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Overview

As we think about families across the lifespan, we know that while family roles may change, the lives of adult children and their parents continue to be interdependent.  The findings from this study reveal that even twenty years after parents divorce, the parental subsystem has a strong influence on the quality of relationships within the family system.  This study reports on adult children’s perspectives of how their divorced parents’ relationship has impacted them as well as how it impacted their sense of family when a parent remarried or cohabited.

Method
The data presented in this article are from a longitudinal study in which adult children were interviewed approximately twenty years after their parents’ divorce.  At the time of the interviews, the participants ranged in age from 21 to 54 and included 84 women and 89 men.  Most of the participants were well educated and over half of the grown children reported being currently or previously married.  One limitation to this study is the lack of ethnic diversity as the participants were primarily White.  

What impact does the relationship between parents have on their children 20 years after the divorce?

Participants were asked questions about how they thought the relationship between their parents had impacted their own lives, both currently and throughout the past 20 years.  Remarkably, a continued relationship between divorced parents was the single most important factor in adult children’s self-reports of well-being.  Children who viewed their parents as cooperative reported more positive relationships with their parents, grandparents, stepparents, and siblings.  The comments received from adult children strongly indicated their desire for their parents to get along with each other.  Parents’ ability to be cordial to each other after divorce resulted in less stress for their adult children and was predictive of more positive father-child relationships.  For those adult children whose parents had ongoing hostilities, there were issues of conflicted loyalty even 20 years after their parents divorce.
When a parent remarries or cohabits, how does it impact a child’s sense of family? 

Ninety-five percent (95%) of the adult children interviewed had experienced the remarriage of one or both of their parents.  Remarriage can be another dramatic change in the family and the adult children in this study varied in their responses to this modification in family organization.  When participants were asked whether their parent’s divorce or remarriage was more difficult to cope with, over half of the adult children stated their parent’s divorce was most difficult.  However, one-third of the participants recalled the remarriage of a parent as more distressing than the divorce.  Regarding stepparents, participants reported mostly positive relationships. However, most adult children indicated this was not the case originally but that their relationships had improved over time as they became better acquainted with the stepparent.  
Implications

Most divorcing parents do not consider the long-term perspective of their relationship.  Professionals can help divorcing parents to broaden their view of their family postdivorce.  One suggestion is to ask divorcing parents to envision a future event such as a child’s graduation or wedding, and then to ask them how they will participate in such a shared happy occasion.  Fathers often feel less important in their children’s lives postdivorce, thus particular attention should be given to increasing their involvement and educating fathers about the positive impact their relationship can have on their child.  Mothers’ relationships with their children are generally not as negatively impacted as fathers; however it is important to inform mothers about the positive impacts of a father’s involvement.  Professionals can help divorcing parents understand that the coparental relationship they establish will have an effect on four generations of the family.  
Conclusions
The author states, “Good divorces are those in which the children can comfortably maintain relationships with both parents and their extended kin networks”. The study findings show that minimizing conflicts between the parents and are able to effectively co-parent, their children experience long-term benefits including ongoing relationships with both of their parents as well as a sustained sense of family. 
Implications for Cooperative Extension.


FCS Extension Educators work with and are required to address a wide variety of families and individuals, both adults and youth, regardless of the primary subject, activity, or program.  Many of these individuals and families may have previously or are presently experiencing divorce or separation.  In addition, divorce or separation is a part of the history in many adults’ lives. While the negative outcomes of divorce are often emphasized, research has shown positive outcomes for children as well. This study helps us better understand some of the long-term impacts for children of divorce in adulthood highlighting the effects of and on family relationships. This information is relevant for all FCS educators to better understand the dynamics of working with various individuals and families and for providing educational information to the community about these topics.  Those that focus on providing parent education and child development programs, especially those that provide Co-Parenting classes, will find this particularly useful. 











