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Abstract 

Introduction: This study examined the differences between young adults from divorced 
households (N=54) and young adults from always-married households (N=120) in terms of 
romantic relationship dissolution patterns, perceptions of inter-parental conflict, child-parent 
bonding, and attitudes toward divorce. It was hypothesized that young adults from divorced 
households would have a greater number of romantic relationships and would report a lack of 
investment and conflict as reasons for relationship dissolutions more frequently than young 
adults from always-married households. It was also hypothesized that young adults who report 
high inter-parental conflict would hold more positive attitudes toward divorce and that young 
adults with reported high parental bonding would have less positive attitudes toward divorce. 
Methods: Data was collected via an online survey. Results: Findings revealed that young adults 
from divorced households had significantly fewer romantic relationships than young adults from 
always-married households. Supporting hypotheses, young adults from divorced households 
reported a lack of investment as a reason for romantic relationship dissolution more often than 
did young adults from always-married households. All other predictions were not supported. 
Discussion: Such findings indicate that there may not be a clear line between attitudes toward 
divorce and child-parent bonding and perceptions of inter-parental conflict.  
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Romantic Relationship Patterns in Young Adults from Divorced versus Always-married Families 
 Research suggests that parental divorce relates to the quality of later young adult 
romantic relationships, in that children of divorce are more likely to see their own marriages end 
in divorce compared to children from always-married homes (Teachman, 2002). Fifty percent of 
children in families are likely to experience parental divorce, with males and females being 
equally likely to have divorced parents (Hayashi & Strickland, 1998). Stressful transitions such 
as parental divorce may predict the likelihood of success in children’s later romantic 
relationships. A single stressful transition during childhood is associated with a 36% chance of 
divorce, two stressful transitions a 39% chance of divorce, and three stressful transitions a 41% 
chance of divorce (Wolfinger, 2000). In addition, young adults with divorced parents have 
reported lower romantic relationship satisfaction and higher perceptions that their own romantic 
relationship would end (Duemmler & Kobak, 2001).  

Several researchers theorize that children of divorce develop personality traits that make 
it difficult for them to maintain lasting relationships (Duemmler & Kobak, 2001; Cui, Fincham, 
& Durtschi, 2011; Moats, 2004; Sprague & Kinney, 2008). Others propose that attitudes toward 
divorce may moderate an individual’s romantic relationship success, with more positive attitudes 
toward divorce being associated with leaving unsatisfactory relationships and less idealized 
views of marriage (Cui, Fincham, & Durtschi, 2011; Sprague & Kinney, 2008). Still others 
postulate that perceptions of inter-parental conflict during childhood influence attitudes toward 
divorce, such that reports of high inter-parental conflict are associated with more positive 
attitudes toward divorce (Moats, 2004).  
Romantic Relationship Dissolution Patterns 
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Many of the results relating to the intergenerational transmission of divorce are consistent 

with the claim that children of divorce are more likely to see their own marriages end than 
children from always-married homes. This also applies to young adults pre-marriage, in their 
romantic relationships. For example, the main self-reported reasons for romantic relationship 
dissolution among young adults include low levels of commitment, low relationship efficacy, 
poor communication, cheating, aggression, high conflict levels, and low romantic relationship 
quality and satisfaction (Cui, Fincham, & Durtschi, 2011). Young adults with divorced parents 
describe lower romantic relationship satisfaction as well as lower levels of commitment 
(Duemmler & Kobak, 2001) than do those from always-married families, suggesting that young 
adults of divorce may experience a greater number of relationship dissolutions than young adults 
from always-married families.  

The results of numerous studies also support the hypothesis that parental divorce relates 
to young adult romantic relationship dissolution (Hayashi & Strickland, 1998; Cui, Fincham, & 
Durtschi, 2011; Teachman, 2002). This phenomenon of the intergenerational transmission of 
divorce appears to be consistent with Albert Bandura’s social learning theory that claims that 
much of our day-to-day behaviors develop through observational learning (Bandura, 1977). 
Children of divorce may mimic the behavior of leaving an unsatisfactory relationship after 
witnessing their parents’ marriage dissolve.   
Attitudes toward Divorce 

Documented differences in attitudes toward divorce have been found between young 
adults from divorced families and young adults from always-married homes (Cui, Fincham, & 
Durtschi, 2011; Shulman, Scharf, Lurner, & Mauer, 2001; Sprague & Kinney, 2008; Teachman, 
2002). Using questionnaire data, Cui, Fincham, and Durtschi (2011) found a positive correlation 
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between experiencing a parental divorce and more favorable attitudes toward divorce. They also 
found negative correlations between positive attitudes toward divorce and romantic relationship 
commitment and between romantic relationship commitment and relationship dissolution (Cui, 
Fincham, & Durtschi, 2011).  

Young adults from divorced families having more positive attitudes toward divorce is 
explained by Cui, Fincham, and Durtschi’s (2011) cognitive-development model. This model 
suggests that young adults develop cognitive expectancies from relational experiences, and these 
cognitive expectancies are activated in relevant social situations. This model may account for 
why young adults take on relationship-dissolving attitudes modeled to them by their parents and 
leave unsatisfactory relationships 

In research focusing on the relationship between parental divorce and children’s later 
attitudes about romantic relationships, numerous sex differences are found. For instance, 
Helweg-Larsen, Harding, and Klein (2011), showed that men express significantly more 
optimism than women about having a happy marriage. Helweg-Larsen, Harding, and Klein 
(2011) also find that men claim to have more control over eventually having a happy marriage 
than women and men express a greater perceived control over avoiding a divorce than women. 
Researchers also find that women are more likely than men to integrate their parents’ divorce 
into their own relationship expectations, believing that their relationship outcome may mimic 
that of their parents’ (Helweg-Larsen, Harding, and Klein, 2011).  

Gender differences for attitudes toward divorce and romantic relationship satisfaction 
may be attributed to women’s propensity to focus on their interpersonal relationships. Compared 
to men, women spend more time evaluating their romantic relationships and identifying potential 
problems in them (Helweg-Larsen, Harding, Klein, 2011). In thinking more frequently about 
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their relationships, it may be that women are more likely to integrate adverse experiences such as 
their parents’ divorce into their perceptions of their current romantic relationships.  
Perceptions of Inter-Parental Conflict 

Documented differences in inter-parental conflict and attitudes toward divorce between 
young adults from divorced families and young adults from always-married homes have also 
been described. Using questionnaire data, Hayashi and Strickland (1998) found that young adults 
from always-married families reported less inter-parental conflict in their homes than young 
adults from divorced families. Using the Attitudes Toward Divorce Scale and subscales from the 
Conflict Resolution Style Inventory, Moats (2004) found that high levels of perceived inter-
parental conflict were related to positive attitudes toward divorce. These researchers also found 
that young adults from always-married households reported significantly less inter-parental 
conflict than young adults from divorced homes and that young adults who reported less inter-
parental conflict also reported more expressiveness and cohesion in their families.   

Young adult romantic relationship success also relates to perceived inter-parental conflict 
during childhood. Higher instances of witnessed inter-parental conflict are associated with 
perceived lower parental marriage satisfaction (Sprague & Kinney, 2008). Perceiving their 
parents’ low marriage satisfaction, children of divorce may see marriage as being more flawed, 
relating to more positive attitudes toward divorce. Children of divorce may also perceive their 
parents’ divorce as a stressful life transition. These stressful transitions can be internalized as 
adverse childhood experiences similar to inter-parental conflict, influencing young adult’s later 
appraisals of romantic relationships (Wolfinger, 2000).  

Perceived inter-parental conflict has also been associated with positive attitudes toward 
divorce, with young adults from always-married households reporting lower amount of inter-
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parental conflict while growing up (Hayashi & Strickland, 1998). Children of divorce are thus 
more likely to report inter-parental conflict, which relates to their attitudes toward divorce as 
young adults (Moats, 2004). Although parents’ marital statuses have not been shown to relate to 
young adult attachment styles within romantic relationships, parenting styles have been 
associated with relationship satisfaction which may in turn correlate with young adults’ decisions 
to leave or remain in a relationship (Hayashi & Strickland, 1998). Also, having at least one 
secure attachment with either a parent or a parent-substitute has been associated with feeling 
more secure in a romantic relationship. Parental bonding may therefore be a useful buffer to 
counteract positive attitudes toward divorce.  
Child-Parent Bonding 

Parental attachment and child-parent bonding also appear to relate to young adult 
emotional adjustment and the quality of their romantic relationships. Individuals raised by an 
authoritative or caring parenting style are more likely to be secure in their romantic relationships 
(Cruz, 2014). These findings may relate to differences in levels of trustworthiness and conflict 
resolution such that secure child-parent bonding correlates with successful young adult romantic 
relationship conflict resolution via increased trustworthiness. Such speculations are supported by 
other findings that reported a moderate negative relationship between father overprotection and 
young adult conflict resolution (Cruz, 2014). Parental attachment may also act as a mediator 
between conflict and psychological distress (Meyers, 2008). Cruz (2014) also found a significant 
positive relationship between mother care and young adult conflict resolution and 
communication. Conversely, significant negative relationships have been found between both 
mother and father overprotection and young adult independence and intimacy. 
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In regards to romantic relationship quality, Hayashi and Strickland (1998) found that 

young adults from divorced families with at least one secure parental attachment do not report 
being less secure in their romantic relationships than matched young adults from always-married 
families. Child-parent bonding differences have also been found between males and females as 
well as between young adults from divorced families and young adults from always-married 
families (Cruz, 2014; Meyers, 2008; Hayashi & Strickland, 1998). Young adults from divorced 
families reported more father care and mother overprotection compared to young adults from 
always-married families (Meyers, 2008). While these results contradict past studies that reported 
lower mother protection in young adults of divorce, they nonetheless demonstrate a reported 
parental bonding difference between young adults based on family type. Furthermore, 
individuals raised in married households tend to favor intimacy over independence more 
compared to people from divorced households (Cruz, 2014). Such differences may account for 
behavioral differences in terms of using conflict resolution in a relationship when problems arise 
versus dissolving the romantic relationship.  

Between sexes, males reported more father overprotection than females (Meyers, 2008). 
Further sex differences relating to parental attachment and romantic relationship satisfaction 
have also been reported. Cruz (2014) found that women in secure romantic relationships reported 
more paternal care whereas men with positive attachments to their romantic partners reported 
more maternal care. Across both sexes, more parental care and less parental control appear to be 
better for romantic relationship satisfaction.  

In summary, few studies have examined parent marital status in relation to young adult 
romantic relationship dissolution patterns. In line with past findings and the theoretical 
inferences based upon them, I hypothesize that young adults from self-described divorced 
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families will have a greater number of romantic relationships than matched young adults from 
self-described always-married families. I also hypothesize that young adults from self-described 
divorced families will report a lack of investment (classified by loss of interest, cheating, or an 
unwillingness to commit to a long distance relationship) or conflict (classified by verbal 
altercations) with their partner as reasons for their romantic relationship dissolution more often 
than young adults from self-described always-married families.   

I also hypothesize that young adults from self-described high-parental conflict 
households will have more positive attitudes toward divorce compared to young adults from self-
described low-parental conflict households and that females from self-described divorced 
households will report more instances of inter-parental conflict compared to females from self-
described always-married households.  

I also hypothesize that young adults with reported high maternal care will have less 
positive attitudes toward divorce than young adults with reported low maternal care and that 
young adults with reported high paternal care will have less positive attitudes toward divorce 
than young adults with reported low paternal care.  
 

Methods 
Participants 
 174 undergraduates (female N=100) between the ages of 18 and 30 (M=18.77, SD= 1.23) 
recruited from the University of Arizona Subject pool served as participants. Participants 
classified their parents as married (N=120) or as divorced (N=54). Of the participants, 41.4% 
reported their parents earning more than $100,000 annually and 19% reported their parents 
earning less than $40,000 annually. As incentive to join the study, students received course credit 
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for their participation. Informed consent was obtained electronically before they began the study, 
which consisted of an online survey.  

The study design was approved by the University of Arizona Institutional Review Board.  
Materials 
Consent form 
 The consent form included information about the purpose of the study, the requirements 
of participation, confidentiality, and contact information for the project manager if participants 
had any questions.  
Attitudes Toward Divorce Scale 
 The Attitudes Toward Divorce Scale (Kinnaird & Gerrard, 1986), is a twelve-item scale 
that assesses both positive and negative attitudes toward divorce. The scale includes statements 
that reflect a stronger support for marriage including an affirmation for the vow “till death do us 
part” as well as statements that express a more pro-divorce stance such as a support for the lack 
of obligation to remain in a marriage if the person is unsatisfied. The questionnaire uses a five-
point Likert scale that ranges from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (5). Higher scores 
indicate a more positive attitude toward divorce. In this study, a Chronbach alpha of .71 was 
found for the scale’s internal consistency.  
Romantic Relationship History Assessment 
 A romantic relationship history assessment evaluated romantic relationship history 
through questions about how many romantic relationships participants have had lasting longer 
than four weeks, reasons for any breakups, and current romantic relationship statuses. No 
psychometric properties are available.  
Parental Bonding Instrument 



11  
 The Parental Bonding Instrument, or PBI, (Parker, Tupling, & Brown, 1979) assesses 
bonding levels with both the mother and the father individually. The PBI is designed for people 
over the age of sixteen, making it appropriate for a college population. The questionnaire uses a 
four-point Likert scale ranging from Very like to Very unlike. The PBI has been found to have 
good reliability and validity. In this study, a test for the scale’s internal consistency revealed a 
Chronbach alpha score of .673.  
Children’s Perceptions of Inter-parental Conflict Scale 
 The Children’s Perceptions of Inter-parental Conflict Scale (Grych, Seid & Fincham, 
1992) is a fifty-two-item scale that assesses their perceptions of conflict between their parents. 
The questionnaire uses a forced-choice format with the options being true (T), sort of true (ST), 
and false (F). Higher scores indicate increasingly negative appraisals of conflict. The validity of 
the conflict scale was supported by significant relations between parent reports of conflict and 
child adjustment outcomes (Grych et al., 1992). For the purpose of this study, only the conflict 
properties subscale was used in analyses. A test for the subscale’s internal consistency revealed a 
Chronbach alpha score of .902.   
Debriefing form: 
 The debriefing form included information about the purpose of the study, the methods 
used to collect data, and our predictions. At the end of the debriefing form, participants were 
invited to ask any questions they may have had.  
Design 
 This study used a self-report correlational design. The design type was chosen to explore 
correlations between reported adverse family experiences during childhood and behaviors in 
romantic relationships as young adults. A correlational design was necessary because 
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participants could not be randomly assigned to “divorced family” or “always-married family” 
conditions. An experimental design was also not possible because past childhood conditions 
could not be manipulated.  
 The mediating variables in the study consisted of perceived inter-parental conflict, 
perceived child-parent bonding, and attitudes toward divorce. These three variables were all 
discrete and categorical. Another mediating variable was parents’ marital status, which had two 
levels: “married” and “divorced”.  The outcome variables related to participants’ romantic 
relationships. These included relationship status, a categorical variable that had two levels: 
“single” and “in a relationship”. Another outcome variable was amount of romantic 
relationships, a quantitative discrete variable used to indirectly measure amount of romantic 
relationship dissolution. The last outcome variable was reason for romantic relationship 
dissolution and was a categorical variable.   
Procedure 

Mass Survey: Participants took an initial hardcopy survey in class administered by the 
university’s Psychology department. Students were informed that their participation in the mass 
study was voluntary. As incentive for completing the mass survey, students were offered one 
research participation credit. It was estimated that 1900 students participated in the mass survey. 
The survey was distributed in hard copy format during class sessions. Students had between fifty 
and seventy-five minutes to complete the mass survey, which was used for subject-screening 
purposes. Researchers then participated in survey disassembly during which time they identified 
participants who possessed certain characteristics relevant to their studies. After participating in 
the mass screening survey, students were able to select which studies they wanted to participate 
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in. Students were offered three research participation credits for agreeing to participate in the 
main study.  
 Eligible students could sign up for this study online based upon how many research 
credits they wanted and were given a link to the Qualtrics website in an email. Before 
participants could access the questionnaires, informed consent was obtained electronically via 
Qualtrics. After providing informed consent, participants completed all questionnaires online 
through the Qualtrics survey website on their own computers and at their own pace. The 
participants completed seven forms (a consent form and six questionnaires) online through the 
Qualtrics survey website.  The forms were presented in a single fixed order.  
 After completing the Qualtrics survey, the study’s project manager emailed participants a 
link to a googledoc where they signed up for their debriefings. In the googledoc, numerous days 
were listed with room numbers and times for the participants to come in for debriefing. 
Debriefings were listed in 30-minute increments. Only ten participants were permitted to sign up 
per time slot. Participants signed up for debriefing sessions by typing in their birthdate. 
Participants were permitted to attend debriefing sessions even if they had not signed up for that 
particular session in the googledoc. Students who ignored the email and failed to attend a 
debriefing session were not granted their research participation credits for their Introductory 
Psychology course.  

Debriefings occurred in an available classroom in the university’s Psychology 
department. Participants waited in the hallway until instructed by a research assistant to enter the 
classroom for the debriefing. Participants signed in and then listened to a debriefing script read 
by the research assistant. They were then given time to ask any questions that they had about the 
study. After the question-and-answer period, the participants were given a credit receipt for their 
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participation by either the project manager or by a research assistant and received course credit 
online. Participants who were late to debriefing sessions had to remain in the room to hear the 
debriefing script in its entirety. Participants who did not attend a debriefing session were initially 
not granted course credit. Each participant was eventually given course credit. 
Results 
Hypothesis 1: Parent marital status and romantic relationship patterns 
Aim 1a: Young adults from self-described divorced households will have more romantic 
relationships than young adults from self-described always-married families. 

An independent-t test was run to determine if there were a difference in amount of young 
adult romantic relationships based on parent marital status. The study found that young adults 
from self-described divorced households had statistically significantly fewer romantic 
relationships (M=1.1, SD=1.27) compared to young adults from self-described always-married 
families (M= 1.69, SD= 1.85), t(174) = 2.129, p= .039. The data was tested for outliers and some 
were found. A second independent-t test was run to determine if the same results would be 
obtained even with the removal of the outliers. The results indicated that young adults from self-
described divorced households still had significantly fewer romantic relationships (M=1.1, 
SD=1.28) compared to young adults from self-described always-married families (M=1.54, 
SD=1.34), t(172) = 1.98, p= .049. 

Figure 1: Differences in numbers of romantic relationships 
Young adults from always-married families                                                 Young adults from divorced families 
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 The data did not appear to be normally distributed (Figure 1).  A Shapiro Wilks test was 
run to determine if the data was not normal and results showed the data was not normally 
distributed for young adults from divorced families (S-W= .759, df= 54, p=.00) and young adults 
from always-married families (S-W= .874, df=118, p=.00). A Levene’s Test for Equality of 
Equal Variances was run to test for homogeneity and the test revealed a lack of homogeneity (F= 
4.35, p= .039). A Mann-Whitney U test was thus conducted (Figure 2). The number of romantic 
relationships for young adults from always-married families was statistically significantly higher 
than the number of romantic relationships for young adults from divorced families (Mann-
Whitney U test; U=2521.5, p=.015). 

Figure 2: Differences in numbers of romantic relationships (Mann-Whitney U Test) 

 

 

 

 

Aim 1b: Young adults from self-described divorced households will report a lack of investment 
or conflict as reasons for romantic relationship dissolution more often than young adults from 
self-described always-married families.  

A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the relationship between 
parent marital status and reasons for romantic relationship dissolution. The relationship between 
parent marital status and lack of investment in the relationship as a reason for breaking up was 
significant, X2 (1, N= 176) = 3.71, p = .046. Young adults from self-described divorced 
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households were more likely to report a lack of investment as a reason for romantic relationship 
dissolution compared to young adults from self-described always-married families (Figure 3).  

Figure 3: Lack of investment as reason for romantic relationship dissolution 
 

   

A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the relationship between 
parent marital status and reasons for romantic relationship dissolution. The relationship between 
parent marital status and conflict as a reason for breaking up was not significant, X2 (1, N= 176) 
= .015, p = .605. Young adults from self-described divorced households were not more likely to 
report conflict as a reason for romantic relationship dissolution compared to young adults from 
self-described always-married families (Figure 4).  

Figure 4: Conflict as reason for romantic relationship dissolution 
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Hypothesis 2: Attitudes toward divorce and perceptions of inter-parental conflict 
Aim 2a: Young adults from self-described high-parental conflict households will have more 
positive attitudes toward divorce than young adults from self-described low-parental conflict 
households. 

A Spearman’s rank-order correlation was run to determine the relationship between 
young adult perceptions of inter-parental conflict and attitudes toward divorce. There was not a 
significant relationship between perceptions of inter-parental conflict and attitudes toward 
divorce (rs (x) = .063, p = .425).  

Aim 2b: Females from self-described divorced households will report more instances of inter-
parental conflict than females from self-described always-married households. 

An independent-t test was run to determine if there were a difference in reports of inter-
parental conflict reported by females based on parent marital status. The study found that 
females from self-reported divorced households did not report statistically significantly more 
instances of inter-parental conflict (M=33.93, SD=10.08) compared to females from self-reported 
always-married families (M= 34.05, SD= 10.73), t(256) = .088, p = .930. Assumptions of an 
independent-t test were explored. A Shapiro Wilks test was run to determine if the data was 
normally distributed. The Shapiro Wilks test confirmed that the data was not normally 
distributed for females from divorced families (S-W= .954, df= 89, p=.003) and females from 
always-married families (S-W= .947, df=169, p=.00). In regards to the assumption of 
homogeneity, a Levene’s Test for Equality of Equal Variances was run. The test revealed that 
homogeneity could be assumed (F=.550, p= .459). Since both assumptions of an independent-t 
test could not be made, a Mann-Whitney U test was then run to determine if there were a 
difference in the amount of instances of inter-parental conflict reported by females based on 
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parent marital status in a non-normally distributed sample. No significant relationship was found 
(Mann-Whitney U; U=901.5, p= .721). 

Hypothesis 3: Attitudes toward divorce and parental bonding  
Aim 3a: Young adults with reported high maternal care will have less positive attitudes toward 
divorce than young adults with reported low maternal care. 

A Pearson’s product-moment correlation was run to determine the relationship between 
perceptions of maternal care and young adult attitudes toward divorce. There was no significant 
correlation between maternal care and attitudes toward divorce (r = -.038, p = .62). 

Aim 3b: Young adults with reported high paternal care will have less positive attitudes toward 
divorce than young adults with reported low paternal care. 

A Pearson’s product-moment correlation was run to determine the relationship between 
perceptions of paternal care and young adult attitudes toward divorce. There was no significant 
correlation between paternal care and attitudes toward divorce (r = .033, p = .67).  

Discussion 
 The current results moderately support the original hypotheses.  

Romantic Relationship Patterns 

While there was a significant difference in the reported number of romantic relationships 
between young adults from divorced households and young adults from always-married 
households, the direction of the results was opposite to that of initial predictions. It was predicted 
that young adults from divorced households would have significantly more romantic 
relationships than young adults from always-married households. Contrastingly, the data 
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revealed that young adults from divorced households had significantly fewer romantic 
relationships than young adults from always-married households. Several explanations exist for 
this phenomena. Researchers have found that compared to young adults from always-married 
families, young adults from divorced households hold more pessimistic views of marriage (Cui 
& Fincham, 2010). This pessimism may also translate to romantic relationships, with young 
adults of divorce fearful of disappointment, betrayal, and abandonment (Shulman et al., 2001). 
As a results of the poorer parental models of interpersonal behavior (Shulman et al., 2001), 
young adults from divorced households may delay forming romantic relationships as they are 
more determined to maintain their romantic relationship once formed (Cui, Fincham, & Durtschi, 
2010). Additionally, young adults from divorced households may express ambivalence about 
becoming involved in romantic relationships because of an internal conflict between wanting 
affection and fearing abandonment (Jacquet & Surra, 2001). Such findings are important as these 
patterns of relationship formation may be indicative of future behaviors in regards to how these 
individuals approach marriage (Cui, Fincham, & Durtschi, 2010). 

 In line with predictions, young adults from self-described divorced households were more 
likely to report a lack of investment as a reason for romantic relationship dissolution compared to 
young adults from self-described always-married families. Such results may be attributed to 
individuals entering into romantic relationships with histories of prior relationships and internal 
schemas that guide their dating expectations (Cui, Fincham, & Durtschi, 2010). Thus, young 
adult commitment, defined as the intention to maintain a relationship despite its ups and downs 
as well as its costs and benefits (Duemmler & Kobak, 2001), may be affected by parental divorce 
in that young adults from divorced households may view romantic relationships as expendable 
and best ended when issues arise (Cui, Fincham, & Durtschi, 2010). Young adults from divorced 
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households would thus report a lack of commitment more than young adults from always-
married families because of their expectations of relationships formed by previous relationships, 
including that of their parents (Duemmler & Kobak, 2001).  

Several alternative explanations also exist for these results. Researchers have found that 
children of divorce have had more sexual partners and wanted more sexual involvement than 
children from always-married families (Sprague & Kinney, 2008). Young adults may thus report 
a lack of investment in their romantic relationships more often because they are more interested 
in casual sexual relationships that require lower levels of commitment. Another possibility 
relates to young adult’s trust in their romantic partner. Duemmler and Kobak (2001) found that 
the level of confidence in a partner’s availability as a secure base was closely linked to the 
degree to which people became committed to maintaining their relationship. For young adults 
from divorced families who express lower expectations in their love relationships, feel 
powerless, and express apprehension about repeating their parents’ mistakes (Sprague & Kinney, 
2008), they may not view their partners as reliably secure bases and may adapt lower levels of 
commitment as a preemptive defense mechanism. Alternatively, young adults of divorce may 
report lack of commitment more often because they are less dependent on partners for security. 
Researchers have found that children of divorce express increased independence compared to 
children from married families because children of divorce are on average given more 
responsibility and monitored less by their parents than children from married families (Sprague 
& Kinney, 2008). Young adults of divorce may then report a lack of investment more often 
because they are satisfied both in relationships and when single and are thus not as committed to 
maintaining their relationships.  



21  
In contrast to initial predictions, young adults from self-described divorced households 

were not more likely to report conflict as a reason for romantic relationship dissolution compared 
to young adults from self-described always-married families. Several explanations exist for these 
contrary results. Researchers have found that young adult romantic relationships are affected by 
the quality of their parents’ marriages (Sprague & Kinney, 2008). Parent marital quality may 
therefore be more important than parent marital status in terms of how young adults respond to 
their own romantic relationships. For instance, regardless of parent marital status, having a more 
cohesive family environment while growing up was correlated with reports of higher levels of 
trust in one’s current relationship and reported higher levels of happiness in a relationship were 
associated with lower levels of game-playing (Sprague & Kinney, 2008). Lower levels of trust 
may then be related to reports of conflict as a reason for romantic relationship dissolution rather 
than parent marital status. Furthermore, young adults who report more conflict in their family are 
also more likely to take a guarded stance towards love relationships (Sprague & Kinney, 2008). 
Individuals who experienced greater parental conflict, regardless of family type, may report 
conflict as a reason for romantic relationship dissolution because of their heightened 
defensiveness when issues arise in their relationships. Other studies revealed that unlike adult 
relationships that may end because of the existence of better alternatives, many young adult 
romantic relationships usually end because of high levels of conflict, poor communication, 
cheating, and aggression (Cui, Fincham, & Durtschi, 2010). Therefore, both young adults from 
divorced households and young adults from always-married households reporting conflict as a 
reason for romantic relationship dissolution may have very little to do with family structure and 
upbringings and more to do simply with their life stage. These alternative explanations suggest 
that young adults from divorced households and married households may share similarities in 
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certain aspects of romantic relationships dissolution based upon the environment in which they 
were raised and based upon their age.  

Perceptions of Inter-Parental Conflict and Attitudes toward Divorce 

 Contradicting previous research findings, young adult perceptions of inter-parental 
conflict were not correlated with positive attitudes toward divorce. These divergent results may 
be explained by what components of conflict were addressed in this study compared to previous 
studies. Rather than relating to the perception of frequency or topic of inter-parental conflict, 
young adult attitudes toward divorce may instead be related to perceived conflict resolution 
styles (Moats, 2004; Sprague & Kinney, 2008; Roth et al., 2014). In her research on the 
correlation between perceptions of inter-parental conflict and young adult attitudes toward 
divorce, Moats (2004) assessed children’s perceptions of conflict engagement, problem solving, 
withdrawal, and compliance. Additionally, in their research, Sprague and Kinney (2008) 
measured conflict, cohesion, and expressiveness. Furthermore, Roth et al. (2014) utilized a semi-
structured narrative interview similar to the Adult Divorce and Sibling Relationship Interview to 
assess perceptions of conflict. The current study evaluated the correlation using the Children’s 
Perceptions of Inter-parental Conflict Scale (Grych, 1992), which focuses on the topics and 
frequency of conflict. Therefore, the correlation between perceptions of inter-parental conflict 
and young adult attitudes toward divorce (Moats, 2004) may be related to the conflict resolution 
styles rather than the topics or frequency of inter-parental conflict.  

Perceptions of inter-parental conflict may also be related to other consequences among 
young adults besides positive attitudes toward divorce. Researchers found that exposure to overt 
conflict negatively affected child development of interpersonal communication styles and 
attitudes toward marriage and quality of future romantic relationships (Roth et al., 2014). 
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Witnessing parental conflict may also lead children to experience negative commitment in their 
relationships (Moats, 2004). Additionally, a theme of fear and concern about not being equipped 
to maintain a lasting relationship because of witnessing family systems conflict has emerged 
(Roth et al., 2014). Therefore, young adult perceptions of inter-parental conflict may not only be 
influenced by the types of conflict witnessed but also may relate to other consequences outside 
of attitudes toward divorce.  

 In contrast to the initial predictions, females from self-described divorced households did 
not report higher perceptions of inter-parental conflict compared to females from self-described 
always-married households. Several explanations exist for these contradicting results. Past 
research has demonstrated that females from divorced families possessed slightly more positive 
attitudes toward divorce than females from always-married families (Sprague & Kinney, 2008). 
While attitudes toward romantic relationships may be altered drastically due to parental divorce, 
specifically for females (Roth et al., 2014), perceptions of inter-parental conflict may not mediate 
the path from parent marital status to attitudes toward divorce. Instead, inter-parental conflict 
may relate to women’s confidence in relationship sustainability and relationship formation 
problems as well as levels of trust in their partners, as supported by previous studies (Roth et al., 
2014). 

Child-Parent Bonding and Attitudes toward Divorce 

 Results did not support the hypothesis that reports of high maternal and paternal care 
would be negatively correlated with positive attitudes toward divorce. It may be that caring 
parenting styles are related to young adult security in romantic relationships rather than attitudes 
toward divorce. While past findings have shown that ongoing positive relationships with at least 
one parent may increase resilience to negative effects of parental divorce (Hayashi & Strickland, 
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1998), this resiliency may manifest in relationship security rather than attitudes toward divorce. 
Past research has found that young adults with accepting parents are more likely to feel secure in 
their love relationships compared to young adults with overprotective or rejecting parents who 
are more likely to report feelings of jealousy or fears of abandonment in their love relationships 
(Hayashi & Strickland, 1998). Such findings fall in line with John Bowlby’s attachment theory, 
which proposes that the quality of early parent-child relationships can determine the quality of 
the children’s later romantic relationships (Bowlby, 1969).  

 Rather than relating to attitudes toward divorce, child-parent bonding may relate to 
secure romantic relationships via self-image. Past findings show that individuals with self-doubt 
underestimate the strength of their partner’s love and such insecurities predict less positive 
perceptions of their partners and less relationship satisfaction (Murray et al., 2001). Thus, self-
image may mediate the relationship between child-parent bonding and satisfaction in romantic 
relationships. Other studies show that when both mother and father parenting styles are highly 
caring and not highly controlling, young adult self-image is significantly better, regardless of 
gender or parent’s marital status (Dunlop et al., 1999). While not relating to relationship security 
via attitudes toward divorce, high parental care may still relate to relationship security through 
more positive self-image.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

 There are limitations to the present research. First, all participants were college students, 
most were Caucasian, and many were from middle class and upper-middle class families. 
Findings may not generalize to individuals from other educational or socioeconomic 
backgrounds. Second, the subsample of young adults from divorced families was small (N=54). 
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Third, the study viewed parental marriage as a binary with the only options being “always-
married” or “divorced”.  

Future research should examine these research questions for families in which the 
parental relationships include always-married, divorced, always together but not married, and 
never married and no longer together. Families in which the parents are remarried or repartnered 
should also be studied as multiple post-divorce parental relationships have been shown to relate 
to poorer outcomes for children of divorce (Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992). Future studies 
are also needed to determine if the current findings replicate in a more socioeconomically diverse 
sample. Studies show that individuals with higher financial strains may perceive their futures as 
insecure (Bacikova-Sleskova et al., 2015). Prospective research may help to determine if 
resiliency factors such as financial stability act as mediators for young adult romantic 
relationship patterns.  

Despite the limitations, the study highlights important issues regarding parent marital 
status and young adults’ romantic relationship behaviors and attitudes. As such, these findings 
suggest that parent marital status is related to number of romantic relationships and young adult 
romantic relationship dissolution patterns. These results help to elaborate on potential 
mechanisms that connect parent marital status to young adult romantic relationship dissolution. 
This is valuable information as it may be used to inform future understandings of young adult 
behaviors in romantic relationships.  
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Appendix A: Consent Form 

 
 
 
 
 

The University of Arizona Consent to Participate in Research 
 
 

1) Study Title: Stress and Sleep 
2) Principal Investigator: Connie Beck, Ph.D. 

 
This is a consent form for research participation.  It contains important information about this 
study and what to expect if you decide to participate.  Please consider the information carefully.  
You may or may not benefit as a result of participating in this study.  Also, as explained 
below, your participation may result in unintended or harmful effects for you that may be minor 
or may be serious, depending on the nature of the research. 
1.   Why is this study being done? This study is being done to help researchers better 
understand the relationship between sleep, mental and physical health, parental bonding and 
stressful events.  
2.   How many people will take part in this study? Approximately 400 participants will be 
asked to participate in this study. 
3.   What will happen if I take part in this study? If you agree to participate in the study, 
you will be invited to consent to completing an online questionnaire packet containing 
demographic, background, mental and physical health questions, questions about your 
relationship with your parents and their relationship with each other. You will also keep an 
online log of your sleep habits for one week. This will take about two hours of your time 
altogether. You will receive four research credits for your participation at the end of the study. If 
you choose to withdraw early or are not eligible for the study, you will be compensated with one 
research credit after your attendance at the debriefing session. Following that week the 
participants will come to the Psychology, Law and Policy lab and will be debriefed on the study. 
Following the debriefing, the participants will receive three research credits. 
4.   How long will I be in the study? You will be in the study for one week. 

July 20, 2015 
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5. Can I stop being in the study? 

Your participation is voluntary.  You may refuse to participate in this study.  If you decide 
to take part in the study, you may leave the study at any time.  No matter what decision you 
make, there will be no penalty to you and you will not lose any of your usual benefits.  Your 
decision will not affect your future relationship with The University of Arizona.  If you are a 
student or employee at the University of Arizona, your decision will not affect your grades or 
employment status. 

6.   What risks, side effects or discomforts can I expect from being in the study? 
While there are minimum risks expected from participating in the study, you may feel some 
discomfort when filling out the questionnaire packet containing questions about stressful 
childhood experiences. To help minimize this risk, you may skip any question or end 
participation at any time. 

7.   What benefits can I expect from being in the study? One potential benefit of 
participating in the study is that you will have an opportunity to learn about your sleep through 
filling out the daily sleep log. 
8.   What other choices do I have if I do not take part in the study? You may choose 

not to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. 
9.   Will my study-related information be kept confidential? Efforts will be made to 
keep your study-related information confidential.  However, there may be circumstances where 
this information must be released.  For example, personal information regarding your 
participation in this study may be disclosed if required by state law.   
Also, your records may be reviewed by the following groups (as applicable to the research): 

 Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international 
regulatory agencies  The University of Arizona Institutional Review Board or Office of Responsible 
Research Practices 
 

10. What are the costs of taking part in this study? The only cost of taking part in this 
study is your time. 
11. Will I be paid for taking part in this study? You will receive four research credits for 
your participation at the end of the study. 
12. What are my rights if I take part in this study? If you choose to participate in the 
study, you may discontinue participation at any time without penalty or loss of benefits.  By 
signing this form, you do not give up any personal legal rights you may have as a participant in 
this study. 
You will be provided with any new information that develops during the course of the research 
that may affect your decision whether or not to continue participation in the study. 



31  
You may refuse to participate in this study without penalty or loss of benefits to which you 
are otherwise entitled. 
An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University of 
Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to applicable 
state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the rights and 
welfare of participants in research. 

13. Who can answer my questions about the study? 
For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact the project manager 
Darlynn Rojo-Wissar, B.A. at 520-621-5127 or the principal investigator Connie Beck, 
Ph.D. at 520-626-4965. 
For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-related 
concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you may contact 
the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at 
http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp. 
If you are injured as a result of participating in this study or for questions about a study-
related injury, you may contact the project manager Darlynn Rojo-Wissar, B.A. at 520-621-
5127 or the principal investigator Connie Beck, Ph.D. at 520-626-4965. 

Signing the consent form 
I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware that I am being asked to 
participate in a research study.  I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them 
answered to my satisfaction.  I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  
I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.   
By filling out the questionnaire's, sleep diary, and coming to the lab visit, you are agreeing to be 
a part of this research study, please check the box "I Agree" below.  
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Appendix B: Invitation to Participate 
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Appendix C: Attitudes Toward Divorce Scale 
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Appendix D: Parental Bonding Instrument 

MOTHER FORM  
 
This questionnaire lists various attitudes and behaviours of parents. As you remember your MOTHER in 
your first 16 years would you place a tick in the most appropriate box next to each question.  
 
 Very 

like 
Moderately 
like 

Moderately 
unlike 

Very 
unlike 

1. Spoke to me in a warm and friendly 
voice 

    

2. Did not help me as much as I needed     

3. Let me do those things I liked doing     

4. Seemed emotionally cold to me     

5. Appeared to understand my 
problems and worries 

    

6. Was affectionate to me     

7. Liked me to make my own decisions     
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8. Did not want me to grow up     

9. Tried to control everything I did     

10. Invaded my privacy     

11. Enjoyed talking things over with 
me 

    

12. Frequently smiled at me     

13. Tended to baby me     

14. Did not seem to understand what I 
needed or wanted 

    

15. Let me decide things for myself     

16. Made me feel I wasn’t wanted     

17. Could make me feel better when I 
was upset 

    

18. Did not talk with me very much     

19. Tried to make me feel dependent on 
her/him 

    

20. Felt I could not look after myself 
unless she/he was around 

    

21. Gave me as much freedom as I 
wanted 

    

22. Let me go out as often as I wanted     

23. Was overprotective of me     

24. Did not praise me     

25. Let me dress in any way I pleased     
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FATHER FORM  
 
This questionnaire lists various attitudes and behaviours of parents. As you remember your FATHER in 
your first 16 years would you place a tick in the most appropriate box next to each question.  
 
 Very 

like 
Moderately 
like 

Moderately 
unlike 

Very 
unlike 

1. Spoke to me in a warm and friendly 
voice 

    

2. Did not help me as much as I needed     

3. Let me do those things I liked doing     

4. Seemed emotionally cold to me     

5. Appeared to understand my 
problems and worries 

    

6. Was affectionate to me     

7. Liked me to make my own decisions     
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8. Did not want me to grow up     

9. Tried to control everything I did     

10. Invaded my privacy     

11. Enjoyed talking things over with 
me 

    

12. Frequently smiled at me     

13. Tended to baby me     

14. Did not seem to understand what I 
needed or wanted 

    

15. Let me decide things for myself     

16. Made me feel I wasn’t wanted     

17. Could make me feel better when I 
was upset 

    

18. Did not talk with me very much     

19. Tried to make me feel dependent on 
her/him 

    

20. Felt I could not look after myself 
unless she/he was around 

  Article II.   

21. Gave me as much freedom as I 
wanted 

    

22. Let me go out as often as I wanted     

23. Was overprotective of me     

24. Did not praise me     

25. Let me dress in any way I pleased     
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Appendix E: Child’s Perception of Inter-parental Conflict Scale 

 
In every family there are times when the parents don’t get along. Below are some things that kids 
sometimes think or feel when their parents have arguments or disagreements. We would like you 
to tell us what you think or feel when your parents argue or disagree by answering each of the 
sentences below. 
                                  T = TRUE 
                                ST = SORT OF TRUE 
                                   F = FALSE 
  
1.     T    ST    F        I never see my parents arguing or disagreeing. 
2.     T    ST    F       When my parents have an argument they usually work it out 
3.     T    ST    F        My parents often get into arguments about things I do at school 
4.     T    ST    F        When my parents argue it's because one of them just had a bad day 
5.     T    ST    F        My parents get really mad when they argue 
6.     T    ST    F        When my parents argue I can do something to make myself feel better 
7.     T    ST    F        I get scared when my parents argue 
8.     T    ST    F        I feel caught in the middle when my parents argue 
9.     T    ST    F        I 'm not to blame when my parents have arguments 
10.   T    ST    F        They may not think I know it, but my parents argue or disagree a lot 
11.   T    ST    F        Even after my parents stop arguing they stay mad at each other 
12.   T    ST    F        When my parents argue usually it has to do with their own problems 
13.   T    ST    F        My parents have arguments because they are not happy together 
14.   T    ST    F        When my parents have a disagreement they discuss it quietly 
15.   T    ST    F        I don't know what to do when my parents have arguments 
16.   T    ST    F        My parents are often mean to each other even when I'm around 
17.   T    ST    F        When my parents argue I worry about what will happen to me 
18.   T    ST    F        I don't feel like I have to take sides when my parents have a disagreement 
19.   T    ST    F        It's usually my fault when my parents argue 
20.   T    ST    F        I often see or hear my parents arguing 
21.   T    ST    F        When my parents disagree about something, they usually come up with a 

solution 
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22.   T    ST    F        My parents' arguments are usually about me 
23.   T    ST    F        The reasons my parents argue never change 
24.   T    ST    F        When my parents have an argument they say mean things to each other 
25.   T    ST    F        When my parents argue or disagree I can usually help make things better 
26.   T    ST    F        When my parents argue I'm afraid that something bad will happen. 
27.   T    ST    F        My mom wants me to be on her side when she and my dad argue 
28.   T    ST    F        Even if they don't say it, I know I'm to blame when my parents argue 
29.   T    ST    F        My parents hardly ever argue 
  
GO ON TO THE NEXT PAGE 

T = TRUE     ST = SORT OF TRUE     F = FALSE 
30.   T    ST    F     When my parents argue they usually make up right away 
31.   T    ST    F     My parents usually argue or disagree because of things that I do 
32.   T    ST    F     My parents argue because they don't really love each other 
33.   T    ST    F     When my parents have an argument they yell at each other 
34.   T    ST    F     When my parents argue there's nothing I can do to stop them 
35.   T    ST    F     When my parents argue I worry that one of them will get hurt 
36.   T    ST    F      I feel like I have to take sides when my parents have a disagreement 
37.   T    ST    F     My parents often nag and complain about each other around the house 
38.   T    ST    F     My parents hardly ever yell when they have a disagreement 
49.   T    ST    F     My parents often get into arguments when I do something wrong 
40.   T    ST    F     My parents have broken or thrown things during an argument 
41.   T    ST    F     After my parents stop arguing, they are friendly towards each other 
42.   T    ST    F     When my parents argue I'm afraid that they will yell at me too 
43.   T    ST    F     My parents blame me when they have arguments 
44.   T    ST    F     My dad wants me to be on his side when he and my mom argue 
45.   T    ST    F     My parents have pushed or shoved each other during an argument 
46.   T    ST    F     When my parents argue or disagree there's nothing I can do to make myself 

feel better 
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47.   T    ST    F     When my parents argue I worry that they might get divorced 
48.   T    ST    F     My parents still act mean after they have had an argument 
49.   T    ST    F     My parents have arguments because they don't know how to get along 
50.   T    ST    F     Usually it's not my fault when my parents have arguments 
51.   T    ST    F     When my parents argue they don't listen to anything I say 
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Appendix F: Romantic Relationship History Assessment 

1. How many romantic relationships have you had that lasted at least four weeks? 
2. What was the length of each of the romantic relationships noted above? 
3. If more than one relationship was noted above, what were the reasons for each of the 

relationships ending? 
4. Are you currently in a romantic relationship? If so, how long have you been in that 

romantic relationship? 
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Appendix G: Debriefing Form 

 
 

Debriefing Form 
Thank you for participating in this study, we appreciate you allowing us into your life to collect data 
about your sleep, family relationships, stressful events and health. First, I’ll review what we were trying 
to learn from this study and what we predicted we’d find, and then I’d like to hear your thoughts, 
reactions, and questions about the study. 
In this study, we were interested in learning about (1) how stressful childhood experiences and parental 
bonding levels relate to sleep in young adulthood; (2) differences in health in young adults with a broad 
range of stressful childhood experiences and how parental bonding levels relate to health; (3) the 
relationship between cumulative exposure to stressful childhood experiences and parental bonding levels; 
and (4) the relationship between parental bonding levels, sleep, and health in young adults with a different 
amounts of adverse childhood experiences.  
We measured your sleep using a daily sleep diary a self-report measure in your questionnaire. Mental and 
physical health and parental bonding levels were also measured by self-report assessments in your 
questionnaire.  
We predicted that (1) self-reported sleep quality would be poorer in those who had more stressful 
childhood experiences; (2) higher levels of parental bonding would be associated with better sleep 
compared to those with lower levels of parental bonding; (3) health quality will be poorer in those with 
more stressful childhood experiences; (4) higher levels of parental bonding will correlate with better 
health in participants compared to health in those with lower levels of parental bonding; (5) the 
relationship between stressful childhood experiences and parental bonding levels will be bidirectional 
such that higher amounts of stressful childhood experiences will be associated with lower levels of 
parental bonding, or high levels of parental bonding may be associated with less stressful childhood 
experiences; (6) sleep will explain the relationship between amount of stressful childhood experiences 
and later mental and physical health; and (7) parental bonding levels will influence the strength of the 
relationship between amount of stressful childhood experiences, sleep, and health. 
In short, in doing this study, we hope to better understand how stressful experiences and parental bonding 
in childhood relate to sleep and mental and physical health in young adulthood. 
What thoughts or questions do you have? 
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