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Introduction

In the Netherlands each year about 35,000 marriages end in a divorce and about 80,000 new marriages are starting. The population is about 16,000,000. If the rates of divorce in the Netherlands and several other western countries remain as high as over the last five years, then more than a third of all marriages will end in a divorce. Not every divorce includes children. But each year about 30,000 children are involved with parental divorce. In this study we deal with the consequences of divorce on children. We focus on the relationship between children and their fathers after divorce. In most cases, about 85%, after parental divorce  children and mother are staying together and father  is going to live somewhere else.  Immediately after divorce, about one-fifth of the children had no contact with their nonresident father. A few years later this figure is about one-third. Almost 50% of the children have at least once a month contact with their father.

Divorce rates are high in North Western Countries; in England maybe even somewhat higher compared with the Netherlands. Divorce seems to be more and more an accepted and in some cases inevitable phenomenon. Also in the Netherlands you can hear the debate: should partners stay together for the kids? Points of view differ depending of time and place. Today, most people accept divorce, and the debate shifts to the post-divorce situation. Reviewing the literature most attention has been given to the consequences of divorce for the well-being of children.  Most studies stress the importance of contact with both mothers and fathers for the developing youngsters. However, most divorce studies report broken contact between children and the nonresident parent of about 30%. Is it true that these youngsters experience negative and lasting effects on their well-being?

In this era the relationship between child and parent, so too between child and father seems to be still considered as a inseparable blood tie. It can be compared with the tie between husband and wife in former days. That tie was meant forever, for better and for worse.  Nowadays we accept  under circumstances breaking up that relationship. Maybe in the future we accept under circumstances also the dissolution of the relationship between children and their nonresident father. However,  there is also a trend in the western world that fathers become more and more caring fathers. They give more time, more attention and more care for the children. Mothers are more and more involved in fulltime or part-time jobs. So, nowadays  the position of modern fathers in their families is often contradictory: at the one hand fathers are prepared to care for the children, at the other hand families are disrupted.

At the moment there is a debate in the media in the Netherlands, in professional magazines and also in scientific journals on the relationship between fathers and children after divorce. Breaking up contacts between father and children would be harmful for the social and emotional development of the children. For that reasons fathers claim to have the right to continue the contacts with his children. Also in the Netherlands this right is anchored in the law.  In the Netherlands the grounds for limitation of contact  are rather specifically formulated. Our discussion is concentrated on the contact centers and on forcing measure for mothers who are (supposed to be) working against contact arrangements. But, especially in the case of a problematic and difficult contact, the end of the story is often no longer cooperation about visit arrangements. Is it true that no contact between children and their nonresident fathers always is harmful for the children? Is contact always good if not necessary for youngsters health?

Central Problem

It is important to ask the youngsters themselves what they think about this issue. Children, especially children in their adolescent years are expected to be able to think about divorce and the possible consequences for themselves. The aim of this study is to get more systematic insight into the effects of the frequency of contact between children and their nonresident fathers after divorce. Simply mentioning this aim seems to be immoral in the eyes of some  people. They think it is not allowed to discuss this point. We want to know: What are the experiences of the kids themselves after family separation. This study examines the effects of nonresident father visitation, and father's and mother's commitment with their adolescent children during  their family life, on 

· adolescent physical and psychological health, 

· social problems, and 

- 
some risk taking behaviours. 

How many children do not have any contact with their nonresident father after divorce? Are children without any contact with their father less healthy and have they more psychological and social  problems? Do children without any contact with their father show more risk taking behaviours? To answer these questions, we made use of the third wave of the Utrecht Study of Adolescent Development, a longitudinal panel study and a multidisciplinary research project. The study is  based on a representative sample of 1781 young people in the Netherlands (12 to 30 years old in 1997). On a number of topics their parents are interviewed as well. The first and second measurement occur in 1991 and 1994. 

Results

Before  presenting the results in order to  answer the research questions, we  give some information on the distribution of the youngsters in our sample on the different distinguished categories.  About three quarters of the youngsters live in well functioning nuclear families, i.e. families with two biological parents who moreover are satisfied with their marriage. The children from these well functioning families have higher scores on all the scales we used for measuring the different aspects of physical and psychological health.  In the sample of 1781 youngsters, 1321 of them come from a good functioning nuclear family, 144 from an one parent family after divorce and 52  from  a stepfamily after divorce. The rest category comprises youngsters living in bad functioning families, widowed families and so on. In fact these paper deals with the above mentioned 144 plus 52 is 196 youngsters, in comparison with the 1321 youngsters from well functioning nuclear families.

Our first research question is 'How many children do not have any contact with their father after divorce?  See table 1.

<about here table 1>

About a quarter of the youngsters does not have any contact with their father. The contacts with him decreased during the time after divorce.  Figures from  the measurements of 1994 and 1991 are comparable.

Research question two says  'Are children without any contact with their father after divorce less healthy and have they more psychological problems? 

General health comprises in this study successively: physical health, joy of  living and mental health. Physical health was measured by a 12 items scale. The respondents were asked whether they have had during the last four weeks more than normal a headache, backache, being very often tired and so on.  Joy of living was measured by asking the respondents whether they feel happy, were satisfied in their life situation and so on.  Mental health  was measured by the frequently used Cantril ladder. Psychological problems were measures with the Goldberg scale (psychological stress and depression) and number of suicide thoughts. The scores on the different scales were transformed to  ten points scales. Score 1 always indicates al low level of health and score ten indicates a high level of health.  See table 2.

<about here table 2 >

It is clear that youngsters from well functioning nuclear families have the highest scores on all the scales, measuring the different aspects of well-being. Children and youngsters of divorced parents show significantly lower scores. However the differences are not so very substantial. Although it is difficult to compare the different health indicators, we computed an overall health score for each respondent. It is striking that the youngsters in  the categories 'no contact',  monthly contact and weekly contact do not differ so much in health. Further, children and youngsters without any contact do not consider themselves as less healthy and having more problems than youngsters with  monthly or weekly contact. One could speak of a surprising outcome. 

However, the youngsters with few contacts with their non resident father show lower scores than the categories mentioned. An assumption is that having few contacts with the father has  to do with serious conflicts between the ex partners with respect to visitation arrangements and other things.

Research question three is  'Have children without any contact with their father after divorce more social problems?  In table 3 we present the results as to relationship problems, problems at school and/or problems at work. The scores on the scale range from 1 (few problems) to 5 (many problems). It is very clear that these results are consistent with the results presented in table 2.

<table 3 about here>

It is obvious that the differences between  youngsters of divorce and youngsters from well functioning families in general are not so very big. Again the category of youngsters having few contacts with their non resident father does have the most problems and is, as a consequence,  the most problematic category.

Research question four goes ' Do children without any contact with their father show more risk taking behaviour?   Also here the results go in the same direction. Youngsters with few contacts with their non resident fathers is the most problematic category. They show the highest scores on all the types of risk taking behaviour that we distinguished: smoking cigarettes, drinking alcohol, using soft drugs and using hard drugs. The relatively low  - and therefore positive scores of the youngsters without any contact with their non resident father are remarkable. Their overall score do not differ much from this score of the youngster living in a well functioning family.

<table 4 about here>

Conclusion and discussion

The first conclusion is not striking but worth to mention: children from well functioning families show the highest scores on all the scales measuring the different aspects of  well-being. They have less psychological problems, they have less social problems and show lower levels of risk taking behaviour. 

It is really striking that there is no difference in health and risk taking behaviour between the youngsters with not any contact on the one hand and youngsters having often contact on the other.  Clearly, frequent contact is basically not better for the children than having not any contact. Remind, this is true from the perspective from of the children. Without doubt the situation is completely different from the perspective from of the fathers.

Adolescents are a little less well of in the case of irregular contact with the non resident father. Probably the main reason for few of irregular contacts are  parental conflicts. That youngsters in this category report less well-being might be connected with the feeling of always being unsure on the contact itself, and on 'the when and where' of the contacts.

If there is no difference in health between children and youngsters with and without contact with their non resident fathers, a relevant question comes up: which family factors do affect then adolescent health indeed. We included in the subsequent explorative analysis two major parental resources: fathers as well as  mothers' involvement with their children. We asked  for example to look back and to answer questions like: My father/mother paid attention to my problems' and so on. We also included in our explorative analysis some socio demographic variables like sex, age, years after divorce, single parent or step family. These variables  do not appear to be able to explain significant differences in adolescent well-being. However, there is a significant correlation between successively fathers' and mothers' involvement, and  adolescent well-being.  So, father’s commitment with his children after divorce seems to be more important for children’s well being then the frequency of contact. See table 5.

<about here table 5>

So,  we can draw the conclusion  that not so much the contact frequency is important for adolescent health but the paternal involvement with their children. After divorce, fathers' involvement seems to be must more important than just the frequency of contact. It may be clear that such a  paternal involvement has to developed long before the factual divorce takes place.

What can be done with the results of this study. The "good" news of this study has to do with  the  small differences in well-being between divorce children without any contact with the non resident father and children from well functioning nuclear families. Maybe the results can deliver a contribution to the debates about juridical decisions as to divorce and contact arrangements. Of course we do not pretend that  based on this study some rules in the law have to be changed or that some parents shall not be given the right to have contacts with their children after divorce.  However, we are of the opinion that our study give cause for  the discussion about some prejudices in this field. In the past the tie between man and wife was forever. Due to some social and societal developments and changes during the past decades, this view needs some correction. Now, the majority of all the people (at least in Western Europe) consider the tie between parents and child to be eternal and unconditioned for ever. This always with the argument of the best interest of the child. The view that children would be less of  when they would not have contact anymore with the non resident father, gets more and more outdated and has to be confronted with the outcomes of empirical research.

Principally, the view that 'contact between parents and children is a must ' seems to be reasonable and  understandable. However, the conditions under which these contacts take place have to be taken into account. Father's involvement appeared to be a important protective factor against negative consequences of divorce. But fathers are too late when the process of  developing a stronger bond with their children starts during or even after the divorce.  Often and continuing conflicts between the parents is a  negative condition for the children of divorce. The best ex partners can do for the best interest of the children is to improve their mutual communication and to prevent exhausting and expensive juridical procedures. Moreover the chance for fathers to have more and more frequent contacts with their children after divorce will increase. For, the bad news of this study is that in some situations children are better of when there is no contact with the non resident father after divorce. Thus, in some situations especially in the case of conflicts and few father involvement,  fathers can be missed  with respect to the well being of the children.  Finally, we realise that from macro sociological perspective the relationships between parental divorce and some negative consequences for the children are significant indeed but not very strong. However, for clinical practice one can speak of a very huge problem, considering the absolute numbers of children in trouble as well as the serious character of the this problems. Thus, continuing attention for these topics in research and policy is and remains indicated.

In conclusion adolescent and young adults health (including risk taking behaviours) is not significantly related to sex, age, years after divorce, living in a single parent or stepfamily, and frequency of contact with the nonresident father. However, adolescent and young adults health (including risk taking behaviours) is  significantly  related to father’ s  (and mother’s)  involvement with their children and the amount of parental conflict before, during and after divorce. 

Table  1

Contact frequency with the non resident father directly after divorce and now ; percentages

_______________________________________________________________________

Frequency



then 

now

_______________________________________________________________________

not at all



19

24

few (1-11 times per year)

28

40

regularly (12-36 times per year)

28

19

often (37 or more per year)

25

17

Total




100

100

_______________________________________________________________________

Table 2

Contact frequency with the non resident father directly after divorce, general health and psychological problems 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________



General health:


Psychological problems





Physical 
Joy of
Mental

no psych
no depres
 no suicide

Frequency:
Health
living
health

stress
sion    
 thoughts

Totaal

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

well functioning
7.4
7.8
7.9

7.3
6.9
 6.5

43.8

nuclear family

Contact:

- not at all

6.2
7.8
7.8

5.9
6.6
 6.0

40.3

- few

6.2
6.6
7.4

5.3
5.9
 5.5

36.9



- regularly 

7.0
7.1
7.8

6.8
6.7
 6.0

41.4

- often 

6.6
6.9
7.6

7.4
5.2
 6.0

39.7





________________________________________________________________________________________________

for all scales: range  1= very negative and range 10= very positive

Table 3

Contact frequency with the non resident father and social problems (scores 1 to 5)

___________________________________________________________________________




relationship
school career
vocational
total




problems
problems
problems

___________________________________________________________________________

well functioning

2.1

2.1

1.6.

5.8

nuclear family

contact:

- not at all

2.4

2.2

1.5

6.1

- few


2.5

2.5

1.7

6.7 

- regularly 

2.0

2.3

1.5

5.8

- often


2.4

2.0

1.8

6.2

__________________________________________________________________________

Table 4

Contact frequency with the non resident father and some risk taking behaviour; percentages

_________________________________________________________________________________




smoking
drinking

using soft
using 

(total)




cigarettes
alcohol

drugs

hard drugs

_________________________________________________________________________________

well functioning

30

70

11

62

(113)

nuclear family

contact:


- not at all

37

65

13

01

(116)

- few


46

80

33

13

(172)

- regularly

41

80

21

03

(145)

- often 
 

38

70

19

04

(131)

_________________________________________________________________________________

Table 5

Health, contact frequency and fathers involvement  (elaborated for physical health and joy of living)

_________________________________________________________________________________


Low Contact
High Contact
Low Contact
High Contact

Low Involvement
Low Involvement
High Involvement
High Involvement

Physical health

6.4

6.1

7.2

7.2

Joy of living

6.0

7.1

8.0

7.9


________________________________________________________________________________
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