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Cognitive, Motivational, Emotional, and Self-esteem 

Deficits of Divorced Mothers and Fathers at 

Two Time Periods Following Divorce: 

Implications of Learned 

Helplessness 

Iritroduction 

In 1976 there were 2,133,000 marriages and 1,077,000 

divorces in the United States--5 divorces for every 10 

marriages. In each divorce there was an average of 1.08 

children. Thus, more than two million adults and over 

one million children were affected by divorce in a 

single year (U. S. Bureau of the Census, 1977). Like

wise, it is estimated that 40% to 50% of the current 

marriages of young adults will end in divorce and that 

1/2 of the children born in the 1970s will spend some 

time living in a single-parent home (Hetherington, 1979). 

Th e median age of the oldest child in families granted 

divorce is 10 years. Ninety p e rcent of these childre n 

r e s i de with th e ir mothers and 10 % with their fa t hers. 

The average length of time s pent by children in a single

par e nt h ome a s a r e sult of divorce is about 6 y e ars. 

Dur i ng thes e years, many of t h e se single -parent fami lie s 

suf fe r f r om t he c ombi n e d disadva ntages of low e arn i ngs 
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and little outside help (Guerney & Jordon, 1979). Thus, 

even though the birth rate in the United States has 

declined over the past 10 years, the number of divorces 

among parents of children is rising. The rate of 

remarriage is also rising, but it does not keep up with 

the divorce rate, especially in families that involve 

children. Therefore, there has been an increase in the 

proportion of divorced persons, particularly divorced 

parents. 

These figures might have little interest except for 

the fact that more and more evidence is appearing which 

points to marital disruption, both separation and 

divorce, as profoundly stressful life events and relates 

them to a wide variety of physical and emotional dis

orders. Briscoe and Smith (1974) and Crago (1972) 

r eported that the incidence of mental disorders was 

generally lowest among married persons, intermediate 

among the widowed and single, and highest among the 

d i vorced. Admission rates into psychiatric facilit i es, 

r egardless of t y pe of f a cility or sex of subject, was 

highest f or those with disrupted marriages. The 

psych i atric d isor ders seen most frequently in divorced 

s ubjects we r e depr es sion, a ntisocial p e r s on a lity , a nd 

hyster i a (Bri scoe , Smith , Rob ins , Marte n, & Gask in, 
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1973). Feelings of depression among the divorced have 

also been reported by Bloom, Asher, and White (1978), 

Hetherington, Cox, and Cox (1976, 1977), and Leff, 

Roatch, and Bunney (1970). A decline in feelings of 

competence both at work and in social interactions has 

been reported by Hetherington et al. (1976) and by 

White and Bloom (Note 1), as well as feelings of isola

tion, rejection, and loneliness. Hetherington, Cox, 

and Cox (1976) found that some of the parents in their 

study felt immobilized, highly anxious, and helpless 

following divorce. Lowered self-esteem was also experi

enced by many. Wallerstein and Kelly (1976, 1977) 

r e ported that divorced parents in their study often 

e xperienced diminished gratification, anxiety, and 

feelings of being unloved and unimportant. Hetherington 

et al. (1976) found that men, following divorce, often 

doubted their ability to adjust in future marital 

r e lationships and Weissman and Kleman (1977) have 

s u ggeste d that socially conditioned, stereotypical 

imag e s p roduce in women a cognitive set against a s s e rt i on 

and t h at y oung girls l e arn to be helple ss during their 

s o c i ali zation and thus de v e lop a limite d r espons e r eper

toi r e when un d e r the s tres s of d i vorce . Bloom, As h e r, 

and Whi t e (1978) noted high e r rates of i l lness, 
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disability, alcoholism, suicide, and homicide among the 

divorced· than among any other marital status group. 

When viewed as a whole, previous researchers have 

described the responses of a significant number of 

divorced persons to the trauma of divorce in terms that 

seem to parallel and, indeed, are often corollary to the 

symptoms and deficits described in learned helplessness. 

Seligman (1975) has postulated that learned helplessness 

is a model of depression and has suggested that persons 

who have been exposed to aversive, uncontrollable trauma 

often come to believe that their actions are futile and 

suffer deficits along cognitive, motivational, emotional, 

and self-esteem lines. He hypothesized that learned 

helplessness 

(1) reduces the motivation to control outcome; 

(2) interferes with learning that responding 

controls the outcome; (3) produces fear for as 

long as the subject is uncertain of the uncon

trollability of the outcome, and then produces 

depression. (Seligman, 1975, p. 56) 

Seligman (1975) has suggested that what links 

experiences such as failure, loss, rejection, separation, 

and financial difficulty and lies at the h e art of 

depression is unitary: The d e pressed individual has 
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learned that those elements that provide nurture, bring 

gratification, and relieve suffering are no longer under 

his/her control. He stated: 

Learned helplessness need not characterize the whole 

spectrum of depressions, but only those primarily in 

which the individual is slow to initiate responses, 

believes himself to be powerless and hopeless, and 

sees his future as bleak--which began as a reaction 

to having lost control over gratification and relief 

from suffering. {Seligman, 1975, p. 81) 

This study has explored the cognitive, motivational, 

emotional, and self-esteem deficits which characterize 

learned helplessness, in a sample of divorced mothers 

and fathers at two time periods following divorce and 

has attempted to identify some of the factors related to 

those deficits. 

Learned Helplessness 

Learned helplessness refers to the perception of 

independence between one's responses and the onset or 

termination of an aversive event {Maier & Seligman, 

1976). To the extent that an individual in a failure 

situation vi ews his/her behavior as irrelevant to the 

subsequent outcome (i.e., the probability of continued 

failure given a response is equal to the probability of 
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failure given no response), that individual may be said 

to display learned helplessness. 

///_(' Historically, the learned helplessness hypothesis 

was formulated before helplessness experiments were 

performed with human subjects and was based on the results 

of experiments with .rats, dogs, cats, and fish {Seligman, 

1974, 1975; Seligman & Beagley, 1975; Seligman, 

Rosellini, & Kozak, 1975). Seligman and Maier {1967) 

found that dogs given inescapable shock were subsequently 

poorer at escaping shock than dogs given escapable shock 

or no prior shock. 

Studies of learned helplessness in man have paral-

leled the animal helplessness paradigm by presenting 

subjects with an uncontrollable training task in the form 

of inescapable shock {Thornton & Jacobs, 1971), inescap-

able noise {Hiroto, 1974; Hiroto & Seligman, 1975; 

Miller & Seligman, 1975), or unsolvable cognition 

problems (Roth & Bootzin, 1974; Roth & Kubel, 1975). 

The performance of these subjects on a potentially 

solvable or escapable test task is then compared with 

those who were given experience with controllable out-

comes or no prior experience. Helpless subjects have 

failed to escape n oise and shock and have failed to 

solve simple anagram problems, providing e vidence for 
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both the response initiation deficit and the cognitive 

deficit found in helpless animals. 

A Model of Depression 

1The learned helplessness paradigm has been presented 

as a model of depression in humans (Seligman, 1975). A 

number of studies have shown that helplessness induced in 

the laboratory in nondepressed subjects produced deficits 

similar to those shown by mildly depressed subjects. 

Both groups showed deficits in solving anagram problems 

(Klein & Seligman, 1976; Miller & Seligman, 1975) and 

distorted perception of response-reinforcement independ

ence (Miller, Seligman, & Kurlander, 1975). 

Seligman (1975) hypothesized that a person's belief 

that he/she is helpless adversely affects mood, paral

leling the mood changes accompanying depression. Roth 

and Kubel (1975) found that exposure to uncontrollable 

aversive stimuli increased feelings of anxiety, depres

sion, and hostility. Gatchel, Paulus, and Maples (1975) 

obtained similar results, but found the changes in 

amounts of anxiety, depression, and hostility to be 

transient, dissipating rapidly after the solution of 

anagram problems. 

To argue that laboratory induced helple ssness is a 

suitable analogue of depression, one must d e monstrate 
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that subjects generalize inappropriately £rom their 

helplessness training. Hiroto and Seligman (1975) 

demonstrated a generalization £rom unsolvable discrimina

tion problems to a finger-shuttle box task. Roth and 

Kubel (1975) provided direct evidence suggesting that the 

debilitating effects of helplessness generalized across 

situations by pretraining subjects on concept formation 

problems and then switching to another task in a differ

ent room, using different apparati and a different 

experimenter. 

Seligman (1975) also suggested that to assert con

fidently the similarity of learned helplessness and 

depression, one must show similarity along four lines: 

symptoms, etiology, cure, and prevention. Klein and 

Seligman (1976) reviewed the work on this problem and 

found that success therapy reversed both feelings of 

helplessness and clinically diagnosed depression. 

Seligman (1975) postulated that the major symptoms 

of learned helplessness all have parallels in the symp

toms of depression, suggesting that reactive depression 

as well as learned helplessness, has it roots in the 

belief that valued outcomes are uncontrollable. Seligman 

listed six symptoms of learned helplessness, each having 

its parallel in depression: (a) subjects who have 
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experienced uncontrollability exhibit reduced initiation 

of voluntary responses; (b) subjects have difficulty 

learning that responses produce outcomes and therefore 

have a negative cognitive set; (c) helplessness dissi

pates in time when induced by a single occurrence of an 

uncontrollable aversive event but after multiple occur

rences, helplessness persists; (d) helpless subjects 

initiate fewer aggressive and competitive responses; 

(e) helpless subjects eat less and are sexually and 

socially deficient; and (f) helpless subjects experience 

certain physiological changes such as norepinephrine 

depletion and cholinergic activity. 

Criticisms and Reformulation 

Several inadequacies with the theoretical constructs 

originating in animal helplessness were noted by investi

gators of human helplessness (Miller & Norman, 1979). 

Problems have included facilitation effects (Thornton & 

Jacobs, 1971), problems with generalization (Cole & 

Coyne, 1977; Roth & Bootzin, 1972), individual differ

ences (Dweck & Reppucci, 1973), importance of the task 

(Roth & Kubel, 1975), and attribution of performance 

(Dweck & Reppucci, 1973). 

Recently, Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale (1978) 

proposed a r eformulation of the learned helplessness 
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hypothesis, based on a revision of attribution theory. 

According to the reformulation, once people perceive 

noncontingency, they attribute their helplessness to a 

cause. The kind of causal attribution they make for 

lack of control influences whether their helplessness 

will entail a lowering of self-esteem and whether it 

will generalize across situations and time. Abramson 

et al. proposed that three attributional dimensions are 

necessary for explaining human helplessness and depres

sion: (a) internal-external; (b) stable-unstable; and 

(c) global-specific. 

The reformulated hypothesis asserts that attributing 

lack of control to internal factors leads to lowered 

self-esteem, whereas attributing lack of control to 

external factors does not. Attributing lack of control 

to stable, long-lived or recurrent factors should lead 

to helplessness deficits extended across time, whereas 

attributing lack of control to unstable, short-lived or 

intermittent factors should result in short-lived help

lessness deficits. Likewise, attributing lack of control 

to global factors should lead to wide generalization of 

helplessness and attributing lack of control to specific 

factors should lead to situation-specific helplessness. 
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Abramson et al. (1978) made four explicit state

ments concerning the reformulated model of depression·: 

(a) depression consists of four classes of deficits: 

motivational, cognitive, self-esteem, and affective; 

(b) when highly desired outcomes are believed improbabilie 

or highly aversive outcomes are believed probable and 

the person believes that no response he/she might make 

will change the outcome, depression, or helplessness, 

results; (c) the generality of the helplessness deficit 

depends on the globality of the attribution for helpless

ness; the chronicity depends on the stability of the 

attribution for helplessness, and whether self-esteem is 

lowered depends on the internality of the attribution 

for helplessness; and (d) the intensity of the helpless

ness depends on the certainty of the expectation of 

uncontrollability and on the importance of the outcome. 

Abramson et al. (1978) reasoned that individual 

differences should exist in attributional style and 

p roposed the existence of a depressive style in which 

depressive prone i ndividuals should tend to attribute 

b ad outcome s to global, stable, and i nternal factors. 

Se l i gman, Ab r ams on, Semmel, and von Baeye r (1979) t es ted 

thi s p redi c t ion, compa ring d e pre ssed and nondepres s e d 

c o llege students . They f ound that depr es s e d coll ege 



12 

students attributed bad outcomes to internal, stable, and 

global causes as measured by The Attributional Style 

Scale (Semmel, Note 2). 

The reformulated model of depression has been criti

cized by Wortman and Dintzer (1978) who argued that 

unless it is possible to specify conditions under which 

a given attribution will be made, the model lacks pre

dictive power; by Depue and Monroe (1978) and Buchwald, 

Coyne, and Cole (1978), who arguedthevalidity of drawing 

conclusions about clinical depression on the basis of 

studies using nonclinical subjects; and by Costello 

(1978) who argued that there was no serious attempt to 

take the subtypes of depression into consideration. 

Depression and Divorce 

Divorce has been compared to loss from death, in 

part because death and mourning have been widely studied 

in recent years (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1977). Froiland 

and Hozman (1977) explored the usefulness of Kubler

Ross 's (1969) loss model in counseling divorced individ

uals and found that responses to loss brought about by 

death of a significant other and to loss of a relationship 

brought about by divorce were very similar. They reported 

that the type of depression in divorce is generally a 

combination of sadness and pessimism. The individuals 
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experiencing divorce often were despondent as they 

realized that the denial, anger, and bargaining stage·s 

had not been successful. They began to see themselves 

as failures, and to doubt their own ability in handling 

present and potential situations, especially in the areas 

of human interactions. Some lost confidence in their 

ability to make decisions and to function independently. 

They tended to overgeneralize the negative experience and 

to p~edict the future in a stereotypic negative manner. 

The Divorced Parent 

In a longitudinal s budy of 72 children and their 

divorced parents, Hetherington et al. (1977) found that 

divorced mobhers and fathers encountered marked stresses 

in the areas of practical living problems, self-concept 

and emotional distress, and interpersonal relations 

following divorce. Low self-esteem, loneliness, depres

sion, and feelings of helplessness were characteristic 

of the divorced couple. 

Hetherington et al. (1977) also reported that in 

many divorced families, disruptions occurred in pare nt

c hi ld r e lations. Divorced parents tended to be less 

cons istent, l e ss affectionate and have less control over 

thei r children's b ehavior. The children in d i vorce d 
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families were more dependent, disobedient, aggressive, 

demanding, and lacking affection. 

Most investigators agree that the child's experience 

and degree of grief, depression, guilt, anxiety, and 

loss of self-esteem are directly influenced and can be 

dramatically exacerbated by parental reaction to the 

divorce. Based on his clinical experience with children, 

Gardner ( 19 76) concluded that it· was not divorce, per se, 

that produced psychopathology in the child, but exposure 

to a detrimental environment over a period of time. 

In exploring the impact of divorce on children, 

Westman, Cline, Swift, and Kramer (1970) found that, in 

their study of 148 divorce cases, approximately half 

the divorces involving children were followed by addi

tional legal contests. About 1/3 of these involved 

repeated and intensive interaction between the divorced 

couple during a 2-year period following divorce. Issues 

involving money and children shared almost equally in 

the postdi vorce disputes.· Furthermore, Westman et al. 

(1970) reported that children, with histories of 

divorce and seen in a child psychiatric clinic, came 

from divorces followed by parental conflict or by com

plete loss of contact with one parent, suggesting that the 

experience of divorce itself is less pathogenic than 
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the continued conflict between the parents and their 

relationships with their children. 

Rosen (1979) examined the child's adjustment level 

in relation to sex of the custodial parent, access of 

the child to the noncustodial parent, and interparental 

turbulence. Interparental turbulence was defined as 

interparental conflict preceding and/or generated by 

the divorce and continuing into the postdivorce period. 

She found that interparental turbulence emerged as the 

single most significant factor, and would support the 

findings of Westman et al. (1970). 

Tessman (1978) suggested that the experience of 

divorce for the child is affected by the quality of the 

parent-child relationship before separation, the develop

mental stage of the child, and the meaning the child 

attributes to the loss of a parent. The meaning of this 

loss is influenced by the changed relationship and, 

also, by the meaning given to it by others in the child's 

environment. Thus, the child is affected both by the 

parent 's response to the divorce and by the image of the 

missing parent conveyed by the remaining parent, wheth e r 

implicitly or explicitly. 

Rosenthal (1979) suggested that when the remaining 

parent becomes depressed, withdrawn, or enraged , the child 
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views this behavior as his/her fault and feels guilty, 

fearful, and rejected. Rosenthal found that the child's 

ability to cope depended on the remaining parent's 

ability to deal with his/her own feelings and to convey 

to the child that he/she can express feelings for the 

departed parent. 

Hetherington (1979) pointed out that since divorced 

adults have more health and emotional problems, even 

after the initial crisis period of divorce than do 

married adults, the child might therefore be coping with 

a mother or father who is not only confronting many 

stresses, but who may also be physically and emotionally 

less able to deal with adversity. Kelly and Wallerstein 

(1977) and Wallerstein and Kelly (1977>) noted that, while 

some parents plan ways to help their children cope with 

their distress, others in their study were too pre

occupied with their own bitterness, humiliation, and 

plans for revenge to be supportive. 

Recent evidence suggests that not only do parents' 

reactions to divorce influence how children adapt and 

cope, but also, that children who are disturbed by 

parental separation may be a stress on their parent, and 

may influence how the parent adapts and copes with the 

divorce . Thus is formed an interactive, functional net 
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(Hetherington, 1979). Hetherington, Cox, and Cox (Note 3) 

suggested that children's behaviors, especially those-of 

boys can cause mothers to experience feelings of anxiety, 

helplessness, incompetence, and despair. Furthermore, 

the mother who must cope with too many young children or 

with acting out, noncompliant behavior becomes increasingly 

distressed and inept in her parenting. 

Symptoms of Learned Helplessness 

Seligman (1975) has presented a theory of helpless

ness which claims that organisms, when exposed to 

uncontrollable trauma, learn that responding is futile. 

Such learning undermines the incentive to respond and 

produces interference with the motivation of instru

mental behavior. This may be expressed by isolation and 

withdrawal, generally slowed behavior and/or feelings of 

being unable to act or make decisions. White and Bloom 

(Note 1) in their study of 40 men in the process of 

divo rce, found that the most pervasive and debilitating 

problems experienced by their subjects were feelings of 

loneliness and isolation. They also found a strong 

relationship between poor adjustment to marital separa

tion and poor job performance. Hetherington et al. 

(1976 ) also reported that over half of the divorced 

fathers in their study reported that they felt they were 
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functioning less well at work, coping less well socially, 

and were less competent in heterosexual relations. They 

also reported sleeping less and eating erratically. 

Hetherington, Cox, and Cox (Note 3) found that divorced 

mothers had significantly less contact with adult 

friends than did married parents and described themselves 

as prisoners who were "walled-in" or "trapped." 

Seligman (1975) postulated that believing that 

r e sponding is futile also proactively interferes with 

learning that responding works when events become 

controllable, and so produces cognitive distortions. 

Hetherington et al. (1977) reported that one of the most 

marked changes in divorced parents in the first year 

f ollowing divorce was a decline in feelings of competence. 

They felt they had failed as parents and spouses, and 

they expressed doubts about their ability to adjust 

well in any future marriages. Froiland and Rozman (1977) 

suggested that when the marriage relationship ends, the 

indi vidual whose concept of personal self-worth is 

depen dent upon the maintenance of the marriage often 

feels ·l ike a failure and believes that no other rela

tionshi p i n wh i ch h e / s h e might be involved will ever 

be successful. 
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The learned helplessness hypothesis claims that 

depressed affect is a consequence of learning that out

comes are uncontrollable. Hetherington et al. (1977) 

have examined emotional reactions to marital disruption 

and found that divorced parents felt more anxious, 

depressed, angry, and rejected than married persons. In 

a review of the literature on marital disruption, Bloom 

et al. (1978) reported that the ratio of admission rates 

for divorced and separated persons to those for married 

persons into inpatient psychiatric facilities varies from 

7:1 to 22:1 for males and from 3:1 to 8:1 for females. 

He also reported excess vulnerability to motor vehicle 

accidents among the divorced as well as a relationship 

between marital disruption and death from suicide, homi

cide, and specific diseases. 

Finally, the learned helplessness hypothesis sug

gests that depressed individuals who believe their help

lessness is personal show lowered self-esteem. 

Hetherington et al. (1977) reported that both divorced 

men and women experienced changes in self-concept. 

Fathers felt a lack of identity while mothers complained 

of feelin g unattractive. Working with 60 families of 

divorce , Wallerstein and Kelly (1977) reported that often 

fathers who had been rejected by their wives presumed 
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that they were equally unwanted and unneeded by their 

children and felt unimportant and expendable. 

Certainly the impact of divorce and the depression 

that is experienced may be exacerbated by a number of 

other demographic factors. Of special interest to this 

study are the factors of sex of the parent and time 

since the divorce. 

Sex of the Parent 

Recent evidence indicates that men and women may 

react differently to the trauma of divorce. Literature 

dealing with the effects of divorce on women indicates 

that marital disruption is often seriously stressful 

and creates more visible problems for them than for men 

(Brandwein, Brown, & Fox, 1974). However, this seems 

incongruent with the finding that the relationship 

between marital disruption and physical and emotional 

illness appears to be significantly stronger for men 

than for women. Bloom et al. (1978) concluded that in 

virtually every correlate of marital status reviewed, 

including psychopathology, disease morbidity, disease 

mortali ty, suicide, and homicide, the stresses of marital 

disruption appeared greater for males than for females. 

Also , Bloom (1975), in his epidemiological study of 

Pueblo , Colorado, found that psychiatric first admission 
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rate differentials for males with dis·rupted marriages as 

compared with males with nondisrupted marriages were on 

the order of 9:1, while rates for females differed by 

only a 3:1 ratio. 

Using a sample of 309 . persons who had filed for a 

divorce, Chiriboga, Roberts, and Stein (1978) found that 

31 % of the men and only 16% of the women reported them

selves to be "not too happy." On the other hand, women 

tended to feel angrier, prouder, and more uneasy about 

things without knowing why. The men tended to be more 

restless. Compared with survey results, the separated 

women reported a rate of unhappiness that is not out of 

line with the rate for the nation as a whole. Men, on 

the other hand, reported a rate that is approximately 

twi ce that found nationwide. 

He therington et al. (1977) reported that men seemed 

to e xperience greater initial stress following divorce. 

Th is was attributed to the fact that they were usually 

the ones to leave familiar surroundings. Women, on the 

othe r hand, retained a sense of security from familiar 

surroundi ngs and the cont i nued presence of their 

childr en. Stre ss and changes in self-concept evolved 

more slowly , but the e ffects we re longer lasting. 
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In her investigation of the effects of father 

absence on adolescent girls, Hetherington (1972) reported 

that divorced mothers tended to have negative attitudes 

toward their ex-spouses, themselves, and life in general, 

and they worried about their adequacy as mothers. 

Tooley (1976) suggested that the divorced mother 

suppresses as "unmaternal" her resentment · at having to 

care for children with reduced financial income. She 

reported that before divorce, family incomes in her 

study ranged from $10,000 to $35,000 a year. After 

divorce, the average income of the divorced mothers was 

$5,000 a year, resulting in their feeling overwhelmed, 

frightened, and angered by the emotional and economic 

pressures of raising a family and maintaining a household 

on their own. 

Time Since Divorce 

Time also seems to be an important factor in any 

discussi on dealing with the effects of divorce. Westman 

( 19 7 2) pointed out that divorce does not "end everything" 

as so many discover, after the fact. Hetherington (1979) 

has described divorce as a sequence of experiences 

involving transition. Family members shift from the 

fami l y situation before divorce to the disequilibrium and 

disorgani zation associated with separation and divorce, 
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and then through a period of experimenting with different 

defenses for dealing with the new situation. This is 

followed by reorganization and, eventually equilibrium. 

In a longitudinal study, Hetherington et al. (1976) 

found that immediately following divorce the family 

s y stem was in a state of disequilibrium. Disorganization 

and disrupted functioning seemed to peak at a period about 

1 y ear after divorce and began restabilizing by the end 

of the second year. Poor parenting seemed most marked, 

p articularly for divorced mothers, 1 year after divorce. 

A s imilar pattern was noticed for divorced fathers in 

maturity demands, communication, and consistency with 

their children. The noncustodial father tended to 

be come less nurturant and more detached with time, where

a s a p rocess of reequilibrium seemed to take place in 

the mothe r-child relationship by the end of the second 

yea r following divorce. 

Wallerstein and Kelly (1977) agreed that a period 

of several y e ars of disequilibrium can be expected before 

new r elat i onships can become stable enough to provide 

comfo r t a nd continuity. In studies comparing the impact 

of divorce s hortly afte r the initial pare ntal s eparation 

and 1 yea r l a t e r o n presch ool children (Wallerste i n & 

Kelly , 19 75 ), lat e n cy- age c hi ldre n (Kelly & Wa llerstein, 
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1976; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1976) and adolescents 

(Wallerstein & Kelly, 1974), it was found that among the 

preschool sample, 44% were found to be in significantly 

deteriorated psychological condition 1 year after 

divorce. Among the latency age group, 50% had either 

improved in overall function or had at least maintained 

their previous developmental stride. The other half, 

however, exhibited troubled and conflicted behavior 

patterns. Among the adolescent group, most were able, 

within the year following family disruption, to take up 

their own agendas and proceed toward adulthood. Kelly 

and Wallerstein (1977) reasoned that the outcomes at the 

end of 1 year were related to the nature of the post

divorce family structure, the changing tensions and 

gratifications of the parent-child relationship, and the 

interaction over time of these factors with the develop

mental needs and personality structure of the child. 

Data gathered as a part of a major epidemiological 

study in the southwestern United States by Warheit, 

Holzer, Bell, and Arey (1976) supported the idea that 

time is a factor that must be cons i dered in any study of 

the effects of divorce. They found that for all marital 

status groups except the widowed, those in a status for 

less than 1 year had higher mean scores on measures of 
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psychological distress than those who held their status 

for 1 to 4 years. 

The findings of these studies converge on identify

ing a number of deficits experienced by persons under

going marital disruption that seem to parallel the 

deficits postulated by Seligman (1975) which underlie the 

learned helplessness hypothesis. Evidence is also pre

sented that men and women experience the trauma of 

divorce differently and that the critical period in the 

marital disruption process is not a point in time, but 

extends form the time of separation and peaks at around 

1 year after divorce. 

Demographic Data 

Of interest to this study, also, are other factors 

that may relate to the total adjustment of the individual 

following divorce such as age, length of marriage, who 

initiated divorce proceedings, number, sex, age, and 

custody of children, income, job status, and perceived 

support systems . In their study of divorcing men, White 

and Bloom (Note 1) reported that age or length of mar

r iage did not significantly differentiate men on any of 

the adj us tment measures used. They did find that men 

who perceived themselves as having made the initial 

decision to divorce scored significantly higher on 
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adjustment ratings than those who did not perceive them

selves as initiators. Weiss (1976), however, reported 

that being the spouse who initiated the divorce did not 

seem to be an important factor in determining the amount 

of stress produced by the divorce. Chiriboga et al. 

(1978), in their sample of 309 men and women aged 20 to 

79, found that age was an important variable in adjust

ment, with older respondents reporting greater unhappi

ness than the younger. Work, finances, and length of 

marriage had some relationship to adjustment, but not 

significantly so. Warheit, Holzer, Bell, and Arey (1976) 

reported that in their sample, low socioeconomic status 

was the strongest predictor of high scores on a measure 

of mental health problems among the divorced. Perlin 

and Johnson (1977) found that it was the combination of 

e conomic strain, social isolation, and parental responsi

bility that was most productive of psychological distress. 

Colletta (1979) reported that in her study of divorced 

mothers, low income was a key factor in predicting 

p sychological distress along with having two or more 

chi l d r e n or a male child. Hetherington et al. (1977) 

has als o noted that divorced mothers of sons felt more 

helpl ess, d e pressed, angry, and self-doubting. Support 

systems , such as grandparents, siblings, or close 
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friends have been reported to be related to the divorced 

parent's effectiveness and good adjustment . (Hetherington 

et al. 1977; Kelly & Wallerstein, 1977). This was 

especially true when the divorced individual had 

established a new intimate, heterosexual relationship. 

Since many of the effects of divorce, both observed 

and measured by prior researchers, appear to parallel 

those cited in the learned helplessness model of depres

sion, it seems appropriate to explore the differences of 

divorced mothers and fathers at two time periods follow

ing divorce on measures of cognitive set, motivation, 

de pression, self-esteem, and attributional style. The 

value of such information is: (a) to add empirical 

information, of which there is little, concerning the 

r e sponses of men and of women to the trauma of divorce; 

(b) to better identify temporal sequences of stress; 

(c) to make implications for treatment and prevention 

st rate gies that modify or eliminate the deleterious 

sequelae of divorce, and (d) to add validity to the 

At tributional Style Scale. 

The purposes of this study are: 

1. To d e termine whether measures of cognitive 

sty l e , motivation, depression, and self-esteem of divorced 

mothe rs a nd fath e rs differ systematically. 
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2. To examine the reported temporal sequence of 

the effects of divorce on mothers and fathers and to 

determine whether measures of cognitive style, motiva

tion, depression, and self-esteem of divorced parents 

change or modify across time following divorce. 

3. To examine the relationship between attribu

tional style and measures of cognitive set, depression, 

motivation, and self-esteem. 

4. To accumulate demographic data and investigate 

the r elationship between those data and the measures of 

cognitive style, motivation, depression, and self

esteem . 

To fulfill this purpose, male and female subjects 

have been enlisted from the Parents Without Partners, 

Inc . organization and also from a large singles Sunday 

School class within a major-denomination church. Only 

those parents who had been divorced 1 year or less or 2 

or more years have been selected in order to fulfill the 

requirements of the time-since-divorce variables. 

The null hypotheses under investigation in this 

study are as follows: 

1 . It is hypothesized that there is no significant 

difference of mean scores between male and female 
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divorced parents on measures of cognitive set, motiva

tion, depression, and self-esteem. 

2. It is hypothesized that there is no significant 

difference of mean scores between the short-term divorce 

group (divorced 1 year or less) and the long-term divorce 

group (divorced 2 or more years) on measures of cogni

tive set, motivation, depression, and self-esteem. 

3. It is hypothesized that there is no significant 

interaction between the variables sex of parent and time

since-divorce on measures of cognitive set, motivation, 

depression, and self-esteem. 

4. It is hypothesized that no significant 

relationship exists between att·ributional style and 

measur es of cognitive set, motivation, depression, and 

self- esteem. 

Method 

Subjects 

Subjects included 83 divorced parents who belong to 

the Parents Without Partners, Inc. organization in a 

l arge urban city or to the Singles Sunday School class 

wi thin a large , major denomination church . . The total 

memb e rship of these two organizations was 2,600 men and 

women . Five hundred names were selected randomly from 

the memb ership roles of these organizations and a letter 
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explaining the nature and value of the study and asking 

for volunteers was sent to each name selected (see 

Appendix A). Ninety-four persons responded to this 

initial letter and indicated that they would be willing 

to take part in this study. Eleven of these volunteers 

did not fit into the less-than-1-year or over-2-year 

time variable and were contacted by telephone and informed 

that they would not be used in the study. The remaining 

83 subjects were personally contacted and arrangements 

we r e made to receive the questionnaires. Each subject 

received directly from the examiner a packet containing 

the six questionnaires and an oral presentation of the 

intent of the study (see Appendix A). Each subject was 

inst ructed as to the procedure for completing each of the 

questionnaires and was given a consent form to sign (see 

Appendix A). Subjects were able to withdraw from the 

experiment at any time. There were no restrictions on 

subject selection due to race, ethnic origin, age, or 

sex . 

Of the 83 subjects, 10 were men who had been divorced 

less than 1 year , 21 were men who had been divorced 2 or 

more years , 23 were women who had been divorced less than 

1 year and 29 were women who had been divorced two or 

more years . Two subjects from this latter group were 
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discarded from the analysis because ·they did not complete 

the questionnaires. All of the subjects were between· 

the ages of 25 and 54 years and all had children under 

21 years of age. 

One subject from the male, divorced more than 2 years 

group, three subjects from the female, divorced less than 

1 year group, and two subjects from the female, divorced 

more than 2 years group were randomly discarded from the 

analysis. Thus 75 subjects, 10 males, divorced less 

than 1 year; 20 males, divorced 2 or more years; 20 

females, divorced less than 1 year; and 25 females, 

d ivorce d more than 2 years were included in the final 

ana lysis. 

Apparatus 

1. The Beck Depression Inventory, hereafter 

referr e d to as the BDI (Beck, 1967) was selected to 

assess negative cognitive set because it is self

administered, relatively short, provides information for 

assessin g d e pre ssion, and is relatively well validated. 

Split- ha l f reliability with a Spearman-Brown correction 

is . 9 3 . 

2. The Motivation Analysis Test, hereafter referred 

to as the MAT (Cattell, Horn, Sweney, & Radcliffe, 1964) 

wa s selected to me asure total motivation and life 
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interest. It is self-administered and is constructed to 

provide a context within which four objective behaviors 

can be measured in relation to 10 drive areas. The 10 

psychologically meaningful motivation systems have been 

established by comprehensive and objective factor analysis 

research. Raw scores on each factor are converted to 

normalized sten scores and norms are given for a total 

personal interest score. The 10 major drives and inter-

ests measured by the MAT include: 

1. Mating (sexual love) 

2. Assertiveness (achievement) 

3. Fear (alertness to external dangers) 

4. Narcism (self-indulgent satisfaction) 

5 . Pugnacity-sadism (aggressiveness) 

6. Self-concept 

7. Superego 

8. Career 

9. Sweetheart/spouse (attachment) 

10. Home/parental 

Reliability and validity for the 10 MAT scales has been 

determined and the multiple R's obtained in research 

show validities for all 10 factors which lie in the . 90s. 

3 . The IPAT Depression Scale (Krug & Laughlin, 

1976) , was used to measure depression. It is a 
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self-administered, 40-item questionnaire. Test valida-

tion blended two distinct strategies, factor analysis· 

and contrasted groups, to· ensure both construct and 

empirical validity in the final scale. Rel£abilities 

average .93. 

4. The Tennessee Self Concept Test (Fitts, 1964), 

was selected to measure self-concept. The test is self

adminis tered and consists of 100 self description state

ments which the subjects use to portray their own 

picture of themselves. The reliability coefficient for 

the total positive score is .88. 

5. The Attributional Style Scale (Semmel, Note 2), 

was selected to measure attributional style. The scale 

consists of 12 hypothetical situations, six describing 

good outcomes and six describing bad outcomes. For each 

situation the subject is asked to name the major cause 

of the described outcome and then to rate each cause on 

a 7-point scale for degree of internality, stabil.ity, and 

globality . The coefficient alpha reliabilities for the 

six subscales average .54. 

6. A self-report inventory was constructed by the 

e xperimenter (see Appendix B) and was administered for the 

purpose of collecting demographic data on each subject. 
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Procedure 

Each subject was contacted by telephone and was 

informed that th.e testing would be conducted at the 

Parents Without Partners, Inc. meeting hall between 6:00 

and 10:00 p.m. , Monday through Friday, on three consecu

tive weeks. Each subject was given the choice of time 

and day to best suit his/her schedule. If the subject 

did not show up for his/her appointment, he/she was 

contacted again and rescheduled for another time. At the 

time of testing each subject received a numbered packet 

containing the Beck Dep ression ~nventory, the Motivation 

Analysis Test , the IPAT Depression S_cale, the Tennessee 

Self-Conce_pt Test, the Attributional St_y_le Scale, and 

the Self-report Inventory. Each measuring instrument 

carried the same number as the packet and served to 

identify the individual subject. The six measuring 

instruments were randomly ordered for each packet. 

At the time of testing each subject was asked to 

fill out a consent form and procedures for completing 

the questionnai res were exp lained orally by the 

experimenter . Each subject was asked to complete all 

six questionnaires , proceeding at his/her own pace. An 

attempt was made to colle ct the questionnaires at the 

end of the testing session . However, due to the time 
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required to complete the questionnaires, many of the 

subjects were unable to complete all six questionnaires 

in one session. Those who needed additional time were 

ei ther allowed to take their packet of questionnaires 

horne and complete them at their earliest convenience, 

r e turning them at an appointed time, or were rescheduled 

f or anothe r testing session during the 3 weeks of testing 

at the c enter. 

Data were analyzed in a 2 X 2 multivariate analysis 

of variance with sex (male/female) and time since divorce 

(1 year or l es s and 2 or more years) as the independent 

variables . Subjects' scores on the Beck Depression 

Inventory , the Tennessee Self Concept Test, the IPAT 

Depression Scale, and on each of the 10 factors of the 

Motivation Analysis Test were the dependent variables. 

Thus , there were 13 scores for each subject in the 

analysis. 

Pearson product-moment correlations were employed 

to determine the relationship between subjects' scores 

on the Attributional Style Scale and scores on the BDI, 

MAT , IPAT Depression Scale, and Tennessee Self Concept 

Test . Stepwise Mul tiple Regression was employed to 

determine the relationship between demographic variables 
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and these same measures. Alpha level for all statistical 

p rocedures was set at .05. 

Results 

The 2 X 2 multivariate analysis of variance of 

subjects' s core s revealed a significant main effect 

f or t ime s i nce d i vorce (F = 2.38, df = 13, 59, E_< .05). 

There was no significant main effect for sex and no 

s i gnificant t ime-since-divorce by sex interaction (see 

Table 1). 

Table 1 

Multiva r iate Ana l ysis of Variance on BDI, 

10 MAT Factors, IPAT Depression, and 

Te nnessee Se lf Concept Scores 

(n = 75) 

Summary Table 

Va r iab l e 

Sex 

Time since divorce 

Interaction (sex X 

time) 

F 

.95 

2.38* 

1.25 

*Significant a t the .0 5 lev e l 

df 

131 59 

131 59 

131 59 
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A post hoc investigation of the significant main 

e ffect was p e rformed by means of discriminant analysis 

to determine which of the dependent variables were 

involved a t the .OS s ±gnificance level (see Table 2). 

Factors which proved to be significant for the 

time-s i nce - divorce variable were cognitive set (Beck 

Depr ession Inventory), motivation toward self-indulgent 

satisfaction (Na rcism), motivation to avoid external 

changes (Fear ), motivation toward mating (Mating), 

mot ivation towar d c a reer (Career), and depression (IPAT 

Depression Scale), i n that order. Subjects who had been 

divorced 1 year or l ess were found to have more negative 

cogn itive set , were more motivated toward self-indulgence, 

were less motivated t o e scape external dangers, were less 

motivated toward sexual love, were less motivated toward 

their career , and were more d e pre ssed than subjects who 

had been divorced 2 or more y e ars. 

Pearson product-moment correlations of subjects' 

sco r es on the Attributional Style Scale with scores on 

the BDI , ~ffiT , IPAT Depression Scale, and Tennessee Self 

Concept Test are described in Table 3. As can be seen, 

the correlations for bad outcomes were s i gnificant 

(E < . OS) on all subscal es with the BDI and the IPAT 

Depression Scale . The more depressed the subj e cts we r e 



Table 2 

Discriminant Analysis on Subj e cts' Scores 

Summary Table 

Step 1 year or less 2 or more ye a r s 

Entered Factor X X SDFC* E. 

1 BDI 11.93 5.53 -1.28 <. 00 07 

2 Narc ism 7.90 6.91 -.48 <. 0001 w 
co 

3 Fear 4.37 5.40 .45 <. 0001 

4 Mating 6.13 7.04 .43 <. 0001 

5 Career 3.53 4.53 .41 <. 0001 

6 IPAT Depression 5.40 4.42 .62 <. 0001 

*Standardi zed discriminant function coefficients. 
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Table 3 

Correla tions of Attributional Style Subscales with 

BDI, MAT Total Personal Interest, IPAT 

Depression Scale and Tennessee Self 

Concept Test Scores (g = 7 5) 

IPAT Tennessee 

BDI MAT Depression Self Concept 

Subscale r r r r - -

Bad Outcome 

Internality .2 9 * .20 .20* -.26* 

Stability .27* .15 .32* -.18 

Globality . 31* .10 .21* -.20* 

Total . 40 * .18 .34* -.28* 

Good Outcome 

Internality -.12 .07 -.18 .21* 

Stability - . 2 1* .11 -.34* .32* 

Globality - . 22 * .08 -.28* .29* 

Total -.2 1 * .10 -.31* .32* 

*E. < .0 5 
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on both the BDI and the IPAT Depression Scale, the greater 

were thei r ratings of the internality, stability, an~ 

global i t y o f causes of bad outcomes ·. The internality 

and globa l ity subscales also showed significant negative 

co r relation (p < .05) with the Tennessee Self Concept 

Test. Th us , t he lower the subjects' ratings of self

concept , the gr~ater were their ratings of internality 

and globality o f causes of bad outcomes. On the other 

hand , the more depressed the subjects scored on the BDI 

and IPAT Depression Scale, the lower were their ratings 

of the stability an d g l obality of the causes of good 

outcomes . There was n o significant correla~ion between 

BDI and IPAT Depression scores and the subjects' ratings 

of the internality o f t h e c a uses of good outcomes. The 

correlations for good out comes were significant (E < .05) 

on all subsca les with the Tenn e ssee Self Concept Test. 

Thus , the higher the rated self-concept, the greater 

subjects rated the internality, stability, and globality 

of the causes of good outcomes. There was no significant 

correlation between any of t he Attributional Style 

subscale scores and the To tal Pe rsonal Interest score of 

the MAT . The subjects ' ratin g s of the internality, 

stability , and globality o f t he c a us es of good and bad 

outcomes were summed and corr e l a t e d with BDI, 
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IPAT Depression, total HAT and Tennessee Self concept 

scores. There was a significant positive relationship 

between total scores for bad outcomes with BDI and IPAT 

Depression scores and a significant negative relationship 

between total scores for bad outcomes and scores on the 

Tennessee Self Concept. For good outcomes there was a 

significant negative correlation between total scores and 

BDI and IPAT Depression Scale scores and a significant 

positive correlation with Tennessee Self Concept Test 

scores . Again, the Total Personal Interest scores of the 

MAT were not signi ficantly correlated with either good or 

bad total outcome scores. Overall, those subjects who 

were more depressed and had greater negative cognitive 

set reported internal, stable, and global attributions 

for bad outcomes and unstable, specific attributions for 

good outcomes . Those subjects with lower self-esteem 

reported internal , global attributions for bad outcomes 

and external , unstable , and specific attributions for 

good outcomes . 

Data analysi s for the final part of this study 

reports on demographic variables found to be signifi

cantly associated with subjects' scores on the BDI, MAT, 

IPAT Depression Scale , Tenness ee Self Concept Test, and 

also on self- reported level of satisfaction and 
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adjustment. As Table 4 indicates, of those variables 

studied, the ones that account for the most variance in 

negat ive cognitive set among divorced parents as measured 

by the BDI are number of children, present income, 

receiving child support, age of children, number of 

marriages , a nd custody of child/children. The adjusted 

Multiple ~ sq. at the end of Step 6, when the final 

significant variable (£ < .05) was entered, is 0.24453. 

umber of childr e n and visitation rights are the 

strongest predictors of subjects' depression scores as 

measured by the IPAT Depression Scale. The adjusted 

Multip l e ~ sq . at Step 2, when the last significant 

variable (£ < .05) was entered, is 0.19728. Of these 

variables examined, only receiving child support 

e xplained a significant amount of variance in subjects' 

motivat ion as measur ed by Total Personal Interest score 

on T. The adj usted Multiple R sq. is 0.06923. Also, 

only numbe r of children accounts for a significant amount 

of variance among subjects' Tennessee Self Concept Test 

scor es . The adjusted Multiple ~sq. is 0.08129. On 

subjects ' r eported level of satisfaction, income and 

numbe r of chi ldre n are the strongest predictors of 

satisfaction . The adjusted Multiple~ sq. at Step 2, 

when the las t significant variable (E < .OS) was entered, 
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Table 4 

St pwise Multiple Regression Analysis on Demographic 

Va ri ab les with Subjects• BDI, Total MAT, IPAT 

s e 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

1 

2 

1 

1 

1 

2 

1 

2 

Dep r ess ion Scale, and Tennessee Self Con-

cept Tes t Scores and Self-reported Level 

of Satisfaction and Adjustment (n = 7S) 

Multiple ~ Square 

Va ri ab le R B Square Adjusted Beta 

number of 0.3228 0.10387 0.091S9 0 . 32228 
children 

resent 0.38S89 0.14891 0 . 12S27 -0.21248 
income 

chi l d 0.43547 0.18964 0.15S40 0 . 22510 
support 

age of 0.47877 0.22922 0.18Sl8 -0 . 21446 
children 

numbe r of O. S2299 0.27351 0.22087 -0.227S2 
narriages 

custody O. SS2 97 0.30578 0.244S3 -0.20157 

nwnbe r of 0.39891 0.15913 0.14761 0.39891 
children 

visi at ion 0 .4 679S 0.21898 0.19728 -0 . 24471 
righ s 

child 0 . 28603 0.08181 0.06923 0 . 28603 
su po rt 

numbe r of 0 .30612 0.09371 0.08129 -0.30612 
children 

income 0 . 29794 0.08877 0 . 07629 0.29794 

number of 0 . 39060 0.15257 0.12903 0.2S477 
children 

number of 0 .34172 0.11677 0.10467 0.34172 
children 

number of 0 .4 22SO 0.17850 0.1SS68 -0.2S41S 
mar r iages 

F 

8. 46 < . OS 

3 . 81 <. 0 5 

3 . S7 <. 05 

3.60 <.OS 

4.21 < . OS 

3.16 <.OS 

13 . 81 <.OS 

S.S2 <.OS 

6.SO <.OS 

7.S4 < . OS 

7.11 <.OS 

s. 42 <.OS 

9.6S <. OS 

S.41 <.OS 
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is 0.25477. Number of children and number of marriages 

a ccounts for the most variance in subjects' reported 

l evel o f ad justment. The adjusted Multiple R sq. at 

Step 2, when the last significant variable (E < .05) was 

enter ed , is 0.15568. Overall, number of children is a 

significant p r e dictor of variance on five of the six 

scales with income, receiving child support, and number 

of marr iages be i n g significant predictors on two scales 

each . Age of chi ldren, custody of children, and visita

tion rights each a ccount for a significant amount of 

variance on one s c a l e e ach. 

For descrip t i ve purposes, the correlation of each 

demographi c var iabl e is contained in Table 5. 

Based on the r es ults of this study, the null hypo

thesis that divo rced parents' scores on cognitive, 

motivational , depression, and self-concept scales do 

not differ significant l y a ccording to time-since-divorce 

is rej ected , whil e the null hypothesis that divorced 

parents ' scores do no t dif f er according to sex is accepted. 

Also , evidence fails t o s upport a sex by time-since

divorce interaction . A significant correlation was found 

between subjects ' scores on attributional style and their 

scores on cognitive , depres s i on, and self-concept scales. 

Further , numbe r of childr en , income, receiving child 
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Table 5 

Pea rson r Corre lations of De mographic Variables with 

BDI, MAT Tota l Pe rsonal Interest, !PAT Depression 

Sca l e and Tennesse e Self Concept Test Scores, 

and Se lf- report e d Level of Satisfaction and 

Adjustment (n = 75) 

Demog r aphic 

riabl BDI !PAT MAT Tenn. Satisfaction Adjustment 

age -0 . 06 - 0.004 0.12 -0.06 0.16 0.08 

number of 0 . 32* 0 .4 0 * -0.12 -0.31* 0.29* 0.34* 
children 

sex of 0 . 12 0 . 16 0.13 -0.14 0.02 0.10 
children 

ag of -0 . 16 - 0 .07 0 .02 -0.009 -0.01 -0.08 
childr 

red1vorc 0 . 13 0 . 08 0.17 -0.0 6 0.30* 0.04 

1.ncom 

resent -0 . 23 * -0 . 20 * 0 .0 6 0.15 0.14 -0.06 

1ncome 

pay 0 . 05 0 . 009 -0 .22* 0.07 0.04 0.13 

child supper 

recei child 0 . 04 0.05 0 .2 9 * -0.07 0.20* -0.18 

supper 

custody -0 . 09 -0 . 12 0 . 11 0.09 0.04 -0.11 

visi ion -0.15 -0 . 25 * 0.10 0.15 -0.14 -0.11 
a 

numbe r of -0 . 18 -0 . 24 * 0 .17 0.24* 0.02 -0. 31* 

marriag s 

leng of -0 . 07 -0 . 01 0 .1 1 -0.04 0.09 0.12 

las marriage 

d1vorc - o. 0 4 -0 . 13 0.10 0.02 0.09 -0 . 06 

ini ia or 

reside nc -0 . 08 -0 . 05 -0 .0 2 0.10 -0.09 -0.15 

change 

-0 . 06 -0 . 11 0 .00 3 0.14 -0.04 -0.12 
jo 
change 

-0 . 09 -0 . 08 0 .2 5 * 0.18 0.04 -0.10 
mploymen 

add d 

-0 . 006 0 . 03 0.03 0.08 -0.05 
faroi ly 0 . 10 
a 1 ude 

<.OS 
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support, number of marriages, age of children, custody 

of children , and visitation rights were identified as 

demographic variables accounting for a significant 

amount of variance among subjects' scores on coanitive 
.J ' 

motivation, depression, and self-concept scales and also 

on self- reported levels of satisfaction and adjustment. 

Discussion 

The results of this study add to our knowledge con-

cerning the experience and accompanying distress of 

divorce for couples with children. Previous research 

has reported that marked changes occur following divorce 

in feelings of fut ure competence (Froiland & Rozman, 

1977) , motivation (Hether ington et al., 1976; 

Hetherington et al ., Note 3; White & Bloom, Note 1) , 

emotional stabil ity (Bloom et al., 1978; Hetherington 

et al ., 1977) , and self-esteem (Hetherington et al., 

1977 ; V:allerstein & Ke lly, 1977). While there is 

relatively extensive literature dealing with the effects 

of divorce on women indicating that marital disruption 

1s often serious ly stressful, the literature on the 

effects of marital disrupti on on men is extremely 

limited . The lack of discovery of significant sex 

differences in this study , nevertheless, was unexpected 

since the few studies that have been conducted on 



47 

divorcing men have suggested possible differences 

(Bloom, 1975; Bloom et al., 1978 Ch' 'b t 1 ; 1r1 oga e a ., 

1978; Hetherington et al., 1977; Weissman & Klerman, 

1 9 77). Upon comparison of this study with others, it is 

possib l e that the lack of significance of results may be 

due to t he dif f e rence in method of measurement employed 

in the presen t s tudy. For example, Chiriboga et al. 

(19 78) used a met hod of interview schedules and differ-

entiated between f eeling depressed and feeling unhappy. 

Results indicat e d that men experienced a more or less 

enduring sense of unhappiness whereas women experienced 

more temporary e ncounters with depression and general 

unrest . In the p r e s ent study, scores on the BDI and IPAT 

Depression Sca l e we r e more indicative of general, overall 

feelings of discomfort, turbulence, and sadness, and may 

have included bot h v a riables in the Chiriboga et al. 

( 19 7 8) study . Lac k of similarity of results may also qe 

d e in part to di ff e rences between the samples of the 

various studies . Bloom's (1975) sample, for example, was 

gathered from the fi les of psychiatric inpatients. In 

the present study , t he sample was drawn from two social 

organizations . Membership in these organizations may 

imply a different l e v e l of functioning among the present 

populations . Also, i n the pre~ent study, men divorced 1 
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year or l ess were the most difficult subjects to obtain 

and the r efore the fewest in number among the four subject 

groups , suggesting that perhaps they are less able or 

willing to reveal their feelings. A further possibility 

for considerat i on is the lack of available empirical 

research concerning men's responses to divorce on which 

to base an hypot hesis. Considering the few studies that 

have been conducted, this study must be considered explora

tory in nature an d the possibility must be considered 

that on measures of depr e ssion, negative thinking, moti

vation , and self- es t eem, men and women experiencing 

divorce do not diffe r s ignificantly. 

Significant time- s ince-divorce differences were 

found on 6 of the 13 variables in the present study. In 

comparison with parents d i vorced 2 or more years, those 

divorced 1 year or less s cored significantly higher in 

negative thin king , depress ion, and motivation towards 

self- indulgence , and sign ificantly lower in motivation 

to escape internal dange rs, motivation toward intimate 

relationships , and motiva t i on to~ard career. These 

results lend support to the longitudinal studies of 

Hetherington et al . (19 76 ) who suggested that disorgani

za ion and disrupted functi on i ng seem to peak at a 

e riod about 1 year after divorce and begin restabilizing 
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by the end of the second year. Wallerstein and Kelly 

(1980) divided the time periods involving adjustment into 

three stages and demonstrated that the timetable of the 

divorcing process may be considerably longer than 

supposed . They des cribed an initial period, which 

i ncludes the l e ga l separation and divorce process; a 

t r ans iti on period, lasting 2 to 3 years; and a third 

pe r i od, meas ured at the 5th year, involving either 

r es t abili zati on , r e marriage, or continued stress. The 

present study d e fine d only two time variables, divorced 

1 yea r o r les s and divorced 2 years or more and found 

subjects coping b e tter emotionally, cognitively, and 

motivationa lly at the 2 or more year level than at the 

1 year o r l ess level . Interestingly, there were no 

significan t di f fe r e nces in self-concept scores between 

the t wo time periods . This does not suggest that self

concept is not af f e cted by the divorce process, but may 

imply that deficits in self-concept are more complex than 

cognitive , emotional , or motivational deficits and may 

require more time a nd attention for restabilization. 

The va r iab l e y i e lding the highest discriminant 

value between the time-since-divorce periods was 
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subjec ts ' score s on the BDI. Beck (1967) postulated 

three concepts to explain the psychological substrate - of 

depression : ( a ) n e gative cognitive distortions, (b) dys

functional cogni t i v e structures, and (c) faulty 

information process i ng. Past research has not reported 

specifically on di f fe r e nces in cognitive processes 

between people o f di f f ering marital status. This study 

suggests that those persons who have been divorced 1 

yea r or less a re mo r e l ike ly to experience negative 

cognitive distortions , dysfunctional cognitive structures, 

and f au lty information proce ssing, resulting in more 

dep r ession than those pe r s ons who have been divorced 2 or 

more years . 

In the discriminant analysis, four factors of the 

T yielded significant di fferences between the two 

time- since- divorce groups . Subjects divorced 1 year or 

less were more motivated t oward narcism or self-

indulgence and comfort . Cattell et al. (1964) described 

the basic need for comfort a s following the basic law 

of deprivation a nd satisfact i on which govern other 

psychological need systems . Th e se needs, when satis-

fied , seem to recede to make room for more urgent ones 

(Cat ell et al ., 1964) . Subjects' h i gh scores on this 

scale may reflect the loss an d depr i va t i on that they 
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experie nce immediately following divorce and the primacy 

of dealing with the more primitive need of comfort 

before moving on to more sophisticated ones. 

Subjects divorced 1 year or less were less motiva

ted to escape dange r or be cautious than those subjects 

divorced 2 years or more. According to Cattell et al. 

(1964) , subjects ' lower scores on the MAT Fear scale 

would suggest that th ey are more haphazard and less 

self- disciplined . These same subjects were also less 

motivated toward sexual love and intimacy in relation

ships . Th se results support Hetherington et al. 's 

(1976) indings that during the first year following 

di orce , men and women expe rience increased opportunity 

fo r sexual experience with a variety of partners but 

with lit l e satisfaction and accompanied by feelings of 

desperation , depressi on, and low self-esteem. By the 

end of the first year , however, both men and women were 

expressing an increased need for intimacy and more 

stable love r e lationships . 

In he present study , subjects divorced 1 year or 

less were less motivated toward their career. White and 

Bloom ( ote l) reported finding a strong relationship 

bet een poor adjustment to marital disruption and poor 

jo performance for men . Result s of this study would 
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infer that the same relationship exists for women, 

especially in the first year following divorce. 

Finally , results of the discriminant analysis with 

respect to the IPAT Depression Scale lend support to 

other researchers (Bloom et al., 1978; Hetherington 

et al ., 197 7) who have d e scribed depression as a major 

emotional r ac tion to marita l disruption and also to 

hose who h v compared divorce to loss from death 

(Frail nd & Hozman , 1977; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1977). 

In ge n e ral , the deficits demonstrated by persons 

undergoing mar·ta l disruption parallel the deficits 

pos tul d by S e ligman (1975) and later by Abramson et 

al . (1978) wh i ch underlie the learned helplessness model 

of de r ssion . Fur thermore , the construct of attribu-

tional s yle was supporte d. According to the reformu-

la d ypothesis of 1 arned helplessness, a certain 

at ri u ion a l sty l e , when combi ned with bad outcomes, 

1 ads to d p ss ion . The present results demonstrate 

only a corr~ lation b e tween attributional style, depres-

s · on , n g ·ve thinking , a nd se lf-concept. An alterna-

ive hy 0 hesis would be that e motional, motivational, 

and cognitive d e ficits cause people to attribute bad 

ou com s 0 in e rnal , stable , and global causes and 

good ou comes 0 
xternal , unstable , and specific 
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causes . In this study , no significant correlation was 

found between Attr i butional Style Scale scores and 

scores on the MAT. A possible explanation could be 

that the Total Pe r s ona l Interest score was used in the 

a nalysis r athe r than the 10 fqctor scores. The 10 

factor scores meas ure specific drives and interests 

rather tha n overall motiva tion. 

Demographi c variables identified in this study as 

accounting for a significant amount of variance in BDI, 

T , IPAT Depres sion Sca l e , Tennessee Self Concept Test 

scores , and se lf- r e ported l e vels of satisfaction and 

adjustm nt we r e numbe r o f children, income, receiving 

child support , age of chi l d ren, number of marriages, 

child custody , a nd visi t a tion privileges. Of the demo-

graphic variables measured, those contributing most to 

high BDI and IPAT scores we r e more than two children and 

under $10 , 000 annual income . Colletta (1979), Perlin 

and Johnson (1977) , and Wa rheit et al. (1976) reported 

similar results . of special interest, however, is the 

indication that those subjects wi th more children also 

erceive themselves as being more satisfied and better 

adjusted . This is paradoxi c a l to the scores they 

project on the BDI , IPAT Depression Scale, andTennessee 
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Self Concept Te sts. Also contributing to higher levels 

of d epress ion we r e having visitation rights and experi

encing t he f i rs t divorce. Hetherington et al. (1976) 

note d t hat affe c t i o nate parents reported almost 

unen dur ab l e pa i n at s ee ing their children only inter

mittently a n d often coped with this stress as time passed 

by seeing l ess a n d l e ss of their children. Age and 

custody of chi l d ren a lso predicted negative cognitive 

thinking and suppo r ts Hetherington's (1979) view that 

parents who mu s t cope wi th too many young children 

become increasingly dist r e ss e d. 

Child support was a f actor that contributed to 

dif erences between s ubject's BDI and MAT scores, and 

would seem to be a factor in level of income. Little 

attention h s been gi ven th i s variable and future 

r esearchers might want t o c onsider its importance. 

Bloom ( ote 1) sugge s t e d that the initiator of the 

divorc would sco r e highe r on adjustment ratings. This 

as not supported . Chiriboga et al. (1978) found age to 

be an im or ant fac tor in r eports of adjustment. This 

also as not suppor ted i n the present study. 

Limitations 

s veral limitations mus t be noted in this study. 

T 1 t . to which r e sul ts may generalize is 
e po u a 10n 
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limited by the white , middle-class suburban sample 

utilized . Another limitation encountered in obtaining 

sub ject volunte e rs wa s the nonavailability of subjects, 

espec i ally me n , i n t he divorced 1 year or less category. 

Obvious l y , t h e two s ubj e ct pools entered, the Parent 

Without Partn e rs organ i zation and the Singles Sunday 

School class a r e socia l organizations and some coping 

with ivorce t r a uma has already occurred to allow the 

divorced pe rson ' s r eentry in to t he social scene. Those 

persons r ecently divor ced and still suffering dramatic 

cogni ive , motivat ional , a nd cognitive deficits would 

not be as lik l y to be a part of a social group. 

Ye nothe r limitat i on was discovered in adminis

tering the t sts to the s ubj e cts. Many had difficulty 

in completing the t e sts in one session due to the number 

and length of the t e sts . 

Implications 

The r sults o f this s tudy contribute to an evolving 

understanding of the e xpe r ience of marital disruption. 

Additional investigation is urge ntly needed, in part 

because divorce is , as has been indicated, ·exceedingly 

and incr easing ly common an d, also, because of the 

likelihood hat preventive p rograms organized around 



56 

this st r essful life event may be able to be developed 

economi cal l y and e ffectively. 

The implica t i on that the divorced parent displays 

the symptoms of he l p l es sness as descltibed by Abramson 

et al . (1978) was supported. Thus, the attributional 

framework proposed t o r esolve the problems of human 

helplessness and the the r apeutic implications of the 

reformulated hypothesis may be applicable as strategies 

in dealing with the stressed divorced parent. Abramson 

et al . (1978) suggested : ( a ) reducing the estimated 

likelihood for aversive ou tcomes and increasing the 

estimated likelihood fo r desi red outcomes; (b) reducing 

the a ersiveness of a versiv e outcomes and reducing the 

desirability of desired outcomes; (c) changing the 

ex ecta ion from uncon trollability to controllability; 

and (d) changing attributions for failure toward 

external , unstable and specific factors and attributions 

of success toward internal , specific, and global factors. 

In dealing with the divorce d par ent these strategies 

ight include environmental manipulation by social 

agencies to rovide desired outcome s such as temporary 

housing , job placement , fi nancial assistance, and child 

care facilities . Therapeut ic impl i cations might include 
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providing more r ealistic goals and norms, assistance in 

a tta inment of a lte rna t ive desired outcomes, and imag~ry 

and r ehea r sa l of s ucce s s ful response-outcome sequences. 

Th i s study has addr e ssed itself to only two time 

pe r iods follow ing divorce. Future researchers may want 

to think in te rms o f comparing subjects at more than two 

time p riods . Including the separation period and a 

period 5 years a ft e r divorce might help to better 

identify changes in self- c oncept as well as changes in 

other v ari les that mod i fy across time. 

Another prob l e m in un d e rstanding tfue relationship 

between marital disruption and psychological distress 

is that most studies have f ocus ed on current marital 

status rath r than on marital h i story. Future research 

rna ant to take numbe r of ma rriages and divorces into 

consid ration . 

Finally , research in t h e areas of marital satis-

fac ion and adjustment is sev e rely lacking and seems 

vi all n c ssary if th e p rob l e ms of separation and 

di orce are to be unde r s tood a nd dealt with more 

effectively . 
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c.o r 1" . .' ;err. er , 

inc e next three weeks , Horma Barnes, a 

doc or· c · .didate i n sycrology at Texa s 1;h:::L :-. ' : 

: .. 1::' -·· • -. , will be with us investigating the problems 

di orccd Y~- nts encoun ter . This type of re s earch 

i r or:.- d can help u s to understand and cope with 

t:.2.... i c- r,encra ed \·:i thin our f amilies by the 

d 0 c r cc ns . .. en t e r esearch is completed, a pres en-

t ion :.il v ila ble to us and will provide u s wit~ 

val · bl i Lfor:r: tion concernine some of the factors that 

co rso 1 sat i sfaction and adjustment . 

Your 11::. or co ributi on will be the completion 

of" a 

0 - c 

11 

simple questionnaires . I1rs . Barnes will 

r o ex lain the questionnaires to you and 

your p r icipation . Each individuals privacy 

r o tecte d no ersonal ident ification will be 

r ,. ir d o. a n · of e questionnaire s . 

If '"OU e willin& to p ticipate in this study , please 

fill o · th .foll oHing form and return it to Yrrs . Barnes . 

r lia ili of the research , selection of the 

ici ·-"1 r. 0 s ~. be r a.'1d oo ; therefore not all persons 

r h .form will be us ed . If you are sele cted, you 



61 

11 e co~ c ed 
d you will be a ble to select a time 

t t o y o u to c ome to our center and fill in the 

c. " ! • or ...Ilc'l r a • 

• j 1, • '0 
f o r your c oopcratio~ fr ~ ~ 

'?'~id~ 

'17~~~ 
Norma Barnes, EXperimenter 

------------------------------------------------------

Your :;~ 

as Re turn This Form Tb : 

l o rm B<:!.Tn e s 

3 2 G:.rde r. Brook Dr . 

Ap • 2 38 
? 4 1- }2 7 

allas , Te x a s 75234 

Yo · l!:- • -~----------------
c r : Home _______ _ Business 

d · ·orce : 

.... . 1 h b G 1- ice t o c on act you? 
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OH AL PHES£ 'T ATIOt-: TO SCDJEC1 

· r .. u r 11 · .. rrtt- c. OuC: t v ra l cand1d atc in P~ycho lugy at Texa f: 

r.' L1 '•I ' ' r I a ~: co nduC ll TJj..' research 1n th e area of the 

p )(Jlll•" T 

(JUt L et 

y c v r c. e d pc.r n t ~ . I a m asking yo u to cum

.. ll. o f wi'.H. h •.o.·dl bt- ex pld. in ed t o you when 

T er I S ncJ nsk o r d1scomfort involved. You 

Oe;, , .r~ t , ,- o t o pu y v ur r.sn ·anywhere on th e questionn<nre . At an y 

.c::- w your consent and d1s c on tinue partl cipatior. in 

A )' 1 qu 1r1 o nccrnin t h proct-dures will be answerec 

., roup's re l.l t s will be available t o you f u lJ o w-

IU d) 

c-r 1'- C" o r co r. pcnsa ion is pr o v1ded t o subjec ts by the 

c u u f Ju ry fr o m a :-ti c 1pat1 on 1:1 rt"search . ~ u lega i 

l\; ll c l t h T. lV rSlt)' 
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Consent Form 
T XAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 

H UMA RESEARCH REV IE~l COMMITTEE 

tor Re s ea rch and Investiqation: 

o r 1 d scri ptlon of this study, including a fair 
roc du res and their purpose, any associated 
, and a desc ription of the possible benefits. 

me to answer all questions about the 
my name will not be used in any release 

m r ee to withdraw at any time. 

S.1.gnature Date 

W.1.tness Date 

the stud : 

h I have fully informed and explained.to the, 
y a d · n of the listed elements of 1nformea scrl.p 10 

S .1.gnature 
Date 

OS .l.t.l.On 

D 
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T X AS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 
D NTON. TEX AS 76204 

AR TMENT OF PS Y CHOLOG Y AND PHILOSOPHY 

ITHOUT PARTNERS. INC. grants t o NORMA BARNES 

.Jltv ). a s t uden t enrolled in Texas Woman's University 

t owa rd a Doc t o rate in Educatio nal Psychology 
ych o logy and Philosophy . the privilege of its 

ond u t th fo llowing: 

T o dmtm te r f o ur ( 4 ) s t dardize d pe rs o nality tests requiring 

ppro t w o ou r t o approxima tely eighty ( 80) members. 

T 

bt' adrni 1 t er don t hre e nights of the w eek for two 

t" )' v.:dl e roup admims tered during the month of Septem-

u d tt\ 011 

1. T 

3. 

• 
T 

o f 

s 0 h 

u lly reed upon are as f o llows: 

(m (rna - ~ id e n tified in the study. 

o su lt t1ve or adm inistrative personnel 

) (may no t ) be id en tified in the study. 

• (~ (d o es no t) wan t a conference with the 
o pi tion o f th s tud y . 

s) ~want a written report of results 

Date 

Date 

St n ur e o f F.a c ul r AdVISOr Date 
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ans wer.) 

_F. 

r 25 ; __ 25 - 4; __ 35 - 44 ; __ 45 - 54 ; __ over 55. 

8 c d1 vorce : e year or less ; Two or more years. 

r of C 

o! Chi r 

~ n : __ 1 ; __ 2 ; __ 3; __ 4; __ 5; __ 6; __ over 6. 

_ · ; F ; _t·1 & F . 

e o! Childr n : __ 0 - 5 ; __ 6 - 8 ; __ 9 -1 2 ; __ 13-18; _over 18. 

- d1 vorc F. -.:1 co~e er year: unde r $10 ,000; over $10,000 

co:: .ow : de r 10 , 000 ; over $10 ,000. 

r yo or r d o y c ild s upport? _yes; _no. 

ou c .ilc:! G ·o r ? _yea ; __ no . 

o rC"c- 1 \'C child su port? __yes; _no. 

·o r c I ' c .. · 1 d support? __yes ; _no. 

c · od' of your childre n? _yes; _no; _joint. Do .. ou a 

Do ou h v ri ileges with your children?__yes; __ no. 

o! r • ou .. ::-ria es : _l; __ 2; _ 3 ; __ 4; _over 4. 

o! la re rr1 : 0 - 2 yr .; 3 - 5 yr.; 6-lOyr.; - over 11 -
1ga d l ·ore roccdings? self; _ spouse. -

r !d c as a re s ult of divorc e? _yes; __ no. 

.o as result of divorce? __yes; _no. 

fore 0 !3 k GJ loyrncnt or take or.. extra work as 

r u t o di ·ore ? __yes ; _ no . 

yr. 
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Do yo (: (. 1 v the a ttitudes of frie n ds and family as 

s 'lOr 1 e? 

o rtive 

ou o r ive 

ive 

o a :\ 1 u o r iv e 

h - d !" 

your d1 o r c 

u 

om 

co 

_.JTIU C 

o f per u nal tlatie fa c tion tha t y o u experience since 

p rre o al sati sfac tion 

<" d a i s fa c ti o n 

p r 11 o na I 11 at i s f a c t i on 

i\ 1 f c lion 

r u na! a tte!ac ti o n 

o f dJU m ent that y ou f e e l you a r e experiencing 

di v o r c d mal es / fe ma les tha t you kno w. 

d 

ted 

dJU t d 

~ 11 d;us t d 
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Table A 

Me ans a nd Standard Devl·atl"ons of Subjects ' 

Score s on Discriminant Analysis 

Time-Since-Divorce 

1 Yea r or Less 2 Years or More 
(n = 30) (n = 45) 

Me an SD Mean SD 

T 

Ca r e 3 . 53 2.45 4.53 2.54 

Ho /Pa n 1 3 . 60 2.01 3.73 1.71 

ea 4 . 37 2.59 5.40 2.42 

arc ism 7 . 9 0 2.16 6.91 3.12 

s 0 3 . 87 2.76 3.84 2.24 

Se 1m n 5 . 83 2.07 5.44 2.53 

a i 6 . 13 2.13 7.04 2.30 

Pu 3 . 90 1.86 4.38 2.60 

5 . 37 2.47 5.36 2.63 
n ss 

s 5 . 67 2.75 6.06 6.62 

Sel f 4 7 . 80 14.41 51.56 12.90 

T 5 

11 . 93 9.59 5.53 6.01 
r 55 o n 

5 . 40 2.46 4.42 2.15 
r 55 ion 
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Table B 

nd S nda rd Deviations of Subjects' BID, MAT, IPAT 

r ss1on Seal ' and T enne ssee Self Concept Test Scores 

1 Y r o r Less 2 or More Years 

= 10) Wome n (!!. = 12) Men (_!! = 20) Women (.!!_= 25) 

c 0 H· so M an SD Mean SD Mean so 

c r 3 . 0 2 . 4 9 3 . 70 2 . 47 5.65 2.43 3.64 2.29 

Ho n 3 . 0 2 . 38 3 . 4 5 1.85 3. 90 2.17 3.60 l. 26 

4. 70 0 4.20 2.48 5.50 2.63 5. 32 2.29 

. 00 2 . 4 0 7 . 85 2.08 6 .75 3.06 7.04 3.22 

s 0 . 80 2 . 94 3 . 90 2 . 75 3. 80 2.40 3. 88 2.15 

s 1 - . 10 l. 7 3 5 . 70 2 .2 5 4.70 2.92 6.04 2.03 

.a ng 7 . 00 1 . 7 5 . 70 2.20 6.95 2.74 7. 12 l. 92 

0 l. 3 5 3 . 55 2 . 01 5.65 2.81 3.36 1.91 

5 . 10 2 . 18 5 . 50 2. 65 4. 60 2.80 5.96 2.37 

s 7 . 0 2 . 59 4. 80 2.44 5. 05 2.21 6. 88 8.66 

.30 15 . 80 48 . 55 14 . 03 51.40 12.84 51.68 13.20 

12. 10 8 . 88 11 . 85 10 . 15 5 . 65 5.28 5.44 6.63 

10n 

2 . 4 5 . 35 2 . 52 4.15 2.30 4.64 2.04 

10 5 . 50 
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