

registration offices, elementary schools, and the social networks of student assistants. The 

methods sections of the empirical chapters thus overlap considerably. 

The main goal of these studies was to investigate processes within various family 

constellations. They address two family processes that are frequently associated with the 

psychosocial adjustment children: the quality of various family relationships and the extent to 

which parents experience parenting stress. These family processes are studied within intact 

families, divorced single mother families, and stepfather families. Several studies have shown no 

differences between married and cohabitating couples regarding the quality of their relationship 

(e.g., McLanahan & Beck, 2010). In this paper, therefore, the term “divorce” also refers to marital 

separation and relationship dissolution amongst unmarried cohabitating couples with children. 

Associations between various family subsystems in intact families and the psychosocial 

adjustment of children are investigated in Chapter 2. Multiple informants were used to gather 

data: mothers were asked about their marital satisfaction, and children were questioned about 

their relationships with their mothers, fathers, and siblings. Chapter 3 examines family subsystems 

in divorced families (e.g., relationships between divorced parents, mother-child relationships, and 

non-resident father-child relationships) and associations with children’s adjustment. This study 

is comparable to the study described in the previous chapter, although divorced mothers were 

questioned about both the quality of their relationships with their ex-partners, as well as about 

their co-parenting relationships with their ex-partners. Chapter 4 concerns children growing up 

in stepfather families, examining family subsystems within and outside the household. Children 

were asked about conflicts and acceptance within their relationships with non-resident fathers 

and stepfathers. The study also investigates associations between these relationships and child 

adjustment. Chapter 5 describes a comparison between intact families, divorced single-mother 

families, and stepfather families regarding the level of parenting stress experienced by mothers. 

It also includes an examination of links with the psychosocial adjustment of children. Chapter 

6 provides confirmation of the existence of spillover processes between the relationships of 

mothers with their ex-partners and their relationships with their children. It also tests a model 

using divorced the level of parenting stress experienced by mothers as a mediator. A final chapter 

(Chapter 7) presents a general conclusion and discussion of the various studies. 
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Family relationships and the psychosocial adjustment 
of school aged children in intact families1

Abstract

This study investigated whether the quality of three family relationships (i.e., marital, parent–child, 

sibling) in intact families are associated with each other and with children’s psychosocial adjustment. 

Data were collected by means of maternal and child reports (N = 88) using standardized instruments 

(i.e., Marital Satisfaction Scale, Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire). The findings confirm 

associations between the marital and the parent–child relationship, and between the parent–child 

and the sibling relationship. Further, both father–child relationships and sibling relationships predict 

children’s adjustment. Father–child conflicts contribute to children’s problem behavior, while father–

child acceptance and sibling affection contribute significantly to children’s general self-esteem. 

However, contrary to previous studies no support was found for the association between marital 

relationship and sibling relationship, or for that between marital relationship quality and children’s 

adjustment.  

1Hakvoort, E. M., Bos, H. M. W., van Balen, F., & Hermanns, J. M. A. (2010). Family relationships and the 
psychosocial adjustment of school aged children in intact families. Journal of Genetic Psychology, 171, 182-201. 
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2.1 Introduction

 According to the family system theory, a family can be considered a system. Within this 

system, three important kinds of family relationships (or “subsystems”) can be distinguished, 

namely the marital relationship, the parent–child relationship, and the sibling relationship. 

Family system theorists assert that an understanding of children’s functioning necessitates an 

understanding of family dynamics (Sameroff, 1994; Thelen & Smith, 1994). The quality of family 

relationships influences the functioning of the children, and vice versa (Cowan, Cohn, Cowan, & 

Pearson, 1996; Golombok, 2000). Furthermore, it is assumed that different family relationships 

mutually influence each other (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

 Most studies on family relationships and children’s psychosocial adjustment have focused on 

only one or two of the above-mentioned relationships. The present study, however, investigated 

three family subsystems (marital relationship, parent–child relationships, and sibling relationship) 

and their associations with children’s psychosocial adjustment. 

2.1.1 Associations between family relationships

 From a family systems perspective, emotions or behavior in a specific family subsystem 

might influence other subsystems within the family (Parke, 2004). Therefore, it can be assumed 

that family relationships are associated with each other. To understand the association between 

two or more family relationships, the literature frequently describes two perspectives, namely 

the spillover perspective and the compensatory perspective (Erel & Burman, 1995). According 

to the former perspective, emotions and behavior in one family subsystem ‘spill over’ to another 

subsystem. This implies a positive correlation between two family relationships; for example, 

when the relationship between parents is warm, the parent–child relationship is positive, or 

when the relationship between parents is hostile, the parent–child relationship is characterized 

by negativity. According to the compensatory perspective, emotions and behavior in one family 

subsystem compensate for the emotions and behaviors in another family subsystem. This 

implies a negative correlation between two family relationships, for instance, a warm relationship 

between siblings when the parent–child relationship is discordant, or vice versa. It might, of 

course, be possible that there is no significant association between two different relationships.   

 The interrelatedness between marital relationship and parent–child relationship has been 

assessed in several studies (see, e.g., the meta-analysis by Erel & Burman, 1995). Most of these 

studies support the spillover perspective and report a positive correlation between these two 

family relationships. It appears that a high level of marital quality is associated with a warm parent–

child relationship (Fauchier & Margolin, 2004), and that a marital relationship characterized by 

conflict is correlated with a more negative parent–child relationship (Amato & Afifi, 2006; Dunn, 

O’Connor, & Cheng, 2005; Gerard, Krishnakumar, & Buehler, 2006; Kerig, Cowan, & Cowan, 1993, 

Vandewater & Lansford, 1998). However, a number of studies have shown more clear associations 

between father–child interaction and marital quality, than between mother–child relationship 
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and marital quality (Belsky, Youngblade, Rovine, & Volling, 1991; Kerig, Cowan, & Cowan, 1993). 

 The relation between parent–child relationship and sibling relationship has been well 

studied; most studies support the spillover perspective and show a concordant association 

between these two relationships. Positive aspects of the parent–child relationship are related 

to positive aspects of the sibling relationship (Boer, Goedhart, & Treffers, 1992; Brody, Stoneman, 

& McCoy, 1994; Bryant & Crockenberg, 1980; Pike, Coldwell, & Dunn, 2005), while a parent–child 

relationship that is characterized by intrusive and over-controlling parenting is associated with 

conflict and aggression between siblings (Boer, Goedhart, & Treffers, 1992; Volling & Belsky, 1992). 

However, Byant and Crockenberg (1980) reported a contradictory finding that is more in line 

with the compensatory perspective: They found that maternal disregard was associated with 

an increase in prosocial behavior between sisters. Siblings who are confronted with negative, 

cold-hearted parent–child relationships, turn to each other for warmth and support, and thus 

establish a positive sibling relationship (Boer, Goedhart, & Treffers, 1992). 

 As for the association between marital relationship and sibling relationship, it should be 

mentioned that this association is, of course, somewhat different from the association between 

marital relationship and parent–child relationship, and from the association between parent–

child relationship and sibling relationship. Different family members are involved in the marital 

relationship and the sibling relationship (i.e., parents in the former and siblings in the latter 

relationship). The two relationships are independent of each other. This may explain the differing 

outcomes of previous research regarding the association between marital relationship and 

sibling relationship. On the one hand, most studies have shown that when the quality of the 

marital relationship is high in terms of a high level of affection and a low level of conflict, the 

relationship between siblings tends to be affectionate (e.g., Caban, 2004; Dunn, Deater-Deckard, 

Pickering, Golding, & the ALSPAC Study Team, 1999; Yu & Gamble, 2008). The quality of the marital 

relationship might directly or indirectly influence a child’s relationship with his or her siblings. 

Exposure to marital conflict, for example, has a direct influence on children’s sibling relationships 

(Amato & Keith, 1991; Caban, 2004), while the quality of the marital relationship can indirectly 

influence the sibling relationship by disrupting parenting behaviors (Gerard, Krishnakumar, & 

Buehler, 2006). On the other hand, a recent study on intact families with two adolescent children 

did not support the association between the marital relationship and the sibling relationship 

(Deković & Buist, 2005).

 Thus it seems that the marital relationship and the parent–child relationship are positively 

associated with each other. For the association between the parent–child and the sibling 

relationship, most studies report a positive association, although there is some evidence for a 

negative association. With regard to the association between the marital relationship and the 

sibling relationship, most studies support a positive association; however, there is also evidence 

that there is no association between these relationships. 
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2.1.2 Associations between family relationships and children’s psychosocial adjustment.

 Associations between the quality of family relationships and children’s psychosocial 

adjustment have been studied extensively. A large number of studies have been carried out 

to assess the relation between the quality of the marital relationship and the psychosocial 

adjustment of children. For example, it was found that when parents are dissatisfied with their 

marital relationships and are having structural conflicts, their children show more problem 

behavior (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Fishman & Meyers, 2000; Jenkins, Simpson, Dunn, Rasbash, 

& O’Connor, 2005), such as conduct and personality problems (Hershorn & Rosenbaum, 1985), 

and internalizing and externalizing problem behavior (Katz & Gottman, 1993). On the other hand, 

when parents are satisfied with their partner relationships, their children do well and show high 

levels of psychosocial adjustment (e.g., Ferguson & Allen, 1978; Pawlak & Altman Klein, 1997). 

However, there are some differences between boys and girls. For example, Reid and Crisafulli 

(1990) found that the relation between parental conflict and children’s problem behavior is 

stronger for boys than for girls. In contrast, van der Valk, de Goede, Spruijt, and Meeus (2007) 

reported an association between marital distress, as reported by parents, and the emotional 

adjustment of adolescent girls but not that of adolescent boys. It appears that boys tend to 

react to parental conflict with more externalizing problem behavior, while girls tend to internalize 

problem behavior.

 The association between parent–child relationship and child adjustment has drawn much 

attention. When the parent–child relationship quality is characterized by much affection and 

fewer conflicts, children show high levels of self-esteem (Amato, 1986; Wilkinson, 2004), prosocial 

behavior (Sturgess, Dunn, & Davies, 2001; Schneider, Atkinson, & Tardif, 2001), and low levels of 

psychological distress (Fishman & Meyers, 2000). When the quality of the parent–child relationship 

is characterized by less warmth and much conflict, children show more externalizing problem 

behavior (Sturgess, Dunn, & Davies, 2001) and are less satisfied with their lives when they become 

adults (Nickerson & Nagle, 2004). 

 In contrast, fewer studies have assessed the association between the quality of the sibling 

relationship and the children’s psychosocial adjustment (for reviews, see Brody, 1998; Parke, 

2004). It has been shown that a warm relationship and low levels of conflict between siblings 

predict high levels of self-esteem and low levels of feeling lonely (Sherman, Landsford, & Volling, 

2006). Several studies have reported a mediating effect of the quality of the sibling relationship 

on several family threats to younger sibling outcomes (e.g., mothers’ single parenting, and 

marital discord; East & Khoo, 2005; Jenkins & Smith, 1990). Sibling affection also moderates the 

relationship between stressful life events and internalizing problem behavior, independent of the 

quality of the parent–child relationship (Gass, Jenkins, & Dunn, 2007). Positivity within the sibling 

relationship is more strongly linked with child adjustment than sibling conflict (Pike, Coldwell, & 

Dunn, 2005), while a poor sibling relationship can contribute to the development of antisocial 

behavior and poor peer relationships (Snyder, Bank, & Burraston, 2005). 
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2.1.3 Research aims

Although much attention has been paid to family relationships and children’s psychosocial 

adjustment, most studies focused on only one or two relationships within the family. It is well 

known that family relationships mutually influence each other (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

Besides, the quality of family relationship also affects the functioning of children, and vice versa 

(e.g., Golombok, 2000). Therefore, in the present study three different family subsystems were 

associated with each other and with children’s psychosocial adjustment. Further, the study 

employed both mothers’ reports and children’s reports: Mothers filled in a questionnaire about 

the quality of their marital relationships, while children were interviewed about the quality of 

their relationships with their fathers, mothers, and younger siblings, and about their psychosocial 

well-being. Children’s self-reports were used rather than parental reports, on which this type of 

research usually relies. Several studies have investigated the concurrence of parents and children 

on reporting children’s outcomes, and most of these studies show that children are reliable 

reporters (e.g., Herjanic, Herjanic, Brown, & Wheatt, 1975; Herjanic & Reich, 1997). Furthermore, 

a recent study found that children’s reports of indirect parental behavior are more consistently 

associated with children’s adjustment than parent reports (Haines, Neumark-Sztainer, Hannan, & 

Robinson-O’Brien, 2008). 

Last, most of the previously mentioned studies focused on negative aspects of the 

relationship within the marital subsystem, while this study focused on a more positive aspect of 

this subsystem (i.e., the mother’s satisfaction with her partner and with her partner as a co-parent) 

in order to see whether we would still find positive associations with other family relationships 

within a sample of intact families with two children in middle childhood (8–12 years old). 

The first aim was to assess whether the three family relationships (marital relationship, 

parent–child relationships, and child–sibling relationship) are associated with each other. Based 

on previous studies, we expected to find that all family relationships are positively correlated 

with each other. The second aim was to examine the extent to which all of the above-mentioned 

family relationships predict children’s psychosocial adjustment. In the present study, we focused 

on three aspects of children’s psychosocial adjustment –  namely children’s problem behavior, 

general self-esteem, and social competence – because these aspects are important predictors 

of adult psychopathology and later life satisfaction (e.g., Heinonen, Räikkönen, & Keltikangas-

Järvinen, 2005; McGue & Iacono, 2005; Vecchio, Gerbino, Pastorelli, Del Bove, & Caprara, 2007). We 

expected to find that all family relationships are associated with these psychosocial adjustment 

variables. 
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2.2 Method

2.2.1 Recruitment and response rate

 We established three criteria for including a child in the study: He/she must have been 

raised in an intact family, be between 8 and 12 years old, and have a younger sibling who was 

least 4 years old (so that the age gap between the target child and the younger sibling would 

not be too large). The participating families were recruited by three methods. First, a random 

sample consisting of 300 families that had a child who met our criteria was drawn from the 

population register of two cities in the Netherlands. These families received an information letter 

about the study and an invitation to participate. Thirty-nine mothers returned the enclosed 

postcards indicating their willingness to participate (response rate: 13%). Second, families were 

contacted through six elementary schools. The parents of 579 children aged between 8 and 12 

received an invitation letter; of these families, 24 had a child who matched our criteria and were 

willing to participate. Third, families were contacted by the snowball method: Research assistants 

approached families in their personal networks that had a child who met our criteria. These 

families also received an information letter. Twenty-five families were recruited in this way. Thus, 

a total of 88 families participated in the study. No significant differences were found on social 

demographic variables between the participating families and the three recruitment methods. 

2.2.2 Procedure

 The families that had agreed to participate were contacted by phone to make an appointment 

for a home visit. The child questionnaire was administered during a one-hour interview with each 

target child in his or her home. During these sessions, the first author or one of her collaborators 

read the questionnaire items to the child and recorded the child’s answers. The mothers were 

asked to complete a questionnaire and return it to us in the stamped addressed envelope that 

we had provided. 

2.2.3 Measures

 Data were collected by means of maternal reports (family demographic characteristics, marital 

relationship) and child questionnaires (mother–child relationship, father–child relationship, 

sibling relationship, psychosocial adjustment). 

 Family demographic characteristics. Each mother was asked her age, her children’s ages, the 

number of children in the family, her educational level, her employment status, the number of 

hours she worked each week, and the family income. 

 Quality of the marital relationship. To measure each mother’s overall satisfaction with her 

partner relationship, we used the Marital Satisfaction Scale (MSS; Gerris et al., 1993) and the 

Relationship with Spouse subscale of the Parental Stress Index (PSI; Abidin, 1983; Groenendaal, 

Deković, & Gerrits, 1996). The MSS is an instrument to measure a mother’s satisfaction with her 

partner relationship. The scale consists of 7 items (e.g., “If I had to make a choice again, I would 
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choose the same partner”). Respondents were asked to indicate their agreement with each 

item on a 6-point scale (1 = completely disagree; 6 = completely agree). The PSI Relationship with 

spouse subscale measures a mother’s satisfaction with her partner as a co-parent. This subscale 

comprises 7 items (e.g., “Since we’ve had children, my partner has been less supportive than I 

expected”). Respondents were asked to indicate their agreement with each item on a 6-point 

scale (1 = fully agree; 6 = fully disagree). Because both scales are highly correlated with each other 

(r = .80, p = .001), they were combined into one scale to improve the reliability (Cronbach’s α = 

.86).

 Quality of relationships between children and parents. The child version of the Parent–Child 

Interaction Questionnaire (PACHIQ-Ch; Lange, 2001) was used to measure the quality of each 

child’s relationship with the mother and with the father. The items in the questionnaire concern 

interpersonal behavior and interpersonal feelings toward the mother and the father separately. 

Children were asked to indicate how often they display a certain behavior or experience a 

certain feeling (1 = never; 5 = always). The PACHIQ-Ch consists of two scales: the acceptance 

scale (8 items, e.g., “When I do something for my mother/father, I see that she/he appreciates it;” 

Cronbach’s alpha: mothers = .76, fathers = .81), and the conflict scale (17 items, e.g., ”When my 

mother/father and I disagree, we are able to talk about it;” Cronbach’s alpha: mothers = .89, fathers 

= .86).

 Quality of the sibling relationship. A subscale of the Sibling Relationship Inventory (SRI; Stocker 

& McHale, 1992) and a subscale of the Leiden Sibling Relationship Questionnaire (LRSQ; Boer, 

1990) were used to measure affection and quarreling, respectively, between the target child 

and his or her younger sibling. The affection subscale consists of 8 items of the SRI (e.g., ”Some 

children share secrets with their brothers and sisters, and other children don’t. How often do 

you share secrets with [target sibling]?” Cronbach’s alpha = .69). Each item is scored on a 3-point 

scale (1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 = always). The quarreling subscale consists of 6 items (e.g., “My 

brother/sister is often angry with me;” Cronbach’s alpha = .61). Items are scored on a 4-point scale 

(1 = never true; 4 = always true). 

 Psychosocial adjustment of the child. Data on the psychosocial adjustment of each child were 

collected by means of child reports that included several aspects of children’s psychosocial 

adjustment.

 Problem behavior was measured with the Total Difficulties Scale of the Strength and 

Difficulties Questionnaire Self-Report Version (SDQ; Goodman, 1997). Although this instrument 

is intended for children aged 11 and above, it has also been used in a non-clinical sample of 

children as young as 8 years old (Muris, Meesters, Eijkelenboom, & Vincken, 2004). This scale 

consists of 20 items or statements, for example “I am restless; I cannot stay still for long” or “I get 

very angry and often lose my temper”. Each statement has a response category ranging from 0 

(not true) to 2 (certainly true). The sum of the scores of all items produces a total score that reflects 

the overall measure of problem behavior. Cronbach’s alpha was .60. 
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 General self-esteem and social competence were measured by two subscales of the adapted 

Dutch version of the Perceived Competence Scale for Children (PCSC Dutch version; van den 

Bergh & van Ranst, 1998). In the original PCSC, as developed by Harter (1985), the items are 

formulated as bipolar statements. The child first has to decide the kind of child he or she is and 

then report whether the description is “sort of true” or “really true” for him or her. Van den Bergh 

and colleagues showed that the response format used in the original PCSC was too complex 

for younger children (van den Bergh & de Rycke, 2003; van den Bergh & van Ranst, 1998). In 

the Dutch version of the PCSC, the response format is simpler: Children are asked to rate on a 

4-point scale whether the labels or statements are true for them (1 = not true at all; 4 = very true). 

Each subscale consists of 7 statements, for example “I feel pretty sure of myself” (general self-

esteem) and “I have a lot of friends” (social competence). Cronbach’s alphas were good (general 

self-esteem: .75; social competence: .78). 

2.2.4 Participating families

 Between them, the 88 families that participated in the study had 37 boys (42%) and 51 

girls (58%); the children were interviewed and their mothers completed the questionnaire. 

No significant differences were found between boys and girls on any of the demographic 

characteristics of the sample. The mean age of the target children was 10.15 years (SD = 1.33), 

while that of their younger siblings was 7.17 years (SD = 1.50). The gender composition of the 

sibling pairs was as follows: 24 male/male, 13 male/female, 33 female/female, and 18 female/

male. The mothers who participated in the study had a mean age of 41.05 years (SD = 4.24). Most 

mothers had received intermediate vocational education or higher, which is in line with figures 

from Statistics Netherlands regarding the mean educational level of women between the ages 

of 35 and 44 in the Netherlands (Latten & van Dijk, 2007). Around three-quarters of the mothers 

had a job, which corresponds to the Dutch average (de Jong & Steenhof, 2000). Most of the 

employed mothers were working on a part-time basis (M = 22.98 hours/week, SD = 7.80). Around 

three-quarters of the families had annual incomes that were near or above average (€35,000).  

2.3 Results

2.3.1 Preliminary analysis

 Descriptive statistics of the major study variables for the total group, and separately for the 

boys and the girls, are presented in Table 2.1. An independent samples t-test with gender (1 = 

boys, 2 = girls) as grouping variable revealed no significant differences between boys and girls on 

family relationship variables or psychosocial adjustment variables. Therefore, boys and girls were 

combined into one sample in the subsequent analyses. 
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Table 2.1 Means (SD) of all studied family relationship variables and psychosocial adjustment  variables.

Boys
(n=37)

Girls
(n=51)

t-scores
(boys vs. girls)

Total
(N=88)

Range
n of 

items
α

Family Relationships

Marital Relationship

   Marital satisfaction 4.73 (1.08) 4.96 (1.17) -1.03 4.86 (1.13) 1 – 6 14 .86

Parent-child relationship

   Mother-child acceptance 4.09 (0.63) 4.28 (0.48) -1.57 4.20 (0.55) 1 – 5 8 .76

   Mother-child conflict 1.95 (0.58) 1.83 (0.51) 1.03 1.88 (0.55) 1 – 5 17 .89

   Father-child acceptance 4.08 (0.63) 4.28 (0.57) -1.56 4.19 (0.60) 1 – 5 8 .81

   Father-child conflict 1.82 (0.48) 1.80 (0.50) 0.20 1.81 (0.49) 1 – 5 17 .86

Sibling relationship

   Sibling affection 2.23 (0.38) 2.32 (0.30) -1.21 2.28 (0.34) 1 – 3 8 .69

   Sibling quarreling 1.81 (0.42) 1.78 (0.37) -0.40 1.79 (0.39) 1 – 4 6 .61

Psychosocial adjustment

   Total problem behavior 0.91 (0.22) 0.92 (0.23) -0.22 0.92 (0.23) 0 – 2 20 .60

   General self-esteem 3.02 (0.46) 2.98 (0.48) 0.34 3.00 (0.47) 1 – 4 7 .75

   Social competence 2.78 (0.59) 2.70 (0.50) 0.70 2.74 (0.54) 1 – 4 7 .78

* p < .05; ** p < .01

2.3.2 Bivariate Analyses

 Marital relationship and parent–child relationships. Correlations between the marital 

relationship and the parent–child relationships are presented in Table 2.2. Mother’s marital 

satisfaction was significantly correlated with both aspects of the father–child relationship 

(acceptance and conflict). These associations indicate that children whose mothers report lower 

levels of partner relationship satisfaction, experience lower levels of acceptance and higher levels 

of conflict with their fathers. 

 Parent–child relationships and sibling relationship. Both the mother–child relationship and the 

father–child relationship were found to be strongly associated with the sibling relationship (see 

Table 2.2). All four parent–child relationships variables (mother–child acceptance and conflict, 

and father–child acceptance and conflict) were found to be significantly correlated with both 

sibling relationship variables (affection and quarreling). These associations indicate that children 

who report higher levels of warmth toward and lower levels of conflict with their parents, also 

report higher levels of sibling affection and lower levels of sibling quarreling. 

 Marital relationship and sibling relationship. No significant associations were found between 

mother’s marital satisfaction and the sibling relationship variables (see Table 2.2).
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Family relationships and child adjustment. All family relationships were found to be associated with 

children’s well-being. The quality of the marital relationship is correlated with children’s general 

self-esteem (see Table 2.2). Mothers who report higher levels of marital satisfaction, have children 

who report higher levels of general self-esteem. There is also an association between the quality 

of the parent/child relationships and the children’s psychosocial adjustment. Children who report 

lower levels of parent–child conflict and higher levels of parent–child acceptance, also report 

lower levels of total problem behavior and higher levels of general self-esteem. Last, the quality 

of the sibling relationship is also associated with child adjustment: Sibling affection is associated 

with general self-esteem, while sibling quarreling is associated with total problem behavior. 

Children who report high levels of sibling affection, also report high levels of general self-esteem. 

On the other hand, children who report high levels of sibling quarreling, also report high levels 

of total problem behavior.

Table 2.2 Pearson correlation coefficients between family relationship variables and children’s psychosocial 
adjustment variables (N= 88). 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Marital relationship

1. Marital satisfaction -

Parent-child relationship

2. Mother-child acceptance .19 -

3. Mother-child conflict -.21 -.77** -

4. Father-child acceptance .46** .72** -.64** -

5. Father-child conflict -.36* -.63** .77** -.72** -

Sibling relationship

6. Sibling affection .14 .38** -.33** .38** -.31** -

7. Sibling quarreling -.20 -.41** .41** -.42** .30** -.25* -

Psychosocial adjustment

Total problem behavior -.18 -.37** .40** -.37** .46** -.20 .29**

General self-esteem .22* .26* -.21* .39** -.25* .34** -.15

Social competence -.04 .06 .03 .16 -.13 .17 -.03

* p < .05; ** p < .01

2.3.3 Multiple Regression Analyses

 A summary of the multiple regression analysis for family relationships variables that predict 

children’s psychosocial adjustment is given in Table 2.3. All variables regarding the quality of 

mothers’ relationships with their partners and children’s relationships with both their parents 

(acceptance, conflict) and their siblings (affection, quarreling) were included in the model, 
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because correlation analysis (see Table 2.2) had revealed that these variables are strongly 

intercorrelated. Analyses were carried out separately for children’s problem behavior, general 

self-esteem, and social competence.  

Table 2.3 Summary of multiple regression analysis for family relationship variables predicting children’s 
problem behavior, general self-esteem, and social competence. 

Problem behavior General self-esteem Social competence

B SE β B SE β B SE Β

Marital relationship

   Marital satisfaction -.01 .02 -.04 .03 .05 .06 -.06 .06 -.13

Parent-child relationships

   Mother-child acceptance .00 .07 .00 -.08 .16 -.10 -.04 .18 -.05

   Mother-child conflict .05 .08 .12 .01 .18 .01 .29 .21 .31

   Father-child acceptance .01 .07 .02 .31 .15 .40* .15 .17 .19

   Father-child conflict .17 .08 .37* .04 .18 .04 -.28 .21 -.28

Sibling relationship

   Sibling affection -.00 .07 -.00 .32 .16 .23* .22 .18 .15

   Sibling quarreling .06 .07 .10 -.06 .14 -.05 -.01 .16 -.00

R2 .26 .21 .08

F 3.75** 2.86* 0.91

* p < .05; ** p < .01

 As shown in Table 2.3, multiple regressions revealed that particularly the relationship 

between child and father and between child and sibling were significant predictors of children’s 

psychosocial adjustment. Children who report higher levels of conflict with their fathers, also 

report higher levels of problem behavior. Father–child conflict (β = .37, p < .05) accounted for 

26% of the variance in problem behavior. Furthermore, children who report higher levels of 

acceptance and affection toward their fathers and siblings, report higher levels of general self-

esteem. It was found that the child’s level of acceptance with his/her father (β = .40, p < .05) and 

affection toward his/her sibling (β = .23, p < .05) accounted for 21 % of the variance in general 

self-esteem. Last, none of the variables entered in the model significantly predicted children’s 

scores for social competence (see Table 2.3). 

2.4 Discussion

 The two aims of the present study were to assess whether the three family relationships 

are associated with each other, and to examine the extent to which these relationships predict 

children’s psychosocial adjustment. Our results support the spillover perspective for the 
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association between the marital relationship and the parent–child relationship, and for the 

association between the parent–child relationship and the sibling relationship. Furthermore, only 

the quality of the father–child relationship and that of the sibling relationship predict children’s 

psychosocial adjustment.

 Before discussing the results in detail, it should be mentioned that, in contrast to several 

other studies, preliminary analyses did not support differences between boys and girls on any 

of the psychosocial outcome variables (total problem behavior, general self-esteem, and social 

competences). It might be possible that we did not find any differences between boys and girls 

due to the low statistical power of the t-tests (1-β= .63). However, it is also possible that boys and 

girls in the Netherlands do not significantly differ from each other on these outcome variables. 

Previous studies in the Netherlands also found no support for differences between the two sexes 

on children’s adjustment variables (e.g., Bos & Sandfort, 2009). Because boys and girls did not 

significantly differ on any of the outcome variables, we combined them into one sample for the 

subsequent analyses. 

 Regarding the first aim of the study, our findings both partly support previous research and 

reveal some interesting and unexpected results. First, our results support the spillover perspective 

regarding the association between the marital and the parent–child relationship. A warm marital 

relationship is associated with a parent–child relationship that is characterized by high levels of 

acceptance and low levels of conflict. However, it is notable that mothers’ evaluations of their 

marital relationships are associated only with variables concerning the father–child relationship 

(acceptance and conflict), and not with the mother–child relationship. Previous studies also 

showed more clear associations between marital quality and the father–child relationship, than 

between marital quality and the mother–child relationship (e.g., Belsky et al., 1991, Kerig, Cowan, & 

Cowan, 1993). It appears that a mother’s relationship with her partner is more strongly correlated 

with the father–child relationship than with the mother–child relationship. This finding can be 

explained by the fact that mothers may be more skilled at separating relationships from each 

other (in this case, separating the marital relationship from the mother–child relationship) (Belsky 

et al., 1991). 

 Second, our results support the association between the parent–child relationship and the 

sibling relationship. All variables of the parent–child relationship (acceptance, conflict) were found 

to be significantly correlated with all variables of the sibling relationship (affection, quarreling). 

This result was also confirmed by several previous studies (e.g., Brody, Stoneman, & McCoy, 1994; 

Pike, Coldwell, & Dunn, 2005). Again, this finding can be explained from the spillover perspective: 

Children who maintain a warm relationship with their parents also have a warm relationship with 

their siblings, and vice versa. 

 Third, contrary to previous studies, our results do not support the association between 

marital relationship and sibling relationship. The reason we did not find support for this 

association might be that other persons are involved in these relationships. However, Yu and 
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Gamble (2008) concluded that there is a direct effect of the marital relationship quality on 

sibling relationship quality. On the other hand, Deković and Buist (2005) reported no significant 

association between marital relationship and sibling relationship within a sample of intact 

families with two adolescent children in the Netherlands. This lack of agreement might also be 

related to the conceptualization of marital relationship quality. Like Deković and Buist (2005), we 

used a more general conceptualization of marital quality: The mothers were asked how satisfied 

they were with their spouses as partners and as co-parents, while in other studies (e.g., Amato & 

Keith, 1991; Caban, 2004) the focus was more on negative aspects of the marital relationship, for 

example hostility and conflict between parents. It is possible that negative behavior within the 

marital relationship influences the relationship between siblings more than the mother’s general 

satisfaction with her partner and her partner’s co-parenting skills. This explanation is analogous 

to Roberts and Strayer’s (1987) threshold theory, namely that higher levels of warmth in the 

parent–child relationship do not result in increasing levels of psychosocial adjustment once a 

certain threshold has been reached.

 We also examined the extent to which family relationships predict children’s psychosocial 

adjustment. Although our results support the assumption that family relationships predict 

children’s psychosocial adjustment, this applies only to children’s problem behavior and general 

self-esteem. Multiple regression analyses revealed that especially children’s relationships with 

their fathers and their siblings have a significant impact on their problem behavior and general 

self-esteem. None of the family relationship variables contributed to predicting children’s social 

competence; however, this might be due to the low statistical power of the regression-analysis 

for social competence.

 The quality of the father–child relationship is a significant predictor of a child’s psychosocial 

adjustment. Father–child conflict significantly predicts a child’s problem behavior, and father–

child acceptance is a significant predictor of a child’s self-esteem. According to Baily (1994), as 

children grow older, fathers’ participation increases as does their influence on their children. 

Some studies on the relationship between fathers and their adolescent offspring also showed 

that father involvement has a stronger effect on the adolescent psychosocial adjustment 

than mother involvement (Allen, Hauser, Bell & O’Conner, 1994; Flouri & Buchanan, 2003). An 

alternative explanation for the finding that only the father–child relationship is associated with 

children’s adjustment, might be related to the fact that mothers spend more time with their 

children than fathers do, and therefore have more conflicts with their children (Bronstein, 1984). 

Although in the Netherlands opinions about the roles of fathers and mothers have changed 

considerably over the last few decades, mothers are still the primary caretakers (Evenblij, 2009). 

Because contact and conflict between father and child is less common, it might be that a conflict 

between father and child is more serious, and that this affects a child’s adjustment more than a 

mother–child conflict. 

 Regarding the sibling relationship, only affection between siblings was found to be related to 

children’s general self-esteem. This result might be influenced by the fact that the children who 
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participated in the study were the older siblings, who might feel more responsible for the welfare 

of their younger siblings. However, in other studies positivity within the sibling relationship was 

more strongly linked with child adjustment than negativity (e.g., Pike, Coldwell & Dunn, 2005; Yeh 

& Lempers, 2004). 

 Surprisingly, a mother’s marital satisfaction was not a significant predictor of her children’s 

psychosocial adjustment. Again, this can be explained by the threshold theory (Roberts & Strayer, 

1987). The mothers in our study reported to be very satisfied with their partner relationships 

and with their partners as co-parents. It is possible that a higher quality of marital relationship 

does not result in increasing levels of psychosocial adjustment once a certain threshold has been 

reached. 

 Our study had a number of limitations. First, its cross-sectional design gives no indication of 

the sequence of events, for example whether a mother’s partner satisfaction decreases before, 

after, or during conflicts within the father–child relationship. To infer causality, a longitudinal 

design is recommended for future research. Second, the data on family relationships were 

collected by means of maternal reports and interviews with children. The mothers reported 

on their marital relationships and the children were asked about their relationships with their 

parents and their siblings. It might be more reliable to collect information from two perspectives, 

for example by letting the mothers and children report on all three of the family relationships 

examined, or by including fathers and siblings in the study and letting these family members 

report on the relationships in which they are involved. Last, more girls than boys participated 

in our study. Further research should include more boys in the sample, in order to investigate 

differences between boys and girls on family relationships and children’s adjustment. 

 Although the association between family relationships and children’s psychosocial 

adjustment has been widely studied, the present study was one of the first in which all 

three family relationships were explored and associated with each other and with children’s 

psychosocial adjustment. This is one of the strengths of this study, because several theories about 

family functioning stress that all family relationships are mutually influenced by each other, and 

that a single relationship within a family cannot be seen as an isolated process. Furthermore, this 

study relied on maternal and child reports. Making use of relatively young children’s personal 

views on the quality of their family relationships and their own perceptions of their psychosocial 

adjustment, adds something novel to the literature on family relationships.   

 In sum, our study confirmed the spillover perspective regarding the association between 

marital relationship and parent–child relationship, and the association between parent–child 

relationship and sibling relationship. Further, the quality of the parent–child relationship and 

that of the sibling relationship were found to be associated with the psychosocial adjustment of 

children in middle childhood. However, the association between marital relationship and sibling 

relationship, and that between marital relationship and children’s psychosocial adjustment, were 

not confirmed. 
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Post-divorce relationships in families and children’s 

psychosocial adjustment1

1 Hakvoort, E. M., Bos, H. M. W., van Balen, F., & Hermanns, J. M. A. (2011). Post-divorce relationships in families 
and children’s psychosocial adjustment. Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, 52, 2, 125-146.

Abstract
Divorced mothers and their school-aged children in 50 single-mother families and 37 stepfather 

families reported on mothers’ ex-partner relationships, children’s relationships with both parents, and 

children’s well-being. A 2 (family structure) x 2 (gender) MANOVA revealed a main effect of gender: 

Mothers with sons report higher levels of ex-partner relationship satisfaction. Also an interaction effect 

was found: Boys in single-mother families report more acceptance and fewer conflicts than boys in 

stepfather families. Multiple regression analysis revealed that mother–ex-partner relationships are 

associated with children’s problem behavior, while child–non-residential father relationships are 

associated with positive aspects of children’s well-being. The results indicate that family structure itself 

is not associated with child adjustment. What matters most is the quality of family relationships.  



3.1 Introduction
The concept of “family” has changed considerably in recent decades. In most Western 

societies divorce rates have risen. Consequently, the number of children who are growing up 

in single-parent or stepfather families has increased. In the Netherlands, where this study was 

carried out, 15.3 % of all under-age children are living in single-mother families, and 6.1 % in 

stepfamilies. Most of these families originate from parental divorces (E-Quality, 2008). The aims 

of this study were: (1) To compare these two family structures on post-divorce relationships (viz., 

mothers’ relationships with ex-partners, children’s relationships with mothers and non-residential 

fathers) and children’s psychosocial adjustment; (2) to investigate whether these post-divorce 

relationships are associated with each other, and; (3) to investigate whether these post-divorce 

relationships are associated with children’s psychosocial adjustment.    

Theories that emphasize that the structure of a family is important for the development 

of children argue that the intact father–mother family offers the best environment for a child. 

Children in other family structures are more at risk of developing psychosocial problems. 

According to these theories, children raised in divorced single-mother families are more likely to 

develop psychosocial problems, because the absence of fathers has a negative effect on children 

as a result of, for example, reduced parental attention, lack of paternal role models, or reduced 

family income (e.g., Amato & Keith, 1991). In this line of reasoning, if the presence of a second 

adult is important for the child’s development, then a stepfather family should be less deviant 

than a single-mother family. Children in stepfather families are also raised in two-adult families, 

and this might have some benefits. For example, the presence of a second adult in the household 

will, in most cases, increase family income, increase emotional support, and reduce the mother’s 

child-rearing strain (e.g., Brown, 2004; Thompson & Ensminger, 1989). However, several studies 

showed that children in stepfather families appear to be similar in some ways to children in 

single-mother families. Both children in stepfather families and those in single-mother families 

report higher levels of problem behavior, higher levels of mother–child disagreement, and lower 

levels of mother–child interaction than children in intact families (e.g., Demo & Acock, 1996; 

Dunn, Deater-Deckard, Pickering, O’Connor, Golding, & the ALSPAC Study Team, 1998; Hoffmann, 

2006). These findings suggest that a stepfather family structure is not the same as an intact 

father–mother family. 

In contrast to theories that emphasize the importance of family structure as such, some 

theories stress that the psychosocial well-being of children is mainly influenced by the processes 

between the child and the parents, and by the quality of the relationship between the parents 

(e.g., Golombok, 2000). In the case of divorced families, conflicts between the ex-partners and 

the quality of children’s relationships with their mothers and with their non-residential fathers 

can play important roles in children’s psychological development (e.g., Hanson, McLanahan, & 

Thomson, 1996; Dunn, Cheng, O’Connor, & Bridges, 2004). 
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Furthermore, it is assumed that the quality of relationships between family members 

mutually influence each other (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In the literature, two perspectives to 

understand the association between two or more family relationships are frequently described: 

the spillover perspective and the compensatory perspective (Erel & Burman, 1995). These 

perspectives might also be useful for investigating the associations between family relationships 

after a parental divorce. According to the spillover perspective, emotions and behavior in one 

family subsystem “spill over” to another subsystem. For example, when the relationship between 

the mother and her ex-partner is warm, the relationship of the child with the non-residential 

father is also positive. According to the compensatory perspective, emotions and behavior in one 

family subsystem compensate for the emotions and behaviors in another family subsystem. For 

instance, the child might develop a warm relationship with the non-residential father when the 

mother–child relationship is discordant, or vice versa. 

3.1.1 Post-divorce family relationship quality

In this study, the focus was on three relationships in divorced families, namely mothers’ 

relationships with ex-partners, relationships between children and mothers, and relationships 

between children and non-residential fathers. The following section presents a brief summary of 

these relationships distilled from the results of previous studies.

Mothers’ relationships with ex-partners. Only a few studies have examined differences 

between single-mother families and stepfather families on the quality of mothers’ relationships 

with ex-partners. Fisher, de Graaf, and Kalmijn (2005) reported that remarried mothers have less 

contact with their ex-partners than mothers who remain single after divorcing. Some authors 

assume that repartnered mothers feel less need to contact their ex-partners, because their new 

partners provide emotional support and help with child-rearing (e.g., Brown, 2004; Thompson & 

Ensminger, 1989). Remarried mothers also seem to have fewer conflicts with their ex-partners 

over child-rearing matters than mothers in single-mother families (Hanson, McLanahan, & 

Thomson, 1996). These findings could be spurious: Mothers who have less frequent contact with 

their ex-partners, have fewer opportunities to have conflicts with them.   

Children’s relationships with mothers and non-residential fathers. Whether or not a mother has 

found a new partner might influence both the mother–child relationship and the non-residential 

father–child relationship. 

When a mother’s new partner enters the household, the children’s hope that their parents will 

reunite decreases (e.g., Berger, 1998). This may affect the mother–child relationship in a negative 

way. King (2009), for instance, reported a decline in closeness between mother and child after a 

stepfather entered the house. On the other hand, because of loyalty toward the non-residential 

father, a child may develop a warmer relationship with the father (Bray & Harvey, 1995).  

However, a stepfather can also bring some stability to the household by giving the mother 

emotional and practical support (e.g., Brown, 2004; Thomson & Esminger, 1989), consequently 
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reducing levels of maternal parenting stress. The association between maternal parental stress 

and the quality of the mother–child relationship is well known (e.g., Ang, 2008; Bornstein, 2002). 

Evidence for this has been found only for the negative aspects of the child’s relationship with 

the mother. O’Connor, Dunn, Jenkins, and Rasbash (2006), for example, reported less anger and 

hostility in the child toward the mother in stepfather families compared to those in single-mother 

families. No differences have been found between single-mother and stepfather families on the 

level of warmth and support in the relationships between the mothers and the children. For the 

child’s relationship with the non-residential father, it was found that single-mother families and 

stepfather families do not differ on the quality of the relationship regarding anger and hostility, 

or warmth and support (Dunn, et al., 2004). Additionally, in a recent study, King (2009) reported 

that the presence of stepfathers does not affect the closeness or the contact between children 

and their non-residential fathers.  

Associations between post-divorce family relationships. Only a few studies have examined the 

associations between family relationships in divorced families. It seems that the quality of mothers’ 

relationships with their ex-partners is associated with the quality of the children’s relationships 

with their non-residential fathers: Children of mothers who have warm relationships with their 

ex-partners report warm relationships with their non-residential fathers. These associations are 

stronger for children raised in single-mother families than for children raised in stepfather families 

(Dunn et al., 2004). However, this study (Dunn et al., 2004) supports the spillover perspective in 

both family structures, while no support was found for the compensatory perspective. 

3.1.2 Children’s psychosocial adjustment in divorced families and associations with post-divorce family 

relationship quality 

Based on theories that emphasize that it is family structure that is important for children’s 

development, it could be assumed that children in single-mother families are more at risk of 

developing psychological problems than children in stepfather families. Nevertheless, some 

recent studies indicate that children raised in single-mother families do not differ on levels of 

internalizing and externalizing problem behavior compared with children raised in stepfather 

families (Brown, 2004; Lansford, Ceballo, Abbey, & Stewart, 2001). 

In line with more general results on the effect of gender on children’s psychosocial 

adjustment, boys show more externalizing problems and girls more internalizing problems after 

a divorce (e.g., Spruijt, Komos, Burggraaf, & Steenweg, 2002; Van der Valk, Spruijt, de Goede, Maas, 

& Meeus, 2005). The findings are very mixed concerning children’s adjustment in single-mother 

families and stepfather families. Some studies report that boys tend to show more adjustment 

problems after parental divorce, while girls tend to show more adjustment problems after their 

mothers have remarried (Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1985). Other studies, however, report no 

significant gender differences on adjustment after divorce (e.g., Kline, Johnston & Tschann, 1991). 

It seems that a mother’s relationship with her ex-partner is more, and more strongly, 

associated with the adjustment of children in single-mother families than in stepfather families. 
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Hanson, McLanahan, and Thomson (1996), for instance, found that in single-mother families, 

mothers who report fewer conflicts with ex-partners over child-rearing have children who show 

lower levels of internalizing and externalizing behavior, and higher levels of sociability, initiative, 

and overall quality of life. For children in stepfather families, only the association between the 

mothers’ conflict with their ex-partners and the children’s externalizing behavior was significant. 

A few studies have assessed in single-mother families and stepfather families what it means 

for children’s psychological well-being to have good contact with non-residential fathers. Dunn 

and colleagues (2004), for example, found that children in single families (but not children in 

stepfather families) who reported positive relationships with their non-residential fathers also 

showed low levels of problem behavior. White and Gilbreth (2001), however, found a significant 

positive effect of the relationship between the child and the non-residential father on child 

outcomes of children in stepfather families. 

3.1.3 Research aims

This study employed both mothers’ reports and children’s reports: Mothers filled in a 

questionnaire about the quality of their relationships with their ex-partners, while children 

were interviewed about the quality of their relationships with their mothers and non-residential 

fathers, and about their psychosocial well-being. Children’s self-reports were used rather than 

parental reports, on which this type of research usually relies. Several studies have investigated 

the concurrence of parents and children on reporting children’s outcomes, and most of these 

studies show that children are reliable reporters (e.g., Herjanic, Herjanic, Brown, & Wheatt, 1975; 

Herjanic & Reich, 1997). Additionally, a recent study found that children’s reports of indirect 

parental behavior are more consistently associated with children’s adjustment than parent 

reports (Haines, Neumark-Sztainer, Hannan, & Robinson-O’Brien, 2008). Furthermore, all research 

questions were investigated separately for boys and for girls, because several studies have shown 

gender differences in how children deal with divorce and remarriage (e.g. Amato, 2001).

The first aim of this study was to assess differences between single-mother families and 

stepfather families, separately for boys and for girls, on the mothers’ relationships with ex-

partners, the children’s relationships with their mothers and non-residential fathers, and the 

children’s psychosocial adjustment. We hypothesized that the quality of the relationship 

between mother and ex-partner is higher in stepfather families (higher evaluation of current 

relationship, less conflict over child-rearing) than in single-mother families (e.g, Fisher, de Graaf, 

& Kalmijn, 2005; Hanson, McLanahan, & Thomson, 1996). We also hypothesized that children 

in single-mother families have better mother–child relationships (higher levels of acceptance, 

fewer conflicts) than children in stepfather families (King, 2009). No differences were expected 

between children in single-mother families and stepfather families regarding their relationships 

with their nonresidential fathers (Dunn et al., 2004; King, 2009) or their psychosocial adjustment 

(Brown, 2004; Lansford, Ceballo, Abbey, & Stewart, 2001).   
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The second aim was to assess whether the quality of post-divorce family relationships are 

associated with each other, separately for single-mother families and stepfather families. Based 

on previous studies, we predicted more significant correlations between the post-divorce 

relationships in single-mother families than in stepfather families (Dunn et al., 2004). However, in 

both family structures we expected to find support for the spillover perspective, and no support 

for the compensatory perspective. 

The third aim was to examine whether children’s psychosocial adjustment in divorced families 

is predicted by family structure or by post-divorce family relationship quality. We assumed that 

children’s adjustment is predicted not by family structure, but by the quality of post-divorce 

relationships. This aim was more explorative. It is possible that in different family structures 

(viz., single-mother families and stepfather families), different post-divorce relationships predict 

children’s adjustment.

3.2 Method

3.2.1 Recruitment

Participation in the study was based on two criteria, namely the target child had to be 

between 8 and 12 years old, and the biological father could not be living at the same address 

as the target child. With help of the population register of several cities in the Netherlands, 1239 

families that met these two criteria received an invitation to participate in the study. Of these 

families, 180 were willing to participate and received a short questionnaire about the social 

demographic characteristics of the family. Of these 180 families, 48% (N= 87) consented to 

participate in a more detailed part of the study that focused on post-divorce family relationships. 

Preliminary analyses showed that mothers who agreed to participate in the more detailed part of 

the study were significantly higher educated than the mothers who did not give their consent. 

However, no differences were found on any of the other social demographic variables (viz., 

mother’s age, children’s age, number of children, employment status, work hours/week, family 

income, time elapsed since divorce). The mothers who consented to participate in the study on 

post-divorce relationships also give permission to collect data from their offspring by means 

of child reports, which were administered during one-hour sessions with the target children in 

their family homes. During these sessions, the first author or one of her collaborators read the 

questionnaire items to the children and recorded their responses. The mothers were asked to 

complete a questionnaire and return it in a stamped addressed envelope. 

3.2.2 Instruments

Data were collected by means of maternal reports (contact with ex-partner, social 

demographic characteristics) and child questionnaires (quality of child’s relationship with both 

parents, his/her psychological adjustment). 
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Family structure. Families were categorized as single-mother families or stepfather families 

based on a question that was put to the mothers, viz. “Do you have a new partner with whom 

you are living together at this moment?” (0 = No, 1 = Yes).

Quality of mothers’ relationships with ex-partners. Two aspects of the mothers’ contact with 

their ex-partners were measured: Mother’s current evaluation of this relationship, and conflicts 

between the mother and her ex-partner over their child/children. To assess the mothers’ 

evaluations of these relationships, we used one item of the Post Break-up Connectedness – 

Behavior Questionnaire (PBC–B; Harkless & Fowers, 2005). This item elicits more qualitative 

information about the relationship between ex-partners: “My current relationship with my ex-

partner is …“ (1 = We are not friends, 5 = We are very close friends). 

The extent to which mothers reported conflicts over their children with their ex-partners 

was measured with a scale used by Amato and Rezac (1994). This scale consists of 6 items, each 

of which is about a possible conflict between a mother and her ex-partner (e.g., “How often do 

you have conflict with your ex-partner over how your child is raised?”). Each item was scored on 

a 3-point scale (1 = Never, 2 = Sometimes, 3 = Often). Cronbach’s alpha was .67.    

Quality of relationships between children and parents. The child version of the Parent–Child 

Interaction Questionnaire (PACHIQ-Ch; Lange, 2001) was used to measure the quality of the 

child’s relationship with the mother and with the non-residential father. Children who reported 

to have no contact with their non-residential fathers did not fill out the questionnaire regarding 

the quality of the non-residential father–child relationship. The items in the questionnaire refer to 

interpersonal behavior and interpersonal feelings toward the mother and the father separately. 

The PACHIQ-Ch consists of two scales: the Acceptance scale (8 items, e.g., “When I do something 

for my mother/father, I see that she/he appreciates it;” Cronbach’s alpha: mothers = .76, fathers = 

.84) and the Conflict scale (17 items, e.g., “No matter what my mother/father says, I still do what I 

want;” Cronbach’s alpha: mothers = .87, fathers = .86). Children were asked to indicate how often 

they display certain behavior or experience a certain feeling (1 = Never, 5 = Always). 

Psychosocial adjustment of the children. Data regarding the psychosocial adjustment of 

each child were collected by means of a child report that included several aspects of children’s 

psychosocial adjustment, viz. problem behavior (measured by a subscale of the Strength and 

Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ); Goodman, 1997), general self-esteem, and social competence 

(measured by two subscales of the adapted Dutch version of the Perceived Competence Scale 

for Children (PCSC); Van den Bergh & Van Ranst, 1998). 

The SDQ Total Difficulties Scale consists of 20 items or statements (e.g., “Often has temper 

tantrums or hot tempers”) (0 = Not true, 2 = Certainly true). The sum of the scores of all items 

produces a total score, providing an overall measure of problem behavior. Cronbach’s alpha was 

.65. 

Both subscales of the PCSC consist of seven statements, for example: “I feel pretty sure of 

myself” (general self-esteem), and “I have a lot of friends” (social competence). In the original 



Chapter 3

40

PCSC as developed by Harter (1979), items are formulated as bipolar statements. The child first 

has to decide the kind of child he/she is and then report whether the description “Sort of true” or 

“Really true” applies to him/her. Van den Bergh and colleagues showed that the response format 

used in the original PCSC was too complex for younger children (Van den Bergh & De Rycke, 

2003; Van den Bergh & Van Ranst, 1998). In the Dutch version of the PCSC, the response format 

was therefore made simpler: Children were asked to rate on a 4-point scale whether the labels or 

statements applied to them (1 = Not at all; 4 = Very much). Cronbach’s alpha was respectively .70 

(general self-esteem) and .61 (social competence). 

Family demographic characteristics. To collect information on the families’ demographic 

characteristics, each mother was asked to state her age, the number and ages of her children, her 

educational level, her employment status, how many hours she worked each week, the family 

income, and the time that had elapsed since her divorce. Information about the frequency of 

contact between the target child and the non-resident father was also collected. 

3.2.3 Participating families

A total of 87 families participated in the study, viz. 50 single-mother families (23 boys, 27 

girls) and 37 stepfather families (14 boys, 23 girls). The demographic characteristics of both family 

structures are presented in Table 3.1. Single-mother families and stepfather families differed 

significantly from each other on three aspects, namely (a) Age of mother: The mothers in the 

single-mother families were significantly older (M = 42.62 years; SD = 4.27) than the mothers 

in the stepfather families (M = 38.94 years; SD = 5.44); (b) Time since divorce: The time that had 

elapsed since the divorce was significantly shorter for the single mothers (M = 4.89 years; SD 

= 2.00) than for the remarried mothers (M = 6.27 years; SD = 2.53); (c) Annual family income: 

The single mothers had significantly lower incomes (M = 1.98; SD = 1.60) than the mothers in 

stepfather families (M = 3.22; SD = 2.02).  

No significant differences were found concerning the mean age of the children in the single-

mothers families and those in the stepfather families (M = 10.86, SD = 1.46). Nor did children 

in both family structures differ on having contact with their non-resident fathers: 92 % of the 

children still had contact with their fathers. Of these children, 10.3% were reported to have 

contact less than once a month, 16.1% once a month, 26.4% once a week, and 39.1% more than 

once a week. 

There was also no significant difference between family structure on the mean number of 

children in the families (M = 2.26, SD = 1.02). Furthermore, no significant differences emerged 

between the mothers in single-mother families and in stepfather families on their educational 

level. The majority of the mothers in both groups were highly educated: 78 % had earned a 

diploma at vocational level or higher, which is in line with figures from Statistics Netherlands 

regarding the mean educational level of mothers with young children in the Netherlands 

(Sinkeldam, 1999). Over three quarters of the mothers had paid jobs; again there was no 
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significant difference between both family structures on this aspect, nor was there a difference 

in the mean number of hours worked per week between mothers in single-mother families and 

those in stepfather families. 

Table 3.1 Demographic characteristics of single-mother families (n=50) and stepfather families (n=37). 

Single mother families
M   (SD)

Stepfather families 
M   (SD)

Single
 vs. 

Step

Mothers’  characteristics

 Age 42.62 (4.27) 38.94 (5.44) t = 3.51***

 Educationa 5.72 (1.95) 5.67 (1.90) ns

 Employment status

   Employed 74.0% 81.1% ns

   Work hours/week 22.01 (13.08) 22.40 (12.98) ns

Child characteristics

 Age 10.90 (1.45) 10.81 (1.49) ns

 Contact with father ns

   No contact 10.0% 5.4%

   Less than once/month 10.0% 10.8%

   Once a month 12.0% 21.6%

   Once a week or more 68.0% 62.1%

Family characteristics

 Number of children 2.14 (0.93) 2.42 (1.13) ns

 Years since divorce 4.89 (2.00) 6.27 (2.53) t = -2.45*

 Annual family income b 1.98 (1.60) 3.22 (2.02) t = -3.07**

* p< .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
a Mother’s educational level: 1= elementary school; 2 = lower vocational education; 3 = lower general 
secondary education; 4 = higher general secondary education; 5= pre-university education; 6= intermediate 
vocational education; 7= higher vocational education; 8= university. 
b Family annual income: 1= less than €20,000; 2= €20,000–€25,000; 3= €25,000–€30.000; 4= €30,000–€35.000; 
5= > €35,000

3.2.4 Analyses

Single-mother families and stepfather families significantly differed from each other on three 

demographic variables, namely age of mother, time since divorce, and annual family income (see 

Table 3.1). Because these variables are known to be associated with family relationship quality 

and children’s psychosocial well-being, a preliminary correlation analysis was conducted. No 

significant correlations between the demographic variables and the dependent variables were 

found; therefore, none of these variables was used as a covariate in subsequent analyses.  
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First, a 2 (family structure: 1 = Single-mother family, 2 = Stepfather family) by 2 (gender: 1 = Boys, 

2 = Girls) multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted, with mother’s relationship 

with the ex-partner variables as the dependent variables. Similar MANOVAs were performed 

with the quality of the child’s relationship with the mother and with the non-residential father, 

respectively, as dependent variables, followed by a MANOVA with psychosocial adjustment as 

the dependent variables. If a significant multivariate effect was found, a 2 (family structure) x 2 

(gender) ANOVA was used to determine the source of this difference. 

Second, Pearson r correlations were calculated to assess whether there are associations 

between the mother’s relationship with her ex-partner, and the child’s/children’s relationship 

with the mother and with the non-residential father. These analyses were carried out separately 

for single-mother families and for stepfather families. 

Finally, multiple regression analyses were conducted to determine whether children’s 

psychosocial adjustment (total problem behavior, general self-esteem, social competence) is 

predicted by family structure (single-mother vs. stepfather family) or by the quality of family 

relationships (mother’s current relationship with the ex-partner, conflicts over their child/children, 

child’s/children’s acceptance of and conflict with the mother, and child’s/children’s acceptance of 

and conflict with the non-residential father).

3.3 Results

3.3.1 Post-divorce family relationship quality and children’s psychosocial adjustment 

Quality of mothers’ relationships with their ex-partners. Results using the Wilks’s criterion 

showed no significant main effect of family structure (Wilks’s λ = .96, F (1, 84) = 1.58, p > .05); 

also the interaction between family structure x gender of the child was not significant (Wilks’s λ 

= .97, F (1, 84) = 1.22, p > .05). However, as shown in Table 2, a significant main effect was found 

for gender of the child (Wilks’s λ = .88, F (1, 84) = 5.37, p < .01). Additional ANOVAs showed 

a significant difference between families in which the target child was male versus families in 

which the target child was female on the quality of the mother’s current relationship with the 

ex-partner (F (1, 64) = 6.35, p < .05): Mothers with sons reported significantly warmer relationships 

with their ex-partners (M = 3.47; SD = 1.16) than did mothers with daughters (M = 2.67; SD = 1.25) 

(see Table 3.2).

Quality of relationships between children and mothers. Wilks’s criterion showed no significant 

main effects of family structure (Wilks’s λ = .97, F (1, 80) = 1.10, p > .05) or gender of the target child 

(Wilks’s λ = 1.00, F (1, 80) = .16, p > .05). However, it did show a significant effect for the interaction 

family structure x gender of the child (Wilks’s λ = .92, F (1, 80) = 3.44, p < .05). Additional ANOVAs 

showed that boys in single-mother families report significantly higher levels of acceptance by (M 

= 4.38; SD = .53) and lower levels of conflict with (M = 1.73; SD = .49) their mothers, compared to 

boys in stepfather families (acceptance: M = 3.99; SD = .48; conflict: M = 2.06; SD = .45) (acceptance: 
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p < .05; conflict: p < .05). For girls, no significant differences were found between the two family 

structures (see Table 3.2).

Quality of relationships between children and non-residential fathers. Children who reported to 

have no contact with their non-residential fathers did not fill out the questionnaire, and were not 

included in the analyses. Wilks’s criterion showed no significant main effects of family structure 

(Wilks’s λ = .99, F (1, 80) = .53, p > .05), gender of child (Wilks’s λ = .96, F (1, 80) = 1.81, p > .05), or 

the interaction family structure x gender of the child (Wilks’s λ = 1.00, F (1, 80) = .02, p > .05) (see 

Table 3.2). 

Children’s psychosocial adjustment. No significant main effects of family structure (Wilks’s λ = 

.98, F (1, 86) = .62, p > .05) were found. Nor were main effects found for gender of child (Wilks’s λ 

= .97, F (1, 86) = .91, p > .05) or for the interaction between family structure x gender of the child 

(Wilks’s λ = .96, F (1, 86) = 1.04, p > .05) (See Table 3.2).

3.3.2 Associations between post-divorce family relationships 

Pearson r correlations were carried out to determine whether mothers’ relationships with 

their ex-partners and children’s relationships with their mothers and non-residential fathers were 

associated with each other. Analyses were conducted separately for single-mother families and 

for stepfather families (see Table 3.3). 

In single-mother families, the mothers’ evaluations of their current relationships with their 

ex-partners were significantly correlated with their children’s acceptance of their fathers (r = .29, 

p < .05). This association indicates that children in single-mother families whose mothers report 

warmer relationships with their ex-partners, experience higher levels of acceptance by their 

fathers. Furthermore, the child–mother relationship was found to be strongly associated with 

the child–father relationship: Children who reported high levels of acceptance in the relationship 

with their mothers also reported high levels of acceptance (r = .54, p < .001) and low levels 

of conflict (r = –.48, p < .001) in their relationships with their non-residential fathers. However, 

children who reported high levels of conflict in their relationships with their mothers showed 

lower levels of acceptance (r = –.58, p < .001) and higher levels of conflict (r = .62, p < .01) in their 

relationships with their fathers. 
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Table 3.3 Correlations between family relationship variables separately for single-mother families (lower 
diagonal) and stepfather families (upper diagonal).

1 2 3 4 5 6

Post-divorce family relationships

Mother – ex-partner

1. Current relationship - -.59** -.09 .11 -.14 .17

2. Conflicts over child -.07 - .02 .01 .12 .00

Child – mother

3. Acceptance .10 .01 - -.70*** .18 -.23

4. Conflict -.23 .06 -.70*** - -.07 .38*

Child – father

5. Acceptance .29* -.17 .54*** -.58*** - -.79***

6. Conflict -.22 .23 -.48*** .62*** -.82*** -

* p < .05; ** p < .01

Regarding the associations between family relationships in stepfather families, only the child–

mother relationship and the child–father relationship were found to be significantly associated. 

Children who reported high levels of conflict with their mothers also reported high levels of 

conflict with their non-residential fathers (r = .38, p < .05).   

3.3.3 Predictors of children’s psychosocial adjustment 

Multiple regression analyses were conducted to determine the unique contribution of family 

structure, gender of target child, and all family relationship variables to children’s psychosocial 

adjustment. Because previous analyses had revealed a significant main effect of gender on 

mothers’ relationships with their ex-partners and a significant interaction effect (family structure 

x gender) of children’s relationships with their mothers (see Table 3.2), family structure and 

gender were entered into the model as control variables. Analyses were carried out separately for 

children’s total problem behavior, general self-esteem, and social competence.

Total problem behavior. As shown in Table 3.4, multiple regressions revealed that the 

relationship between mother and ex-partner had a significant impact on the child’s total problem 

behavior: The children of mothers who reported higher levels of conflict with their ex-partners 

over the children, reported higher levels of problem behavior. It was found that the mother’s level 

of conflict with her ex-partner accounted for 19 % of the variance (β = .36, p < .01). 

General self-esteem. Children’s self-esteem was significantly correlated with the relationship 

with their non-residential fathers: Children who reported higher levels of acceptance in the 

relationship with their non-residential fathers also showed higher levels of general self-esteem. 

Acceptance within the child–father relationship significantly accounted for 41% of the variance 

(β = .37, p < .01) (see Table 3.4). 
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Social competence. Children’s social competence was significantly correlated with acceptance 

of their fathers: Children who show high levels of acceptance of their non-residential fathers 

also reported high scores on social competence. Multiple regression analyses revealed that 

acceptance of the fathers significantly accounted for 26% of the variance (β = .54, p < .001) (see 

Table 3.4).

 
Table 3.4 Summary of multiple regression analyses for variables predicting children’s psychosocial 
adjustment.   

Total problem behavior General self-esteem Social compentence

B SE B β B SE B β B SE B β

Control variables

Family structure .02 .05 .04 -.13 .09 -.14 .00 .09 .00

Gender child .03 .05 .07 .09 .10 .09 .04 .09 .05

Family relationships 

Mother – ex-partner

  Current relationship -.01 .02 -.07 -.05 .04 -.13 -.03 .04 -.09

  Conflics over child .21 .07 .36** -.10 .14 -.08 -.05 .13 -.05

Child – mother

  Acceptance .08 .08 .18 .14 .15 .15 .24 .14 .30

  Conflict .12 .08 .26 -.26 .16 -.26 .01 .15 .01

Child – father

  Acceptance -.07 .06 -.25 .23 .11 .37* .28 .10 .54**

  Conflict -.07 .08 -.19 .03 .16 .04 .22 .15 .29

R2 .19 .41 .26

F 2.11* 6.03*** 3.15**

* p< .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 

3.4 Discussion

More and more children are growing up in divorced family structures, such as single-mother 

families and stepfather families. This study found no main effect of family structure on the quality 

of post-divorce family relationships or on children’s well-being. However, a significant main effect 

of the child’s gender on the mother’s relationship with her ex-partner was found: Mothers with 

sons are more satisfied with the relationship with their ex-partners, than mothers with daughters. 

Besides, also an interaction effect (family structure x gender) was found for the child–mother 

relationship: Boys in single-mother families have better relationships (higher acceptance, 

less conflicts) with their mothers, than boys living in stepfather families. Furthermore, the 

results revealed that for single-mother families, the three post-divorce family relationships are 
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intercorrelated with each other, while in stepfather families only the mother–child and the father–

child relationship are associated with each other. Finally, we found that mothers’ conflict with 

their ex-partners and acceptance within the father–child relationship are important predictors of 

children’s psychosocial adjustment in single-mother families and in stepfather families 

Single mothers do not significantly differ from remarried mothers on their evaluation of 

their current relationships with their ex-partners or on conflicts regarding child-rearing matters 

with their ex-partners. It should be noted that in the Netherlands, since 1998 both parents have 

parental custody over their child following a divorce, and the frequency of contact between 

divorced fathers and their children has increased (Spruijt, 2007). As a consequence of this shared 

parental custody, ex-partners have more contact with each other and this might contribute to 

better relationships between ex-partners, even when one of the parents marries a new partner.

Rather surprisingly, a significant main effect of gender of the target child was found for 

the mothers’ evaluations of their current relationships with their ex-partners: Mothers with 

sons reported warmer relationships with their ex-partners than did mothers with daughters. 

The association between gender of the target child and the mother’s relationship with her ex-

partner is scarcely examined within samples of divorced families. Some studies of intact families, 

however, have reported an association between children’s gender and the quality of the marital 

relationship. Katzev, Warner, and Acock (1994), for instance, reported a significant association 

between children’s gender and marital stability: Mothers in families with sons scored significantly 

higher on marital stability than mothers in families with daughters. The same study also found 

that fathers tend to be more engaged with sons than with daughters. It might be that fathers 

who are more involved with their children also have better relationships with their ex-partners, 

or vice versa.   

It was also found in our study that children in single-mother families do not significantly differ 

from children in stepfather families regarding their relationships with their non-residential fathers. 

However, a significant interaction effect between family structure and gender was found for the 

relationship between child and mother: Boys in single-mother families reported significantly 

warmer relationships with their mothers than did boys in stepfather families. It appears that boys 

cope better with divorce when their mothers remain single. For girls, no significant differences 

between the two family structures were found. As mentioned, Katzev, Warner, and Acock (1994) 

reported that fathers with sons are more engaged with their children than fathers with girls are. 

It might also be possible that sons of remarried mothers perceive their mothers’ new partners as 

intruders and try to be loyal to their non-residential fathers by showing lower levels of acceptance 

and more conflict within the mother–child relationship. 

The quality of a mother’s relationship with her ex-partner was found to be associated 

with the mother–child relationship in single-mother families, but not in stepfather families. In 

previous studies, however (e.g., Dunn et al., 2004), a positive association between these family 

relationships was reported in both family structures. It is possible that we did not find a significant 
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association in stepfather families because of the rather small sample size. Future research with 

more stepfather families is therefore suggested. The quality of the child–mother relationship 

in both family structures was associated with the relationship between the child and the non-

residential father. These results show that associations between family relationships in divorced 

families, just like in intact families, support the spillover perspective, which means that emotions 

and behavior in one family relationship spill over to another family relationship. No support was 

found for the compensatory perspective. 

We did not find significant differences on psychosocial adjustment between children in 

single-mother families and those in stepfather families. This result is in line with previous findings 

(e.g., Brown, 2004; Lansford, Ceballo, Abbey, & Stewart, 2001). However, the influence of family 

relationships on children’s adjustment in single-mother families and those in stepfather families 

was also investigated. The results revealed that the psychosocial adjustment of children in these 

two family structures is especially related to conflict between the mothers and the ex-partners 

and to acceptance within the father–child relationship. The results support the assumption that 

what is important for children’s psychosocial development, is not family structure but family 

processes (e.g., the quality of the relationship between the parents and the relationship between 

the child and the parents). This result stresses the importance of the relationship of the child with 

the non-residential father.

However, certain aspects of children’s well-being are related to specific family relationships. It 

appears that the more negative aspect of psychosocial adjustment (i.e., total problem behavior) 

is associated with conflict in the relationship between mother and ex-partner, while the more 

positive aspects (i.e., general self-esteem and social competence) are significantly associated 

with the child’s acceptance of the non-residential father. 

This study had a number of limitations. First, it was based on a sample of families that 

voluntarily participated in the study. It is possible that the families that did not respond to our 

invitation to participate are having more difficulties regarding living in a divorced family structure. 

One should therefore be careful about generalizing the results to the population. However, of 

the 180 families that initially responded to our invitation, 87 agreed to participate in the more 

detailed part of our study. Preliminary analyses on social demographic variables showed that only 

the mothers’ educational level was higher in the group that participated in the more detailed part 

of the study compared to those in the group that did not. No differences were found on the 

other social demographic variables. Furthermore, the response rates in this study were relatively 

low; however, these rates are comparable with the response rates in other family studies carried 

out in the Netherlands (Brinkman, 2000; De Leeuw & De Heer, 2002). Several studies showed 

that the response rate in family surveys in the Netherlands is relatively low compared to other 

Western countries (De Heer, 1999). Additionally, because the sample sizes of the two groups 

were rather small, the study lacked power. The findings need to be interpreted with caution, 

and a replication of this study using a larger sample is necessary. Second, the data on family 
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relationships were collected by means of maternal reports and interviews with children. The 

mothers reported about their relationships with their ex-partners, and the children were asked 

about their relationships with their parents. It might be more reliable to collect information 

from two perspectives, for example by means of a maternal report and a child report about 

the mother–child relationship. Third, several family relationship quality variables were used as 

predictors of children’s psychosocial adjustment. However, it can be assumed that these variables 

also function as a consequence of children’s psychosocial adjustment. For instance, conflicts 

within the relationship between mother and ex-partner can negatively influence a child’s 

psychosocial adjustment. Nevertheless, it can also be assumed that children who show much 

problem behavior negatively affect the relationship between their parents. 

The present study was one of the first in which three family relationships in two divorced 

family structures were explored, and were associated with each other and with the psychosocial 

adjustment of boys and girls. Overall, the results of this study indicate that living in a single-

mother or a stepfather family is not itself associated with a child’s psychosocial adjustment: 

What appears to matter is the mother’s relationship with her ex-partner and the quality of the 

relationship of the child with the non-residential father. 
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4
 

Children in stepfather families: Relationships with 
fathers and stepfathers1

 

Abstract

A child who grows up in a stepfather family is generally confronted with both a non-resident father 

and a stepfather. We investigated relationships between such children and these two father figures, 

and examined associations with child adjustment. Thirty-seven 8- to 12-year-old children living in 

stepfather families participated in the study. Our results show that boys experience warmer relationships 

with their non-resident fathers than with their stepfathers. For girls, no differences were found: Both 

relationships are positively associated with each other. We also found that boys’ social competence 

is associated with their relationships with their non-resident fathers, while for girls’ self-esteem their 

relationships with their stepfathers seems to matter most. Surprisingly, neither relationship is correlated 

with children’s problem behavior.

1 Hakvoort, E. M., Bos, H. M. W., van Balen, F., & Hermanns, J. M. A. (2011). Kinderen in stiefvadergezinnen: 
Relaties met vaders en stiefvaders [Children in stepfather families: Relationships with fathers and stepfathers]. 
Tijdschrift Pedagogiek, 31, 68-82.



Chapter 4

54

4.1 Introduction

As divorce rates have risen in most Western societies, the number of children growing up 

in divorced families has increased. In the Netherlands, where this study was carried out, it is 

estimated that around 35,000 couples break up each year. Under-aged children are involved in 

more than half of these break-ups (Wobma & de Graaf, 2009). Around three-quarters of these 

children remain with their mothers after the divorce (E-Quality, 2008), while maintaining regular 

contact with their non-resident fathers (Spruijt, 2007). Within five years, almost half of the 

divorced mothers in the Netherlands find new partners with whom they cohabit or marry (de 

Graaf, 2001). These families therefore become stepfather families. Around 7.2% of all families in 

the Netherlands with under-aged children are stepfather families (E-Quality, 2008).

A child in a stepfather family is confronted with a stepfather in the family, while his/her 

biological father lives elsewhere. There are several theories about how children deal with having 

stepfathers and non-resident fathers. The loyalty theory (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986) 

stresses that it is important for children to be loyal to their parents. When a child suppresses 

loyalty feelings toward the non-resident father – for instance, because of the presence of 

a stepfather – this can cause feelings of guilt and indirectly affect the child’s adjustment in a 

negative way. The evolutionary theory emphasizes the biological bond between parent and 

child (e.g., Buss, 2004). Based on this theory, it can be assumed that biological fathers are more 

inclined than stepfathers to invest in child-rearing and in their relationships with their children. 

The relationships between children and their biological (non-resident) fathers should therefore 

be better than the relationships between children and their stepfathers. 

In this study, we examined whether the quality of the relationships between children and 

both their father figures differs, calculated associations between both relationships, and studied 

associations between the relationships with both fathers and child adjustment. 

 

4.1.1 Children’s relationships with fathers and stepfathers: differences and associations

The results of studies that focused on differences between children’s relationships with their 

fathers and their relationships with their stepfathers are often ambiguous, and sometimes even 

contrary. For example, it was reported in a recent study (King, 2006) that roughly a quarter of all 

adolescents living in stepfather families have warm relationships with both father figures, and 

that roughly a quarter have poor relationships with them. One third of the adolescents have 

good relationships only with their stepfathers, and 16% have warm relationships only with their 

non-resident fathers. King (2006) asked the children in this study only one question, namely how 

they experienced their relationships with their non-resident fathers and with their stepfathers. 

Claxton-Oldfield, Garber, and Gillcrist (2006) asked the children in their study the same question, 

but also administered the Stepparent Behavior Inventory (Fine, Coleman, & Ganong, 1998) in 

order to measure two dimensions of parent–child relationships, namely warmth and control. The 
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authors reported a significant difference only on the warmth dimension: Adolescents experience 

their relationships with their non-resident fathers as warmer than those with their stepfathers. 

White and Gilbreth (2001) focused on the criticisms and compliments that children receive 

from their father figures. The authors did not report any difference at all on relationship quality 

between children and their fathers and stepfathers.  

To understand the association between two or more family relationships, the literature 

frequently describes two perspectives, namely the spillover perspective and the compensatory 

perspective (Erel & Burman, 1995). According to the former, emotions and behavior in one 

family subsystem spill over into another subsystem. This should mean that children who have 

warm relationships with their non-resident fathers will also develop warm relationships with 

their stepfathers. Both relationships are positively associated with each other. According to the 

compensatory perspective, emotions and behavior in one family subsystem compensate for the 

emotions and behaviors in other family subsystems. This implies a negative association between 

two relationships. For example, children who have warm relationships with their non-resident 

fathers oppose their stepfathers because they feel loyal to their fathers. On the other hand, 

children who have poor relationships with their non-resident fathers can compensate for this by 

developing warm relationship with their stepfathers. Nevertheless, two recent studies failed to 

show a significant association between the relationships (King, 2009; White & Gilbreth, 2001), and 

thus do not support either the spillover or the compensatory perspective. 

4.1.2 Children’s relationships with fathers and stepfathers, and associations with child adjustment

Family system theorists assert that an understanding of children’s functioning necessitates an 

understanding of family dynamics (Sameroff, 1994; Thelen & Smith, 1994). The quality of family 

relationships influences the functioning of the children, and vice versa (Cowan, Cohn, Cowan, & 

Pearson, 1996; Golombok, 2000). Furthermore, it is assumed that different family relationships 

mutually influence each other (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Erel & Burman, 1995). In our study, 

we focused on children’s relationships with their non-resident fathers and with their stepfathers.    

After parental divorce, children’s relationships with their fathers remain important for their 

psychosocial adjustment. Children’s contact with their divorced non-resident fathers has increased 

strongly in the last 25 years, both in the USA and in the Netherlands (Amato, Meyers, & Emery, 2009; 

Spruijt, 2007). Several studies showed a positive association between contact between children 

and their non-resident fathers on the one hand, and children’s well-being and development on 

the other (e.g., Swiss & Le Bourdais, 2009). Bronstein and colleagues (1994) reported a positive 

association between non-resident father–child contact and children’s self-esteem. The frequency 

of father–child contact is also an important predictor of the subjective feelings that children have 

toward their non-resident fathers (Amato, Meyers, & Emery, 2009). Fabricius and Luecken (2007) 

found that the more time children spend with their non-resident fathers, the more positive 

they are about their current father–child relationships. However, this association can also be 
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the other way round: Children with warm father–child relationships are more inclined to have 

intensive contact with their fathers. The quality of children’s relationships with their non-resident 

fathers is associated with several aspects of children’s psychosocial adjustment. The higher the 

quality of the relationship between the child and the non-resident father, the lower the levels 

of internalizing and externalizing problem behavior in the child (King & Sobolewski, 2006). The 

frequency of contact between the non-resident father and the child declines when the mother 

marries or starts cohabiting with another man (Bronstein, Stoll, Clauson, Abrams, & Briones, 1994). 

Children’s relationships with their stepfathers are different from those with their non-resident 

fathers, in the sense that there is no biological kinship. From this perspective, it can be assumed 

that stepfathers are less involved in rearing their stepchildren, and that they have only a small 

influence on their stepchildren’s well-being. However, several studies have shown that the quality 

of the relationships between children and stepfathers is important for child adjustment: Children 

who report close relationships with their stepfathers, also report lower levels of internalizing and 

externalizing problem behavior (e.g., King, 2006; Yuan & Hamilton, 2006). In addition, children 

who have warm relationships with their stepfathers feel more fortunate and more satisfied with 

their lives than children who do not have good relationships with their stepfathers (Amato, 

1994). Surprisingly, King (2006) reported that the relationship between child and stepfather is 

even more strongly associated with child adjustment than the relationship between child and 

non-resident father. King’s explanation for this is that a stepfather is part of the child’s family and 

therefore more available to the child than the non-resident father.  

4.13 Research questions and hypotheses

It is unclear whether the quality of children’s relationships with their non-resident fathers and 

their stepfathers differs, and whether these relationships are associated with child adjustment. 

Most studies on this topic focused on children aged between 12 and 18 (e.g., King, 2006; Claxton-

Oldfield, Garber, & Gillcrist, 2006, White & Gilbreth, 2001). We, however, interviewed children aged 

between 8 and 12. Furthermore, we used child reports to measure child adjustment and the 

quality of the child’s relationships with both father figures. Previous studies have shown that 

children of this age are reliable reporters about their own well-being and the quality of their 

family relationships (e.g., Herjanic, Herjanic, Brown, & Wheatt, 1975; Herjanic & Reich, 1997). 

Finally, some studies have shown that particularly girls experience problems in stepfather families 

(Needle, Su, & Doherty, 1990), while other studies report that boys in stepfather families show 

higher levels of problem behavior (Dunn et al., 1998). Because of this ambiguity, we answer our 

research questions separately for boys and for girls.   

We had three main research questions: 

(1)  Is the quality of the relationship between children and their non-resident fathers different 

from the quality of the relationship between children and their stepfathers? 
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(2) Is the quality of the relationship between children and their non-resident fathers associated 

with the quality of the relationship between children and their stepfathers?

(3) Is the quality of both relationships (child–father, child–stepfather) associated with children’s 

psychosocial adjustment? 

4.2 Method

4.2.1 Recruitment 

We established three criteria for including a child in the study: He/she had to be between 8 and 

12 years old, his/her biological father must not be living at the child’s address, and the mother had 

to have a new partner with whom she was cohabiting. With the help of the municipal registration 

offices of several cities in the Netherlands, 1239 families that met the first two criteria (child’s age, 

living situation) were invited by letter to participate in the study. One hundred and eighty families 

responded to this invitation, and we sent them a short questionnaire about the demographic 

characteristics of the family. Of these families, 37 also met the third criteria (stepfather); these 

families participated in a more extensive part of the study, in which the children also participated. 

4.2.2 Procedure

The families that had agreed to participate were contacted by phone in order to make 

appointments for home visits. The child questionnaire was administered during a one-hour 

interview with each target child in his/her home. During these sessions, the first author or one of 

her collaborators read the questionnaire items to the child and recorded the child’s answers. The 

mothers were asked to complete a questionnaire and return it to us in the stamped addressed 

envelope we had provided. 

4.2.3 Instruments

Data were collected by means of maternal reports (family demographic characteristics) 

and child questionnaires (father–child relationship, stepfather–child relationship, psychosocial 

adjustment). 

Demographic characteristics. Each mother was asked to complete a questionnaire concerning 

her age, educational level, working status, number of hours worked per week, number of children, 

time elapsed since divorce, contact frequency between the child and the non-resident father, 

and the father’s new living situation.    

Family structure. Families were categorized based on three questions that were put to the 

mothers: “Do you have an ex-partner with whom you have children?”, “Is this ex-partner the father 

of the child who is participating in this study?”, and “Are you currently cohabiting with a partner 

who is not the father of the child who is participating in this study?” (0 = No; 1 = Yes). 

Children’s relationships with their fathers and stepfathers. We used the child version of the 

Parent–Child Interaction Questionnaire (PACHIQ-Ch; Lange, 2001) to measure the quality of each 
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child’s relationship with the father and with the stepfather. The items in the questionnaire concern 

interpersonal behavior and interpersonal feelings toward the father and stepfather separately. 

The children were asked to indicate how often they display a certain behavior or experience 

a certain feeling (1 = never; 5 = always). The PACHIQ-Ch consists of two scales: the acceptance 

scale (8 items, e.g., “When I do something for my father/stepfather, I see that he appreciates it;” 

Cronbach’s alpha: fathers = .82, stepfathers = .82), and the conflict scale (17 items, e.g., “When 

my father/stepfather and I disagree, we are able to talk about it;” Cronbach’s alpha: fathers = .81, 

stepfathers = .80).

Children’s psychosocial adjustment. Data on the psychosocial adjustment of each child were 

collected by means of child reports. Three aspects of psychosocial adjustment were measured, 

namely problem behavior (Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ); Goodman, 1997), self-

esteem, and social competence (Perceived Competence Scale for Children (PCSC); Harter, 1982). 

The SDQ problem behavior scale consists of 20 items or statements, for example “I’m restless; 

I can’t keep still for long” and “I get very angry and often lose my temper.” Each statement has a 

response category ranging from 0 (= not true) to 2 (= certainly true). The sum of the scores of all 

items produces a total score that reflects the overall measure of problem behavior. Cronbach’s 

alpha was .74. 

General self-esteem and social competence were measured by two subscales of the adapted 

Dutch version of the Perceived Competence Scale for Children (PCSC Dutch version; van den 

Bergh & van Ranst, 1998). In the original PCSC, as developed by Harter (1982), the items are 

formulated as bipolar statements. The child first has to decide the kind of child he/she is and 

then report whether the description is “sort of true” or “really true” for him/her. Van den Bergh 

and colleagues showed that the response format used in the original PCSC was too complex 

for younger children (van den Bergh & de Rycke, 2003; van den Bergh & van Ranst, 1998). The 

response format is simpler in the Dutch version of the PCSC: Children are asked to rate on a 

4-point scale whether the labels or statements are true for them (1 = not true at all; 4 = very true). 

Each subscale consists of 7 statements, for example “I feel pretty sure of myself” (general self-

esteem) and “I have a lot of friends” (social competence). Cronbach’s alphas were good (general 

self-esteem: α = .73; social competence: α = .66). 

4.2.4 Participants 

The participant group comprised 37 children (14 boys, 23 girls). The mean age of the boys 

was 10.93 years (SD = 1.59), and of the girls it was 10.74 years (SD = 1.43). The difference in age 

was not significant. Most of the participating mothers had two or three children (M = 2.42, SD = 

1.13). The mothers had divorced about 6 years previously (M = 6.27, SD = 2.53). Over 83% of the 

mothers had a paid job; they were working about 22 hours a week (M = 22.40, SD = 12.98).

Of the non-resident fathers, 73% (n= 27) had new partners; of these fathers, 14 had children 

in these new relationships. Two children reported that they had not had any contact with their 
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non-resident fathers in the previous year. These children were omitted from the analyses. Of the 

remaining 35 children, 23 saw their fathers at least once a week and 12 saw their fathers at least 

once every two months. 

Previous studies have shown that the frequency of contact between child and non-resident 

father predicts the quality of their relationship (Amato, Meyers, & Emery, 2009). We therefore 

calculated bivariate correlations between the frequencies of father–child contact and the main 

variables of the study. Because no significant associations were found, frequency of contact was 

not taken into account as a control variable in further analyses. 

4.2.5 Analyses

We conducted a Wilcoxon signed-rank test to investigate differences between the father–

child relationship and the stepfather–child relationship. Because our sample was small, we used 

a non-parametric test (van Peet, van den Wittenboer, & Hox, 2001). Bivariate correlations were 

then calculated between the relationship variables (acceptance, conflict) of the father–child 

relationship and the stepfather–child relationship. Finally, bivariate correlations were calculated 

between the relationship variables and the children’s psychosocial adjustment (problem 

behavior, self-esteem, social competence). All these analyses were carried out for the total group 

as well as separately for boys and for girls. 

4.3 Results

4.3.1 Descriptive statistics  

Table 4.1 shows the mean scores of the three variables on children’s psychosocial adjustment 

(problem behavior, self-esteem, social competence). The mean sum score for problem behavior 

was 14.71 (SD = 4.62). This score is significantly higher (t(1146) = -4.80; p = .000) than reported by 

Muris, Meesters, Eijkelenboom, and Vincken (2004) in a previous study that used a Dutch non-

clinical sample of 8- to 13-year-olds (n = 1111; M = 10.4; SD = 5.4). However, according to the 

norm scores of the SDQ (Youth in Mind, n.d.), the mean score of our sample does not come 

within the clinical range. Mean scores for self-esteem and social competence were 2.79 (SD = .48) 

and 2.87 (SD = .40), respectively. Boys and girls did not differ significantly on any of the above-

mentioned variables. 

Table 4.1 Mean scores (SD) for children’s problem behavior, self-esteem, and social competence separately for 
the total group (n= 35), for boys (n= 13), and for girls (n= 22). 

Problem behavior Self-esteem Social competence

Total group 14.71 (4.62) 2.79 (.48) 2.87 (.40)

Boys 14.85 (5.70) 2.80 (.42) 2.98 (.34)

Girls 14.64 (4.01) 2.79 (.52) 2.81 (.44)
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4.3.2 Differences in relationship quality

The results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test are shown in Table 4.2. For boys and girls 

together, we found significant differences on both acceptance (z = -2.77; p = .006) and conflict 

(z = -2.22; p = .027). The children showed higher levels of warmth (M = 4.17; SD = .66) and lower 

levels of conflict (M = 1.82; SD = .47) in their relationships with their biological fathers, than in their 

relationships with their stepfathers (acceptance: M = 3.92; SD = .64; conflict: M = 2.00; SD = .45). 

Table 4.2 Results of the Wilcoxon signed rank test for differences between the quality of the father–child 
relationship and the quality of the stepfather–child relationship separately for the total group (n= 35), for 
boys (n= 13), and for girls (n= 22).

Child’s relationship with
non-resident 

father stepfather
Wilcoxon 

z-value p-value

Total group Acceptance 4.17 (.66) 3.92 (.64) -2.77 .006

Conflict 1.82 (.47) 2.00 (.45) -2.22 .027

Boys Acceptance 4.34 (.46) 3.81 (.76) -2.28 .023

Conflict 1.76 (.42) 1.98 (.42) -1.89 .058

Girls Acceptance 4.07 (.75) 3.99 (.57) -1.70 .090

Conflict 1.85 (.50) 2.01 (.48) -1.63 .104

When examined separately, differences between the quality of the father–child relationship 

and that of the stepfather–child relationship were found only for boys: Boys reported significantly 

higher levels of acceptance in their relationships with their non-resident fathers (M = 4.34, SD 

= .46) than in those with their stepfathers (M = 3.81; SD = .76) (z = -2.28; p = .023). For girls, no 

significant differences were found regarding acceptance of the father or stepfather. Irrespective 

of the child’s gender, no differences were found on conflict between child and father or between 

child and stepfather. 

4.3.3 Associations between the father–child relationship and the stepfather–child relationship

Table 4.3 shows the bivariate correlations between the relationship variables (acceptance, 

conflict). For the total group, both acceptance (r(35) = -.42; p = .012) and conflict (r(35) = .53; 

p = .001) in the father–child relationship were significantly associated with conflicts in the 

relationship between child and stepfather. Children who reported high levels of conflict with 

their stepfathers, also reported higher levels of conflict and lower levels of acceptance in their 

relationships with their non-resident fathers.

When examined separately for boys and for girls, both relationships were significantly 

associated with each other only for girls: Acceptance of the non-resident father was negatively 

associated with conflict with the stepfather (r(22) = -.44; p = .040), and conflict between father 

and daughter was positively associated with conflict between stepfather and daughter (r(22) = 

.57; p = .005). 
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Table 4.3 Bivariate correlations between acceptance and conflict in the father–child relationship and in the 
stepfather–child relationship separately for the total group (n= 35), for boys (n= 13), and for girls (n= 22).

Relationship with stepfather

Relationship with non-resident father Acceptance Conflict

Total group Acceptance .32 -.42*

Conflict -.26 .53**

Boys Acceptance .46 -.38

Conflict -.14 .43

Girls Acceptance .35 -.44*

Conflict -.37 .57**

* p < .05; ** p < .01

4.3.4 Children’s relationships with fathers and stepfathers, and children’s psychosocial adjustment 

Table 4.4 shows bivariate correlations between the relationship variables (acceptance, 

conflict) and the variables regarding children’s adjustment (problem behavior, self-esteem, 

social competence). The quality of the relationships with both father figures is not significantly 

associated with children’s problem behavior. 

Table 4.4 Bivariate correlations between children’s relationships with their fathers and their stepfathers, and 
child adjustment separately for the total group (n= 35), for boys (n= 13), and for girls (n= 22).

Problem behavior Self-esteem Social competence

Total Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total Boys Girls

Relationship with father

   Acceptance .07 .15 .03 .29 .37 .28 .33 .56* .23

   Conflict .05 -.03 .11 -.37* -.34 -.38 -.09 -.30 .01

Relationship with stepfather

   Acceptance -.12 -.19 -.04 .32 .01 .53* .02 .09 .03

   Conflict .21 .37 .10 -.36* -.20 -.43* -.10 -.18 -.06

* p < .05

However, significant associations were found between children’s self-esteem and social 

competence and their relationships with their fathers and stepfathers. For the total group, 

conflicts with fathers and stepfathers were negatively associated with children’s self-esteem (r(35) 

= -.37, p = .031 and r(35) = -.36; p = .031, respectively). For boys, acceptance in their relationships 

with their non-resident fathers was associated with their social competence (r(13)= .56; p= .047): 

Boys who reported higher levels of acceptance in the father–child relationship, also reported 

higher levels of social competence. For girls, the relationship with their stepfathers was associated 

with their adjustment. Both acceptance and conflict in the stepfather–child relationship was 
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associated with girls’ self-esteem (respectively, r(22) = .53, p = .011 and r(22) = -.43; p = .044). Girls 

who maintain warm relationships with their stepfathers (high levels of acceptance, low levels of 

conflict), reported higher levels of self-esteem than girls who did not have warm stepfather–child 

relationships.

4.4 Discussion

As a result of divorce and remarriage, a growing number of children in the Netherlands have 

both biological parents and step-parents. A large group of under-aged children are growing up 

with more than two parental figures. Our study focused on children’s relationships with their 

non-resident fathers and their stepfathers. The results show that the presence of a stepfather in 

the family impacts boys and girls differently: A boy’s relationship with his non-resident father is 

associated with the boy’s well-being, while a girl’s relationship with her stepfather seems to be 

important. 

Boys reported higher levels of acceptance in their relationships with their non-resident 

fathers than in their relationships with their stepfathers. For girls, no differences were found. Nor 

were differences found in the degree of conflicts between children (boys and girls) with both 

father figures. These results are partially in line with previous findings. Claxton-Oldfield, Garber, 

and Gillcrist (2006), for example, reported that children in general experience their relationships 

with their non-resident fathers as more affective than their relationships with their stepfathers. In 

contrast, King (2009) reported no differences on children’s relationship quality with their fathers 

and with their stepfathers. 

Second, for both boys and girls the quality of the relationship between child and non-

resident father was found to be associated with the quality of the relationship between child 

and stepfather. Children who reported high levels of acceptance in their relationships with their 

non-resident fathers reported low levels of conflict with their stepfathers. And children who 

reported high levels of conflict with their non-resident fathers also reported high levels of conflict 

with their stepfathers. This result is partially influenced by the results for the girls, for whom we 

found the same significant associations as described above. This result is in line with the spillover 

theory. According to this theory, emotions and behavior in one family relationship spill over into 

to another family relationship. In this study this means that a warm relationship with the non-

resident father is associated with a warm relationship with the stepfather. Our study does not 

support the compensatory perspective, which stresses that emotions and behavior in one family 

relationship compensates for the emotions and behaviors in other family relationships. Several 

studies on relationships in families have confirmed the spillover perspective (Erel & Burman, 1995). 

However, our study is one of the first to show that the spillover perspective can also be used to 

understand how the relationship with the non-resident father is related to the relationship with 

the resident stepfather. Separately for boys and for girls, only for girls were conflicts with their 
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non-resident fathers associated with conflicts with their stepfathers. No significant associations 

were found for boys’ relationships with their father figures. It is possible that we did not find 

any significant associations due to the small number of boys participating in the study, as this 

decreases the statistical power of the correlation analyses. Nevertheless, all non-significant 

correlations did point in the right direction to support the spillover perspective.  

We also examined whether the quality of children’s relationships with their father figures 

is associated with children’s psychosocial adjustment. Surprisingly, neither relationship was 

associated with children’s total problem behavior. This result conflicts with studies that reported 

a link between the relationships of children with their non-resident fathers and their stepfathers 

(e.g., King, 2006; Sturgess, Dunn, & Davies, 2001). A possible explanation for this is that in our 

study, children participated who reported relatively low levels of problem behavior. However, 

both relationships were significantly associated with the positive aspects of children’s well-being 

that we measured, namely children’s self-esteem and their social competence. Boys who reported 

higher levels of acceptance in their relationships with their non-resident fathers feel more socially 

competent than boys who reported lower levels of acceptance in their relationships with their 

non-resident fathers. Girls, who reported high levels of acceptance and low levels of conflict in 

their relationships with their stepfathers, also reported higher levels of self-esteem. It seems that 

boys’ relationships with their non-resident fathers influence their well-being, while for girls their 

relationships with their stepfathers are more important. This result is in line with previous studies. 

King and Sobolowski (2006) reported that boys who have warm relationships with their non-

resident fathers have fewer problems at school and get higher grades. In a longitudinal study by 

Bray and Berger (1993) on children’s relationships in stepfamilies, it was found that the contact 

between non-resident fathers and their daughters declines after some time, while the frequency 

of contact between non-resident fathers and sons stays the same. This could explain why the 

relationship with the non-resident father is associated with the well-being of boys, but not that 

of girls. However, we also found a significant association between the quality of the relationship 

with the stepfather and the self-esteem of girls. Previous studies on the relationship between 

stepfathers and stepdaughters came up with mixed results. Vuchinich, Hetherington, Vuchinich, 

and Clingempeel (1991), for example, found that during adolescence girls have more conflicts 

than boys with their stepfathers. However, Martin, Anderson, and Mottet (1999) reported that 

adolescent girls are more likely than boys to maintain warm relationships with their stepfathers.

Our study had a number of limitations. First, its cross-sectional design gives no indication 

of the sequence of events. To infer causality, a longitudinal design is recommended for future 

research. Second, the study was based on a sample of families that voluntarily participated. It 

is possible that families that did not respond to our invitation have more difficulties regarding 

child adjustment and relationships with non-resident fathers. Finally, our sample was very small. 

Because the results were analyzed separately for boys and for girls, the statistical power of the 

analyses was low. 
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Concluding, it can be said that boys in general are more positive about their relationships 

with their non-resident fathers than about their relationships with their stepfathers. For girls, the 

quality of both relationships does not differ significantly. Furthermore, this study shows that the 

spillover perspective can also be used to understand associations between relationships in the 

family (stepfather–child relationship) and relationships outside the family (non-residential father–

child relationship): Children who reported high levels of conflict with one of their father figures, 

also reported high levels of conflict with their other father figure. Finally, it appears that there 

are gender differences regarding the association between the quality of children’s relationships 

with both father figures and their child adjustment. Boys’ social competence is associated with 

their relationships with their non-resident fathers, while for girls’ self-esteem their relationships 

with their stepfathers seem to matter most. Surprisingly, neither relationship is correlated with 

children’s problem behavior.
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Mothers’ parenting stress and children’s psychosocial 
adjustment: A comparison of three family structures1

Abstract

Assuming that family structure is associated with maternal parenting stress and children’s well-being, 

mothers and children (8-12 years) in 82 intact families, 53 divorced single-mother families, and 36 

stepfather families were assessed using standardized instruments. Two 3 (Family structure) x 2 (Gender) 

MANCOVAs were carried out, and a correlation analysis was conducted. Results show that divorced 

single mothers experience higher levels of parenting stress than married mothers, and children in single-

mother families reported higher levels of total problems than children in intact families. Furthermore, 

parenting stress of divorced single mothers in particular was associated with child adjustment. The 

presence of a second adult in the household seems not only to decrease mothers’ parenting stress, but 

also seems to function as a buffer in the association between parenting stress and children’s well-being.  

1 Hakvoort, E. M., Bos, H. M. W., van Balen, F., & Hermanns, J. M. A. (submitted). Mothers’ parenting stress 
and children’s psychosocial adjustment: A comparison of three family structures. European Journal of 
Developmental Psychology.
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5.1 Introduction

In the Netherlands, where this study was carried out, around 18% of all families with under-

aged children are single-mother families, and 7% are stepfamilies. Most of these families result from 

marital divorce (E-Quality, 2008). Growing up in a divorced family structure may be considered 

a context that has a negative influence on children’s well-being, because this is associated with 

specific risk factors that are supposed to contribute to maternal parenting stress and children’s 

problem behavior (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2003). The influence of family structure on 

mothers’ parental experience and children’s psychosocial adjustment are widely studied. Several 

studies focused on comparisons of two-parent families and single-mother families, disregarding 

important differences within the group single-mother families (Demo & Acock, 1996). However, it 

is well-known that the circumstances of single mothers who are divorced from the child’s father, 

differ from that of single mothers who were never married or cohabited with the child’s father 

(Segal-Engelchin & Wozner, 2005; Weinraub, Horvath, & Gringlas, 2002), and from widowed single 

mothers (Biblarz & Gottainer, 2000). In this study, maternal parenting stress and children’s well-

being were assessed in intact father-mother families, and in divorced single-mother families and 

stepfather families. 

5.1.1 Family structure as a context for risk factors 

Parenting can be considered a self-regulative and adaptive process (Hermanns, 1998). 

However, characteristics of children, parents and the social context sometimes interfere with 

parenting by disrupting this self-regulative and adaptive process. These situations and processes 

are often referred to as risk factors. In the literature, parental divorce or separation and growing 

up in a divorced family structure (i.e., a single-mother family or a stepfather family) are associated 

with risk factors that can disturb adaptive parenting, and subsequently contribute to parenting 

stress and negatively affect children’s developmental outcomes (American Academy of Pediatrics, 

2003; Brown, 2006; Sameroff, 1994).

Parenting stress generally refers to the feelings experienced by a parent when he/she is 

unable to cope with the demands associated with parenting. Both divorce and remarriage (or 

re-partnering) is associated with higher levels of maternal parenting stress (e.g., Amato, 2000). 

Divorced single mothers experience higher levels of distress, perceive their children as more 

difficult (Copeland & Harbaugh, 2005), and report higher levels of family hassles (Compas & 

Williams, 1990) than married mothers. Compared with mothers in intact families, both single 

and remarried mothers more often experience parenthood as hard and as more work than 

pleasure, and more often feel tired as a result of raising their families (Cooper, McLanahan, 

Meadows, & Brooks-Gunn, 2009). Furthermore, parenting stress is frequently associated with less 

adaptive parenting behavior, lower quality of the parent–child relationship, and child adjustment 

problems (e.g., Ang, 2008; Bornstein, 2002). 

The relation between family structure and children’s well-being has been extensively 
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studied. A well-known result of these studies is that children in divorced family structures (e.g., 

in single-mother or stepfather families) do less well than children who live with two married 

biological parents. For example, children in divorced families experience a lower level of well-

being (e.g., academic achievement, conduct problems, psychological adjustment, self-concept, 

social competence) than children in intact families (Amato & Keith, 1991; Amato, 2001; Brown, 

2006). Furthermore, children who spent some time in single-parent families show lower levels of 

behavioral and cognitive outcomes (Carlson & Corcoran, 2001), have more adjustment problems 

(Dunn, Deater-Deckard, Pickering, O’Connor, Golding, & the ALSPAC Study Team, 1998), and have 

less extensive contacts with friends (Dunn, Davies, O’Connor, & Sturgess, 2001). Last, it should 

be mentioned that several studies have shown that a parental divorce influences boys and girls 

psychosocial adjustment in different ways (Golombok, 2000; Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 

1999). However, this might also be a consequence of differences in how boys and girls in general 

show their distress: Boys tend to show their distress with more externalizing problem behavior, 

whereas girls tend to internalize problem behavior (e.g., Leadbeater, Blatt, & Quinlan, 1995).  

5.1.2 Specific characteristics of divorced families

This study investigated mothers and children in three distinct family structures: intact families, 

divorced single-mother families, and stepfather families. Several theories on family structure 

emphasize that a family headed by two married biological parents is the best or most complete 

structure (e.g., White & Klein, 2008). Other family structures, such as single-mother families and 

stepfather families, are considered incomplete or deviant versions of the intact father-mother 

family structure, and are assumed to have a negative influence on parenting processes and child 

development. A divorced family structure is associated with several risk factors, such as lack of 

social support, decrease in family income, and social stigma. 

Social support. Divorced single mothers lack the support of a partner. The presence or absence 

of a second adult in the household (viz. the biological father or stepfather) may influence a 

mother’s child-rearing tasks and experiences. A second adult in the household can provide child-

rearing assistance and emotional support, and ease financial pressure (Thompson & Esminger, 

1989). The absence of a father often leaves the mother with no-one else with whom to share 

the day-to-day tasks associated with raising a child (Golombok, 2000). This may affect not only 

maternal parenting stress, but also children’s psychosocial adjustment. 

Family income. After a divorce, the economic resources of single-mother families will in most 

cases decline sharply (e.g., Bouman, 2004). Studies in various parts of the world have shown that 

family income is an important predictor of child adjustment: The lower the family income, the 

higher the chance that a child will develop problem behavior, such as aggressive, withdrawn, 

or anxious behavior problems (e.g., Berger, Paxson, & Waldfogel, 2009). In the Netherlands, a 

substantial proportion of all single-mother families have a post-divorce income that is around 

welfare level (Bouman, 2004). However, when a mother remarries or cohabits with a new partner, 
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family income increases. On average, the family income of stepfather families is only slightly 

lower than that of intact families (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). 

Social stigma. Society also perceives divorced families as more negative than intact families. 

Results from the World Value Survey, for example, showed that 20.4% of the Dutch respondents 

and 47.8% of the U.S. respondents disapprove of a woman becoming a single parent (World 

Value Survey, 2006). Furthermore, in the media stepfamilies are often portrayed in a negative way 

(Leon & Angst, 2005), and in a recent study among college students it was found that stepfathers 

are more often stereotyped as hated and insensitive than any other father type (Troilo & Coleman, 

2008). It is possible that divorced single and remarried (or re-partnered) mothers feel that they 

have to justify their parenthood to the environment as a consequence of these attitudes toward 

divorced families. 

5.1.3 Research aims and hypotheses

In the present study differences in maternal parenting stress and children’s psychosocial 

adjustment in three family structures are examined. To avoid the problem of same-source bias, we 

collected information on parenting from the mothers and information on child adjustment from 

the children. Furthermore, the majority of studies on family structures and family relationship 

quality were carried out in the U.S. (e.g., Amato & Keith, 1991; Amato, 2000; Amato, 2001; Brown, 

2006). However, several studies have shown that circumstances for divorced single mothers in 

the U.S. and in European countries (such as the Netherlands) are quite different. For example, 

single mothers in the U.S. experience higher levels of economic hardship compared with their 

Dutch counterparts (Christopher, 2002). Besides, the number of people in the US that disapprove 

of single parenthood is more than twice as high as in the Netherlands (World Value Survey, 2006). 

To see whether differences between family structures also appear in a country where divorced 

single mothers are confronted with less economic hardship and dissaproval of society, this study 

was conducted in the Netherlands. Last, because several studies on family structure and child 

adjustment reported gender differences (e.g., Golombok, 2000; Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 

1999), analyses were done for boys and girls separately.  

The first aim was to examine differences on mothers’ parenting stress (i.e., parental 

incompetence, parental burden, and parental justification) in intact, single-mother, and 

stepfather families. Because single mothers lack the support of a second adult in the household, 

we expected single mothers to report lower levels of parental competence and higher levels 

of parental burden compared to mothers in intact or stepfather families. However, because 

both single mothers and remarried mothers differ from the normative intact family structure, 

we expected mothers in these divorced family structures to report higher levels of parental 

justification than mothers in intact families. 

 The second aim was to examine differences on psychosocial adjustment between 

children in intact families, single-mother families, and stepfather families, separately for boys and 
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girls. We focused on three aspects of children’s psychosocial adjustment – namely total problem 

behavior, general self-esteem, and social competence – because these aspects are important 

predictors of adult psychopathology and later life satisfaction (e.g., Heinonen, Räikkönen, & 

Keltikangas-Järvinen, 2005; McGue & Iacono, 2005). Based on previous studies, we expected 

children in divorced families (single-mother families and stepfather families) to show higher 

levels of total problem behavior, and lower levels of general self-esteem and social competence. 

The third aim was to assess whether there are associations between mothers’ parenting 

stress and children’s psychosocial adjustment (separately for boys and girls) in intact families, 

single-mother families, and stepfather families. Because in two-adult families (intact families and 

stepfather families), the second adult in the household can give child-rearing assistance and 

emotional support to the mother, we expected to find more significant associations between 

mothers’ parenting stress variables and child adjustment variables in single-mother families than 

in intact families and stepfather families. 

5.2 Method

5.2.1 Recruitment

To participate in the study, the target children must have been between 8 and 12 years old. 

The participating families were recruited by means of (1) the population register, (2) elementary 

schools, and (3) personal networks. 

First, two random samples of 300 intact families and 1239 divorced families were drawn 

from the population register of four cities in the Netherlands. The intact families received an 

invitation to participate in the study; 38 of these families were willing to participate (response 

rate: 12.7%). The divorced families first received an invitation to complete a short questionnaire 

about their socio-demographic characteristics. One hundred and eighty divorced families were 

willing to participate (response rate: 14.5%) and thus received the questionnaire. Of these 180 

divorced families, 53 single-mother families and 36 stepfather families (49.4%) gave their consent 

to participate in a more detailed part of the study that focused on maternal parenting stress 

and child adjustment. The mothers in these families also give permission to collect data from 

their offspring by means of child reports. Second, families were recruited through six elementary 

schools. The parents of 579 children aged between 8 and 12 received an invitation letter; of these 

families, 24 intact families matched the above-mentioned criteria and were willing to participate. 

Third, research assistants approached families in their personal network that met the above-

mentioned criterion. Twenty intact families were recruited this way. 

A total of 171 families participated in the study: 82 intact families, 53 single-mother families, 

and 36 stepfather families. No significant differences were found on social demographic variables 

between the participating families and the three recruitment methods. 
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5.2.2 Procedure

The families that had agreed to participate were contacted by phone to make an 

appointment for a home visit. The child questionnaires were administered during a one-hour 

interview with each target child in his/her home. During these sessions, the first author or one 

of her collaborators read the questionnaire items to the child and recorded the child’s answers. 

Each mother was asked to complete a questionnaire and return it to us in the stamped addressed 

envelope that we provided. 

5.2.3 Measures

Data were collected by means of maternal reports (family structure, parenting stress, 

demographic characteristics) and child questionnaires (psychosocial adjustment). 

Family structure. In order to allocate each family to one of the three family structures, we first 

asked the mother “Do all your children have the same father?” and “Are you currently cohabiting 

with the father of the child who is participating in the study?” If the mother answered “Yes” to both 

questions, the family was categorized as an intact father–mother family. If the mother answered 

“No” to the second question, we asked “Do you have a new partner with whom you are living at 

this moment?” If the mother answered “No,” the family was categorized as a single-mother family; 

if the mother answered “Yes,” the family was categorized as a stepfather family. 

Maternal parenting stress. Information about the mothers’ parenting stress was collected 

by maternal reports. Three aspects covering maternal parenting stress were measured, 

namely parental competence, parental burden, and parental justification. To measure parental 

competence and parental burden, we used the NVOS (Robbroeckx & Wels, 1989), which is a 

Dutch questionnaire for measuring parental stress. The parental competence sub-scale (being 

able to handle the child) consists of 8 items (e.g., “I feel I’m slowly losing grip on my child”), 

while the parental burden sub-scale (feeling burdened by the child) consists of 7 items (e.g., 

“Others (my partner) get too little attention because of my child”). Mothers were asked to 

indicate their agreement with each item on a 5-point scale (1 = fully disagree; 5 = fully agree). 

Cronbach’s alpha was .67 (Competence) and .79 (Burden), respectively. The Parental Justification 

Scale (Bos, van Balen, & van den Boom, 2004) was used to measure the degree to which the 

mothers feel pressured to justify the quality of their parenthood toward other people in their 

social environment. This scale consists of four items (e.g., “In anticipation of negative reactions 

from others, I give my children more attention than other parents do”). Each item was scored on 

a 6-point scale (1 = fully disagree; 6 = fully agree). Cronbach’s alpha was good (α = .82).

Psychosocial adjustment of the child. Data regarding the psychosocial adjustment of the 

children were collected by means of child reports that included several aspects of their 

psychosocial adjustment. 

Problem behavior was measured with the Total Difficulties Scale of the Strength and 

Difficulties Questionnaire Self-Report Version (SDQ; Goodman, 1997). Although this instrument is 
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intended for children aged 11 and older, it has also been used in a nonclinical sample of children 

as young as 8 years old (Muris, Meesters, Eijkelenboom, & Vincken, 2004). This scale consists of 20 

items or statements: for example, “I am restless; I cannot stay still for long” or “I get very angry and 

often lose my temper.” Each statement has a 3-item Likert-type response category ranging from 0 

(not true) to 2 (certainly true). The sum of the scores of all items produces a total score that reflects 

the overall measure of problem behavior. Cronbach’s alpha was .71.

General self-esteem and social competence were measured with the adapted Dutch version 

of the Perceived Competence Scale for Children (PCSC; van den Bergh & van Ranst, 1998). Each 

sub-scale of the PCSC consists of seven statements. Examples of statements are “I feel pretty sure 

of myself” (general self-esteem) and “I have a lot of friends” (social competence). In the original 

PCSC as developed by Harter (1979), items are formulated as bipolar statements. The child first 

has to decide the kind of child he/she is and then report whether the description is “sort of 

true” or “really true” for him/her. However, Van den Bergh and Van Ranst (1998) showed that the 

response format used in the original PCSC was too complex for younger children. In the Dutch 

version of the PCSC (van den Bergh & van Ranst, 1998), the response format was therefore made 

simpler: Children were asked to rate on a 4-point scale whether the labels or statements were 

true for them (1 = not true at all; 4 = very true). Cronbach’s alpha was respectively .74 (general self-

esteem) and .73 (social competence). 

Demographic characteristics. Each mother was asked her age, education level, employment 

status, the number of hours she worked each week, and the annual family income. Furthermore, 

mothers were asked about the number of children in the family, the children’s ages and gender, 

how often the children see their non-resident father (if applicable), and how many years elapsed 

since the divorce (if applicable). 

5.2.4 Participants

A total of 171 families participated in the study: 82 intact families (boys represented 37.8% of 

the children), 53 single-mother families (boys represented 45.3% of the children), and 36 stepfather 

families (boys represented 36.1% of the children). The socio-demographic characteristics of the 

three family structures are presented in Table 5.1. Significant differences were found on four 

aspects: (a) Mothers’ in stepfather families were significantly younger than those in intact and 

single-mother families; (b) target children in intact families were significantly younger than those 

in single-mother and stepfather families; (c) the annual family income of single-mother families 

was significantly lower than that of intact and stepfather families; and (d) divorced remarried 

mothers were significantly longer divorced than divorced mothers who remained single. 

No significant differences were obtained on mother’s employment status: Seventy-seven 

percent of all mothers (n = 135) was employed and these mothers worked on average 22.53 

hours a week (SD = 10.93). No significant differences also emerged between mothers in intact 
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families, single-mother families, and stepfather families on their educational level. The majority 

of the mothers (75.4%) were educated to intermediate vocational level or higher, which is in line 

with figures from Statistics Netherlands regarding the educational level of mothers with young 

children in the Netherlands (Latten & van Dijk, 2007). Finally, no differences were found on contact 

between the child and the non-resident father in single mother families and stepfather familie. 

Most of the children in divorced family structures see their father more than once a week (single-

mother families: 64.8%; stepfather families: 66.7%) or every month (resp., 16.7% and 16.7%). Only 

few children see their father only several times a year (resp., 11.1% and 10.0%) or did not have 

contact with their father at all (resp., 7.4% and 6.7%). 

Table 5.1 Means (SD) of social demographic variables, separately for intact families (n= 82), divorced single-
mother families (n= 53), and stepfather families (n=36).

Family structure

Intact families 
(I)

Single-mother 
families (II)

Stepfather 
families (III)

Post-hoc

Age mother 41.01 (4.40) 42.33 (4.30) 39.09 (5.50) F = 5.15* I, II > III

Age child 10.18 (1.36) 10.70 (1.44) 11.00 (1.59) F = 4.69* I < II, III

Gender of target child 37.8 % boys 45.3 % boys 36.1 % boys X2 = 1.01  

Number of children 2.57 (1.12) 2.15 (.92) 2.43 (1.15) F = 2.40 

Mothers’ employment status 

   Employed (%) 76.9 % 76.4 % 83.9 % X2  = 0.21

   Work hours/week 23.09 (7.99) 27.07 (7.33) 25.83 (10.43) F = 2.70

Mothers Education1 6.21 (1.58) 5.73 (1.97) 5.63 (1.90) F = 1.77

Annual family income2 3.62 (1.98) 2.09 (1.65) 3.02 (2.06) F = 9.85*** I, III > II

Urbanization 2.55 (.50) 2.74 (.45) 2.64 (.49) F = 2.45

Years since divorce - 4.82 (1.85) 6.71 (2.77) F = 11.43*** II < III

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001  
1 Education: 1= elementary school; 2 = lower vocational education; 3 = lower general secondary education; 
4 = higher general secondary education; 5= pre-university education; 6= intermediate vocational education; 
7= higher vocational education; 8= university. 
2 Annual family income: 1= less than €20,000; 2= €20,000–€25,000; 3= €25,000–€30,000; 4= €30,000–€35,000; 
5= more than €35,000

5.3 Results

5.3.1 Preliminary analyses

A preliminary correlation analysis was conducted to test whether the demographic variables 

on which the family structures differed (Table 5.1) were significantly associated with any of the 

major study variables (Table 5.2). Pearson r correlations were calculated for the total group for 

three demographic variables (viz., age mother; age child; annual family income) and the major 

study variables (parental stress and child adjustment). Correlations between years elapsed since 
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divorce and the major study variables were computed only for divorced family structures (viz., 

single-mother families and stepfather families). 

Table 5.2 Correlations between social demographic variables on which families significantly differed and the 
major study variables. 

Maternal Parenting Stress Children’s Psychosocial Adjustment

Competence Burden Justification
Total 

problems
Self-esteem

Social 
competence

Demographic variables

   Age mother .05 -.08 -.10 -.17* .04 .03

   Age child .06 -.04 -.09 -.10 .04 -.09

   Annual income .25** -.20* -.14 -.15 .08 .01

   Years since divorce1 -.10 .07 .18* .08 .16* -.05

* p < .05; ** p < .01 

1 Only computed for the group divorced mothers (single mothers and remarried mothers). 

Two demographic variables were significantly correlated with maternal parenting stress 

(Table 5.2). Family annual income was associated with parental competence (r(171) = .25; p = 

.002) and parental burden (r(171) = -.20; p = .011). The lower the family income, the less mothers 

feel themselves competent as parents and the more they feel burdened by their children. 

Furthermore, time since divorce was negatively related with parental justification (r(89) = -.18; p 

= .026). The longer the time elapsed since the divorce, the lower the level mothers feel they have 

to justify their parenthood. 

Only one demographic variable was significantly associated with children’s psychosocial 

adjustment (Table 5.2). Maternal age was negatively related with children’s total problems (r(171) 

= -.16; p = .034). Older mothers have children that report lower levels of problem behavior than 

children of younger mothers. 

5.3.2 Maternal parenting stress

A 3 (Family structure: 0 = intact families, 1 = single-mother families, 2 = stepfather families) x 

2 (Gender: 0 = boys, 1 = girls) multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was performed with 

mother’s parenting stress (viz., parental competence, parental burden, and parental justification) 

as the dependent variables. Based on the results of the preliminary correlation analyses (see 

Table 5.2), family annual income was used as a covariate. If a multivariate statistically significant 

difference was found, separate ANCOVAs were conducted to test which parental stress variables 

accounted for this difference. Post-hoc tests were performed to test which family structures 

differed from each other. When comparing single-mother families with stepfather families, time 

since the divorce was added as an extra covariate because this variable was also significantly 

correlated with parental justification. 
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Results of the MANCOVA with mother’s parenting stress as the dependent variables are 

shown in Table 5.3. The results obtained using Wilks’s criterion showed a significant main effect 

for family structure (F(6,308) = 3.46; p = .003). No significant effect was found for gender (F(3,154) 

= 0.59; p = .621) or for the interaction between family structure and gender(F(6,308) = 1.23; p = 

.690). 

Subsequent ANCOVAs revealed significant differences between mothers in intact families, 

single-mother families and stepfather families on parental competence (F(2,156) = 3.42; p = .042), 

parental burden (F(2,156 = 3.82; p = .024) and parental justification (F(2,156) = 9.03; p = .000). Post-

hoc tests showed that single mothers report significantly lower levels of parental competence 

(F(1,125) = 5.72; p = .018) and higher levels of parental burden (F(1,125) = 7.75; p = .006) than 

mothers in intact families. Furthermore, mothers in intact families reported significantly lower 

levels of parental justification than single mothers (F(1,125) = 18.54; p = .000) and remarried 

mothers (F(1,108) = 7.96; p = .006).  

5.3.3 Children’s psychosocial adjustment

Again, a 3 x 2 MANCOVA was performed with children’s adjustment (viz., total problem 

behavior, general self-esteem, and social competence) as the dependent variables. Maternal age 

was used as covariate, because preliminary analyses (see Table 5.2) showed that this background 

variable was significantly associated with children’s total problem behavior. If significant 

differences emerged, separate ANCOVAs and post-hoc tests were conducted.

Table 5.3 shows the results of the MANCOVA with children’s adjustment as the dependent 

variables. The results obtained using Wilks’s criterion showed a significant main effect for family 

structure (F(6,304) = 2.52; p = .021). No significant effect was found for gender (F(3,152) = 1.19; 

p = .318) or for the interaction between family structure and gender (F(6,304) = 0.53; p = .788). 

A subsequent ANCOVA revealed a significant difference between children in intact families, 

divorced single-mother families, and stepfather families on children’s total problem behavior 

(F(2,154) = 3.10; p = .048). Post-hoc tests showed that children growing up in a divorced single-

mother family report higher levels of total problem behavior than children growing up in an 

intact family (F(1,123) = 6.88; p = .010). 

5.3.4 Associations between maternal parenting stress and children’s psychosocial adjustment 

Pearson r correlations were computed between the parenting stress variables and the 

psychosocial adjustment variables in order to examine the associations between maternal 

parenting stress and children’s psychosocial adjustment (see Table 5.4). Analyses were carried out 

separately for the three family structures. 

In intact families, mothers’ parental burden was found significantly correlated with children’s 

problem behavior (r(76) = .23; p = .044). Mothers in intact families that report high levels of 

parental burden, have children that report high levels of total problem behavior. 
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Table 5.4 Bivariate correlations between maternal parenting stress and children’s psychosocial adjustment 
separately for intact families (n = 82), single-mother families (n = 53), and stepfather families (n = 36).

Children’s psychosocial adjustment

Total problems General self-esteem Social competence

Intact families 

   Parental competence -.08 .13 .03

   Parental burden .23* -.22 -.02

   Parental justification .06 -.17 -.22

Single-mother families

   Parental competence -.38** .24 .26

   Parental burden .45** -.35* -.31*

   Parental justification .41** -.15 -.32*

Stepfather families

   Parental competence -.10 .09 .02

   Parental burden .19 -.14 -.06

   Parental justification -.19 .13 .21

* p < .05; ** p < .01

All aspects of divorced single mothers’ parenting stress were correlated with children’s well-

being. First, single mothers’ parental competence was significantly correlated with children’s total 

problem behavior (r(50) = –.38; p = .007). The lower the single mothers evaluate their parental 

competences, the more their children report problem behaviors. Second, single mothers’ parental 

burden was found to be significantly correlated with children’s total problems (r(50) = .45; p = 

.001), general self-esteem (r(50) = –.35; p = .012), and social competence (r(50) = –.31; p = .031). 

Single mothers who reported high levels of parental burden have children who show higher 

levels of problem behavior, and lower levels of general self-esteem and social competence. Third, 

single mothers’ parental justification was found to be significantly correlated with children’s total 

problems (r(50) = .41; p < .003) and social competence (r(50) = –.32; p = .023). The more single 

mothers feel they have to justify their parenthood, the higher their children rate their problem 

behavior and the lower they rate their social competences. 

No significant correlations were found between remarried mothers’ parenting stress variables 

and child adjustment variables. 

5.4 Discussion

In this study mothers and children in intact families, divorced single-mother families, and 

stepfather families in the Netherlands were compared with each other on mothers’ parenting 

stress and children’s psychosocial adjustment. Results show that mothers in these family structures 
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differ from each other on their experience of parental stress. Furthermore, also differences were 

found on children’s psychosocial adjustment in these three family structures. Finally, it appears 

that maternal parenting stress of divorced single mothers in particular is associated with children’s 

well-being. 

First, support was found for our expectation that family structure is related to maternal 

parenting stress. Divorced single mothers experience lower levels of parental competence and 

higher levels of parental burden than mothers in intact father–mother families. No differences were 

found between single mothers and remarried mothers, or between between first time married 

mothers and remarried mothers on these variables. It should be mentioned that mean scores on 

parental competence and parental burden of mothers in intact families and in stepfather families 

are rather equal. It may be possible that we did not find any significant differences between 

divorced single mothers and remarried mothers due to the low statistical power of the separate 

post-hoc tests  (Competence: 1-β = .62; Burden: 1-β = .71). However, both divorced single and 

remarried mothers do differ on parental justification from mothers in intact families. Divorced 

single and remarried mothers feel they have to justify their parenthood more towards other 

people in the social environment than mothers in intact families. A possible explanation for this 

is that both single-mother families and stepfather families are different from the standard intact 

father–mother family, which is assumed to be the ideal environment for children to be raised in 

(World Value Survey, 2006), and this causes stress for mothers. In response, divorced single and 

remarried mothers want to demonstrate in their social environment that they are good parents. 

Second, confirmation was found for our assumption that family structure is associated 

with children’s psychosocial adjustment. Children that live in single-mother families reported 

higher levels of total problem behavior compared with children growing up in an intact two-

parent family. This result is in line with previous studies that focused on children’s well-being 

in various family structures (e.g., Amato & Keith, 1991). However, children did not differ on the 

other psychosocial variables; general self-esteem and social competence. An explanation for this 

finding might be that in the Netherlands economic circumstances for divorced mothers and 

their children are better than those in the U.S. (Christopher, 2002), where most of the studies 

on family structure and child adjustment were done. Furthermore, a majority of the children in 

divorced families that particpated in our sample did see their non-resident fathers on a regular 

basis. Several studies support an association between involvement of the non-resident father in 

child-rearing and children’s psychosocial adjustment (e.g., King & Sobolewski, 2005). 

Finally, associations between maternal parenting stress and child adjustment were 

investigated. The results showed that maternal parenting stress and children’s wellbeing are 

associated with each other, in particular in single-mother families. Divorced single mothers 

who feel less competent as a parent and report higher levels of parental burden and parental 

justification have children who score higher on total problem behavior and report lower levels of 

general self-esteem and social competence. These results support our hypothesis that a second 
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adult in the household can shield children for the negative effects of maternal parenting stress. 

However, no previous studies have examined associations between parental stress and child 

adjustment in various family structures. Further research is therefore suggested.  

This study had a number of limitations. First, its cross-sectional design gives no indication 

of the sequence of events. To infer causality, a longitudinal design is recommended for future 

research. Second, the study was based on a sample of families that voluntarily participated. 

It is possible that the families that did not respond to our invitation to participate have more 

difficulties regarding parenting and child adjustment. Furthermore, the response rates of the 

intact and the divorced families were relatively low. However, the rates are comparable with 

the response rates in other family studies in the Netherlands (Brinkman, 2000). Several studies 

showed that the response rate in family surveys in the Netherlands is relatively low compared to 

other Western countries (Statistics Netherlands, 1998; De Heer, 1999). 

In sum, our study supports the assumption that family structure is related to mothers’ 

experience of parenting stress and children’s self-reported total problem behavior. Finally, 

parenting stress of single mothers in particular is associated with children’s psychosocial 

adjustment, contrary to the situation in intact families and stepfamilies. The presence of a second 

adult in the household not only positively affects mothers’ experience of parenthood, but also 

seems to function as a buffer in the association between mothers’ parenting stress and children’s 

well-being.  
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Spillover between divorced mothers’ family relationships: 

Parental stress as a mediator1

Abstract

This study examined the differences and associations between divorced mothers’ relationships with 

their ex-partners and with their children, and investigated whether this association is mediated 

by mothers’ experience of parenting stress. A questionnaire was completed by 117 divorced single 

mothers and 64 remarried mothers. Results show that the single mothers and the remarried mothers 

did not differ on post-divorce family relationship quality, or on their experience of parenting stress. 

Furthermore, divorced mothers’ relationship with their ex-partners was found to be associated with the 

quality of the mother–child relationship, but not when controlling for mothers’ experience of parenting 

stress. The results show that maternal parenting stress mediates the association between conflicts 

between ex-partners and the quality of the mother–child relationship. 

1 Hakvoort, E. M., Bos, H. M. W., van Balen, F., & Hermanns, J. M. A. (in press). Spillover between divorced 
mothers’ family relationships: Parental stress as a mediator. Personal Relationships. (accepted for publication).
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6.1 Introduction

Divorce rates have risen in most Western societies. Increasing numbers of parents and 

children are consequently living in such family structures as single-parent or stepfather families. 

In The Netherlands, 15.3 % of all under-age children live in single-mother families, whereas 6.1 

% live in stepfamilies. The majority of these families originate from parental divorces (E-Quality, 

2008). When under-age children are involved, most parents maintain contact after their divorce, 

because of joint legal custody of their children. Several studies have shown that divorce and 

parental conflict increase mothers’ experience of parenting stress, and negatively affect the 

quality of post-divorce family relationships (e.g., Cooper, McLanahan, Meadows, & Brooks-Gunn, 

2009). 

Because of the influence of parent–child relationships on children’s well-being, it is important 

to study the effects of parental conflict and parenting stress on mother–child relationships. We 

therefore made a comparison between divorced single mothers and remarried mothers on 

post-divorce relationship quality and parenting stress, and examined the links between these 

relationships and the mediating role of parenting stress. 

6.1.1 Family relationships

When a family is considered from the family systems perspective, the family is viewed as 

“a system in which member components are organized into a group, forming a whole that 

transcends the sum of its separate elements” (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 1985, p.30). These 

separate elements are often called subsystems, and can consist of individual persons, but also 

of relationships between two or more family members (Schultz, 1984). It is widely assumed that 

family relationships mutually influence each other (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and the functioning of 

children (Golombok, 2000). Contrary to most of the studies on family relationships that focused 

on intact families, family relationships in two post-divorce family types, namely single-mother 

families and stepfather families, are investigated in this study.

A limited number of studies have examined differences on family relationship quality in 

divorced families. Divorced single mothers seem to have more contact and more conflicts with 

their ex-partners than remarried mothers (Fisher, de Graaf, & Kalmijn, 2005). Some authors assume 

that remarried mothers feel less need to contact their ex-partners, because their new partners 

provide emotional support and help with the child-rearing (e.g., Brown, 2004). Remarriage may 

also affect the mother–child relationship. King (2009) reported a decline in closeness between 

mothers and children after a stepfather had joined the household. Several explanations for this 

decline in closeness can be found; for example a mother’s new partner decreases her children’s 

hope of parental reunion (Berger, 1998), and this has a negative affect on the mother–child 

relationship. A decline in closeness can also be caused by children having to compete with the 

new stepparent for their mother’s attention (McLanahan & Sanderfur, 1994).  



Spillover between divorced mothers’ family relationships: Parental stress as a mediator

85

6.1.2 Parenting stress

Parenting stress generally refers to the feelings experienced by a parent when he or she is 

unable to cope with the demands associated with parenting, and is frequently associated with 

less adaptive parenting behavior and more child adjustment problems (e.g., Ang, 2008). Several 

studies have shown that parenting stress is related to a mother’s marital status. The majority 

of these studies compared divorced single and/or remarried mothers with mothers in intact 

families, with more distress shown in the divorced mothers group (e.g., Copeland & Harbaugh, 

2005). Some authors postulate that remarried mothers experience less parenting stress than 

mothers who remained single after the divorce, for example because stepfathers usually increase 

the family income, help with child-rearing tasks, and give mothers social support (e.g., Brown, 

2004). However, according to the incomplete institutionalization theory (Cherlin, 1978), members 

of stepfamilies have to deal with more complex family relationships, and this causes higher levels 

of parental stress. It is still unclear whether divorced single mothers and remarried mothers differ 

regarding their experience of parenting stress.    

6.1.3 Associations between post-divorce family relationships and parenting stress

The interrelatedness between the parental relationship and the mother–child relationship 

has been extensively studied, and the majority of these studies support the spillover perspective 

by reporting a positive correlation between these two family relationships (e.g., Erel & Burman, 

1995). Most of these studies used a sample of intact two-parent families. However, some recent 

studies showed that also in divorced families, conflict between ex-partners is associated with 

conflict in the mother–child relationship (Amato & Sobolewski, 2001). It is possible that the 

spillover between these relationships is mediated by mothers’ experience of parenting stress. 

Associations between parental conflict and parenting stress in post-divorce families have barely 

been examined. It might be that mothers who report high levels of conflict with their ex-partners 

over child-rearing issues, experience higher levels of parenting stress than mothers who have 

better relationships with their ex-partners. Maternal parenting stress, in turn, is associated with 

the quality of the mother–child relationship. Mothers who experience higher levels of stress in 

their parenting role are more likely to be more harsh and more authoritarian in their parenting 

behavior (e.g., Deater-Deckard, 2004), which in turn can influence the quality of the relationship 

with their children.

6.1.4 The current research

Although much attention has been paid to family relationships and parenting stress, most 

studies focused on intact families. Currently, a substantial number of parents and children live in 

divorced family structures, such as single mother families and stepfather families. These families 

were the subject of our research. Because the parent–child relationship undergoes a major 

transition when children enter adolescence (e.g. Berger, 2006), we focused on children aged 
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between 8 and 12 years old.     

The aims of this study were (a) to examine differences between divorced single and 

remarried mothers on post-divorce family relationship quality and parenting stress; (b) to explore 

the associations between mothers’ relationships with their ex-partners and the mother–child 

relationship; and (c) to investigate whether this association is mediated by mothers’ experience 

of parenting stress. 

6.2 Method

6.2.1 Procedure   

A random sample of 1239 mothers with at least one child between 8 and 12 years whose 

father was not registered at the same address as the mother and her child(ren) was drawn from 

population registers of four cities in The Netherlands. The selected mothers received an invitation 

to participate in the study; 181 (response rate: 14.6%) were willing to participate. These mothers 

completed a written questionnaire and returned it to us in the stamped addressed envelope that 

we had provided.

6.2.2 Participants

The sample comprised 181 divorced mothers. One hundred and seventeen (64.6%) had 

remained single after their divorce (these mothers were not cohabiting or otherwise re-partnered) 

and 64 had remarried. This distribution is in line with figures from Statistics Netherlands that show 

that around 40% of all divorced mothers with under-age children in the Netherlands remarry or 

start cohabiting with a man within five years (de Graaf, 2007). Single mothers were significantly 

older and had lower annual incomes than mothers who had remarried (Table 1). The mean age 

of the children about whom the mothers reported were 10.83 years old (SD = 1.32). Seventy-nine 

percent of the mothers had a paid job and on average worked around 21 hr a week. 

6.2.3 Measures 

Data were collected by means of maternal reports on post-divorce family relationship quality, 

parenting stress, and demographic characteristics. 

Mother’s conflict with her ex-partner. Conflicts between the mother and her ex-partner over 

their children were measured with a six-item summary index previously used by Amato and 

Rezac (1994) and by MacDonald and DeMaris (2002), for example, “How much

conflict do you and the child’s father have over how the child is raised”. Each item was scored 

on a 3-point scale (1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often). Cronbach’s alpha was .78.    

Quality of relationship between mother and child. The parent version of the Parent–Child 

Interaction Questionnaire (PACHIQ; Lange, 2001) was used to measure the quality of each 

mother’s relationship with her child. Mothers were asked to indicate how often they display a 
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certain behavior or experience a certain feeling (1 = never; 5 = always). The PACHIQ consists of 

two scales: the acceptance scale (9 items), e.g., “I am very proud of my child” and the conflict 

scale (12 items), e.g., “There are many conflicts between my child and me that we cannot resolve”. 

Cronbach’s alphas: acceptance = .71; conflict =.63. 

Maternal parenting stress. Parental burden was measured with a subscale (7 items, e.g.  “My 

child is difficult to raise”) of a Dutch questionnaire for measuring parental stress (NVOS; 

Robbroeckx & Wels, 1989). The mothers were asked to indicate their agreement with the items 

on a 5-point scale (1 = fully disagree; 5 = fully agree). Cronbach’s alpha was .87.

6.3 Results

6.3.1 Preliminary analyses

A significant correlation was found between the time that had elapsed since the divorce and 

parental conflict (Table 1): the greater the amount of time since the divorce, the lower the level 

of conflict between parents. Therefore, time since divorce was used as a control variable in the 

analyses. 



Chapter 6

88

Ta
bl

e 
6.

1 
In

te
rc

or
re

la
tio

ns
, m

ea
ns

, a
nd

 s
ta

nd
ar

d 
de

vi
at

io
ns

 b
et

w
ee

n 
so

ci
al

 d
em

og
ra

ph
ic

 v
ar

ia
bl

es
, m

ot
he

rs
’ fa

m
ily

 re
la

tio
ns

hi
ps

 v
ar

ia
bl

es
, a

nd
 m

ot
he

rs
’ p

ar
en

tin
g 

st
re

ss
.  

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9
10

11
12

Si
ng

le
Re

m
ar

rie
d

M
(S

D
)/

%
M

(S
D

)/
%

1 
 -

64
.5

%
35

.5
%

 

2 
 .1

1
 -

5.
55

(2
.4

9)
6.

40
 (2

.3
3)

3 
-.3

4*
**

-.0
3

 -
42

.3
8 

(4
.3

5)
39

.3
1 

(4
.8

3)

4 
-.1

3
 .2

8*
*

.3
7*

*
 -

10
.8

5 
(1

.2
8)

10
.8

1 
(1

.4
0)

5
 .1

4
 .0

8
 .1

0
 .0

8
 -

2.
14

 (1
.0

7)
2.

37
 (0

.9
8)

6
 .1

0
-.1

0
-.1

1
-.0

8
-.2

5*
*

 -
76

.6
%

81
.8

%

7 
 .0

7
-.1

0
-.0

1
-.0

8
-.2

1*
*

.8
1*

**
 -

20
.5

3(
13

.0
1)

21
.3

5(
13

.8
4)

8 
 .3

3*
**

 .1
0

-.0
1

-.0
1

 .0
5

 .2
1*

*
 .2

8*
*

 -
1.

87
 (1

.5
5)

3.
07

 (1
.9

6)

9 
-.0

1
 .0

4
 .1

0
 .0

5
-.0

7
.3

7*
**

 .3
7*

*
 .3

4*
*

 -
5.

38
 (2

.0
6)

5.
34

 (1
.9

7)

10
 

-.0
1

-.2
1*

*
 .1

2
-.0

8
-.0

4
 .0

1
-.0

1
-.0

1
 .0

7
 -

1.
32

 (0
.5

0)
1.

30
 (0

.4
3)

11
 

 .0
0

 .1
3

-.0
2

 .0
3

 .1
0

-.2
2*

*
-.2

3*
*

-.0
6

-.2
2*

*
.2

0*
*

 -
2.

05
 (0

.3
6)

2.
05

 (0
.3

1)

12
 

 .0
0

 .0
7

-.0
5

-.0
7

-.0
4

 .0
6

 .1
6*

 .0
8

 .0
3

-.2
0*

*
-.5

1*
**

 -
4.

19
 (0

.3
8)

4.
19

 (0
.3

4)

13
-.1

1
 .0

2
-.0

4
 .0

2
 .0

5
-.1

9*
-.1

8*
-.1

2
-.1

1
 .2

2*
*

 .6
1*

**
-.3

9*
**

2.
00

 (0
.9

2)
1.

80
 (0

.8
1)

* 
p 

<
 .0

5;
 *

* 
p 

<
 .0

1;
 *

**
 p

 <
 .0

01
1.

 M
ar

ita
l s

ta
tu

s: %
 o

f m
ot

he
rs

 w
ho

 re
m

ai
ne

d 
si

ng
le

 a
ft

er
 d

iv
or

ce
 v

s. 
%

 o
f m

ot
he

rs
 w

ho
 re

m
ar

rie
d 

af
te

r d
iv

or
ce

; 2
. Y

ea
rs

 s
in

ce
 d

iv
or

ce
; 3

. A
ge

 m
ot

he
r; 

4.
 A

ge
 c

hi
ld

; 5
. N

o.
 

of
 c

hi
ld

re
n;

 6
. E

m
pl

oy
m

en
t s

ta
tu

s: 
%

 o
f m

ot
he

rs
 w

or
ki

ng
; 7

. W
or

k 
ho

ur
s 

/ 
w

ee
k;

 8
. F

am
ily

 a
nn

ua
l i

nc
om

e:
 1

=
 le

ss
 th

an
 €

20
,0

00
; 2

=
 €

20
,0

00
-€

25
,0

00
; 3

=
 €

25
,0

00
-€

30
,0

00
; 

4=
 €

30
,0

00
-€

35
,0

00
; 5

=
 m

or
e 

th
an

 €
35

,0
00

; 9
. E

du
ca

tio
n:

 1
=

 e
le

m
en

ta
ry

 sc
ho

ol
; 2

=
 lo

w
er

 v
oc

at
io

na
l e

du
ca

tio
n;

 3
=

 lo
w

er
 g

en
er

al
 se

co
nd

ar
y 

ed
uc

at
io

n;
 4

=
 h

ig
he

r g
en

er
al

 
se

co
nd

ar
y 

ed
uc

at
io

n;
 5

=
 p

re
-u

ni
ve

rs
ity

 e
du

ca
tio

n;
 6

=
 in

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 v

oc
at

io
na

l e
du

ca
tio

n;
 7

=
 h

ig
he

r v
oc

at
io

na
l e

du
ca

tio
n;

 8
=

 u
ni

ve
rs

ity
; 1

0.
 P

ar
en

ta
l c

on
fli

ct
; 1

1.
 M

ot
he

r-
ch

ild
 c

on
fli

ct
; 1

2.
 M

ot
he

r-
ch

ild
 a

cc
ep

ta
nc

e;
 1

3.
 P

ar
en

ta
l b

ur
de

n



Spillover between divorced mothers’ family relationships: Parental stress as a mediator

89

6.3.2 Differences between divorced single mothers and remarried mothers

Separate analyses of covariance (ANCOVAs) were conducted to establish whether divorced 

single mothers differ from remarried mothers on post-divorce relationships and parental burden. 

The number of years since the divorce was used as a covariate in these analyses. Results show no 

differences between divorced single mothers and remarried mothers on parental conflict (F(179) 

= .08; p = .775; Cohen’s d = .04), mother-child acceptance (F(179) = .46; p = .500; Cohen’s d = .00), 

mother-child conflict (F(179) = 1.14; p = .287; Cohen’s d = .00), and parental burden (F(179) = 1.82; 

p = .180; Cohen’s d = .23).

6.3.3 Associations between mothers’ post-divorce relationships

Pearson’s r correlations between mothers’ post-divorce relationship variables were calculated 

for the total group, because no differences were found on the major study variables (Table 6.1). 

Conflicts with the ex-partner are associated with acceptance and conflict between mothers 

and children. Divorced mothers who reported high levels of conflict with their ex-partners, also 

reported high levels of conflict and low levels of acceptance in the mother–child relationship. A 

partial correlation analysis with time since divorce as a control variable showed the same results 

(respectively, r(178) = -.22; p = .009; and r(178) = .18; p = .034).     

6.3.4 Mediation Model       

To test the hypothesis that the association between a mother’s relationship with her ex-

partner and the mother–child relationship is mediated by the mother’s parenting stress, we 

followed the criteria for mediation analysis suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986). The first 

criterion concerns the association between the independent variable (conflict with ex-partner) 

and the dependent variables (mother–child acceptance; mother–child conflict). We have 

already demonstrated that this criterion is met (Table 6.1). The second criterion for a mediation 

analysis of the association between the independent and the mediating variable is also met 

(Table 6.1): conflicts with the ex-partner are significantly correlated with parental burden. When 

controlling for time since divorce, this association remains significant (r(178) = .20; p = .014). Also 

the third criterion (the association between the mediating and the dependent variable should 

be significant) was met: maternal parenting stress is significantly correlated with mother–child 

acceptance and mother–child conflict. Again, when controlled for time since divorce, parental 

burden remains significantly associated with mother–child acceptance (r(178) = -.43, p < .001) 

and mother–child conflict (r(178) = .59, p < .001).

To test the mediation model, we conducted two hierarchical regression analyses with time 

since divorce (Step 1), parental conflict (Step 2), and parenting stress (Step 3) regressed on the 

mother–child relationship variables. In these analyses, the β coefficient for parental conflict on 

both mother–child relationship variables dropped from -.22 to -.14 for mother–child acceptance 
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and from .18 to .06 for mother–child conflict, and was no longer significant after controlling for 

mothers’ parental burden (see Table 6.2). These results suggest that maternal parenting stress 

mediates the association between divorced mothers’ relationships with their ex-partners and 

their relationships with their children. Results of the Sobel test confirmthe mediation of parental 

burden for both dependent variables (Mother–child acceptance: Sobel z-value = -2.64; p = .008, 

Mother–child conflict: Sobel z-value = 2.89; p = .004). 

We also conducted the same regression analyses without controlling for time since divorce. 

Results showed that the mediation also holds without this variable. The β coefficients for parental 

conflict dropped from -.20 to -.12 (mother–child acceptance) and from .20 to .07 (mother–child 

conflict), and were no longer significant.

Table 6.2. Results of the hierarchical regression for predicting mother–child acceptance and mother–child 
conflict (N= 181).

Mother-child relationship Acceptance Conflict

B SE β B SE β

Step 1

   Yrs since divorce .01 .01 .07 .02 .01 .13

   R2 .01 .02

Step 2

   Yrs since divorce .00 .01 .02 .02 .01 .17*

   Parental conflict -.18 .07 -.22** .13 .06 .18*

   R2 .05* .05*

   ∆R2 .05** .03*

Step 3

   Yrs since divorce .01 .01 .05 .02 .01 .13

   Parental conflict -.11 .06 -.14 .04 .05 .06

   Parental burden -.16 .03 -.40*** .21 .03 .57***

   R2 .21*** .36***

   ∆R2 .15*** .31***

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 

6.4 Discussion

First, no differences were found between divorced single mothers and remarried mothers on 

post-divorce relationships and parental burden. These results are partially in contrast to previous 

studies (e.g., Fisher, de Graaf, & Kalmijn, 2005). A possible reason for this is that we focused on 

parental conflicts over the child, while other studies used a broader definition of parental conflict 

(e.g., unwelcome contact, aggressive behavior). Furthermore, we used parental rather than child 
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reports on the quality of the mother–child relationship. It is possible that remarried mothers 

over-report acceptance and under-report conflicts in the mother–child relationship because 

they have high expectations of the new marriage. Second, mother’s relationship with her ex-

partner was found to be associated with the mother–child relationship. These results show that 

associations between family relationships in divorced families, just like in intact families, can 

be understood from the spillover perspective. Our results are in line with previous studies (e.g., 

Amato & Sobolewski, 2001) that also reported a positive association between the parental and 

the mother–child relationship. Third, it was found that divorced mothers, who reported higher 

levels of conflict with their ex-partners over child-rearing issues, also reported more stress related 

to the upbringing of their children. This association has barely been studied. It might be that 

mothers who have not accepted their divorce, are more inclined to argue about their children. 

It might, of course, be the other way around: divorced mothers who are more worried about 

their children, might be more inclined to argue about them with their ex-partners. Fourth, it 

was found that parental burden was associated with the mother–child relationship. This result is 

in line with previous studies of intact families: parents who reported higher levels of parenting 

stress were often more authoritarian and harsh in their parenting (Deater-Deckard, 2004), and 

this negatively affects the quality of the parent-child relationship. Finally, it was found that the 

association between mothers’ relationships with their ex-partners and their children is mediated 

by maternal parenting stress. The pathway from parental conflict to a disrupted mother–child 

relationship seems to be indirect, rather than direct.

However, our study had a number of limitations. First, its cross-sectional design gave 

no indication of the sequence of events. Although we investigated whether parenting stress 

functions as a mediator within the association between two post-divorce relationships, we did 

not establish the direction of this association. Therefore, it is also possible that the mother–child 

relationship affects the level of maternal parenting stress. Second, the response rate was relatively 

low, perhaps because we did not offer a financial reward for participation and/or approach non-

respondents a second time. Nevertheless, the response rate is still comparable with the response 

rates in other family studies in The Netherlands (Dykstra et al., 2006). Several studies showed 

that the response rate in family surveys in The Netherlands is relatively low compared to other 

Western countries (Statistics Netherlands, 1998). To check whether the sample in our study was 

biased, and that only families with low levels of conflict participated, we compared the level 

of parental conflict with that reported in a recent study on stepfather families (MacDonald & 

DeMaris, 2002). Divorced mothers in our study reported levels of conflict with their ex-partners 

similar to those reported in the above-mentioned study. Third, the data on family relationships 

were only collected by means of maternal reports. It might be interesting and more reliable 

to duplicate this study with multiple informants (e.g., mothers and children reporting on the 

mother–child relationship) in order to see whether parenting stress also mediates when the child 

informs on the quality of the mother–child relationship. Finally, reliability of the mother-child 
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conflict questionnaire was low (α = .63). Associations between mother-child conflict and the 

other variables might be stronger if mother-child conflict was assessed with less measurement 

error. 

Overall, our study shows that conflicts between ex-partners, indirectly – through maternal 

parenting stress – spill over into the mother–child relationship. It seems to be very difficult for 

divorced parents to shield their children from the negative effects of their conflicts. It is therefore 

important for divorcing parents to focus on resolving parental conflict. Several studies have 

shown that mediation can be beneficial in this process. Mediation seems to increase not only 

the quality of the relationship between ex-partners, but also parents’ understanding of their 

children’s needs (Shaw, 2010). 
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The main goal of this thesis is to investigate processes within various family constellations: intact 

families, single mother families, and stepfather families. It addresses two family processes that are 

frequently associated with the psychosocial adjustment of children: the quality of various family 

relationships and parents’ experience of parenting stress. The following paragraphs present a 

discussion of the results of our studies on family subsystems (§ 7.1), maternal parenting stress (§ 

7.2), and child adjustment (§ 7.3). A final paragraph provides an overview of concluding remarks, 

limitations, and suggestions for future research (§ 7.4).  

7.1 Family subsystems within various family constellations 
We examine differences and associations between several family subsystems within a variety 

of family constellations. To explain associations between two or more family subsystems, the 

literature frequently describes two perspectives: the spillover perspective and the compensatory 

perspective (Erel & Burman, 1995). According to the spillover perspective, emotions and behavior 

in one subsystem are transferred to another subsystem. The compensatory perspective stresses 

that emotions and behavior in one subsystem compensate for negative emotions and behavior 

in another family subsystem. 

7.1.1 Intact families 

Our study of family subsystems in intact families provides evidence to support the existence 

of spillover processes between various family subsystems. Positive associations were found 

between marital and parent-child subsystems, as well as between parent-child and sibling 

subsystems. A warm relationship between the parents apparently increases the likelihood that 

these parents will also have warm relationships with their children. Further, when parents have 

warm relationships with their children, the children are more likely to maintain warm sibling 

relationships. 

No association was found between the marital subsystem and the sibling subsystem, which 

means that no support was found for the existence of either spillover or compensation processes 

between these family subsystems. Previous studies (e.g., Yu & Gamble, 2008) have confirmed 

positive associations between marital and sibling subsystems. This lack of agreement might 

be related to the conceptualization of marital relationship quality. We used a more general 

conceptualization of marital quality: mothers were asked how satisfied they were with their 

spouses as partners and as co-parents. Other studies focus more on negative aspects, including 

hostility and conflict within the marital relationship (e.g., Amato & Keith, 1991). Moreover, all of 

the mothers who participated in our study were very satisfied about their marital relationships. 

It is possible that negative behavior within the marital relationship has a greater influence on 

relationships between siblings than does the general satisfaction of the mother with her partner. 

This explanation is analogous to the threshold theory of Roberts and Strayer (1987), which 

proposes that, beyond a certain threshold, higher levels of quality in the marital relationship do 

not result in increasing levels of quality in sibling relationships.
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7.1.2 Post-divorce families 

No significant differences were found between divorced single mothers and remarried 

mothers with regard to their evaluations of their current relationships with their ex-partners. The 

new relationships of mothers apparently have no influence on their relationships with their ex-

partners. 

We did find a main effect of the child’s gender. Mothers with sons evaluated their relationships 

with their ex-partners more positively than did mothers with daughters. In their study of intact 

families, Katzev, Warner, and Acock (1994) report a similar result: mothers of sons reported 

significantly higher levels of marital stability than did mothers of daughters. The same study also 

reports that fathers tend to be more involved with sons than they do with daughters. It is possible 

that divorced non-resident fathers are more involved with their sons, thus maintaining better 

relationships with their ex-partners as well. 

No differences were found between children in divorced single-mother families and in 

stepfather families with regard to their relationships with their mothers and non-resident 

fathers. We did find an interaction effect between family structure and the child’s gender on 

the mother-child relationship: boys in single-mother families reported warmer relationships with 

their mothers than did boys in stepfather families. It is possible that sons of remarried mothers 

perceive their mothers’ new partners as “intruders” and try to remain loyal to their non-resident 

fathers (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986) by reporting lower levels of acceptance and higher 

levels of conflict within the mother-child relationship. Our study of child relationships within 

stepfather families also showed that children report better relationships with their non-resident 

fathers than they do with their stepfathers.

As was the case with intact families, intercorrelations were identified between all family 

subsystems in divorced single-mother families. Children of divorced single mothers whose 

relationships with their ex-partners were characterized by low levels of conflict reported better 

relationships with their mothers and non-resident fathers. These results support the assumption 

that spillover processes also take place in divorced single-mother families. In stepfather families, 

we did find evidence to support the existence of spillover processes between the co-parenting 

subsystem and the mother-child subsystem, but not for the co-parenting subsystem and the 

non-resident father-child subsystem. It is possible our failure to find a significant association 

between the mothers’ relationships with their ex-partners and the children’s relationships with 

their non-resident fathers is due to the relatively small sample size and consequent lack of 

statistical power. Despite the relatively small sample of stepfather families, however, we did find 

a significant association between the relationships of children with their non-resident fathers 

and their resident stepfathers. Children who reported higher levels of warmth and lower levels 

of conflict within the non-resident father-child relationship also reported fewer conflicts with 

their stepfathers. Feelings and emotions related to relationships with members outside the family 

household (non-resident fathers) can also spill over into relationships with family members inside 

the family household (stepfathers), or vice versa.  
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7.2  Maternal parenting stress

Differences between various family constellations with regard to maternal parenting stress 

were studied, as well as the mediating role of parenting stress within spillover processes. Links 

between maternal parenting stress and child adjustment are be discussed in § 7.3. 

7.2.1 Parenting stress in various family constellations

Maternal parenting stress was examined in various family constellations, and the mediating 

role of parenting stress within spillover processes was investigated. Preliminary analyses showed 

a strong association between family income and parenting stress. This result is not surprising 

(e.g., Bouman, 2004). The divorced single mothers in our sample had significantly lower incomes 

than did either married or remarried mothers. Family income was therefore included as a 

control variable in subsequent analyses. Nevertheless, our results show that mothers in divorced 

single-mother families experience the highest levels of parenting stress. No differences were 

found between mothers in intact families and remarried mothers. Having a second adult (i.e., 

the biological father or stepfather) in the household apparently contributes to lower levels of 

maternal parenting stress, through the availability of help with child-rearing, emotional support, 

or other forms of assistance (Thomson & Esminger, 1989).  

7.2.2 Parenting stress as a mediator within spillover processes  

As mentioned before, positive associations were found between several subsystems within 

the family system. We investigated whether maternal parenting stress mediates spillover 

processes between the parental subsystem and the mother-child subsystem. Results showed 

that the link between parental conflict and the mother-child relationship is partially mediated 

by the weight of the parental burden experienced by the mother. In addition to their direct 

effects on the mother-child relationship, conflicts between parents thus have indirect effects by 

increasing maternal parental stress. 

7.3 Child adjustment in intact and post-divorce families

The psychosocial adjustment of children in various family constellations was also examined. 

Children in intact families reported significantly less problem behavior than did children in 

divorced single-mother families. Children growing up in stepfather families did not differ from 

children in intact families or from children in divorced single-mother families. This result, however, 

could have been caused by a lack of statistical power due to the small sample of stepfather 

families in our study. 

7.3.1 Intact families 

Overall, children in intact families reported the highest levels of psychosocial adjustment, 

in contrast to children in post-divorce family constellations. This result is not surprising. Similar 
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results have been reported in previous studies (e.g., Amato & Keith, 1991; Amato, 2001). We 

therefore also investigated links between child adjustment and family subsystems, as well as 

between child adjustment and maternal parenting stress. 

Links with family subsystems. Within intact families, three different subsystems were 

investigated: the marital subsystem, the parent-child subsystems, and sibling subsystems. Results 

showed that the father-child relationship had particularly strong influence on the wellbeing of 

children. Conflicts between children and their fathers predicted problem behavior on the part of 

children, while warmth within the father-child relationship predicted higher levels of self-esteem 

on the part of children. The sibling relationship was also linked to child adjustment: children who 

reported affectionate sibling relationships also reported higher levels of self-esteem. The marital 

subsystem, however, was not associated with child adjustment. This result is surprising, as several 

studies have reported associations between this family subsystem and the wellbeing of children 

(e.g., Davies & Cummings, 1994; Jenkins, Simpson, Dunn, Rasbash, & O’Connor, 2005). It is possible 

that we failed to find a link because we asked mothers about their marital satisfaction instead 

of focusing on conflicts within the marital relationship. Negative behavior within the marital 

relationship could have a greater influence on child adjustment than does the mother’s general 

satisfaction with her partner. This explanation is analogous to the threshold theory of Roberts 

and Strayer (1987), which proposes that, beyond a certain threshold, higher levels of warmth 

within the marital relationship do not result in increasing levels of psychosocial adjustment. 

Links with parenting stress. We also investigated whether parenting stress on the part of 

mothers in intact families was associated with child adjustment. Results showed a significant 

correlation between parental burden and the self-reported problem behavior of children. 

Mothers who experience high levels of parental burden are more likely to have children that 

report higher levels of problem behavior. No associations were found between parental stress 

variables and the self-esteem and social competence of children. It appears that high levels of 

stress account for problems, although lower levels of parenting stress do not account for positive 

aspects of child adjustment. 

 

7.3.2 Post-divorce families 

No differences were found between the adjustment of children living in divorced single-

mother families and the adjustment of those being raised in stepfather families. The structure of 

the family is thus less likely to determine child adjustment within these family constellations than 

are the processes that take place within the family. 

Links with family subsystems. Within divorced families, we found that the co-parenting 

subsystem and the non-resident father-child subsystem are associated with child adjustment. 

First, higher levels of conflict between divorced parents predict problem behavior on the part 

of children. Second, acceptance within the non-resident father-child relationship predicts 

higher levels of self-esteem and social competence. Gender differences were found only for 
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children in stepfather families. For girls, the relationship with the stepfather was associated with 

higher self-esteem, while acceptance by the non-resident father was correlated with the social 

competencies of boys. 

Links with parenting stress. Maternal parenting stress was found to be associated with the 

post-divorce relationships of mothers. Mediation analyses showed that the spillover process 

between the relationships of mothers with their ex-partners and with their children is partially 

mediated by parental burden. Additional associations were found between the parenting stress 

experienced divorced single mothers and child adjustment. The parenting stress experienced by 

remarried mothers was not associated with the wellbeing of their children. This result shows that, 

in addition to reducing the parental stress experienced by mothers, the presence of a second 

adult in the household apparently functions as a buffer between parenting stress and poor child 

outcomes. 

7.4 Concluding remarks

In the last four decades, families have become more diverse and complex. During this time, 

the number of marriages each year has decreased by almost one third, while the number of 

divorces each year has tripled. These demographic trends are noticeable in the Netherlands, as 

well as in most Western societies (E-Quality, 2008). Many children are thus growing up in post-

divorce family constellations (e.g., single-mother families, stepfather families, and patchwork 

families). Previous studies have demonstrated that the psychosocial adjustment of children is 

related to the family constellations in which they live (e.g., Amato & Keith, 1991). Studies that have 

been conducted more recently (e.g., Golombok, 2000) emphasize that it is not the structure of a 

family, but the processes that take place within a family that are most important to the wellbeing 

of children. From this perspective, divorce and remarriage can be considered as stressors that may 

affect other family processes. For example, divorce often changes the parental subsystem into a 

subsystem that is no longer based on romantic feelings, but on shared responsibility for a child. 

This thesis therefore addresses several family subsystems in post-divorce family constellations 

(i.e., divorced single-mother families and stepfather families), in addition to examining links with 

maternal parenting stress and child adjustment.  

In our study, married mothers reported lower levels of parenting stress than did divorced 

mothers. Compared to mothers in intact and stepfather families, single mothers experienced 

the highest levels of parenting stress, and their children reported the highest levels of problem 

behavior. Furthermore, a particularly strong association was found between the level of 

parenting stress experienced by single mothers and child adjustment. These results suggest that, 

in addition to reducing maternal parenting stress, the presence of a second adult (i.e., father or 

stepfather) shields the children from the negative effects of parenting stress on child adjustment. 

Our results also show that in post-divorce families, relationships with the non-resident father 
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remains of great importance to the psychosocial adjustment of children. Conflicts between 

the mother and the nonresident father contribute to problem behavior on the part of children. 

Furthermore, a good relationship between children and their non-resident fathers contributes to 

their self-esteem and social competence

Within stepfather families, spillover processes were confirmed with regard to the relationships 

of children with their non-resident fathers and resident stepfathers. Children in stepfather families 

reported better relationships with their non-resident fathers than they did with their stepfathers. 

Stepfathers apparently cannot replace non-resident fathers, although the role of stepfathers 

should not be neglected. Girls are particularly likely to benefit from a warm relationship with 

their stepfathers by developing higher levels of self-esteem. 

Even though it examines a wide variety of family subsystems within various family 

constellations, this study does have several limitations. First, the number of stepfather families 

that participated in the study was quite low. It is possible that the low statistical power of this 

small sample prevented us from finding differences between this type of family and other family 

constellations with regard to parenting stress and child adjustment. Second, we did not examine 

the sibling subsystem within post-divorce family constellations, as some children had biological 

siblings, while others had only half-siblings or stepsiblings. These samples were too small for 

statistical analyses. Third, only children and their mothers participated in this study. It would also 

be interesting to examine the perspectives of fathers, stepfathers, and siblings with regard to 

their family relationships. For future research on this topic, we therefore suggest including more 

post-divorce families (particularly stepfather families) and examining all family subsystems by 

acquiring data from all family members.  

Overall, our results indicate that the effects of parental divorce and remarriage on child 

adjustment are determined by processes taking place within the family. Harmonious relationships 

between various family members can contribute positively to the psychosocial adjustment of 

children. This applies to children growing up in intact families, as well as – and especially – to 

children who are living in post-divorce families and who are at risk for developing psychosocial 

problems. Although gaining control over emotions in the midst of a divorce can obviously be 

difficult, several studies have shown that mediation can be beneficial in this process (Emery, 

Matthews, & Wyer, 1991; Jones & Bodtker, 1999). Mediation seems to increase both the quality 

of the relationship between ex-partners and the understanding that parents have regarding the 

needs of their children (Shaw, 2010). If divorced parents can set aside their conflicts, emotions, 

and behavior within the parental relationship, this might spill over into other family relationships, 

thus having an indirect positive effect on the wellbeing of children in these families. 
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Processes of relationship formation and dissolution have become more dynamic in the last four 

decades. Families have therefore become more complex and diverse. Children are now being 

raised within intact families, as well as in several types of post-divorce family constellations. 

Several theories and studies support the assumption that the actual structure of a family has 

less of an impact on the wellbeing of children than do processes that take place within these 

family constellations (e.g., Golombok, 2000). Nevertheless, parental divorce and growing up in a 

post-divorce family structure are associated with risk factors that can have a negative influence 

on the developmental outcomes of children (Sameroff, 2010). The main goal of this thesis was 

to investigate two processes that are frequently associated with the adjustment of children: the 

quality of family relationships and the experience of parenting stress. This study assesses these 

processes in intact families, divorced single-mother families, and stepfather families. 

To participate in the study, children in the target children were required to be between 8 and 

12 years old. The participating families were recruited by means of (1) the population register, 

(2) elementary schools, and (3) the personal networks of research assistants. No significant 

differences on social demographic characteristics were found amongst the participating families 

recruited through each of the three recruitment methods. Each family that agreed to participate 

was contacted by telephone in order to make an appointment for a home visit. The child 

questionnaires were administered during a one-hour in-home interview with each target child. 

During these sessions, the author or one of the author’s collaborators read the questionnaire 

items to the child and recorded the child’s answers. Each mother was asked to complete a written 

questionnaire. Data collection took place between 2007 and 2009. 

 

Chapter 1 presents the theoretical background of the studies. It describes how divorce and 

remarriage might influence the quality of family relationships and the experience of parenting 

stress, and how this might subsequently affect the psychosocial adjustment of the children. The 

chapter concludes with an overview of the subsequent chapters. 

Associations between various family subsystems and links with child adjustment in intact 

families are investigated in Chapter 2. The existence of spillover processes (i.e., emotions and 

behavior within a certain family subsystem that transfer to another subsystem) is confirmed 

between the marital subsystem and the parent-child subsystem, as well as between the parent-

child subsystem and the sibling subsystem. The quality of family relationships is also linked to 

child adjustment. Conflicts within the father-child relationship contribute to problem behavior 

on the part of children, while acceptance within the father-child relationship and affection 

between siblings significantly contribute to general self-esteem on the part of children.      

Chapter 3 examines family subsystems and their associations with child adjustment in two 

types of post-divorce family constellations (i.e., single/mother families and stepfather families). 

This study is partially comparable to the study described in the previous chapter, although the 

divorced mothers in this study were questioned about both their current relationships with 
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their ex-partners and their co-parenting relationships with their ex-partners. This distinction is 

particularly applicable to divorced couples, as most divorced parents in the Netherlands maintain 

contact with each other after divorce because they share parental custody. Results show that 

spillover processes also occur between various subsystems in post-divorce family constellations. 

These processes are apparently stronger in single-mother families than they are in stepfather 

families. In both types of post-divorce families, the existence of spillover processes is confirmed for 

the relationships of children with their mother and with their non-resident fathers. Nonetheless, 

single-mother families were the only constellation in which we also found evidence of spillover 

processes between the relationships of mothers with their ex-partners and the relationships of 

their children with their non-resident fathers. With regard to links between family subsystems 

in post-divorce families and child adjustment, conflicts between ex-partners were found to 

contribute to problem behavior on the part of children. Furthermore, a positive evaluation of a 

child’s relationship with the non-resident father contributes to positive aspects of psychosocial 

adjustment (i.e., general self-esteem and social competence). These results show that, just like in 

intact families, the relationships of children with their fathers remain important for the wellbeing 

of children, even after a parental divorce.

 A child who grows up in a stepfather family is generally confronted with both a non-resident 

father and a stepfather. Chapter 4 describes a small study on the relationships of children with 

these two father figures, examining links with child adjustment. Boys are more positive about 

their relationships with their non-resident fathers than they are about their relationships 

with their stepfathers. For girls, there is no significant difference between the quality of the 

two relationships. This study also shows that the spillover perspective can be used to explain 

associations between children’s relationships with their fathers and stepfathers. The two 

relationships are positively associated with each other. Finally, neither relationship is associated 

with problem behavior on the part of children, although both are significantly associated with 

positive aspects of child adjustment. The relationships of boys with their non-resident fathers are 

correlated with social competence, and the relationships of girls with their stepfathers are linked 

to general self-esteem. It seems that the relationships of boys with non-resident fathers influence 

their wellbeing, while relationships with stepfathers are more important for girls.   

Chapter 5 examines differences and associations between the level of parenting stress 

experienced by mothers and child adjustment in three different family constellations: intact 

families, single-mother families and stepfather families. Results show that divorced single 

mothers experience significantly more parenting stress than do either married or remarried 

mothers. Furthermore, a particularly strong association was found between the parenting 

stress experienced divorced single mothers and the psychosocial adjustment of their children. 

These results support the assumption that divorce can be considered as a risk factor for the 

developmental outcomes of children, although this risk can apparently be eliminated (at least 

in part) when the mother finds and cohabitates with a new partner. In addition to decreasing 
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maternal parenting stress, the presence of a second adult in the household seems to function as 

a buffer in the link between maternal parenting stress and the wellbeing of children. 

Chapter 6 examines the relationships of divorced mothers with their ex-partners and children, 

as well as the mediating role of parenting stress. The results support the existence of spillover 

processes between the relationships of mothers with their ex-partners and their relationships 

with their children. Furthermore, the positive association between the two subsystems is partially 

mediated by maternal parenting stress. The pathway from parental conflict to disrupted mother-

child relationships is apparently indirect rather than direct.   

Finally, Chapter 7 presents a general conclusion and discussion. 

Overall, this thesis provides additional insight into the influence of parental divorce and 

remarriage on relational processes within post-divorce family constellations. It also shows how 

these relational processes are associated with child adjustment and maternal parenting stress. 

The existence of spillover processes is confirmed in both intact families and post-divorce families. 

Furthermore, warm and harmonious relationships within families contribute positively to child 

adjustment. This applies to children growing up in intact families, as well as – and especially – to 

children who are living in post-divorce families and who are at risk for developing psychosocial 

problems. 

When parents decide to divorce, it might be extremely difficult for them to gain control 

over their emotions. In such situations, relationships that were once based on feelings of love 

and affection must be transformed into relationships based on the shared custody of children. 

If divorced parents can set aside their conflicts, emotions, and behavior within the co-parenting 

subsystem, this might spill over to other family subsystems, thus having an indirect positive 

influence on the wellbeing of children in post-divorce families. 
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In de laatste veertig jaar is het aangaan en verbreken van relaties een dynamisch proces geworden. 

Daardoor zijn gezinnen van nu meer divers en complexer. Kinderen groeien niet alleen meer op 

in intacte gezinnen, maar ook in diverse typen gezinnen-na-echtscheiding. 

Verschillende theorieën en studies ondersteunen het idee dat het welbevinden van kinderen 

niet zozeer door de structuur van een gezin wordt bepaald, als wel door processen die binnen 

het gezin plaatsvinden (o.a., Golombok, 2000). Desondanks hangt een ouderlijke scheiding en het 

opgroeien in een gezin-na-echtscheiding sterk samen met risicofactoren. Hoe hoger het aantal 

risicofactoren waaraan een kind wordt blootgesteld, des te groter de kans dat de ontwikkeling 

van een kind negatief wordt beïnvloed (Sameroff, 2010). Het doel van dit proefschrift was het 

onderzoeken van twee processen die veelvuldig met het welbevinden van kinderen worden 

geassocieerd; de kwaliteit van verschillende relaties binnen het gezin en de ervaring van 

opvoedstress. Deze processen zijn onderzocht in zowel intacte gezinnen, als in gezinnen-na-

echtscheiding.

Om aan het onderzoek deel te nemen, moesten de kinderen tussen de 8 en 12 jaar oud zijn. 

De gezinnen zijn op drie manieren geworven, door middel van (1) gemeentelijke basisregisters, 

(2) basisscholen, en (3) persoonlijke netwerken van onderzoeksassistenten. De sociaal 

demografische gegevens van de gezinnen bleken over de drie wervingswijzen niet te verschillen. 

De gezinnen die aan het onderzoek deel wilden nemen, werden telefonisch benaderd voor het 

maken van een afspraak voor een huisbezoek. De kindvragenlijsten werden tijdens een interview 

van ongeveer een uur afgenomen. Tijdens deze sessies las de interviewer (de auteur van dit 

proefschrift of een van de onderzoeksassisten) de vragen voor aan het kind en registreerde de 

antwoorden. De moeders werd gevraagd om een schriftelijke vragenlijst in te vullen. De data zijn 

tussen 2007 en 2009 verzameld. 

In Hoofdstuk 1 wordt de theoretische achtergrond van studies geschetst. De invloed van 

scheiding en de vorming van een stiefgezin op de kwaliteit van relaties binnen het gezin en de 

ervaring van opvoedstress wordt beschreven. Daarnaast wordt ingegaan op hoe deze processen 

vervolgens het welbevinden van kinderen kunnen beïnvloeden. Ten slotte volgt een kort 

overzicht van de hoofdstukken in dit proefschrift. 

De mate waarin verschillende gezinssubsystemen in intacte gezinnen onderling en met het 

welbevinden van kinderen samenhangen, komt aan bod in Hoofdstuk 2. Spillover- processen 

(processen waarbij emoties en gedrag in het ene gezinssubsteem als het ware overvloeien 

naar andere subsystemen) tussen het ouder subysteem en ouder-kind subsystemen, en tussen 

ouder-kind subsystemen en het sibling (de relatie tussen broertjes en zusjes) subsysteem werden 

bevestigd. Daarnaast blijkt de kwaliteit van gezinsrelaties van belang voor het welbevinden van 

kinderen: Conflicten in het vader-kind subsysteem dragen bij aan het probleemgedrag van 

kinderen, terwijl affectie en warmte in de relaties van kinderen met hun vaders en met broertjes 

of zusjes juist bijdragen aan het zelfvertrouwen van kinderen. 
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 In Hoofdstuk 3 worden verschillende subsystemen in het gezin onderzocht en de samenhang 

met het welbevinden van kinderen bekeken in twee typen gezinnen-na-echtscheiding 

(alleenstaande-moeder-gezinnen en stiefvadergezinnen). Deze studie is deels vergelijkbaar 

met de studie in het voorgaande hoofdstuk. Echter, de moeders in deze studie zijn niet alleen 

gevraagd naar een evaluatie van hun huidige relatie met de ex-partner, maar ook naar de mate 

van conflict over de opvoeding van hun kind. Dit onderscheid is in het bijzonder van belang 

voor gezinnen-na-echtscheiding, omdat de meeste gescheiden ouders in Netherlands contact 

met elkaar onderhouden vanwege een gedeelde voogdij. De resultaten laten zien dat ook na 

een scheiding spillover-processen plaatsvinden tussen verschillende gezinssubsystemen. Deze 

processen lijken sterker aanwezig in alleenstaande- moeder-gezinnen, dan in stiefvadergezinnen. 

In beide gezinsvormen hangt de kwaliteit van de relatie van het kind met zijn moeder samen 

met de kwaliteit van de relatie van het kind met zijn uitwonende vader, maar alleen in gezinnen 

met een alleenstaande moeder vonden we steun voor spillover-processen tussen het ouder 

subsysteem en het vader-kind subsysteem. 

Wat betreft de samenhang met het welbevinden van kinderen blijkt dat conflicten tussen 

ex-partners bijdragen aan het probleemgedrag van kinderen. Bovendien draagt een positieve 

evaluatie van het kind over de relatie met de uitwonende vader bij aan meer positieve aspecten 

van het welbevinden zoals zelfvertrouwen en sociale competentie. Dit laatste resultaat laat zien 

dat, net als in intacte gezinnen, de relatie tussen kinderen en vaders in gezinnen-na-echtscheiding 

van groot belang is voor het welbevinden van kinderen. 

Kinderen die opgroeien in een stiefvadergezin hebben doorgaans zowel een uitwonende 

vader, als een stiefvader. In Hoofdstuk 4 zijn de relaties die kinderen hebben met beide 

vaderfiguren nader bekeken en is de samenhang met het welbevinden van kinderen onderzocht. 

Uit de resultaten komt naar voren dat jongens de relatie met hun uitwonende vader gemiddeld 

als warmer ervaren dan de relatie met hun stiefvader. Voor meisjes werden geen verschillen 

gevonden. Daarnaast lijken spillover-processen ook een rol te spelen in de samenhang tussen 

de relaties van kinderen met hun vader en stiefvader. De kwaliteit van deze relaties met beide 

vaderfiguren hangt voor zowel jongens als meisjes positief met elkaar samen. Ten slotte blijkt 

er een verband tussen de relatie van jongens met hun uitwonende vader en hun sociale 

competentie, terwijl voor meisjes juist de relatie met de inwonende stiefvader van belang is voor 

het zelfvertrouwen. Opvallend genoeg hangen beide relaties niet samen met probleemgedrag 

van kinderen.

In Hoofdstuk 5 wordt in drie verschillende gezinsvormen gekeken naar verschillen en 

samenhang tussen opvoedstress van moeders en het welbevinden van kinderen. Het gaat hierbij 

om intacte gezinnen, alleenstaande-moeder-gezinnen en stiefvadergezinnen. De resultaten 

laten zien dat alleenstaande moeders significant meer opvoedstress ervaren dan getrouwde 

of hertrouwde moeders. Daarnaast blijkt de opvoedstress van vooral alleenstaande moeders 

sterk samen te hangen met het welbevinden van kinderen. Deze resultaten ondersteunen de 
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aanname dat een scheiding kan worden beschouwd als een risicofactor voor het welbevinden 

van kinderen. Echter, de resultaten wijzen er ook op dat dit risico (deels) teniet wordt gedaan 

wanneer moeders een nieuwe partner vinden met wie zij gaan samenwonen. De aanwezigheid 

van een tweede volwassene in het gezin lijkt niet alleen de opvoedstress van moeders te 

verminderen, maar ook als een buffer te werken in de samenhang tussen opvoedstress en het 

welbevinden van kinderen. 

In Hoofdstuk 6 wordt onderzocht in hoeverre de relaties van gescheiden moeders met hun 

ex-partners en kinderen met elkaar samenhangen en welke rol de mate van opvoedstress hierin 

speelt. De resultaten bieden ondersteuning voor spillover-processen tussen de relaties van de 

moeders met ex-partners en kinderen. Daarnaast wordt de positieve samenhang tussen beide 

relaties gedeeltelijk gemedieerd door opvoedstress. De manier waarop conflicten tussen ex-

partners de relatie tussen moeders en kinderen beinvloedt is meer indirect dan direct van aard.

Hoofdstuk 7 sluit af met een algemene conclusie en discussie. 

Dit proefschrift heeft als doel om meer inzicht te verschaffen in de invloed van scheiding en 

het opnieuw aangaan van een relatie op de relationele processen binnen gezinnen-na-

echtscheiding. Daarnaast laten we zien hoe deze processen samenhangen met het welbevinden 

van kinderen en de mate van opvoedstress van moeders. Spillover-processen worden bevestigd, 

niet alleen in intacte gezinnen, maar ook in gezinnen-na-echtscheiding. Bovendien dragen 

warme en harmonieuze relaties binnen het gezin positief bij aan het welbevinden van kinderen. 

Dit is niet alleen van toepassing voor kinderen in intacte gezinnen, maar juist ook voor kinderen 

die opgroeien in gezinnen-na-echtscheiding. Deze laatste groep loopt immers meer risico op 

het ontwikkelen van psychosociale problemen. Wanneer ouders uit elkaar gaan, kan het zeer 

moeilijk zijn om emoties onder controle te houden. Een relatie die was gebaseerd op wederzijdse 

gevoelens voor elkaar, moet worden omgevormd naar een relatie die is gebaseerd op de 

gedeelde zorg die ouders voor hun kind dragen. Echter, wanneer ouders in staat zijn onderlinge 

conflicten opzij te zetten, kunnen emoties en gedrag binnen de relatie tussen ouders onderling 

de overige relaties in het gezin beïnvloeden en zo indirect positief bijdragen aan het welbevinden 

van kinderen. 
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