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Resumen: El principal objetivo de este estudio fue analizar las asociacio-
nes entre el divorcio parental y el conflicto interparental con la calidad de
las relaciones paterno-filiales y materno-filiales, en una muestra espafiola de
1078 adultos jovenes. También se analiz6 la funciéon moderadora del géne-
ro de estos adultos jévenes. Nuestros resultados sugitieron que el conflicto
interparental se asocia con relaciones paterno-filiales y materno-filiales de
menor calidad, mientras que el divorcio parental se asocia de forma mads
negativa con la calidad de la relaciéon con el padre que con la madre. Ade-
mis, el género de los hijos adultos unicamente moderé la asociacion entre
el divorcio parental y la calidad de las relaciones paterno-filiales, de manera
que las mujeres de familias divorciadas obtienen puntuaciones mas bajas en
la calidad de la relacién paterno-filial que las mujeres de familias no divor-
ciadas. Los resultados aportan mayor informacién a la literatura empirica
existente y promueven una mejor comprension de las asociaciones comple-
jas existentes entre el divorcio y conflicto parental con la calidad de las re-
laciones parento-filiales, en un contexto cultural donde hay escasa investi-
gacion sobre el tema.

Palabras clave: Divorcio parental. Conflicto interparental. Relaciones pa-
rento-filiales. Joven adultez.

Abstract: The main aim of this study was to analyze the associations be-
tween parental divorce and interparental conflict with father-child and
mother-child relationship quality, in a Spanish young adult sample. The
moderating effect of adult child’s gender was also analyzed. Using a sam-
ple of 1,078 Spanish young adults, our results suggested that interparental
conflict was more strongly associated with lower mother-child and father-
child relationship quality, and that parental divorce was more strongly as-
sociated with father-child relationship quality than with mother-child rela-
tionship quality. In addition, adult child’s gender only moderated the effect
of parental divorce on father-child relationship quality, such that women
from divorced families score lower on father-child relationship quality than
women from non-divorced families. Findings add to the existing literature
and promote a better comprehension of the complex associations between
parental divorce and conflict with parent-child relationship quality in an
understudied cultural context.

Keywords: Parental divorce. Interparental conflict. Parent-child relation-
ships. Young adulthood.

Introduction

A great body of research suggests that parental divorce is as-
sociated with negative outcomes on both children and adult
children, such as lower wellbeing, insecure attachment styles,
dissatisfying romantic relationships, and negative patrent-
child relationships (Amato, 2001; Cui & Fincham, 2010).
Given that in Spain divorce has only been legally possible
since 1981, in comparison to other countries, less attention
has been given to the study of the effects of parental divorce
on Spanish young adult children. Likewise, continued expo-
sure to parental conflict has been associated with negative
outcomes in both mother-child and father child relationships
during young adulthood (e.g. Riggio & Valenzuela, 2011).
When comparing the effects of parental divorce and interpa-
rental conflict, a few studies have concluded that, in the
long-term, parental conflict is associated with more negative
relationships with both parents, whereas parental divorce is
especially associated with more negative father-child rela-
tionships (e.g. Riggio, 2004). The purpose of our study is to
examine how current mother-child and father-child relation-
ship quality are associated with parental divorce and interpa-
rental conflict in young adulthood. In the study of the effects
of these family experiences, beyond analyzing the differential
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effects of parental divorce and conflict it is necessary to ana-
lyze their interactive effect. Thus, we also analyze the inter-
action between parental divorce and conflict. In addition,
given that in the study of these family experiences contro-
versial results have been found regarding the role of child’s
gender, adult child’s gender will be analyzed as a moderator
in the effects of these family experiences.

Parental divorce

Attachment theory suggests that negative family experi-
ences can affect parents” sensitivity to their children’s needs
and, thus, on the quality of parent-child relationships (Bowl-
by 1969). Indeed, existing literature confirms that parental
divorce is associated with less secure parent-child ties during
young adulthood (Amato, 2001). Although young adulthood
is characterized by a greater emotional autonomy towards
parents, parents are still important figures in the transition to
this period, as young adults still depend on their parents as
an economic resource, but also for emotional support and
advice (Arnett, 2015). Relationships with parents during this
developmental period have been defined with positive and
negative emotions, such as love, thankfulness, acceptance,
disappointment, resentment and mistrust (Arnett, 2015). Pa-
rental divorce is an emotionally stressful and complex transi-
tion for families and it can affect children, even until adult-
hood. Given that young adulthood is a stage of crisis, it is
more likely for adult children that have experienced parental
divorce to have less positive relationships with their parents
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than those that have not gone through this family experience
(Arnett, 2015).

Given that divorce causes significant changes in the
family structure, it might influence negatively the sensitive
responsiveness and physical and psychological availability of
parents as primary caregivers (Feeney & Monin, 2016). Chil-
dren from divorced families raised in shared custody have
better relationships with both parents and especially with
their fathers, than when they are raised in sole custody,
mainly maternal (Bauserman, 2002; Nielsen, 2011). Howev-
er, prior to and following divorce, children usually suffer
from the deterioration in parenting of both custodial and
non-custodial parents, because of the stressors associated
with divorce (Hetherington & Kelly, 2002). During the first
years after divorce, parents are usually preoccupied with their
own emotional responses to divorce (Hetherington & Kelly,
2002). This can lead to a diminished parenting of the custo-
dial parent, who is usually the mother (Hetherington &
Kelly, 2002). Therefore, children can experience less positive
involvement from their custodial parent, such as less sensi-
tivity (Kelly & Emery, 2003). In addition, after divorce, chil-
dren usually suffer from the loss or diminished contact with
their non-custodial parent, who is usually the father. This
might lead children to have a diminished view of their fa-
thers as a secure base and safe heaven, and to a decrease in
closeness in the relationship with their father (Bartell, 2006;
Kelly & Emery, 2003). Thus, following divorce, parents
might fail to provide an effective caregiving function to their
children, such that the child may become a major caregiver
for the parent or the parent may become psychologically
and/or physically unavailable to the child (Feeney & Monin,
2016).

Overall, several studies suggest that children of divorce
frequently report not feeling affectively close to none of
their parents or to only one of their parents, whereas chil-
dren from non-divorced families usually report close and sat-
isfying relationships with both parents (Amato, 1994; Amato
& Booth, 1996; Amato & Sobolewski, 2001; Booth &
Amato, 1994; Sobolewski & Amato, 2007).

The quality of parent-child relationships has also been
considered a key mediator between parental divorce and
children’s later adjustment, due to the modifications attach-
ment relationships with parents suffer in the post-divorce
period (Amato, 2000; Amato & Sobolewski, 2001). That is,
adult children of divorce have less contact with their parents,
they exchange less help behaviors with them, and they de-
scribe the relationships with their parents in a more negative
way, which in turn has been associated with lower wellbeing
levels in young adulthood (e.g. Amato & Sobolewski, 2001).
Furthermore, longitudinal studies have found that stressful
life events, such as parental divorce, may lead to parent-child
attachment changes in early adulthood, which, in turn, might
influence adult children’s romantic attachment (Waters et al.,
2000). A less positive involvement from the custodial parent
following divorce might also lead children to be less socially
competent and have more negative views of intimate rela-
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tionships (Bartell, 2006; Kelly & Emery, 2003). In addition,
the loss or diminished contact with the non-custodial parent
might lead to a decrease in closeness in the relationship with
their father due to his lower emotional availability. These
changes in father-child relationships might be associated
with young adults” lower wellbeing and more negative rela-
tionship attitudes (Bartell, 2006; Kelly & Emery, 2003).
Although some studies have exclusively examined the
impact of parental divorce on parent-child relationships (e.g.
Booth & Amato, 2001), scarce studies have examined its ef-
fect separately on father-child and mother-child relation-
ships. A number of studies suggest that father-child relation-
ships are more affected by divorce (Amato 2014), such that
divorce seems to affect more negatively adult children’s rela-
tionships with their father than with their mother (Amato &
Booth, 1996; King, 2002). In addition, adult children of di-
vorce seem to have a more secure attachment with their
mother than with their father (Carranza et al., 2009; Fraley &
Heffernan, 2013; Hannum & Dvorak, 2004). Indeed, a few
studies have even suggested that adult children of divorce
report more affective quality, independence and emotional
support with their mothers than children from non-divorced
families (Riggio, 2004; Riggio & Valenzuela, 2011). Accord-
ing to Riggio, this positive effect in mother-child relation-
ships might be due to the fact that mothers and children,
who usually cohabit in the post-divorce period, struggle to
adapt to changes accompanying divorce, leading adult chil-
dren of divorce to develop a closer and more satisfying rela-
tionship with their mothers. However, a few longitudinal
studies still suggest that parental divorce is negatively associ-
ated with mother-child relationships due to interparental
conflict and a disrupted parenting (Wallerstein et al., 2013),
and that maternal sensitivity is lower in mother-child dyads
in divorced families compared to non-divorced families
(Suthetland et al., 2012). Given the inconsistent results re-
garding the effects of parental divorce on father-child and
mother-child relationships, more empirical research is need-
ed to clarify this issue especially in young adulthood.
Regarding the differential effects of parental divorce by
child’s gender on both father-child and mother-child rela-
tionships, some studies have not found an interactive effect
between parental divorce and child’s gender on the qualities
of relationships with either fathers or mothers (Lee, 2018).
Nevertheless, others have found that opposite sex parent-
child ties are more deteriorated by parental divorce in adult-
hood. That is, daughters report lower closeness in the rela-
tionships with their fathers, whereas sons report lower
closeness in the relationships with their mothers (Booth &
Amato, 1994). However, other studies have found more
negative consequences for the same sex parent-child dyads.
In other words, some studies suggest that boys are more dis-
tressed than girls by separation from their fathers because of
their strong identification with the same-sex parent (Hether-
ington & Kelly, 2002). Gitls of divorce instead seem to be
more likely to feel responsible for their father’s well-being
when their parents engage in conflict (Bretherton & Page,
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2004; Cooney et al., 1995). For example, Cooney et al. (1995)
found that daughters report lower intimacy levels in the rela-
tionships with their mothers, when they mediate in parental
disputes and when they advise their fathers during the di-
vorce process. These divorce process variables were, in turn,
associated with higher intimacy levels with their father.
However, to our knowledge, the association between paren-
tal divorce and mother-child and father-child relationships,
depending on adult child’s gender, has not been tested in
young adults from a country where divorce is a relatively
new family experience.

Interparental conflict

Children’s perception of high levels of interparental con-
flict may also be associated with children’s lower family sat-
isfaction (Iraurgi et al., 2011), such that adult children’s rela-
tionships with their parents can also be altered by being ex-
posed to conflictive interactions between their parents. The
spillover hypothesis in the family systems theory suggests
that marital conflict might spill over affecting parent-child
relationships negatively, as parents might reproduce the mar-
ital hostility and aggressiveness in the relationships with their
children (Sturge-Apple et al., 2006). In addition, given that
parental stress related to conflict might hinder parents” abil-
ity to be sensitive, warm and responsive to their children
needs, marital conflict might also explain more negative par-
ent-child interactions in young adulthood (Sturge-Apple et
al., 2000).

Interparental conflict has been negatively associated with
both father-child and mother-child relationship quality in
adulthood (Riggio, 2004; Riggio & Valenzuela, 2011), such as
lower affective quality, independence, and emotional support
in both father-child and mother-child relationships (Riggio,
2004). A few studies also suggest that adult children who re-
port low levels of parental conflict show a more secure at-
tachment with both parents, whereas those who report high
conflict levels show more insecure attachment relationships
with both parents (Hannum & Dvorak, 2004; Ross &
Fuertes, 2010). In addition, high levels of trust and commu-
nication and parent-child attachment relationship quality
have been negatively associated with perceived frequency, in-
tensity and resolution of interparental conflict, and with both
perceived threat and self-blame in the presence of interpa-
rental conflict (Ross & Fuertes, 2010).

Empirical research has also shown that parent-child rela-
tionship quality is a key mediator between parental conflict
and adult children’s adjustment. That is, parental conflict has
been associated with children’s feclings of keeping a less
close relationship with both parents (Booth & Amato, 1994;
Sobolewski & Amato, 2007), which, in turn, has been associ-
ated with a greater risk for adult children to suffer from dis-
tress, lower self-esteem and general unhappiness (Booth &
Amato, 2001). Likewise, parental conflict has been associated
with higher parent-child alienation (Mon¢ & Biringen, 2006)
and a higher likelihood of feeling caught between patents,

which, consequently, has been associated with children’s
lower wellbeing (Amato & Afifi, 2000).

Regarding child gender differences, empirical research
shows controversial results in the associations between in-
terparental conflict and parent-child relationships. Although
some authors have not found gender differences (e.g.
Hayashi & Strickland, 1998), a few studies indicate that pa-
rental conflict has more harmful effects for the opposite
parent-child sex dyads than for the same-sex dyads (Amato
& Booth, 1996; Booth & Amato, 1994). For example, it has
been found that parental conflict is associated with lower
closeness and support in father-daughter relationships, but
not in father-son relationships (Booth & Amato, 1994). Oth-
er studies, however, have found worse consequences of pa-
rental conflict for the same-sex parent-child dyads. That is,
feeling caught between parents during parental conflict has
more damaging effects for the mother-daughter dyad (Ama-
to & Afifi, 2006). In addition, for example, Henry and
Holmes (1997) found that parental conflict was associated
with more negative father-son relationships as they described
their fathers as not being emotionally available and respon-
sive to their needs, whereas they reported better relation-
ships with their mother.

A very few studies have compared the effects of parental
divorce with those of interparental conflict on parent-child
relationship quality in young adulthood, by testing
simultaneously their effect. Overall, both parental conflict
and divorce are associated with more negative parent-child
relationships (Amato & Booth, 1996; Booth & Amato,
1994). However, Mone, and Biringen (2006) for example
posited that interparental conflict is associated with greater
alienation in parent child-relationships, regardless of parental
divorce. Children whose parents have a highly conflicted
marriage are more likely to feel caught in the middle between
their parents than those from divorced families (Amato &
Afifi, 2006). Some other investigations, instead, indicate
differential effects of parental divorce and conflict for the
quality of relationships with each parent. That is, parental
conflict is associated with more negative mother-child and
father-child relationships, whereas parental divorce is
associated with more negative father-child relationships, in
terms of affective quality, independence and emotional
support (Hannum & Dvorak, 2004; Riggio, 2004; Riggio &
Valenzuela, 2011).

Beyond comparing the effects of parental divorce and
conflict on later parent-child relationship quality during
adulthood, some studies have attempted to analyze their
interactive effect (e.g. Yu et al, 2010). Although several
studies have failed to find an interactive effect on parent-
child relationship quality (Booth & Amato, 2001; Mone &
Biringen, 2006; Riggio, 2004; Riggio & Valenzuela, 2011), a
few studies have found such interactive effect (Yu et al.,
2010). Indeed, Yu et al. (2010) found that divorce uniquely
moderated the negative effects of interparental conflict on
mother-daughter relationships. That is, in their study,
interparental conflict in non-divorced families has a negative
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effect on mother-daughter relationships, and this effect is
reduced when parents divorce. Further, parental divorce
seemed to have a buffering effect on mother-daughter
relationships when the parental marital relationship was
characterized by high levels of conflict (Yu et al.,, 2010). This
result is consistent with the stress-relief hypothesis
(Wheaton, 1990), which suggests that divorce, as a stressful
life experience, can benefit children if divorce is perceived as
a way of escape from a stressful or dysfunctional
environment. In this study, to test this hypothesis, we
examine the interaction between parental divorce and
interparental conflict.

Overview of the current study

By examining the role of parental divorce and interparental
conflict on young adult children’s relationships quality with
their parents, we attempt to contribute to the literature in
several ways. First, to our knowledge, limited attention has
been given to the associations between parental divorce and
conflict and their interactive effect on both father-child and
mother-child relationship quality. Next, although the litera-
ture review suggests there might be differential effects by
child’s gender on the association between these family of
origin experiences and parent-child relationships, results are
not consistent. Thus, the moderating effect of child’s gender
is also tested in this study to shed further light on these dis-
crepancies in young adulthood. Finally, limited attention has
been given to the study of these effects in Spanish young
adults. The following hypotheses are tested:

1. Parental divorce will be associated with low mother-child
and father-child relationship quality in Spanish young
adults.

2. Interparental conflict will be associated with low mother-
child and father-child relationship quality in Spanish
young adults.

3. Interparental conflict will be more strongly associated
with low mother-child and father-child relationship quali-
ty than parental divorce. Further, interparental conflict
and parental divorce will interact to explain both father-
child and mother-child relationship quality, such that for
young adults from non-divorced families, interparental
conflict will be positively associated with low mother-
child and father-child relationship quality to a greater de-
gree than for young adults whose parents divorced.

4. Young adult child gender will moderate the association
between parental divorce and parent-child relationship
quality, and between interparental conflict and parent-
child relationship quality.

Method
Participants and Procedure

Participants included undergraduate and vocational train-
ing school students from the Autonomous Community of
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the Basque Country in Spain. Respondents were informed in
class about the main goals of the study and participated vol-
untarily after signing a consent form. All data were collected
in person and all measures were administered in Spanish.
This study was approved by the Ethics Committee in Hu-
man Research at the University of the Basque Country. Of
the 1,106 students in the original sample, 1,078 reported on
the variables of interest and had parents who were either liv-
ing together or were divorced. The average age of respond-
ents was 21.4 years, 50.5% were women. Among the 1,078
participants 16% experienced parental divorce. Mean age at
the time of divorce was 10.83 years. 72.8% mothers were the
custodial parent.

Measures

Independent variables. Perceived interparental conflict was
assessed with the adapted version to Spanish (Iraurgi et al.,
2008) of the Children’s Perception of Interparental Conflict
Scale (Grych et al,, 1992). All participants were asked to as-
sess the level of conflict between their parents. Although
recollections of marital unhappiness are associated with low-
er relationship quality with both parents (specially fathers)
(Amato & Booth, 1991), experiencing divorce when parents
have a highly conflicted marriage might have less negative
consequences on children, as divorce might be experienced
as a way of escape from a dysfunctional family environment.
On the other hand, children exposed to continued conflicts
between parents might have worse consequences (Wheaton,
1990). Therefore, those who had experienced parental di-
vorce were asked to report on parental conflict before di-
vorce. The measure used included 12 items assessing the
following sub-scales of interparental conflict: Perceived Fre-
quency (Four items; e.g., ‘My patents hardly ever argued or
disagreed’), Intensity (Four items; e.g., ‘My parents tended to
get really angry when they argued or disagreed’) and Resolu-
tion (Four items; e.g., ‘When my parents argued, they usually
worked things out’). For analysis purposes, we used the full
scale, as these three sub-scales have been shown to reflect a
single latent construct of petrceived parental conflict (Grych
et al., 1992). Each item had three possible responses: 0 =
true, 1 = sort of true and 2 = false. In this sample « for each
subscale were .84, .70, and .78, respectively. Parental divorce
was assessed by asking participants whether their parents
were separated or divorced (1 = divorced, 0 = not divorced).
Young adult gender was assessed by asking participants
whether they were male (1) or female (0).

Dependent  variables. Current parent-child relationships
quality was assessed with the mother and father subscales of
the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA; Armsdem &
Greenberg, 1987). This measure assesses adolescents” and
young adults” perceptions of the positive and negative affec-
tive/cognitive dimension of relationships with their parents.
Each of these subscales consists of three factors: trust (Nine
items; e.g., ‘My mother/father respects my feeling’), com-
munication (Nine items; e.g., ‘I tell my mothet/fathet about
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my problems and troubles’) and alienation (Seven items; e.g.,
T get upset easily around my mother/father’). For analysis
purposes, we used the full mother and father subscales. Re-
sponses to each item ranged from 1 (Almost never or never
true) to 5 (Almost always or always true). Fit indices for the
mother subscale were y’ (249) = 1711.91; p = .000, RMSEA
= .081; NNFI = .96; CFI = .96; SRMR = .056. In addition,
in the father subscale the fit indices were y? (249) = 2091.28;
p =.000, RMSEA = .095; NNFI = .96; CFI = .96; SRMR =

Table 1. Descriptive information for study variables.

.064. In this sample o coefficients for the mother and father
full scales were .92 and .90, respectively.

Covariates. Age, relationship status (relationship = 1; sin-
gle = 0) and both parents” economic status (SES) as meas-
ured by their current occupation (Entrepreneurs or managers
(High SES); professionals (medium-high SES) middle man-
agers or technicians (Medium SES); factory workers (Medi-
um-low SES); housework (low SES)) were included as co-
variates in the regression models.

Constructs Indicators M (D)ot n Range o

. No 95 e e

Parental divorce Yes 1
Frequency 0.60 (0.62) 0-2 .84
Interparental Conflict Intensity 1.38 (0.44) 0-2 .70
Resolution 1.44 (0.51) 0-2 78
Trust 4.19 (0.72) 1-5 .90
Mother-child relationship Communication 3.72 (0.79) 1-5 .86
Alienation 2.35 (0.72) 1-5 .67
Trust 3.97 (0.84) 1-5 92
Father-child relationship Communication 3.17 (0.89) 1-5 .89
Alienation 2.50 (0.78) 1-5 71

. Men K e

Young adult child gender Women sa4

Data Analysis Plan

Statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS 24.
To analyze the predictive ability of parental divorce and in-
terparental conflict, and to test the moderating effect of child
gender, a set of hierarchical multiple regressions were run on
both mother-child and father-child relationship quality, ac-
counting for covariates. Control variables, adult child gender
(male) and parental divorce were entered in Model 1, in or-
der to compare those from divorced families with those
from non-divorced families. Model 2 included interparental
conflict. In Model 3, two-way interactions between parental
divorce and interparental conflict were added, and parental
divorce x child gender and interparental conflict x child gen-
der interactions were added in Model 4. Significant interac-
tions were plotted using the worksheets developed by Daw-
son (2014). +15D and -15D levels of the moderator and in-
dependent variables were used. Simple slope ~tests for two-
way interactions were also calculated (Dawson, 2014).

Results

Descriptive and bivariate analyses

Table 1 provides descriptive information about the study
variables. In table 2, we present bivariate correlations. Paren-
tal divorce was negatively associated with both the full scale
of mother-child and father-child relationship quality. In addi-
tion, the full scale of parental conflict was negatively associ-
ated with both mother-child and father-child relationship

quality.

Table 2. Correlations among the study variables.

1 2 3 4 5
1.Parental divorce 1
2. Child gender (male) -.08* 1
3.Parental conflict (full) 34610 1
4 Mother-child relationship (full) — -.08%F - 10%* -32%* 1
5.Father-child relationship (full) S22%k 004 -.43%F 30+ 1

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses
Mother-child relationships quality

Results on current mother-child relationships quality are
presented in Table 3. As expected (Hypothesis 1), parental
divorce was associated with lower mother-child relationships
quality (Model 1). When interparental conflict was added
(Model 2), parental divorce stopped having a significant ef-
fect, and interparental conflict was negatively associated with
mother-child relationships quality. This effect remained,
even when interactions between both parental divorce and
conflict (Model 3) and between child’s gender and both fam-
ily of origin experiences were added (Model 4)

Father-child relationships quality

Results on father-child relationship quality are shown in
Table 4. Again, in support to our expectation, parental di-
vorce was negatively associated with father-child relation-
ships quality. When interparental conflict was added (Model
2), both patental divorce and interparental conflict were as-
sociated with lower father-child relationship quality. No sig-
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nificant effects were found for the parental divorce x in-  4), a significant interaction was found for parental divorce x
terparental conflict interaction term (Model 3). By adding in-  child’s gender, after controlling for all other variables in the
teractions between both parental divorce and child’s gender — model.

and between interparental conflict and child’s gender (Model

Table 3. Summary of hierarchical multiple regression for variables predicting mother-child relationship quality.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Variable B SEB B B SEB B B SEB B B SEB B
Control variables

Gender (male) 146 041 -115 0 -185%ek 039 -145 -185%kk (039 -145 -194% (044 -152
Explanatory variables

Parental divorce - 184%F 058 -.102 .007 .058 .004  .045 .078 .025  -.005 .091 -.003

Interparental conflict - 498%Fk 046 -.349 -483*+x (050 -338 -.461FF 064 -.323
Interactions

Divorce x interparental conflict -.087 118 -.035  -.090 119 -.036

Divorce x gender (male) 131 116 .048

Interparental conflict x Gender (male) -055  .093 -.025
R? .033 140 141 142
F for change in R? 3,327+ 119.298%+* 542 .665

1< .10, % < .05. #p < .01; ¥ < 001

Table 4. Summary of hierarchical multiple regression for variables predicting father-child relationship quality.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Variable B SE B B B SE B 8 B SE B 8 B SE B 8
Control variables

Gender (male) -013 047 -047 -.067 .043  -.046 -.068 043 -.047  -134%F 048 -.092
Explanatory variables

Parental divorce - 46T 067 -224  -211%% 064 -101  -290%* 086 -.140  -.450%FF 100 216

Interparental conflict -.672%H% 050 -410 -703% 055 -429 - 740%FF 010  -456
Interactions

Divprce X interparental 180 131 .062 205 131 07
conflict

Divorce  x  gender 366%* 129 116
(male)

Interparental conflict x
Gender (male) .083 102 .033
R? .058 .205 .207 216
F for change in R? 5.830%** 177.517%¢k¢ 1.896 5.541%*

< 10.%p < 05. *p < 01; **p < 001

2,8
2,6

2.4 A

QUALITY

1.8 -

1.4

FATHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIP

1.2

Non-divorced Divorced

Figure 1. Interaction plot for the significant two-way interaction between parental divorce
and adult child’s gender on father-child relationship quality.
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Results from the slope difference tests (see Figure 1)
showed that Spanish young adult women from non-divorced
families score higher on father-child relationship quality than
women from divorced families (# = -4.51, p < .01).

Discussion

The present study analyzed the associations between parental
divorce and conflict with both mother-child and father-child
relationship quality in a Spanish young adult sample. In addi-
tion, the moderating effect of adult child’s gender was also
analyzed. Five main conclusions emerge from our findings,
which confirm most of our expectations.

First, as expected, parental divorce is associated with
lower mother child and father-child relationship quality. A
second conclusion is that interparental conflict is also associ-
ated with a lower relationship quality with both parents.
Third, interparental conflict is more strongly associated with
both mother-child and father-child relationship quality than
parental divorce. However, this conclusion is especially
meaningful for mother-child relationship quality. That is,
when interparental conflict is added in the regression model
parental divorce stops having a significant effect on mother-
child relationship, but not on father-child relationship quali-
ty. In fact, both parental divorce and conflict concurrently
have a significant effect on father-child relationship quality.
Fourth, contrary to what we expected, parental divorce and
conflict do not interact to explain father-child and mother-
child relationship quality. Finally, adult child’s gender
uniquely moderated the effect of parental divorce on father-
child relationship quality, such that women, but not men,
from non-divorced families score higher on father-child rela-
tionship quality than women from divorced families. Below,
we discuss in detail these main conclusions.

Parental divorce

Parental divorce is a life event stressor that has important
effects on children’s affective relationships. In this vein, our
results confirm that adult children of divorce show lower re-
lationship quality with both parents (Amato, 2001; Sob-
olewski & Amato, 2007). Stressors associated with the di-
vorce process are usually accompanied by deterioration in
parenting of both custodial and non-custodial patents. Cus-
todial parents might be less sensitive to their children’s
needs and non-custodial parents might diminish their parent-
ing role during the divorce process and the post-divorce pe-
riod (Hetherington & Kelly, 2002). All these changes may
negatively affect parent-child relationship quality, even in the
long term, when children are young adults and are entering a
new important developmental stage, as shown by our results.
However, our findings suggest a stronger association of pa-
rental divorce with father-child relationship quality, which is
consistent with several investigations that indicate that fa-
ther-child relationships are more affected than mother-child

relationships by the divorce experience (e.g. Riggio & Valen-
zuela, 2011).

Regarding differential effects of parental divorce by
child’s gender, although some studies have found more neg-
ative consequences for the same sex parent-child dyads
(Cooney et al., 1995), our results are in agreement with oth-
ers that have found that opposite sex parent-child ties are
more deteriorated by parental divorce in young adulthood
(e.g. Booth & Amato, 1994). That is, although no child gen-
der differences were found for mother-child relationship
quality, our findings suggest that daughters of divorce report
lower relationship quality with their fathers than daughters
from non-divorced families.

Interparental conflict

Not only parental divorce can affect parent-child rela-
tionships, interparental conflict may also have detrimental ef-
fects. In fact, research on the associations between interpa-
rental conflict and parent-child relationship quality indicates
negative and significant associations between parental con-
flict and both mother-child and father-child relationship
quality (e.g. Riggio, 2004). That is, continued exposure to pa-
rental conflict might negatively affect parents” ability to
function as a secure base and safe heaven with their children,
due to the stress related to conflictive interactions. This low-
er sensitivity might also explain more negative parent-child
interactions in young adulthood (Davies & Cummings,
2000). In our study, parental conflict is associated with more
negative father-child and mother-child relationships in young
adulthood.

In regards with child’s gender differences, even though
many studies have shown negative consequences of contin-
ued exposure to parental conflict for both opposite sex and
same sex parent-child dyads (Amato & Booth, 1996; Henry
& Holmes, 1997), contrary to what we expected, our find-
ings are in agreement with others that have not found such
effects (e.g. Hayashi & Strickland, 1998). That is, parental
conflict is negatively associated with mother-child and fa-
ther-child relationship quality, regardless of child’s gender.

Overall, our results support our predictions about the
greater predictive ability of parental conflict than parental di-
vorce on parent-child relationships in young adulthood.
However, our findings confirm the deleterious effects of di-
vorce on father-child relationships, as parental divorce is
negatively associated with father-child relationship quality,
even when parental conflict is accounted. Thus, in agreement
with other studies, patental conflict is associated with more
negative mother-child and father-child relationship quality,
whereas parental divorce is more strongly associated with
negative father-child relationship quality, even when parental
conflict is taken into account (e.g. Riggio & Valenzuela,
2011).

In addition, although we expected an interactive effect of
parental divorce and conflict on parent-child relationship
quality, in agreement with other studies, our findings did not
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suggest such significant interaction (e.g. Riggio, 2004).
Therefore, our results are inconsistent with the stress-relief
hypothesis (Wheaton, 1990), which suggests that parental di-
vorce might relieve the stress derived from continued expo-
sure to high levels of parental conflict.

Study limitations and contributions

Our results should be seen in light of several limitations.
First, the retrospective and cross-sectional design of this
study is a limitation, as it makes it difficult to infer causal
conclusions. Adult children of divorce were asked to report
on parental conflict prior to divorce. Therefore, reports of
interparental conflict provided by adult children of divorce
might be influenced by retrospective biases. Therefore, fu-
ture studies should focus on conducting a longitudinal fol-
low-up design study with a Spanish population, in order to
precisely control the actual predivorce parental conflict level.
In addition, in our study we uniquely analyzed college and
vocational school students. Given the age range of our sam-
ple, future studies should replicate this investigation with a
broader and more heterogeneous sample. Another limitation
has to do with the measure of parental divorce, which was a
dichotomous variable assessed by asking participants wheth-
er their parents were divorced or separated. Divorce is not a
uniform experience for children, and several circumstances
surrounding the divorce process might explain the diversity
of children’s reactions to divorce (e.g. Yarnoz-Yaben &
Garmendia, 2015). Besides, not all parent-child relationships
are affected to the same degree by parental divorce. That is,
given that several factors surrounding the divorce experi-
ence, such as contact and closeness with non-custodial pat-
ents, type of custody (e.g. shated or sole custody), parents’
distress and adjustment following divorce, the amount of in-
terparental conflict, or diminished financial resources might
explain better the effects than divorce per se (e.g. Kelly &
Emery, 2003), further research is needed to examine other
variables related to the divorce process, in order to detect
factors that might explain variations in the effects of parental
divorce on parent-child relationship quality. A final limita-
tion has to do with not examining protective factors, such as
authoritative parenting, parents” psychological wellbeing or
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