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ABSTRACT

Using qualitative research methods, specifically a grounded theory methodology,

the research study was designed to identify the resilient attributes of children fiom high-

conflict, separated or divorced families. Children between the ages of nine and twelve as

well as the parents from twelve families participated in in-depth interviews a¡d a focus

group. A primary question was how the interactions of family and community members

promote resilient behaviour ìn children of high-conflìct parents. The research also

examined children's perceptions ofboth the interparental conflict and the interceding

actions of community members and attempted to identify the barriers to resilience as

experienced by children in these families.

Results from this study offer a proposition and a substantive-level theory. The

proposition suggests that separated families in high-conflict who are able to reorganize by

expanding to include blended or extended family members exhibit a strength that is

connected to their ability to adapt. This strength becomes a basis for mutual support as

stepparents and grandparents provide a sense of security and refuge for the children.

Extemal support systems including friends, teachers, counsellors and extra-curricular

activities supplement family strengths. These cohesive families then enable the children

to d¡aw on individual resilient attributes in spite ofthe ongoing interparental conflict.

The ongoing inter-parental conflict is the primary adversity or barier faced by these

children.

Using the results of this study will allow both clinicians and policy makers to

rnake informed decisions regarding the needs of this population. The results suggest that



protective factors need to be put into place in order for children to maximize their ability

to use their resilient characteristics. This may include building models ofresilience based

upon key strategies that include education, as well as building or using family,

community, and cultural resources. For example, mandatory education classes could be

provided to the family as a way ofidentifying and validating the role of the stepparent or

grandparent. Legislative changes allowing for consistent access between child¡en a¡d

grandparents would reinforce the family cohesion as well as providing a secure refuge for

the children.
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CHAPTERI

O\¡ERVIEW OF STUDY

Professionals from the judicial, 1egal, and social service systems attempt to help

families that continue to engage in ongoing conflict after separation and divorce. They

often shake their heads in frustration as family members continue to litigate and

entrench themselves further in their positions. This special population of families draws

on many resources from the various systems, which reflects a need to explore

altemative ways of working wìth these families. Altemative strategies, either desígned

as preventive programs or as intervention approaches, find their origins linked to

specific needs and strengths outlined in the research of this population. This research

study attempted to uncover the strengths of the children within these families, thereby

providing help to practitioners in finding effective interventions to enhance these

strengths. As well as providing new infomation on this topic, results from this study

have both practice and policy implícations.

Over the past few decades there has been a great deal ofresearch into family

issues pertaining to separation and divorce. As weil, research is beginning to focus on

issues pertaìning to specific aspects ofthe separation process, specifically interparental

conflict. However, there has been very little information on the resilience of children

within these families. The results of this research provide insight into what promotes

resilience for these children, i.e., how children find positive ways of adapting despite

their parents' ongoing conflict.



Research Questions

There are three main research questions in this study. They are listed below.

1) How do the interactions of family and community members promote resilient

behaviour in children of high-conflict parents?

2) How do the children in these families perceive the conflict between their parents

and the interceding actions of community members?

3) What are the barriers to resiliency in these children and how do the children attempt

to overcome these barriers?

Purpose of Research

Research exploring the experiences of children within a particular population

was the focus of this study. The special population of families explored in the study are

those who have continued to exhibit high levels of destructive conflict after a separation

or divorce. This particular population is a source of fiustration to many systems and as

yet, there does not appear to be a strength-based way of intervening with these families.

Whì1e there has been research completed on the negative effects ofseparation and

divorce of children, little has been directed towards how child¡en find ways to

successfully manage these effects. This research study focused on the resilience of the

children within these families. The study questioned how the actions of family and

community members promote resilience in children and the meaning the children attach

to these actions. These questions move the ¡esearch into an exploration of the

interactions within the families and the community that contribute to children's resilient

behaviour. Within this population of families, questions abouf how children cope and



exhibit resilíent behaviour have rarely been addressed in the literature. Results ffom

this study enhance our current knowledge in this area.

Within the literature on separation and divorce, quantitative research or a meta-

analysis ofpublished literature is the research approach often used. While this research

has provided general information with respect to issues associated with the ongoing

conflict between parents, it has not provided insight into how children perceive and

understand the negative interactions of their parents. This study allowed for a deeper

and rich exploration of this phenomenon through a naturalistic inquiry to research. For

example, in the past quantitative research has focused on indicators ofresilience for

children (Garmezy & Masten, 1991). However, this does not give us information on

how children understand the idea ofresilience, nor how they use their strengths,

particulariy within high-conflict families. Through an inductive method, generalìzations

based on the stories of children and their parents within high-conflict families helped to

build towards a substantive level theory.

Children in families of divorce are part of a family system. From a systems

perspective, the interaction among family members helps shape the behaviours,

relationships, and communication pattems that the family creates over its life course

(Germain, 1991). As such, children feel the effects of what happens between their

parents, both before and after a parental separation. Separation and/or divorce of one's

parents has long been recognized as a stressful event in children's lives, putting them at

risk for adjustment and development problems.

If we understand children's reaction to separation and divorce fiom a systems

perspective, it is probable that parents who can successfully negotiate co-parenting



issues after their separation are more likely to have children who can manage the

changes in the family. If parents continue to have problems, the children will need help

with both understanding and responding to the disruption of the equilibrium in the

family system.

Research has shown that it is possible for children to recover fiom the parental

separation when the family can successfully negotiate a new family structure

(Cummings & Davis, 1994; Issacs, Montalvo & Abelsohn, 1986). However, the issue

of ongoing hostility between parents may prevent the family fiom moving forward.

Parental conflict is positively associated with a variety ofindicators ofchildren's

maladjustment, including conduct disorders, anxiety, and aggression (Grych &

Finchman, 1990; Radovanovic, 1993). Direct negative effects ofhigh conflict include

children's modelling ofparental behaviours, failure to leam appropriate social

interaction skills, and physiological effects such as increased hearl rate and increased

blood pressure (Cummings & Davis, 1994). Radovanovic (1993) suggests the form and

quality of family relationships and arrangements after separation are more predictive of

chiidren's adjustment than the separation itseli Conflict between parents, both before

and after the parental separation, has been shown to affect children's well being, thus it

is a variable that has a negative effect on children's post-divorce adjustment. While

many variables may contribute to a child's problems after a parental separation, parental

conflict appears to be a primary issue related to poor adjustment among children of

divorce (Amato &.Fiezac,1994; Davis, Hops, Alpert & Sheeber, 1998; Grych &

Fincham, 1990; Johnston, Gonzalez & Campbell, 1987; Kelly,2000; Kline & Johnston,

1991).



As a way ofunderstanding the cost to children exposed to parental conflict, we

car focus on the numbe¡s ofparents still embroiled in conflict after the separation.

Research in this area tells us that about one fou¡th to one third ofdivorcing couples

report high degrees ofhostility and discord over fhe daily care oftheir children many

years after the separation (Johnston & Roseby, 1997; Maccoby &. Mnookin, 1992).

These couples may also engage in ongoing litigation, high degrees ofanger and distrust,

incidents ofverbal abuse, and intermittent physical aggression for several years after the

separation (Johnston & Roseby, 1997). Radovanovic (1993) maintains that continuing

iegal disputes between parents is a strong indicator of high conflict. These legal

disputes and other indicators ofongoing interparental conflict are then reflected in the

children from these families.

Children ffom high-conflict families are seen in the schools ând in community

agencies. They may be assessed by court social workers as part of a family evaluation

regarding custody and access. Or they may seek the support of a school counsello¡ or

peer support group. Questions that clinicians and researchers encounter with these

families a¡e related to both the wlnerabilities and strengfhs that these children display.

Werner (i990) describes the concepts ofresilience and protective factors as the positive

counterparts to the constructs ofvulnerability and risk factors. Resilience is a wo¡d that

denotes a process, a way in which individuals show positive effects despite having

experienced some form of adversity. The idea of exploring a shengths perspective

within research reflects the growing need to emphasize health instead ofpathology.

Norman (2000) suggests that the push from pathology to sfengths began in the early

1980's. She describes resiliency as the attrìbute, the concept or the process that



epitomizes and operationalizes the strengths perspective (p. 3). Buìlding on these ideas,

the results from this study further our undersfanding ofthe concept ofresilience,

particularly within children fiom high-conflict families.

This study attempted to help answer questions that move towards a strengths

perspective. For example, how can the strengths of children be understood and

enhanced? What can parents do to help their children utilize resilient behaviours?

What community resources can be put in place for these families? Should such

programs be mandatory? In order to find answers to these questions, we need to have a

greater understanding of the phenomenon ofresilience and how it interacts with other

aspects of family and community functioning. This study focused on exploring the

strengths and interactions of these child¡en with other family members following theír

parent's separation. In doing so, it explored the concept ofresilience, both the

characteristics and barriers to it.

As a way ofbuilding towards a better theoretical understanding of the

phenomenon ofresilience within this population, speciltc research questions focused on

how children cope, both in the past and the present with interparental conflict. Research

questions attempted to delineate dilferences within the child¡en wìth respect to the

ìnteractions ìn their families. As awayof moving beyond the indicators of resìlience,

the research questioned how the interaction within and between family and community

presented the children with the ability to adapt in a positive manner to their stressful

environment. This provided a focus ofhow to move forward with the research and

practice implications in this area. It also provided a way to conceptualize the

phenomenon ofresilience and how it relates to ways ofcoping.



Research Population

Issues relating both to separation and divorce as well as resilience are describe

in Chapter Two; however, separation and divorce can be summarized as a normative

process for families. Vy'hen parents separate there is often a period of high conflict,

sometimes related to resolving the issues of the divorce itsell After the first or second

year following the separation, there is generally a decrease in conflict between the

parents. However, approximately 10 - 25% of couples continue to experience moderate

to high levels ofhostility and conflict after the initial postseparation period (Garrity &

Barns, 1994; Johnston & Roseby, 1997; Maccoby & Mnookin, 1992). There are

varfng ways that this conflict is expressed. However, the most common form of active

disputing is verbal abuse, which consìsts of insulting the other parent, belìttling,

demeaning interchanges by phone or in-person, often at the tíme ofthe children's

transition (Johmton & Campbell, 1988).

There has been a great deal ofdiscussion th¡ough the literature on the effects of

marital conflict on children. The specifrc population of children that hear their parents

fight both before and after the separation find a way of incorporating this behaviour into

their understanding of family functioning. Research consistently shows that continuing

interparental conflict is one of the most important predictors of variability in children's

post-divorce adjustment (Ayoub, Deutsh, & Maraganore, 1999; Buchanan & Heiges,

2001; Emery, 1999). Cummings and Davis (1994) contend that approximately 40

50% of children exposed to severe marital hostility exhibit extreme behavíour problems.

These consist ofboth behavioural and emotional disturbances. Emery (1999) states that

symptoms include depression, withdrawal, poor social competence, health problems,



poor academic perfoÍnance, and conduct-related problems. However, not all children

respond in the same way to high degrees of conflict between their parents. Exploring

the mediating actions of both community and family relationships may help to

illuminate the differences in children's responses to interparental conflict.

Concentrating on understanding which coping strategies a¡e successful can lead to a

fufher understanding of resiliency within these children.

Resilience has been described as successful adaptation under adverse

circumstances (Lufhar &. Ziegler, 1991). In research over the past few decades

resilience has often been explored from a quantitative standpoint, i.e., to attempt to

understand the predictors of successful adaptation. Longitudinal studies have attempted

to document and analyze the short-term versus the long-term effects ofprotective

factors that buffer a stressful life event. Research has shown that there are large

individual differences among high-risk children in their responses to both negative and

positive circumstances in their environment (Wemer, 1990). This suggests the need to

examíne more closely what constitutes the differences in these children, thereby being

able to promote particular clinical interventions. Using a qualitative approach ailows

for a more in-depth understanding ofthe individual differences, i.e., how the child and

other family members understand the issues and what causes the differences amongst

the children. It allows us to hea¡ the chìldren's voices, thereby gaining a sense of how

they perceive their parents' conflict. This information allows for a better understanding

of the strengths within children in high-conflict families. Ultimately, it equips

practitioners with prevention and intervention techniques that are best suited for these

families.



Orientation and Methodology

The methodology and design used in this study are described in mo¡e detail in

Chapter Three. The research orientation in this study is based on social constructionìsm,

which suggests a need to understand the meaning ofthe phenomenon ofresilience from

the perspective of the child and the family. This epistemological stance emphasizes the

need to understand how people know themselves and their wo¡lds.

Qualitative research, specifically the grounded theory approach is a research

orientation consistent with social constructionism as it focuses on understanding the

subjects' interpretation of experiences. A qualitative approach allows systematic

inquiry to take place in a naturaljstic setting (i.e., the family and community). This

research study uses a grounded theory methodology which relies heavily on interviews

with family members and observations of the child to provide information gained from

a naturalistic setting (Creswell, 1998). Ultimately, the research provided an

understanding of the coping mechanisms and resilient attributes of the children involved

in the study. Using the results gained fiom the data a proposition was formed. This

proposition led to a substantive level theory that offers a hypothesis ofhow children in

these families can access their resilient characteristics. Expioring the phenomenon of

resilience using the grounded theory approach allowed research questions to focus on

the process or changes over time for children within high-conflict famìlies. It focused

on the interactional components of family and community relationships. Specifically,

this study was designed to explore what family and community members do to promote

resiliency within these children and how the child perceives these actions. In order to

describe these actions, the researcher needed to focus on the results of the interviews



with the children and parents as well as interviews with pefinent community members.

This resulted in the ability to analyze the mediating actions of both family and

community members. As well, this study examined the barriers encountered by

children in their attempts to exhibit resilient behavior and how they attempted to

accommodate to those barriers. This allowed for a thorough examination of the topic

fiom the child's perspective in an attempt to find a way ofdescribing how the

interactions of family members either enhance or inhibit adaptive behavior within these

children.

This study focused on children between the ages of nine and twelve years of

age. Family Conciliation, an agency that works with separated and divorced families,

served as the site to gain access to these families. Using this site, twelve families were

recruited to be paft of the sample or unit of analysis. Data was collected from families

that were separated for a minimum of eighteen months and defined as being in ongoing

high conflict through an operational definition discussed fuilher in Chapter Three. Data

collection inciuded individual intewiews with the parents, children, and other relevant

extended family members. As well community members involved with the families

were interviewed, a focus group with the parents was completed, and pertinent

documents were reviewed. Open, axial and selective coding was utilized as a way of

conceptualizing and categorizing data. Through the process of this natwalistic inquiry,

a theoretical understanding was gained of the phenomenon ofresilience within this

developmental stage of the children. This understanding is bracketed within a particular

age and stage ofdevelopment. For example, the pattems or attributes ofresilience



observed within this research may change as these children mature and are subject to

various life events.

Research Limitations

lnherent in qualitative research is the need to understand individual perceptions

and interactions. This requires in-depth interwiews with family and community

members, al1 of which require more time than using predetermined qusstion¡.aires or

scales. Due to time and funding considerations, there were limits to the number of

families that could be part of this study. The small sample size in this study restricts the

generalizability of its hndings, a limitation often associated with qualitative methods.

As such it maybe diffrcult to generalize the findings from a small number of ¡esearch

participants to the larger population, even ifthis population has similar general

characteristics. However, the richness ofthe findings compensates by allowing for a

fuller understanding ofhow these individuals were able to adapt to their family

situations. Using a smaller population can also provide a way to begin to develop

theory in this area.

Issues with respect to cultural differences needed to be addressed in this study.

Vanous cultures have their own ways of compensating for stresses or changes wìthin

their families. In order to address this concem, it was necessary to incorporate questions

about cultural practices into the interviews in order to ascertain how culture can play a

part in contributing to resilient characteristics. However, cultural differences were

difficult to delineate within this study as only three out ofthe twelve families identified



themselves as being other than Caucasian. Because of the sample size it was difficult to

understand ifissues ofresilience are the same for children of different cultures.

Longitudinal studies have often been used as a way of understanding the

phenomenon of resilíence. Due to the length of this study, a longitudinal perspective

was not possible. However, through in-depth interviews, questions gamered

information with respect to the development ofresilient behaviour since the separation

ofthe parents. This provided information both about the process ofthe separation and

how the interaction of family members either promoted or hindered resiliency.

Another possible limitation was in acquiring information about the experiences

of both parents. Due to the nature of interparental conflict and the availability of the

parents, it was not possible to interview both parents from every family. However, the

inability to interview both parents often provided a better underitanding of the

environment of the parental conflict and how this was reflected wìthin the dynamics of

the family. For example, if one parent refused to be part of the study, this often

provided insight into the tlpe and duration of interparental conflict. It also suggested

ways that the conflict had affected the child. ln tum this allowed for a better

understanding ofthe contributions and barriers to resilience in these children.

Signifïcance of Research

Families engaged in ongoing conflict provide ongoing challenges to the court

system, family law lawyers, family court assessors, family mediators and clinicians thal

become invoived in an attempt to resolve the conflict. In many instances, these systems

have been unsuccessful in providing ways to help these families change their level of



conflict or the way they handle thei¡ conflict. Chapter Six provides detailed information

relating to the results of this study that in tum could be utilized as altemative ways of

working with this population.

The signihcance ofthis research is two-fold. It allowed fo¡ a rich and thick

understanding ofresilience within this population of children, thereby giving us a better

grasp ofthe interactions within high-conflict families fiom the children's perspective.

This study provided a unique opportunity ofhearing the views ofthe children. They

were given a chance to voice their thoughts and ideas about changes in their families.

For example, hearing the children's stories and how they coped with the interparental

conflict led to a deeper understanding ofhow they often struggled to find extemal and

intemal resources to help support and enhance their resiliency. Through discussions

with the parents it became clear that although they attempted to find a resolution to the

conflict many were unable to move forward due to unresolved grief and anger. These

unresolved feelings often 1ed to feelings of resentment and frustration from one parent

towards the other one. The children stated that they were often aware of their parents'

feelings and felt the need to find a secure refuge from the intensity of them, which led

them to seek out altemative sources ofsupporl. If they could find refuge through a

strong relationship with a stepparent, grandparent or with their peers, they were much

more able to cope with the interparental conflict in their family of origin.

The other significant aspect of this study was in the some of the surprising

results gained through the data analysis. The information gamered from this study led to

the generation of a theoretical proposition or model built on the understanding of

resílience within this population. This new proposition adds to our understanding of the



interacfions befween family members wìthin this population. By using this new

information clinicians and other stakeholders may be able to find altemative ways of

working with high-conflict families. The information provides the opportunity to help

these families find practical solutions in their quest to protect their children from the

ongoing inlerparental confl ict.

The next chapter provides a review of the related literature. It examines the

issues pefaining to the interactions and effects ofhigh-conflict families after separation

and./or divorce. This includes identifying numerous theoretical models that attempt to

incorporate how children's reactions to their parents' conflict are reflected tkough their

behaviour. As the phenomenon ofresilience is the core of this research project, the

literature review provides an overview ofresilíence and how researche¡s have attempted

to understand it. This includes suggesting how various theories have ìntegrated

resiliency into lamily lunctìoning.



CHAPTERII

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

There has been a great deal ofdiscussion throughout the literature on divorce

and its effects on children. However, there is a specific population of children of

divorcing parents that is at extreme risk. The children that hear their parents fight both

before and after the separation find a way of incorporating this behavior into their

understanding of family functioning. In order to understand the implications of

interparental conflict, a review of the pertinent literature is necessary.

This literature review has four related components. The first one contains

information about separation and divorce with particular emphasis on families in high

conflict. Issues that pertain to high-conflict separation and divorce are discussed from

the children's perspective. The second component of this chapter discusses the issue of

resilience, the primary focus of this study. Embedded within literature on children of

separation and divorce is some discussion on their resilience to this life event.

However, as there is very little of this information, general ideas about the concept of

resilience from children's perspectives are extrapolated from the literature. The third

component of this chapter reviews the predominant theoretical approaches with respect

to how children interpret interparental conflict. Included in this review is infomation

pertaining to family stress theory, a theory linked to stress and coping. It is a theory that

features some ideas used as a starting point in this research. The final component ofthis

chapter attempts to summarize the implications from the literature and discuss the

limitations ofpast research in this area. This allowed fo¡ a better understanding ofhow

to integrate new ways of exploring this subject matter.



Review of Separation and Divorce Literature

Impact of Sepdration ønd Divorce on Cltíldren

Separation and divorce have become a part of our social structure. Ambef

(1998) suggests that I.2o/o of married couples in Canada divorce each year. This

corresponds to almost one in three Canadian marriages ending in divorce (Frederick &

Hamel, 1998). This does not include the dissolution of common law unions or the

unknown number ofcouples who separate, but never file for divorce (Ambert, 1998).

Therefore, this data do not adequately reflect the number of marital separations that take

place in Canada. Statistics Canada (2003) tells us that there were 70,828 divorces in

Canada in 1998. Manitoba had 2,352 marriages that were dissolved in that year. As a

way ofunderstanding the phenomenon ofdivorce, Statistics Canada (2003) estimates

that thirty-eight percent ofcouples will divorce within thirty years of marriage.

While the divorce rate has remained relatively unchanged over the past few

years, the phenomenon ofrepeat divorces has accounted for an increasing proportion of

divorces in Canada. For example, in 1973, only 5.4%o of married couples that had

previously been divorced while thirty years later this propodion has tripled to L6.2o/o of

all divorces. Similarly, the proportion ofdivorces involving wives who had previously

been divorced rose fiom 5.4% to 15.7% during this three-decade period

(http://www.statcan.ca). Ambert (1998) maintains that close to forty percent of children

will experience their parents' separation or divorce. Children ofall ages are affected by

their parents' separation. With the phenomenon ofrepeat divorces, children are exposed

to even greater losses due to the fact that most stepparents are no longer involved in the

family unit. While the effects of the separation differ relative to the age of the child¡en
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and their stage ofdevelopment, all children have to cope with the changes to the family

system after a separation of their parents (Wallerstein, Lewis, & Blakeslee, 2000). How

well they cope will depend on the parents' abilities to move into their new roles as co-

parents.

Over the last two decades there has been a great deal ofresearch completed on

the effects ofdìvorce on children. Though this research, it is clea¡ that children suffer

in varying degrees due to the separation or divorce of their parents. It has been

consistently shown that on average children from divorced families exhibit higher levels

of maladjustment than those fiom intact families. However, the general differences

may be small. For example, Amato and Keith (1991) completed a meta-analysis of the

95 studies comparing children from divorced and intact families. Overall they found

only marginal differences between the two groups with the largest differences in

behaviour problems for the children from divorced families. It is also ìmportant to

distinguish belween shoÍ- and long{erm effects. Hetherington (1999) notes that

adjustment to divorce is a process that takes place over time. She suggests that

"restabilization of the family and a new homeostasis in family functioning are usually

attained t\ryo to three years following divorce" (p. 94). According to Grych and

Fincham (1997), most research studies have been cross-sectional but have not

specificaliy examined the length of time that parents have separated. Altematively,

other studies note the time elapsed since the final divorce but not the acfual separation

of the parents. Therefore, the research does not necessarily describe the short- and

long-term effects of separation and divorce.



There have been varying ideas expressed in the existing literature on how well

children cope when their parents separate. If divorce is viewed as a developmental

family life transition, the crisis surrounding this transition can ease, thereby allowing

family members to go forward with their lives. Over the long-term, children's emotional

well being need not suffer ifparents can maintain positive co-parenting relationships.

As well, children do not need to be drawn into any conflict between parents. This

concept is not always reflected in the children's lives. As an example, 27o/o of dlorce

cases in 2003 in which custody ofdependents was granted needed to be arbitrated by a

judge through divorce court proceedings (http://www.statcan.ca). In the ideal, resolution

ofany conflict regarding time-sharing or financial issues can occur through discussions

by the parents, mediation, or through lawyers. This allows the conflict to be resolved in

a timeiy manner.

Resolution ofconflict prevents the children from being caught in the middle of

loyalty conflicts between their parents. Much of the literature has treated parental

divorce as an isolated incident that affects child¡en only after its occunence (Sun,

2001). In recent years researchers have begun to look at the idea ofparental separation

as a process, i.e., how children are affected before and after family dissolution. This has

led to a fuller understanding ofthe process of the separation.

In a meta-analysis of the literature completed by Amato and Keith (1991) three

primary perspectives were suggested to account for the effects ofdivorce on children.

They were parental 1oss, economic deprivation, and family conflict. Parental loss

pertains to the handicaps experienced by the child due to the loss ofone parent fiom the

household. The economic disadvantage perspective suggesfs that problems exhibited
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by children of divorce are due to economic hardship following family disruption. The

family conflict explanation assumes that "divorce affects children primarily because of

the conflict that occurs between parents before and during the separation period

"(Amato & Keith, 1991, p. 38). This is also ¡eferred to as the interparental conflict

perspective (Jekeliek, 1 998).

Through much of the literature, interparental conflict is seen as the variable that

provides the most distress for children (Amato & Keith, 1991; Cummings & Davis,

1994; Jekieliek, 1998; Kline & Johnston, 1991). Hetherington (1999) also suggests that

two of the main challenges confronting parents following divofce are minimizing the

children's exposure to parental conflict and maintaining a positive parenlchíld

relationship. She maintains that the effects of stressors such as interparental conflict

can be mitigated by the quality ofparenting.

Continuum of Conflict

Parental conflict can be viewed on a continuum, with the lowest point being

parents that can resolve their differences after a separation with a minimal amount of

antagonism. This conflict generally dissipates over a short period of time as parents

enter a new t)pe of co-parenting arrangement. The mid-range of this continuum

consists ofparents that continue to exhibit conflict after the separation through an

inability to agree on parenting and financial issues. These issues may be ultimately

resolved through divorce mediation or with the help ofa court order.

Within the literature there is no specific definition of what high-conflict means

for this population. However, one issue is add¡essed in an indirect fashion. The



literature on separation and divorce suggests that when parents separate there is an

immediate period of re-organization. Often this period is characterized by conflict

between the parents as they attempt to resolve issues relating to the children and the

divorce itself. It has been reported that over two-thirds of couples who experience high

conflict during this process need intermediaries to help them in resolving disputes

(Buchanan & Heiges, 2001). Usually after the first or second year, families have

adjusted to this transition and the conflict between the parents has lessened. However,

there are still parents who continue to be unable to move beyond the conflict. In an

attempt to provide an understanding ofthe scope of this subject, some authors (Johnston

& Campbell, 1988; Johnston & Roseby 1997; Maccoby &. Mnookin, 1992) refer to

high-conflict families as those who are highly entrenched in their conflict. This is

estimated to be any'where between one-fourth and one-third of divorcing couples.

Information in the literature also suggests that high-conflict parents are those in ongoing

litigation, ongoing conflict, and unable to move forward with their lives. They are

involved in a relationship with the other parent that is unhealthy and detrimental to

themselves and the children. In addìtion, the interaction between the parents is often

charactenzed as abusive, distrustful, aggressive, and full ofanger.

The highest point on the continuum incorporates the issue of domestic violence.

Domestic violence occurring in the marital relationship followed by its direct or indirect

impact on the ongoiug co-parenting relationship suggests high conflict. One of these

parents may have been physically harmed during the marriage. As well, one o¡ both of

the parents may have inflicted severe emotional abuse on each other during their

relationship. After the sepâration, ongoing conflict continues and includes continued
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harassment, physical altercations or negative emotional exchanges. These situations are

often about issues pertaining to the children or finances. Therefore, the continuum of

interparental conflict ranges fiom verbal disagteements, to higher intensity and more

frequent conflict, and finally, moving to domestic violence. Children are caught in the

middle of this conflict in a number of ways. They find refuge in certain behaviours,

including the alienation ofparents. As well as witnessing the violence between their

parents, children may have been victims of that violence themselves.

Elfects of Interparentøl Conflíct

Within the literature there are different ways of understanding the effects of

interparental conflict on children. From the perspective of some researchers, parental

conflict is a powerful predictor ofchild adjustment; even more so than the divorce itself

or postdivorce conflict (Bay & Braver, 1990; Buehler, K¡ishnakumar & Stone, 1998;

Kline & Johnston, 1991; Morrison & Coiro, 1999). However, Kelly (2000) found that

the presence ofconflict and verbal disagreement between parents is not in itselfa

reliable predictor of child adjustment. Rather it is the intensity and frequency ofparent

conflict, the style ofconflict, its manner ofresolution, and the presence ofbuffers

ameliorating the effects ofhigh conflict that are the most impofant predictors ofchild

adjustment. Of interest is research conducted by Morrison and Coiro (1999), which

found that children whose high-conflict parents remained together had a larger increase

in behaviour problems than their counterparts whose parents separated. This suggests

that dealing with the issue of interparental conflict maybe more important than al1 the

other changes caused by separation and divorce.



Conflict occurring in the context ofdivorce can be particularly stressful for

children. Grych and Finch an (1997) suggest that conflict between parents post-

separation is often related to child-related issues. Children are especially sensitive to

conflict between their parents that is related to them (Cummings & Davis, 1994).

Children may even blame themselves when the topic of a conflict concems them (Grych

& Fincharn, 1993). At the higher end ofthe continuum ofhigh-conflict, post-separation

families, the issue of alignment and alienation of children becomes paramount.

Alignments, or strong preferences by the child for one parent over the other, can lead to

a continuum ofchildren's behaviours, from a secretly heid longing to be with the

preferred parent, to visitation refusal (Lampel, 1996). ln their study of80 high-conflict

families, Johnston and Campbell (1988) found that between thirty-five percent and forty

percent of children between the ages of seven and fourteen years rvere involved in

parental aiignment. Continued high-conflict between parents can lead to the alienation

of the child from one parent. In thei¡ literature review on alienation, Kelly and Johnston

(2001) define the alienated child as "one who expresses, fleely and persistently,

unreasonable negative feelings and beliefs (such as anger, hatred, rejection and/or fear)

towards a parent that are signihcantly disproportionate to the child's actual experience

with that parent" (p.254). The alienated child has a distorted view of this parent. It goes

beyond feelings of being aligned with one parent. Feelings of alienation appear to be a

form of self-preservation on the part of the chìld. According to Kelly and Johnston

(2001), the alienated child is often responding to complex dynamics within a high-

conflict custody dispute.



Moving to the extreme end of the continuum of conflict between parents, an

examination of the issue of domestic violence is needed. The literature suggests that

conflíct between parents that takes the form of domestic violence presents a number of

serious concems for child¡en both before and after the separation.

There is a growing recognition that children are negatively affected by exposure

to adult domestic violence. For example, researchers have found that child witnesses to

adult domestic violence are more likely than children fiom non-violent households to

experience behavioural, emotìonal, and cognitive problems (Beeman, 2001; Edleson,

1999).

Several theoretical assumptions are commonly agreed upon when considering

the effects of family violence on children (Eisikovits & Winstok, 2001;Emery,1999;

Grych & Cardonza-Femades, 2001 ; Jaffe & Geffirer, 1998). Eisikovits and Winstok

(2001) summarize the assumptions of most researchers in the fie1d as follows:

i) Children are not passive receptacles ofthe effects of interparental violence, but

influence and are influenced by such events.

iÐ Parental expectations both frame the boundaries and provide the scripts for

content of children's construction of interparental violence.

iiÐ The impact ofparental expectations and behaviours are mitigated by

extrafamilial influences, such as availability of support, significant others, peers,

and various organizations in which child¡en take part.

iv) Children's reality is conshucted through a negotiation process, including

perceiving, explaining the causes of, and giving meaning to events in general

and violent events in particular þ.205).
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The above assumptions reflect a starting point when suggesting how children are

affected by domestic violence. Intertwined with these factors are issues relating to the

parents' separation. For example, Ayoub, Deutsch, and Maraganore (1999) found that

the contribution of witnessing domestic violence within the context of a highly

conflicted parental relationship magnified the emotional distress of the children. In

their research, 50% ofchildren whose parents were ìnvolved in custody litigation had

also witnessed domestic violence. They concluded that a cluster ofrelevant factors

takenjointly, including the level of marital conflict, violence against a partner or against

the children, the parent's mental health, the child's medical condition, and the nature of

visitation changes, all contribute signilicantly to the child's emotional dist¡ess.

In her research on abusive parents, Ross (1996) found that there was a high

probability of an abusive spouse also abusing his,/her children, especially male children.

For example, the probability ofchild abuse by a violent husband increases five percent

with one act of marital violence to near certainty with fifty or more acts of mafial

violence. The predicted probability of child abuse by a violent wife increases five

percent with one act of marital violence to thirty percent with fifty or more acts of

marital violence. Ayoub, Deutsch and Maraganore (1999) suggest that children who

witness domestic vioience and experience child maltreatment suffer a powerful

cumulative impact fiom these factors, which results in a steep increase in emotional

distress symptoms. Through their research, Johnston and Campbell (1993) found that

children's adjustment was quite disturbed when domestic violence was severe,

repetitive, and perpetrated by men. Kurz (1996) suggests that too little attention is paid

to the problem ofviolence during the manìage. For example, ifviolence is the reason



for the separation, violence will likely continue to play a role in the divorce process as

couples negotiate the time-sharing arrangements and marital assets. This information

suggests that the issue of domestic violence needs to be addressed before the separated

parents can even begin to look at the division ofassets, custody and time-sharing of the

children.

Jaffe and Geffner (1998) maintain that many battered women are put in the

position ofbeing advised to promote a relationship between the other parent and the

child with a spouse who may be a danger to themselves and the child. Dalton (1999)

states the importance of understanding the diffe¡ence between interparental conflict and

domestic abuse. This will allow us to decide the level ofdanger for ongoing contact

between family members. While divorce literatu¡e stresses the negative influence of

conflict on children, it also suggests that there is a need for a positive co-parenting

relationship where the children maintain an ongoing supportive relationship with both

parents. This often leaves the family court system with the difficult task of interpreting

the best interests of the child. There has been an attempt to address these seemingly

diverse positions on this matter through the literatu¡e. McGill, Deutsch and Zibbell

(1999) suggest that there needs to be a careful assessment of the domestic violence

issues, the parenting capacities ofthe adults and the coping skills ofthe children. Only

then can specific recomrnendations be made with respect to ongoing contact with both

parents. Therefore, from the perspective of the family court practitioner, there is a need

to complete a thorough assessment ofthe family situation in order to help the court

understand the family dynamics. Recommendations for the family may include
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supervised access between the child and offender as a way of ensuring safety for all

family members.

The ¡esearch on the effects of children experiencing high-conflict suggests that

these children may require interventìon strategies from outside of the family system to

help them deal with the interparental conflict. lndeed, clìnical intervention with these

children needs to correspond to the current needs expressed in the research. For

example, court-based clinicians may need to intervene with high-conflict parents in

order to help ameliorate the conflict for the children. This may include supervising

access or counsellìng for family members in an attempt to improve communication.

Chìl&en within these families often come to attention of counseiors as the

children begin to exhibit aggressive behaviors or become increasingly depressed. The

school system, through its teachers and counsellors observe the differences in children's

reactions to interparental conflict. Research has shown that the children f?om these

families will often have problems academically as well as with their peers (Pedro-

Canoll, 1999). As wel1, they may model their parents by acting out aggressively or

becoming withdrawn and depressed. For many children the legacy of prolonged or

intense parental fights is high anxiety, confusion, emotional constriction and difficulty

in distinguíshing thei¡ own ideas, needs, and emotions as separate fiom those oftheir

angry parents (Johnston & Campbell, 1988). These behaviours may need outside

intervention if the parents cannot change their own ways of dealing with conflict.

In an attempt to understand the strengths ofchildren within this population,

there is a need to review the literature on resilience. Over the past twenty years there

has been a shift by practìtioners to focus on enhancing strengths instead ofpathology.



The field ofresilience has attempted to address issues connected to r.ulnerability and

risk. The following section will provide an overview ofthis subject area.

Resilience Literature

D efi n ition of Re silie n ce

Within this research study the phenomenon of resilience is the central

component. A literatu¡e review of resilience gives some background in how it has been

defined and described. Ideas relating to resìlience in children of separation and divorce

have begun to emerge in the literature. How children cope with their parents'

separation depends on many factors. For example, interactions with family and

community either hìnder or support chíldren in adapting to changes in the family. Very

little research exists on the resilience of children within families ofhigh-conflict,

separated parents.

Antonovsky's (1979) early work on salutogenesis, i.e., the study of the mystery

ofhealth, encouraged the medical system to change its focus fiom the study of

pathology to the study of health. This was part of the impetus for other systems,

particularly psychology, psychiatry and finally, the field ofsocial work to move towards

changing the way in which prevention, altemative health or family strengths were

understood. It has also led to the notion ofresilience receiving increased attention in

the literature over the past twenty years. The historical basis for the concept of

inlulnerability from harmful influences, often associated with the concept ofresilìence,

has been firmly established throughout the lìterature. While the concept ofresilience is

understood in a general sense, ideas associated with this concept are not always clear.



For example, ideas associated with coping, hardiness, adaptation, mastery, adjustment

and persistence are also often used to describe resilient behavior.

The idea ofresiliency refers to processes that are at work intemrpting the path

for being at risk for problem behaviors. Resilience is viewed as a positive concept that

implies strength, power and hardiness. The concept ofresiliency represents an

explanation ofwhy some children show successful adaptation despite exposure to

threafening situations. Resiliency and vulnerability a¡e often viewed on opposite ends

of a continuum. When an adverse life situation occurs, the individual either becomes

r,ulnerable to the situation and is unable to cope with many of the consequences or is

not susceptible to the negative impact, thereby exhibiting resilient characteristics.

Resiliency is often discussed in combination with risk factors and protective

factors. The literature suggests resilience can result from the ìnterplay between these

factors.

Risk Føaors

Risk lactors can be described as stressful life events or adverse environmental

conditions that increase the vulnerability of individuals (Norman, 2000). Rutter (1990)

as well as Margolin, Oliver and Medina (2001) discuss ideas associated with risk

indicators and risk mechanisms. Risk ìndicators are psychological or biological hazards

that increase the likelihood of negative outcomes. For example, risk indicators may be

the loss of a job or the chronic illness of a parent. fusk mechanisms explain the why and

how of individual susceptibility. Rutter (1990) suggests that it is necessary to

understand the meaning of risk mecha¡isms in o¡der to identify resilient behavior. As



an example Íìom this population, marital conflict is considered a risk indicator and the

level of marital conflict as well as individual characteristics ofthe child a¡e risk

mechanisms. With interparental conflict, the study of resilience would need to include a

thorough understanding ofhow individual family members have experienced the

conflict. This would indicate how the risk factors have influenced perceptions and

abilities to overcome adversity. Within the literature, risk indicators and risk factors are

often used interchangeably to mean an adverse life event. For example, a risk indicator

and risk factor may be described as ajob loss or death of a spouse.

Protective Factors

The opposite ofrisk factors is seen in the idea of protective factors. Protective

factors are described as the presence ofparticular factors that buffer and protect against

risk factors (Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 1990; Rutter, 1990). Wemer (1990) defines

resilience and protective factors as the positive counterparts to the constructs of

vulnerability and risk factors. She further defines vulnerability "as the individual's

susceptibility to a negative outcome and risk factors as biological or psychosocial

hazards that increase the likelihood ofa negative development outcome" (p. 97).

Masten and Garmezy (i985) dehne resilience as a characteristic of the individual, ând

protective factors as individual and environmental characteristics that ameliorate or

buffer a person's response to risk factors. Protective factors can be both intemal and

extemal.

Protective factors have been descrjbed in reiation to three primary systems in the

child's worid: family, school, and community (Howard & Johnson, 2000). The
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resiliency research consistently identifies mentors outside the family as a buffering

factor for children. Greene (2002) suggests three primary characteristics associated

with protective factors. They are: "(1) personal disposition, i.e., positive temperament,

social responsiveness, ability, and self-esteem; (2) a supporlive family milieu, including

warmth and cohesion; and (3) an extrafamilial social environment that rewards

competence and reinforces belief systems" (p. 34).

Protective variables can exert their beneficial effects in different ways (Freitas &

Downey, 1998; Tietetal. 1998). These authors suggest that distinctions canbe drawn

between variables that interact with the risk factor to reduce negative outcomes,

variables that have a direct effect on the children's adaptation regardless of the risk, and

variables that inoculate the child through successful responses to the risk indicator.

Rutter (1990) states that variables that interact with a risk factor either intensify or

ameliorate the effect of the stressor in the high-risk population but have little or no

effect in the low-risk group. Margolin, Oliver and Medina (2001) refe¡ to these

variables as the ones that would be moderators as they affect the direction and strength

of the association between the risk and adaptation variables. This conceptualization has

been referred to as an interactive modeì, as it describes the relationship between risk

and protective factors (Kirby & Fraser, 1997). This model suggests that protective

factors only have an effect in combination with risk factors. Therefore, understanding

the protective factors is necessary in an attempt to moderate the risk factors.

Specific protective factors can include individual characteristics of the children

within this population as well as environmental factors. Examples of individual

characteristics are intelligence, easygoing temperament, specific talents, physical
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âttractiveness, as well as the child's interpretation of the events and ability to respond

effectively when conflonted with stressful situations (Margolin, Oliver, & Medina,

2001;Rutter, 1990). Examples of environmental characteristics are emotionally

supportive parents or other adults, positive sibling relationships, and successful extra-

curricular activities (Egeland, Carslon, & Stroufe, 1993; Grych & Fincham, 1997;

Margolin, Oliver & Medina,200l). Werner and Smith (2001) state that more protective

factors are needed as the number ofrisk factors increase. They suggest that the

emotional support of altemate caregivers, such as grandparents or siblings gain

importance in middle childhood.

Through her review ofthe literature Norman (2000) categorized resiliency

factors as either 'personality related' or 'interpersonally related'. Examples of

personality related factors are self-efficacy and empatþ. Examples of interpersonally

related factors are positive relationships with family and community members.

Rutter (1990) defines a factor as protective if it protects against risk

mechanisms. He also suggests that we need to search for developmental and situational

mechanisms involved in protective processes as a way ofunderstanding resilience. For

example, it is not enough to have social competence. Resilient behavior is seen in

applying those skills. This is an imporlant dimension to note when applying resilient

behavior to altemative cultu¡es. For example, traits seen as unacceptable in some

cultures are seen as necessary to survive in other cultures.

Rutter (1990) suggests that "the concepts of vulnerability and protective

mechanisms are more nan:or¡/ly defined than that of resilience'(p. 18a). Resilience is

not seen as a fixed characteristic of the individual, but changes over time and



circumstances. In other words, it can be viewed as a process as well as a trait of an

individual. For example, children who show resilience in one situatìon may not show

resilience in another situation or at another point in time (Freitas & Downey, 1998).

Therefore, we need a further description and clarification of the way in which resilience

works with particular populatìons.

Attempts have been made to describe the concepts ofcoping from an individual

and family perspective as the study ofresiliency has emphasized successful coping.

Rutter (1983) describes coping as that ofindividual differences in children's responses

to stressful events. "Coping is generally described as children's effofful, intentional, or

purposeful physical or mental activities to alter the perceived probiem or to alter their

own emotional states" (Margolin, Oliver & Medina, 2001,p.23). This dehnition is

reflected in individual protective factors delineated in the resiliency literature.

Margolin, Oliver and Medina (2001) outline two forms of coping by children. They

include: "(a) problem-focused coping, which serves to manage or alter the problem

through strategies such as intervening directly or generating altemative solutions, and

(b) emotion-focused coping, which serves to regulate stressful emotions and includes

strategies such as avoidance, distancing, and selective attention" þ. 24). Understanding

coping from this perspective allows it to become part of a framewo¡k for resilience. For

example, individual coping mechanisms could be considered as risk indicators and

protective factors. How these coping skills are utilized could be moderated tkough

family interactions or community interventions.

In an attempt to understand the concept ofresiliency it is important to note the

presence of other systems. For example, protective factors include positive influences



from the community and school systems, i.e., counselors and teachers. Hanson,

Mclanahan and Thomson (1998) suggest three types ofresources or systems that

interact together to form protective factors after the divorce process. They include:

economic resources such as income, parental resources such as high levels ofparental

involvement and community resources such as friends, family relations and other

avenues o f social supporl.

ln the past the concept ofrisk factors has been viewed as the vulnerability or the

barriers to resilient behaviour. Within this study's population risk factors may include

lower income or a parent's inability to focus on the child due to employment demands.

Alternatively, a barrier to resiliency may be a change in residence due to the separation.

The family then hnds itself in a new community having to understand the nev'/ systems

of school, community and peers. Kirby and Fraser (1997) suggest that identifying the

coÍrmon factors that influence resilience for children is necessary both to conducting an

ecologically based assessment as well as designing ecologically focused services.

Understanding the interplay ofrisk and protective factors will allow for an

understanding ofhow the systems can provide a balance for individual family members

Masten (2001) suggests that resilience is made of ordinary rather than

extraordinary processes. For example, as resilience is understood within the context of

good outcomes in the face ofserious threats to development, it simply needs the

appropriate systems in place to allow for individual or family adaptation. This suggests

that resilience is not a rare occurrence, rather it occurs with supportive ecological

systems in place. Understanding resilience as a normative function allows for an
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optimístic outlook as well as considering how systems can be protected, restored,

facilitated or nufured in the lives ofchildren.

Family ResíIíence

A¡other approach to understanding resilience is seen through the work of Walsh

(1.998,2002). She has suggested a family resilience flamework. The term "family

resilience refers to coping and adaptational processes in the family as a functional unit"

(Walsh, 1998, p. 14). This framework is derived from a combination of studies on

individual and family resilience in conjunction with a strength-based approach to family

therapy. This perspective shifts from viewing families as distressed to seeing them as

challenged. Walsh (1998) maintains that a life cycle perspective on individual and

family development is necessary for an understanding ofresilience. Through this lens,

she maintains it is possible to understand predictors ofadult outcomes. In earlìer

research, Garvin, Kalter and Hansell (1993) found that good self-worth, i.e., a realistic

sense ofhope and self-control, family solidarity, and the availability of social support as

key factors that promote family resilience.

Within the family resilience model, it is family processes that predict resiliency.

As we1l, several basic principles grounded in systems theory serve as the foundations

for a family, i.e., family belief systems, organizational pattems, and communication

processes. This framework provides a way to understand the interactive component of

risk and protective factors within the evolution of the family. It also offers clinicians

ways of adapting family interventions. For example, clinicians can help families utilize

parlicular strengths and communication pattems. It also suggests a way of positively
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working with changes in the family, i.e., separation and divo¡ce. For example, if

parents can utilize their strengths to communicate with respect to parenting issues, they

may be able to move forward in their new co-parenting roles. However, there are

children that show resilient behavior regardless of their family background. This

suggests other protective factors are at work enabling these individuals to rebound from

adverse life circumstances. The family resiliency model makes it difficult to understand

how individual characteristics impact on family resiliency. For example, how does an

individual family member's coping skills promote o¡ hinder the family's ability to adapt

to the stressful life event.

DeGarmo and Forgatch (1999) use a social inte¡actional perspective to explain

diffe¡ences in children's behavior after family transitions. The social interactional

model argues that "the association between contexhral risk factors such as divorce and

negative outcomes is mediated by parenting practices in all family shucture tlpes" (p.

229). This perspective looks for strengths within the social environment as protective

factors. For example, a positive relationship between the parent and child at the time of

a separation can help negate the difficult changes that the child feels due to the

separation. Within tliis model these researchers are able to use the family transition as a

way of exploring changes in family shucture and family process. This is a useful way

of conceptualizing the interactive effects of families within the phenomena ofresilience.

It is important to note that resilient behavior does not always indicate emotional

health. ln research by Luthar and Ziegler (1991), it was found that adolescents who

showed resilient behavior through their academic achievements were more susceptible

to stress in other aspects oftheir functioning. Thìs suggests a need to take a further look
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at the costs ofresilient behavior. However, studying resiliency and protective factors

are a way of understanding the role ofpositive processes in children when there has

been interparental conflict, regardless of the level ofconflict.

Emery (1999) found that despite the increased risk, "resilience is the normative

psychological outcome ofdivorce for children, at least as indexed by standard measures

of psychological, educational and behavioral problems" (p. 37). The resilience

perspective highlights the fact that children confiont a number of stressors during the

divorce transition, yet the majority is still able to function quite competently. However,

Emery (1999) and Wallerstein, Lewis and Blakeslee (2000) discuss the cost of

successful coping. Children will still have feelings of fear of abandonment, grief over

various losses, selÊblame, hopes for reconciliation, embarrassment, anger at parents,

worries about each parent's well-being, uncertainty about one's own relationships, and

amiety about ongoing parental conflict.

Emery (1999) suggests that for some children, divorce may promote positive

development such as a greater sense ofpersonal responsibility, self-esteem, and more

gender-neutral attitudes and aspirations. "Because ofincreased family demands as well

as changes in the family's authority structure, children from divo¡ced families may have

to assume responsibilities at an earlier age than their peers. This may lead to greater

self-sufficiency or conversely, feelings ofhardship" þ.a7). "When coping is viewed

from a contextual perspective, emphasis is placed on the specific thoughts and acts that

the individual uses to cope ',vith specific contexts, as guided by personal appraisals of

situations, especially perceived ability to cope" (Cummings, 1998, p.64). Individual

differences also figure prominently, including personal dispositions, family history, age,



and gender. Thus, negative outcomes in children develop over time as a result of

person-environment interactions that gradually shape how children respond and react to

socio-emotional events and interactions. Therefore, the "product" ofmarital conflict

and violence are specific, maladaptive emotional, social and cognitive response pattems

and dispositions. Cummings (1998) suggests that "adjustment problems in chiidren be

most informatively understood in terms of coping processes" (p.66). His model posits

that children's families backgrounds of experiences, their owl personal characteristics,

and the context and stimulus characteristics of anger expressions each influence their

stress and coping responses. These can be conceptualized in terms of specific

cognitive, emotional, social or physiological responses or, more broadly, as coping

strategies over time. As well, these response pattems could contribute to adaptive

functioning, or altematively, to maladaptive outcomes reflecting adjustment.

Several researchers have examìned children's coping sfategies in reiatìon to

post-divorce parental conflict. Cummings and Davis (1994) state that conflict between

parents acts as a stressor for children, which takes its toll on the children's adjustment.

In her research, Radovanovic (1993) hypothesized that parental conflict and children's

coping strategies would be impofant predictors ofchildren's post-separation

adjustment. She found that greater flexibility in coping and greater use of cognitive

coping strategìes among children was related to decreased behavioural disturbance.

A review of the resilience literature gives a basic understanding of the interplay

between risk and protective factors. As well, coping strategies have been defined as

being part ofrisk and protective factors. The resilience perspective allows fora
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common understanding of how protective factors may be utilized with particular

populations, i.e., how some protective factors provide against particular problems.

Building on the resilience perspective, theories ofhow families have adapted to

adverse situations have begun to emerge, i.e., the family resilience fiamework. The

family resilience perspective is linked to ideas from family stress theory. The family

resilience f?amework was developed in an attempt to understand how some families

manage despite adverse life situations. Family stress theory has attempted to illustrate

the interplay and context ofstress and coping amongst individual family members.

Other theoretical models have attempted to illustrate how children incorporate

interparental conflict into their functioning. The literature identihes several ofthese

theoretical perspectives or models. The next section of this chapter will delineate the

predominant frameworks and theories that attempt to provide an understanding ofhow

children cope with their parent's ongoing conflict.

Predominant Theoretical Approaches

Within the literature there are differing models that address risk factors

associated with children witnessing interparental conflict. In early work in this area

Emery (1982) cited four main perspectives through which marital conflict can affect

children. They were: (a) modelling of ineffectual conflict ¡esolution techniques, (b)

harsh disciplinary techdques leading to increased child behaviour problems, (c)

attachment disorders, and (d) emotional security risks for children. Within the current

literature, there are particular theoretical models often cited as explanations for how

interparental conflict affects child¡en. They include famiiy systems theory, social



leaming theory, and the emotional security modei, which elaborates on the cognitive

contextual framework. As well, the lamily stress theory delineates ways in whìch the

family can cope with stressful life events.

Family Systems Tlreory

Within family systems theory there are various concepts that help to explain

interactions within families. Family systems theory suggests that marital conflict is a

risk factor for children as marital power struggles are accompanied by an intensihcation

ofeither intimacy, rejection, or both in the parent-child relationship, that are also

accompariied by symptomatic behaviours in the child (Margolin, Oliver & Medina,

2001). Often referred to as scapegoating or detouring within the family systems

literature (Minuchin, 197 4), the parents attempt to distract themselves from their marital

problems by focusing on their child's s)lnptoms. The child in turn may intensify

problematic behaviours that serve to reunite otherwise disengaged parents.

Another concept fiom the farnily systems literature that explains some family

interaction with thìs population is referred to as alignment that is explained earlier. It

refers to children taking sides with one parent against the other as a result of the

ongoing conflict within the family. For example, one parent may attempt to dissuade the

children from ongoing contact with the other parent. This will affect the relationship

between the child and both parents, both with the parent against whom they are

expected to align, but also their relatìonship with the parent with whom they are

expected to align. As discussed above, alignments, or strong preferences by the child

for one parent over the other, can lead to a continuum of children's behaviours, from a
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secretly held longing to be with the preferred parent, to visitation refusal (Lampel,

1996). This can lead to further conflict within the family; as well it may be reflected in

disputes that involve the legal and judicial system.

Enmeshment is another concept fiom family systems theory that requires closer

examination. Enmeshment refers to tightly interconnected relationships within families.

Each person has trouble differentiating his,4rer own feelings and thoughts from those of

other family members (Nichols & Schwafiz, 1998). Within separating families, the

child may become increasingly sl,rnptomatic over time if the enmeshed parent fails to

enforce rules or to hold the child to age-appropriate behaviour. Cox, Paley, and Harter

(2001) suggest that marital relations serve as a foundation for emotional processes and

their regulation within the family and thus have a role in modiflng, ameliorating, or

exaggerating the risk associated with other family members. Cummings (1998) notes

that positive marital relations and marital satisfactions may support positive functioning

in families, fostering children's adaptive development.

Taking concepts from family systems theory broadens our understanding ofhow

children are affected by interparental conflict. It allows us to examine how the

interactìons ofthe family directly and índirectly intensify the ways children deal with

conflict between their parents.

Sociøl Learning Theory

Another predominant model is social leaming theory. Alfred Bandura is

associated with the development of this theory. He attributes problematic behaviour to

observational leaming, reinforced performance ofthe behaviour within a social context,
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and biological factors that influence what individuals leam and what they can perform.

He describes how pattems ofbehavior can be acquired through direct experience by

observing the behavior of others. He states that "human functioning relies on three

regulatory systems. They include antecedent inducements, response feedback

influences, and cognitive processes that guide and regulate action" (Bandura, 1973, p.

44). Using human aggression as an example, he states that it is a product of stimulus,

reinforcement, and cognitive control. These functions are interrelated.

Stimulus control refers to how an individual can anticipate the probable

consequences of different events and then regulate his,/her behavior accordingly. The

probable consequences are understood through verbal and non-verbal communications,

or the actions of others.

Reinforcement control ¡e1ies on feedback influences, mainly in the form of

reinforcing consequences. Responses that cause unrewarding or punishing effects tend

to be discarded, whereas those that produce rewarding outcomes are retained and

strengthened (Bandura, 1973). Reinforcement can occur through vicarious means, such

as obserwing the experiences ofothers. It can also work through self-reinforcement,

which involves individuals regulating their own behavior by self-evaluative and other

self-produced consequences (Bandura, 1973). Together, these three tlpes of

reinforcement can produce powerful influences on human behavior.

Bandura (1973) notes that human behavior can not be explained fully by

extemal inducements and response consequences. He states that an individual's

cognitive capacities tremendously inc¡ease the information one can derive Íiom their

experiences. Transitory extemal events are coded and stored in s¡'rnbolic form for

4t



memory representation. This allows observed pattems of behavior to be reinstated at a

later time through visualization or discussion. Bandura's social learnìng theory of

aggression is as follows:

it adopts the position that an individual is endowed with neurophysiological
mechanisms that enable him/her to behave aggressively. However, the
activation of these mechanisms depends on appropriate stimulation and is
subject to cortìcal control. Therefore, the specific forms that aggressive
behavior takes, the flequency with which it is expressed, the situations in which
it is displayed, and the specific targets selected for attack are largely determined
by social experience. (Bandura, 1973,p.28)

Within the context ofinterparental conflict, children leam aggtessive behaviours

from the observation oftheir parents' aggressive behaviour. The social leaming

component of conceptualization presupposes that children develop similar ways of

handling stressful situations by more closely identifying with and modelling the same-

sex parents'ways of coping with marital conflict (Davis & Lindsay, 2001). Cummings

(1998) suggests that leamìng, negative reinforcement, and modelling may be factors in

the common impact of marital and parent-child subsystems of children. For example,

children may leam behavioural and cognitive styles for coping with everyday events

both fiom observing their parents in interparental situations and from interacting with

their parents. Camara and Resnick (1988) describe a number ofstudies indicating that

openly hostile conflict behaviours between parents is related to aggression, non-

compliance, and acting-out behaviours of children. Simons et aL (1999) suggest that

children model the behaviou¡s of their parents. In their study on adjustment problems

among children ofdivorce, they found that children experiencing high levels ofparental

conflict embraced the deviant values and behaviours displayed by their parents. Amato

(1993) suggests that parents modelling verbal or physical aggression may indirectly



teach their children that fighting is an appropriate method for dealing with

disagreements. Hanson and Mclanahan (1996) reiterate this perspective in their

research. They propose that the social learning perspective may explain the parental

conflict/chi1d adjustment relationship. They state that "children acquire the same

behavioural sftategies used by their parents during conflict episodes by imitating

parental conduct" Gt. 142). Kiine and Johmton (1991) also suggest that children leam

how to deal with conflict ffom their parents. For example, disputing parents may model

avoidance strategies of conflict resoiution through which children leam to withdraw

from angry situations and tum their anger inward.

Modeling, as understood through social leaming theory, may also provide a way

to understand how children can reject theìr parents as models. In an effort to rej ect their

parents way ofresolving conflict they may also rej ect other positive parental behaviour

(Cox, Paley & Harter, 2001). This may cause children to seek out other community,

peer, or family members and look towards them for guidance.

Social leaming theory allows for an understanding ofthe reasons that children

react to interparental hostility with negative emotions, such as fear, anger, and distress.

Through the concepts of antecedent inducements, response feedback influences, and

cognitive processes, the child learns how to anticipate and understand parental conflict.

This understanding can lead the child to model his/her parent's behaviour either directly

or indirectly. It can also lead them to take sides in the parental conflict or attribute

blame for conflict between parents to themselves.

Social leaming theory can provide some answers to children's behaviour in this

special population. However, it does not explain how other factors influence a child's



adjustment to divorce and ongoing parental conflict. For example, issues such as

diminished parental capacity, restricted hnancial availability, change in schools, loss of

neighbourhood fi:iends, and coping strategies, are not considered within social leaming

theory. Although social leaming theory has causative and predictive value, it does not

account fu1ly for the differences among children's individual reactions to interparental

conflict.

C o g n it iv e- C o n text u al F ram ew o r k

The cognitive-contextual fiamework originally developed by Grych and

Fìncham (1990) is a unique way ofunderstanding the relationship between interparental

conflict and child adjustment. Grych and Fincham (1990) propose a model in which

children's cognitive perceptions of maital conflict mediate its impact on their

behaviour. The tlpe of marital conflict and the age-related cognitive development of

the child influence these perceptions. As stated by Crokenberg and Langrock (2001, p.

129), in Grych and Fincham's original model, "affect is the result ofcognitive

processing, but also influences attributions, memory, contemplation of coping strategies

in relation to marital conflict, and hence, behaviour".

As a way of adding to the cognitive-contextual framework, the idea of emotion

was given a more pivotal ro1e. Grych and Cardoza-Fernandes (2001) state that

"cognition and affect are assumed to have a d¡'narnic, reciprocal relationship in the

appraisal process of children's attempt to understand interparental conflict. The

appraisals that children make in a given situation are assumed to be a function of the

way that the conflict is exp¡essed. Examples include emotionai intensity, resolution,



and contextual factors, such as children's prior exposure to conflict and the quality of

parent-chi1d relations "þ. 160).

Emotiottøl Securþ Model

The emotional security modei moves further into elaborating how emotion is the

dominant concept in understanding how children incorporate interparental conflict.

Cummings and Davis (199a) and Cummings (1998) discuss the implications of marital

conflict on the children's emotional security through the emotional security model. This

model suggests that children feel their emotional security is most threatened by their

parents' conflict. When children feel emotionally insecure it undermines their ability to

cope and promotes emotional and behavioural dysregulation in response to everyday

stresses (Cummings & Davis, 1994). The emotional security model also builds on

attachment theory. Contexts of marital conflict are evaluated by children in terms of

their emotional security implications for the child and family, and these appraisals, in

tum, serve to motivate and regulate children's emotional regulation, regulation of

exposure to marital conflict, and intemal representations of marital relations

(Cummings, 1998). For example, if separating parents argue about the children, the

children appraise this issue as having a direct impact on their emotional security,

thereby having an effect on their emotional regulation. This theory suggests that

children understand if marital conflict has a destructive or constructive effect on

personal and family functioning through previous experience. The theory focuses on

the emotional components of the conflict and how the emotional security ofchildren is

tkeatened due to the conflict. For example, children may attempt to enhance their
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emotional security by mediating or distracting flom the marital conflict (Jenkins, Smith

& Graham, 1989). This could be in the form of attempting to distract parents from their

conflict.

Grych and Fincham (1990) have described the cognitive-contextual framework

as a way to understand how interparental conflict aflects children. The underlying

premise in this model suggests the meaning ofthe interparental conflict for children is

critical for determining its effects. This perspective is consistent with the position of

stress and coping theorists who have posited that how an individual evaluates events is

related to the understanding of the impact ofthat event (Grych & Cardoza-Femandes,

2001). For example, researchers have found that poorer adjustment is found in children

who report higher awareness of interparental conflict, blame themselves or their

parents, and perceive higher levels ofthreat and less resolution (Cummings & Davies,

1994; Grych & Fincham, 1993). Both the cognitive-contextual framework and the

emotional security model provide a way to understand how children incorporate

interparental conflict into their understanding of the world. For example, past or

repeated experience with interparental conflict increases children's sensìtivity to future

conflict and their abilities to cope with it. Repeated exposure to the conflict leads to a

variety of maladaptive behaviours. Both these theories provide us with a model that

could explain why children with repeated exposure to interparental conflict could be

threatened or distressed when faced with new instances of conflict.



Family Stress Theory

Family stress theory can provide some insight into how families adapt to

changes within their structure. It provides a framework for undetstanding how families

can adapt or respond to events or challenges. It also offers way to begin to put together

ideas related to family adaptation and family strengths or resilience. Researchers have

used this theory as a way of understanding differences in how family members adapt to

change.

The foundation for this theory lies in Hill's (1949) classic research on war-

induced separation and reunion. Hill's ABC-X formulation is the basis for family stress

theory (McKenry & Price, 1994). A synopsis of family stress theory provided by Burr

(1993) follows: 'A' (the provoking or stressor event) interacts with 'B' (the family's

resources or strength), which interacts with 'C' (the definition or meaning attached to

the event by the famìly), which produces 'X' (stress or crisis). X can be viewed as the

amount of diso¡ganization or incapacity experienced by family membe¡s. The stress

(X) is not seen as inherent in the event, but as a function of the response of the family

members to the stressor (A).

Coping ìs seen as an integral part of family stress theory. Coping includes both

cognitive and behavioural strategies. Different ways of coping suggest wâys of

alleviating the stressful life event. Family coping has been conceptualized in terms of a

transactional model (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Included in this model is a typology

ofcoping strategies for regulating emotional distress. They are: direct actìon, (e.g.

acquiring resources, learning new skills) and intrapsychic, the cognitive processes

designed to regulate emotion (e.g. ref?aming the problem). Another strategy is an
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inhibition ofaction, one that refers to finding ways to prevent, contain, or limit action

impulses or behaviours. Copíng interacts with both B (family resources) and C (the

understanding ofthe stressor). Other researchers have included seeking out social

support as another coping strategy (Cuny & Russ, 1985; Wertlieb et al., 1987). Coping

represents what the individual or family attempts to do to manage the stressor

(McKenry & Price, 1994).

McCubbin and Patterson (1982) expanded Hill's (1949) ABC-X Model by

adding postcrisis/poststress factors to explain how families achieve a satisfactory

adaptation to stress or crisis. This was entitled the 'Double ABC-X Model'. The

Double A factor brought in the idea of how the family must deal with the unresolved

aspects of the initial st¡essor event, the changes and events that occur regardless ofthe

initial stressor, and the consequences ofthe family's efforts to cope with the hardships

of the situation. The Double B factor relates to the resources available to the family and

the coping resources that are strengthened or developed in response to the stress or

crisis situation. The Double C factor relates to the perception of the initial stressor event

and the perception ofthe stress o¡ crisis. The family's postcrisis/poststress perceptions

involve religious beliefs, and attempting to redefine or reflame the situation. The

Double X factor includes the original family crisis/stress response and subsequent

adaptation. ln addition a sense of coherence was added to this model. Building on

Anotovsky's (1979) work, a family's sense of coherence was defined as "the family's

ability to balance control and trust, ì.e., knowing when to take charge and when to trust

in or believe in the authority and/or power ofothers" (Patterson & Garwick, 1998).
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Greeff and Van Der Merwe (2004) constructed a study examining the 1evel of

family coherence in terms of the intemal and extemal environment. They defined

family coherence as "an orientation among family members that internal and extemal

stimuli are structued and predictable, that resistance resources are available for

handling the stimuli, and that life's challenges are meaningful"(p. 66). Ninety-eight

families who had been recently divorced were used as the sample for this study. The

results indicated that the availability of intemal family supports, extended famiiy, peers,

religion, open communication amongst family members as well as work and financial

security were factors promoting resilience in these families.

Instead of adding the Double factors, Boss (2002) advocates building on Hill's

original ABC-X model by adding a contextual approach. This includes both extemal

and intemal contexts. Extemal contexts include dimensions that the family can not

control. "Examples are loss ofajob, divorce, or inflation. Intemal contexts are those

that the family can control. These include: addictions, violence, or normative

developmental events that are expected to occur during the life cycle, i.e., puberty,

aging, or retirement" (p.51). Understanding the context allows both the family and the

practitìoner to assess the context of the stressor. The context may help identify how

individuals within the family will cope with the event, as well as what resources may be

needed. Understanding the family's meaning or perception of the stressful event is of

utmost impofance. This includes "the context of a family's culture, history, economics,

developmental and genetic make-up, including race, class, gender, age, sexual

orientation, and physical constitution" (Boss, 2002, p. 51). Practitioners need to

highlight the importance of perception and meaning in determining how and why



families respond as they do. This allows the practitioner to ascertain why somefamilies

view particular events as a crisis while other families do not see the same event as

stressful.

The Double ABC-X model was used as the underlying theory in the

development of the Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response Model. This model

emphasizes adaptation as the central outcome ofthe stress procass (Patterson &

Garwick, 1998). Through qualitative research this model has examined how families

adapt to stressful situations. How families adapt to crisis depends on what meaning

they attach to it within the context of their family 1ife.

Lee (1.997) uses family stress theory as a background to construct a transactional

model ofpost-divorce intetparental conflict and children's behavioural adjustment. The

model looks at how the familial processes, (e.g. parent-child relationship, children's

contact with both parents) interact with children's emotional and coping strategies (e.g.

emotional regulation strategies and emotional experiences). The variables of the

children's socio-economic status, age and gender are also included in this model. Lee

(1997) suggests that post-divorce interparental conflict will have both direct and

indirect effects on children's behavioural adjustment. Using this model, research was

completed by Lee on a sample of 58 separated families from the Greater Toronto area.

Results of this research indicate that the influence of interparental conflict on children's

adjustment was moderated by the amount of children's contact with both parents, as

well as children's self-moderating emotional processes. Children who had consistent,

frequent contact with both parents demonstrated better behavioural adjustment.
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The results ofthis research would suggest that the moderating elfects ofparental

support would promote adaptive responses in chìldren even with the ongoing stïessor of

parental conflict. As well, the children's own coping strategies of emotional self-

regulation were found to benefit thei¡ adaptation to the ongoing parental conflict.

Implications of Literature Review

Some variables which appear to explain differences in children's post-divorce

adiustment include: age at the time ofdivorce, gender, support networks, the

relationship between the primary parent and child, changes in the standard of living,

parental adjustment after the divorce, a continuing relationship with the non-residential

parent, and interparental conflict (Lengua, Wolchik, & Braver 1995). Shaw and Emery

(1987) suggest that the accumulation ofseveral concuffent shessors is associated with

children's behaviour disorders. Tkough their research, they found that parental conflict

was still highly associated with children's adjustment even when the influences ofother

post-divorce stressors were taken into account.

Cummings and Davies (1994) propose that research on how children cope wìth

parental conflict is not reflected in traditional psychological theories. Many traditional

psychological theories do not offer an explanation for the ¡easons children react to

parental conflict. Traditional theories usually focus on the individual, or the dyad, not

on the triadic processes of the family. For example, socíal leaming theory focuses on

the reasons that children respond to interparental hostilit¡ through modelling of

parental behaviour. The cognitive- contextual model and the emotional security nrodel

provide information on how and why children a¡e dist¡essed by ongoing interparental
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conflict. Much of the past research has focused on the connections between marital

discord and children's behaviou¡ problems. This is evident from the cognitive-

contextual framework and the emotional security model. These models attempt to show

how cognitive processing and emotional security play a pivotal role in assessing their

parent's conflict. It also shows how children can utilize protective factors in order to

distance themselves from the conflict. Coping strategies are recognized through a

cognitive or emotional understanding of the conflict. This model does not suggest how

individual differences in children change how they cope, nor does it address how family

or community interactions might moderate the assimilation of interparental conflict. It

also focuses more on the problems than on the strengths of the children.

The social leaming model, the cognitive-contextual model and the emotional

security model provides us with ways to understand the linkages between interparental

conflict and how children react to it. However, they focus on the pathology or the

maladaptive behaviours. They don't suggest how children can adapt to adverse

situations, nor do they address the issue ofresiliency.

Examining interparental conflict through specific components of family systems

theory gives us information ofhow interparental conflict can impact on a subsystem.

Using some components of family systems theory, i.e., alignment and enmeshment,

permits some understanding of how these issues can be reflected within the family

inte¡actions. It is imporlant to understand family systems theory when researching the

concept ofresiliency, as risk and protective factors are derived fiom various systems

and contexts. However, inherent in family systems theory is the concept of universality,

as family development theorists assume that all families develop in the same way. This



idea leads to making assumptions ofhow families interact and adapt to changes in

structure. In order to understand differences in how families react to specific changes,

fi.lther examination is needed.

Family stress theory has been developed as a framework for understanding how

some families manage to move forwa¡d in the face of adversity. It incorporates concepts

flom family systems theory. Key components of family shess theory provide ways to

mobilize families and practitioners towards changing stress 1eve1s. Therefore, it is a

useful tool for practitioners as it provides a framewo¡k for assessments. Parts of these

assessments involve understanding the interaction between the context ofthe family

stress and how family members adapt to that particular stressful event.

Family stress theory can provide a way ofunderstanding how a family

reorganizes and adapts after a separation/divorce. It can explain differences in family

coping, and adaptation responses. Through family stress theory, it is possible to look at

how family members perceive and cope with the stressor or crisis of the separation.

This theory focuses on how the family as a whole engages in active processes to

maintain its capabilities and arrive at a level of family adjustment or adaptation. The

reorganization ofthe family is affected both by the individual member's level ofcoping,

and how the family restructures itself. It is also possible to unde¡stand how the

individual's coping strategy impacts on the family structure and family's adaptive

abilities. For example after a separation, one parent may not be able to adapt to the new

family structure. This will have an impact on how the family as a whole reorganizes

and adapts to the changes due to the separation.



A key component of this theory encourages family members to seek support

both from within the family system and from extemal sources. Cognitive factors, which

are related to the concept ofcoherence, have been an integral part of most, ifnot a1l,

family stress theories that have been used to explain family response to stressful life

events. Family coherence involves shared values, loyalty, caring, trust and respect of

each other. It expresses the family's shared feelings of confidence that an event or crisis

can be managed. It can be understood in terms of a resistance to stressful life events.

Antonovsky and Sourani (1988) found that families with a strong sense ofcoherence

adapt more easily to change and are able to attain a higher level of reorganiz ation after a

crisis. Family coherence allows a family to view a crisis as meaningful and manageable.

"Family identity is seen as a central aspect of this coherence" (Patterson & Garwick,

1998,p.76). Therefore, how a family defines itselfis reflected in both its structure and

its functioning. Boss (1988) suggests that removing boundary ambiguity is an impofant

component to helping the family identify themselves. Considering high-conflict

families within this framework allows us to understand the importance of restructuring

after the separation and how this is tied into a sense of cohetence. When this transition

is disrupted through ongoing conflict, family members may need help to move towards

a new identity. Therefore, interventions that empower individual famìly members to

move towards the goal of family adaptation would be useful with this population.

This study searched for family member strengths and capabilities, including a

sense of coherence that allowed them to move towards a restructuring of their family in

the face of ongoing interparental conflict. It also searched for family resources that



buffered the family from the disabling effects of interparental conflict, thereby

promoting adaptation.

Family stress theory gives us a way of understanding ideas connected to coping

and family adaptation, with particular emphasis placed on the context. It offers a way to

understand family interactions, incorporating key concepts ffom family systems theory.

It offers a way to conceptualize lamily strengths and adaptive capabilities. Ideas related

to family resilience can be used to understand how protective factors work for children.

It also offers way ofunderstanding how families can recover from a period of

signihcant disequilibrium. For example, this theory allows us to use the stress of

separation and divorce of high-conflict families as a context in which to examine

meaning of reactions by family members. If we look at the context of the stress as

being the separation within a high-conflict family, we can begin to ask questions about

how family members víew the stressful event. We could also use the context of high-

conflict families as the stressor, particularly examining the severíty ofthis stressor and

how much ofa th¡eat it poses to the family's hardiness or stability. Building upon these

ideas, this study attempted to understand how children adapt despite ongoing parental

conflict. Family stress theory provides a way to conceptualize the barriers that inhibit

adaptation or resilience, another question that this study attempted to answer. As well,

using ideas fiom this theory allowed for the examination of how much of demand this

shessor, i.e., ongoing interparental conflict, places on the family's resources and

capabilities.

While this theory is useful for understanding the integration of family resilience,

it does not differentiate between individual coping and family coping. For example, is
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family coping simply the collective coping of individual family members? Or do

individual family members cope despite the combined interactions of family members?

Thus, family stress theory gives us only a starting point, a way to conceptualize coping

abilities and ¡esilient behaviour within families. It helps to fit the concept ofresìlient

family behaviour, i.e., coping and adaptation strategies within the context ofan adverse

life event.

In an attempt to understand family stress theory in the context ofongoing

interparental conflict, other issues need to be conside¡ed. For example, to understand

resilience using this theoretical model, there is a need to define and operationalize

protective factors, thereby being able to examine how children use them in the face of

ongoing parental conflict. As well, with this population, it is often difficult to recognize

parental competence as the ongoing conflict between the parents diminishes parental

capaciTy. Therefore, defining family adaptational outcomes is a diffrcult task.

Family stress theory offers a hlpothesis, a way of understanding the context of

separation and how family members can cope with that particular stressor. This is

important information for a beginning to this research. However, the purpose of this

research is to understand and hnd pattems in how children cope and utilize resilient

behaviour in the face of ongoing interparental conflict. Therefore, a fuller description

of their perceptions and the impact of family interactions provided us with informatìon

to build a theoretical model. Ideas gained fiom family stress theory were used to

delineate part of the grounded theory in this research, i.e., family adaptation. However,

the focus of this research was on children's resilient attributes and how they are

impacted by interp arental conflict.



Through the discussion in this chapter it is evident that the concept ofresiliency

has been used in various ways. Researchers have attempted to find a way to

operationalize it in order to sh:dy its implications for both the ìndividual and the family.

Ideas associated with lulnerability, risk and protective factors as well as risk

mechanìsms have been discussed as a way of understanding this concept. Concepts

associated with resìliency are not always ciear. Therefore, it is important to clarify the

definition ofresiliency in order to study it. For the purpose of this study resiliency is

unde¡stood as an individual being able to exhibit adaptive characteristics in the face of

an adverse life situation, e.g., ongoing parental conflict. Resiliency is seen as an

outcome, not a process. As suggested in the literature, using protective factors to guard

against risk factors can ailow the individual to access resilient characteristics.

The interactions of family members were examined in this study as a way of

attempting to understand how children utilized resilient characteristics. As a way of

conceptualízing the research for this study, Figure 1 denotes potential family interaction

and how that contributes to resilience. Interparental conflict is noted as a key

mechanism. The overall ìnquiry in this study explored the essence ofresilience within

the context ofchildren situated in hìgh-conflict, separated or divorced famìlies and the

lens used to understand this phenomenon was the interaction of family and community

members. The literature suggests that using protective facto¡s to counteract risk factors

allows children to cope or adapt with a crisis or life changing event. This study explored

how various protective factors delineated in the literature led to children being able to

utilize resilient attributes. The idea of the 'protective factors'acting as a wall against the

risk mechanisms that included the individual cha¡acteristics ofthe child as well as the



risk indicators consisting of the level ofthe interparental conflict is portrayed in Figure I

on page 59. The protective factors as indicators ofpotential resiiient attributes were a

starting point to this research. Utilizing these concepts allowed for the study of the

interaction between family members in the context of ongoing interparental conflicf.



Figure I - Protective Factors for Children

RISKMECHANISMS
Individual characteristics of the child

Level of marital conflict

PROTECTIVE FACTORS:
Examples: Intelligence, Easy-going temperament, Self-esteem, External
support systems: Peers, Community members, Teachers, Counsellors

*å.to
59



The next chapter will describe the design and methodology of this resea¡ch

proj ect. It will delineate the epistemology inherent in the research and provide an

explanatìon of the method of socìal inquiry. Issues related to data collection, data

analysis and ethics are included.



CHAPTERIII

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

This chapter outlìnes the concepts and design of the research study. It begins

with describing the research approach and rationale. lncluded in the description is an

explanation of the epistemological approach that provides the framework to the

methodology of grounded theory used in the study.

In order to study this population, it was necessary to clearly delineate ideas

associated with high-conflict parents. As we1l, there was a need to have an operational

dehnition ofresilience as this issue is central to the study. Both ofthese concepts are

discussed and described in order to ascertain as precise a definition as possible.

The later part of this chapter describes the various data collection and

management that took place over the course of the study. This included sampling

procedures, recruitment ofresearch participants, data-gathering methods, and hnally

recording, analyzing and managing the data. Barriers to the recmitment of families a¡e

noted, as these barriers became a key challenge to completing the study. As well, ìdeas

associated with the trustworthiness and authenticities of the study are discussed, as this

is an essential requirement in using a qualitative methodology. Finally, ethical and

political considerations are delineated. The ethical issues needed particular attention as

children were part ofthe study. It was impoÍant that they understand their rights as well

as their responsibilities if they were to be part ofthe study.



Research Approach and Rationale

This research study explored the concept ofresiliency within children from

high-conflict separated or divorced families. More specifically, the study focused on

three main questions. The frrst question examined how family and community

interactions promote resilient behaviours in chiidren within this population. Secondly,

this study attempted to understand both how the children perceive their parents ongoing

conflict and how they understand the mediating attempts of both family and community

membe¡s. The third question was designed to identify barriers to resiliency as

experienced by these children and how they attempted to overcome these barriers.

In order to understand children's ideas and definitions of the essence of

resilience, it is important to understand their perspectives on the issue. One way of

incorporating this approach is to utilize an epistemological approach that integrates a

social constructionist framework.

Using a social constructionist ffamework (Gergen, 1995), this study attempted to

understand the processes by which these children explain and define themseives and

their world. Social constructionism "references knowledge neither in the observed nor

the observer, but rather in the place between the two, in the social arena among

interpreting subjects" (Pare, 1995, p. 5). "Social construction theory sees meaning as a

fluid process ofconstantly changing narratives that are socially derived and exist in

language" (Siovik & Griffith, 1992, p.232).It emphasizes social interaction as abasis

for creating meaning. Social constructionism uses "the intersubj ective influence of

language and culture, as well as the hermeneutical tradition oftextual interpretation"

(Pare, 1995, p.5). Ifour experience is regarded as the basis of meaning, discussing this
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experience through our language gives us away of understanding the meaning of the

experience. Therefore, using the ideas from social constructionism allowed the

researcher a way to move towards a different understanding of how the families

interpret issues. "People consider and reconsider reality through their conceptions of

and experiences with it. It is not discovered; rather, it is created and recreated" (Laird,

1995,p. 152). "Realities are socially constructed, constituted through language and

organized and maintained through nanative" (Freedman & Combs, 1996,p.22). In

other words, realities are organized and maintained through stories. These stories

represent how people know themselves and their worlds. Within this study the stories

told by the children represented their ideas ofresìlience and how they have managed to

adapt to the ongoing parental conflict. As well, the parents conveyed ideas and insights

through their stories about the relationship belween the two parents and how this

impacted on the family.

Social constructionism provided the broad framework for this study, whereas

qualitative methods ¡eflected the approach to design and data collection. Socjal

constructs can be measured only by understanding context and this is inconsistent with

a quantitative approach. Within this study, a qualitative method of social inquiry

allowed the researcher to ask questions, observe, and permit children to be part ofthe

process by hearing their stories. In other words, a qualitative approach allowed the

researcher to delve into the complexities ofthìs phenomenon.

Grounded theory ìs the particular methodology used in this study. Grounded

theory is a method of social inquiry associated with a qualitative approach to resea¡ch.

It is an inductive form ofresearch. The inductive process utilizes generalized



knowledge that is derived ffom specific observations of phenomena Íìom the field. In

tum, this can be used to build theory. For example, grounded theorists aim to create

theoretical categories fiom collected data and then analyze relationships between key

categories (Charmaz,1990). Indeed, the main purpose ofusing a grounded theory

approach is to develop theory through understanding concepts that are related by means

of statements ofrelationships (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). A grounded theory approach to

research allows the researcher to take general knowledge and move towards developing

theory grounded in data in the field.

Using the concepts from grounded theory, this study starts from an

understanding ofthe experience ofthe research participants, i.e., how they construct

their worlds. The data analysis stage focused on finding recurrent themes or issues in

the data, and finally into developing or refining a theory about the phenomenon.

ln general, research in resilience has concentrated on risk mechanisms and

protective factors. Researchers like Rutter (1984) and Wemer and Smith (1989)

undertook long-term, prospective research studies. They studied how people overcame

adversity over many years whereas other research has focused on the interaction

between parental conflict and children's coping strategies (Cummings & Davis, 1994;

Emery, 1999; Radovanic, 1993). However, this research has concentrated on children's

reactions to the interparental conflict and has not looked at their resilient attributes.

There is also confusion in the current literature on differences between the meaning of

coping strategies and resilience. These terms are often used interchangeably. While

research has begun to consider family resilience as a way ofunderstanding successful

adaptation ofindividuals within the family, it has not focused on high-conflict families.



As wel1, research in family stress has been conducted through large-scale surveys and

standardized instruments (Gilgun, 1999). It is diffrcult to find ¡esearch that has

examined how family interaction has promoted particular protective factors v/ithin the

context ofhigh-conflict, separated families. In o¡der to understand both risk

mechanisms and protective factors fiom an individual and family perspective, we need

to look more closely at how the family interacts within this context.

While there has been some research completed on childhood resilience, it has

not focused on this population. As a way to complement the research on childhood

resilience this study focused on the child within a high-conflict family. The child was

the main focus of the study because of the importance ofunderstanding the child's

perspectives on conflict within the family context. For example, if children have

different understandings from their parents ofwhat they need due to witnessing conflict

then the success of inteûentions designed to promote their resilient characteristìcs is

likely to be compromised if one models intewention only on the parents' perspective.

Within this study family interaction was also used as a way of understanding the

meaning of the child's behaviour. As a way of gaining an understanding of the family

interaction, questions were asked of the parents. Examples ofthese questions are how

the chitd interacted with siblings, stepparents or other members of a newly blended

family. Other questions focused on the interaction between the parent and child and

how the parent assisted the child in his,4rer adaptation to the separation.

ln order to ensure that policies and programs are properly developed, it is

important to understand the way family members understand the concept of resilience.

Questions were asked ofboth the children and parents in order to gain ideas about the



child's resilience and coping abilities. For example, the children were asked about peer

and community resources and if these resources helped them to cope. Parents were also

asked how their child coped with the ongoing conflict in the family. This allowed for

the study to focus on the transactìonal assessment of family stress and resilience with

particular emphasis on resilient characteristics ofthe children.

With the exception of work done by Rutter and his associates, the bulk of the

lite¡ature about childhood risk and resilience comes fiom the United States (Dryden,

Johnson & Howard, 1999). There is a dearth ofresea¡ch completed in Canada on this

subject. Without research completed in Canada, polic)rynakers are left to make

decisions based on information gained fiom other countries.

The literature revìew identified a number ofpossible theories to explain the

impact of interparental conflict on children. As well, in the resiliency and coping

literature, famíly resilience and family stress theory have been used to increase out

understanding ofhow families interact a¡d adapt to separation and divorce. However,

there are gaps in our current knowledge ofhow to connect the ideas ofresiliency with

high conflict families experiencing separation and divorce. The integration of

knowledge Íìom the current research on separated or divorced high-conflict families

and a better understanding ofthe strengths ofthese children that incorporate the

resiliency perspective was a targeted outcome with this study. For example, using

information from family stress theory helped to understand ideas associated with coping

within the context of high-conflict families. New information fiom this study suggested

how children use protective factors to enlance their resiliency within the context of

ongoing parental conflict. New issues connected with risk factors and protective factors
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emerged fiom the data analysis. The results flom the analysis enâbled the researcher to

link ideas from existing theories with new thoughts related to how children cope with

ongoing interparental con [ìict.

Wìthin the grounded theory approach developed by Strauss and Corbin (1990)

there are three basic elements. They are referred to as concepts, categories and

propositions. According to Strauss and Corbin (1990), it is ftom the conceptualization

of the data, not the actual data per se, that theory is developed. Within this study the

research considered the interactions of family members in the context ofhigh-conflict

separated parents. Data gained from describing these interactions was used as a

background to explore the phenomenon ofresilience within the children ofthese

families. From this background, specific categories related to protective factors

emerged. For example, ìdeas associated with the extemal support systems of the

children emerged as a category. Part ofthis analysis included discovering the

relationships amongst and then between the categories. For example, included in the

category of'post-separation changes' were ideas associated with the differences in

communication as well as how the parents' coped with the separation. The reiationships

dehned within this category allowed for a thorough examination of the issues and how

they then fit with other categories. Grounded theory methodology allows for the

development ofspecific relationships between categories as a \4/ay to substantiate an

emerging hlpothesis fiom the data. The hnal phase of the research analysis consisted of

constructing propositions about the interactions of family members and how this relates

to the phenomenon ofresilìence.
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Operational Definitions

The followìng explanations offer operational definitions of two critical aspects

of this study. lncluded in these descriptions are the criteria used to form the operational

definitions of the continuum ofhigh-conflict and resilience.

Operational Definition of the Continuum of High-Conflict

This study examined separated or divorced high-conflict families. In order to

obtain an appropriate sample for the research, criteria to define high-conflict families

was needed. ln an effort to establish a definition, information with ¡espect to this issue

was reviewed from the pefinent literature. Parents who separate can experience very

iittle conflict to a high 1eve1 ofconflict. Depending on the issues needing resolution and

their style of conflict management, they could be conceptualized as being on a general

continuum of conflict. The lowest level of the continuum would be comprised of those

parents who were able resolve the post-separation issues without any outside help.

Moving towards the middle of thìs continuum are those parents who need assistance in

resolving their issues. This assistance could be obtained through the process of

mediation or through their lawyers and the judiciary. The higher level of this

continuum has several gradations. For the purpose of this study, this higher level is

described as having a 1ow, mid and high level at this highest range of conflict. Pa¡ents

who are unable to resolve the post-separation conflict are situated in this higher level on

the continuum ofconflict. They are referred to as high-conflict families. For the purpose

of this study, high-conflict families were defined as those who were unable to resolve

their disputes regarding the children within eighteen months following the parental
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separation. This definition addresses both the duration and level of conflict. For

example, this definition applies to parents who continue to experience conflict after

eighteen months even with attempts to resolve their separation or divorce issues, either

through the judicial system by re-litigating past issues or through other forms ofconflict

resolution. With regard to the level of the conflict, high-conflict parents may continue

to have verbal arguments, belittle each other, or verbally, physically or sexually abuse

each other. These behaviours may or may not take place in front of the children.

As noted earlier, high conflict, as experienced within families, can be

conceptualized as a continuum ofìnterparental hostility. For the purpose ofthis study,

parents included in this continuum were in various levels ofconflict for anylvhere

between eighteen months to upwards often years. The lowlevel ofhigh-conflìct

included parents who after eighteen months continue to argue about the chiidren's time-

sharing schedule or other co-parenting issues. Examples of the mid-range ofhigh-

conflict were those parents involved in litigation or those unable to communicate

directly with each other. Examples ofthe higher ofrange ofhigh-confljct would

include incídents ofongoing abusive behaviour by either parent towards the other,

including physical or sexual abuse. While these examples are not exclusive, they

provide a way to operationalize the range of interparental high conflict This definition

can also be viewed as a heuristic device used to rate families within a high-conflict

range.
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Operøtional Definition of Resílience

Defining or operationalizing the concept suggests a pre-determined idea of

resilience. This is a modification to grounded theory methodology as it is a priori

understanding of the concept of resilience. However, due to the research design it was a

necessary step. The research questions were interactional ones. The questions were not

designed to define the concept ofresilience. Markers or attributes ofresilience were

delineated to facilitate and understanding of how familial and community mediating

factors could contribute to resilience. Therefore, in order to answer the research

questions it was necessary to define the concept of resilience. This helped to focus the

research on the interactional component of the questions, i.e., how did the interactions

of family and community members promote resilient behaviour in the children. To

reiterate, for the purpose of this study, resiliency is understood as an individual being

able to exhibit adaptive characteristics in the face ofan adverse life situation, i.e.,

ongoing parental conflict. Resiliency is seen as an outcome, not a process. Using

protective factors to shield against risk factors allows the individual to access resilient

characteristics.

For the purposes of this research, the domains ofresilience also needed to be

defined. Masten (1994) suggests that "resilience implies a qualitative evaluation of

functioning based substantially on normative expectations for adaptations that vary

according to age and environmental context" (p.19). For this study the attributes of

resilience are bracketed within a particular age group, i.e., nine to twelve years ofage,

as this allows for an evaluation of functions expected of children within this age range.

The rationale for choosing this age range is discussed iater in this chapter.



Several factors of the child and the child's context have been identified through

the literature as moderating the negative effects of family violence on the child. They

include: sources of support, quality of sibling and peer relationships, involvement in

school or sports activities, mentors and role models outside the family, sociai skills and

high intelligence (Hughes, Graham-Bermann & Gruber,2001). For school-age

children, "the four domains ofsocial competence, academic achievement, socially

appropriate conduct, and emotional regulation are salient areas for defining resilience"

(p. 76). This study used these indicators, based on a continuum from higher to lower

firnctioning, in an attempt to operationalize resilience for the research. In orde¡ to find

suitable candidates for the study, there was a need to pull together suitable attributes

that indicate resilient behaviour. Therefore, this study used the attributes of self-esteem

and/or social competence, academic achievement and socially appropriate behaviour as

points of departure in defining resilient behaviour for the children. However, it was

necessary to discover to what extent these characteristics were present in order to

consider them as contributing to resilient behaviour. In addition, the context of the

child's behaviour needed to be taken as a whole. The children entering into this study

were still in the middle of conflict between their parents. It was expected that the

children might be exhibiting some behaviour problems due to the interparental conflict.

Therefore, as a minimum requirement, it was determined that the child would be

considered ¡esilient if s,/he was relatively problem fiee in two of the domains defined

above but syrnptomatic in the other two. These resilient attributes were considered as

separate dimensions. For example, a child may exhibit enough social competence to

enable them to get to school and take part in their ciasses. However, this same child



may not be able to perform his/her chores at home. As well, each ofthese

cha¡acteristics may be more present in one child than in another. For example, on the

dimension of self-esteem, one child can appear to exhibit a great deal of self-esteem,

while another exhibits self-esteem only in particular settings. While resilience is not

viewed on a continuum, the attributes can be considered on a continuum within each

particular dimension. This method of conceptualising the attributes of resilience

allowed for pre-screening ofresearch participants and a way ofunderstanding the

concept of resilience.

Research Methods

Site of Populøtion Selection

In an effort to find a population ofhigh-conflict, separated or divorced families,

it was decided to seek participants fiom an agency that works with this special

population. Family Conciliation is an agency within the province of Manitoba located

within the Department of Family Services and Housing that works with families

undergoing separation and divorce. This agency provides services that range fiom

parent education to crisis counselling to mediation. In addition, counsellors within the

agency complete family evaluations or assessments ordered through the Court of

Queen's Bench, Family Division. These assessments provide recommendations both to

the parents and the court in high-conflict situations. For example, parents who continue

to litigate over time-sharing arrangements ask the cout for help in resolving the issue.

In tum the court requests an assessment tkough Family Conciliation which then offers

a recommendation on the issues.



Family Conciliation serves over five thousand families within the City of

Winnipeg, and more than two hundred families that are in ongoing conflict with respect

to child-related issues. A sample ffom this population was used for the research proj ect.

The gatekeeper of this setting is the Director of the agency. He gave his permission to

allow recruitment ofthe clientele of this agency for the research study.

Recruitrnent Process of Research Pørticipants

Family Conciliation has a computerized database system that includes families

engaged in high conflict. Using this database to find appropriate families, lette¡s were

sent to potential participants requesting their voluntary participation (Appendix B). As

well, notices (Appendix C) were posted at parent education seminats given three times

each week at this agency. Other recruitment methods included a distribution of notices

outlining the study at various community agencies and counseling centers. Though

their work with high-conflict families Family Conciliation counselors have access to

children who have exhibited resilient attributes. They reviewed their caseloads and

refer¡ed families meeting the criteria. Letters were the¡. sent to these families requesting

their participation in the study. Over a period of six months, twenty-five counselors

with Family Conciliation referred families that fit the criteria for the study. Fifty letters

were sent to families fitting the profile for this study. Approximately thirty follow-up

phone calls and three in-person interviews were conducted with families expressing an

interest in the study. As wel1, notices were posted at the parent education seminar three

times each week for the six-month period with each of these semina¡s having fifteen to



thify participants. ln addition, over one hundred flyers were dìstributed to eight

community centers and/or counseling agencies.

The recruitment process for this study began in January of2004 and continued

until June of 2004. By that time twelve families had ageed to be part of the study.

Barriers to Recruitment of Families

One key challenge to finding families willing to participate in the study included

the conflict between the parents. More parents now have joint custody ofthe children

and in these circumstances it was necessary to secure consents from both parents. One

parent often ageed to participate while the other one was opposed to the child

becoming involved in the study. ln many cases this appeared indicative of the ongoing

conflict and the inability of the parents to agree on issues. For example, one mother

agreed to be part of the study. When the father found out she had agreed, he contacted

the ¡esearcher and screamed in anger, saying that he was going to "sue the researcher

and anyone else attached to the study ifanyone came near his kids".

Another example ofthe fear and distrust ofone parent about the other is

illustrated below. One mother contacted the researcher wanting to be part of the study

because she felt that her both she and her son could benefit others by discussing the

conflict within the context of the research. However, she was still afiaid of the lather

and his way ofhandling anger. The parents hadjoint custody of the children, so it was

essential that the father be involved in any decision to participate. After some

discussion with the resea¡cher she decided that she did not want the father approached



to be part of the study, as she felt there may be negative repercussions towards the son

once the father knew the son wanted to be part of the study.

Both of the above examples illustrate the difficulty in obtaining research

participants for this study. It quìckly became apparent that the interparental conflict

was inherent in the attempt to obtain research participants. While the researcher

considered this barrier when creating this project, it was a much larger issue than

predicted at the outset. Although it required a great deal of time and patience, and new

strategies, such as recruiting families through altemative community and counseling

centers, the initially targeted number of familìes was eventually recruited.

Sømpling Procedures

Twelve families were recruited to be part of this research. In order to understand

resiliency and the barriers to it for the children, the sample contained children who had

exhibited some resilient cha¡acteristics or attributes. This represents criterion sampling

or sampling where there is criteria specified for the sample to be part of the research.

With respect to grounded theory terminology it is considered theoretical sampling as it

focuses on efforts from theoretically useful cases or cases that give information

pertaining to the research questions. This methodology suggests the importance of

continuing to sample until no fufher pertinent information emerges from the data.

Strauss and Corbin (1990) state that theoretical saturation is reached when no new

relevant data emerges within the theoretical categories.

An example of theoretical sampling in this study was through a focus goup with

the parents. ln this instance theoretical sampling was used in an effort to obtain fi¡rther
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information to supplement existing data where theory was emerging. For example, after

preliminary data from the interviews was analyzed it became apparent that more

ìnformation was needed to gain a better understanding into specific issues raised by the

parents. Questìons were formulated to gain further information on topics related to

community support systems used and needed for the families. These topics were then

discussed within the focus group.

Four resilient characteristics or attributes were identifid in order to specify

resiliency in children of the age group needed for this study. These concepts indicate

children's resilient attributes. These indicators were used to find a relevant sample, but

were only used as a guide. As earlie¡ noted, in some children an attribute such as self-

esteern might be found in one area, but not another. For example, a child might exhibit

self-esteem through participation in an extra-curricular activity, but not be able to make

fi:iends at school. These attributes were viewed on a dimension, with some children

exhibiting more of a partìcular attribute than others. The attributes of social

competence, self-esteem/self-efficacy, academic achievement or socially appropriate

conduct were used as indicators ofresilient behaviour for the purpose of this study. To

ascertain whether the children had these attributes it is necessary to understand the

meaning ofthese concepts and how they can be applied to the children recruited for this

study.

The concept of academic achievement is relatively self-explanatory. An

indicator of this concept is receiving average or above average grades. For the other

concepts a more thorough discussion is necessary. For example, a broad definition of

competence includes effectively adapting to the environment to further the process of
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development (Garmezy & Masten, 1991). Kirby and Fraser (1997) associate this

concept with "sustained competence under stress" þ.14). Rutter (1984) describes social

competence as adaptability and social-problem solving skills. For example, socially

competent child¡en are able to think ofand operationalize a range ofsolutions to

problems. Therefore, children in this population would be considered socially

competent if they were able to display an ability to cope with the ongoing conflict of

their parents, including the ability to continue to carry out their routine functions, i.e.,

attending school.

Competence also serves as a protective factor of children through the

development of self-efficacy, i.e., a belief in one's personal effectiveness. In a review

of the research in the area, Kirby and Fraser (1997) suggest that self-efficacy promotes

adaptation, coping, and achievement in many areas of the child's life. The¡efore, self-

esteem and self-efficacy could be seen as comparable. Self-esteem is understood as

having positive feelings related to self-worth and the ability to deal with everyday

chalienges. Self-efficacy involves a solid feeling of self-worth, and a posìtive

perception of one's abilities. Consistent with this premise, Norman (2000) suggests that

self-efficacy includes a sense of self-worth or self-esteem and the ability to have some

control over the extemal environment.

ln order to understand appropriate social competence, academic achievement,

self-esteem or self-efficacy, it needs to be assessed relative to the context of the child's

developmental stage. In other words, the developmental level is a factor that affects

his,rher coping ability. Age-related changes in motor skills, memory, cognitive



processing, and language piay apúT in how children adapt and execute various coping

strategies (Eisenberg, Fabes, & Guthrie, 2001).

Within the literature on separation and divorce, there is little research completed

on the effects of the separation on children of specific age ranges or how these children

experience commonly identifred developmental stages. In order to eliminate the

potential problems of dealing with different stages of growth and development this

research attempted to examine a particular age range. The selection of children within a

certain age range then has an advantage on one hand but may not be able to yield results

applicable to other age ranges. However, as this study was exploratory the decìsion was

made to focus on one age-range.

Children selected to be part of the study were between the ages ofnine to twelve

years ofage. Erickson (1980) refers to the ages between six and twelve as being a stage

of ego development. This implies ability and skiil to complete tasks successfully.

Competence becomes part of this skill set, as it is an effective adaptation to the

environment. Ego competence is defined as children engaging and striving to master

their environment. Children of this age are able to use cognitive strategies for coping

(i.e., problem-solving behaviour); thus they are able to exhibit social competence as a

resilient characteristic. Wemer (1990) describes her work with resilient children fiom

this age range. She identifies it as middle childhood. She found that the resilient

children had a keen sense of competence and self-efficacy. They possessed well-

developed problem-solving and communication skills. This left them able to control

their impulses and concentrate on their schoolwork, despite stressful life events.

Research with children of this age range provides us with information regarding



children's ability to achieve social competence, despite the interparental conflict. It can

help to show how children in this developmental stage are able to overcome barriers and

utilize protective factors through their interactions with family and community

members.

Another impofant resilient attribute is socially appropriate conduct. Behaviou¡

problems in children are often associated with witnessing interparental conflict. Much

of the literature on this subject has suggested that children show inappropriate

behaviour as a way of dealing with their parents' conflict. Therefore, resiliency in this

context would suggest that children are able to manage their conduct despite the

ongoing interparenlal con fìict.

To obtain a relevant sample, pre-screening occurred. Part of this recruitment

involved counsellors at Family Conciliation helping to screen for potential families. As

a next step the researcher met with the parents to ask questions about the child and how

s/he had coped with the separation and ongoing conflict. Suitability for this study was

defined as a child within the family having at least two of the four attributes or markers

ofresilience. As part ofthis resea¡ch examines barriers to resilience, it was necessary

to recruit chiidren who also lack some resilient characteristics. Questions based on the

concepts are outlined in Appendix A. The pre-screening of a theoretically relevant

sample was based on the answers to these questions by the parent or parents. Ifboth

parents were willing to be involved in the research the interview guide was

administered to both of them. Otherwise it was used with the one parent willing to be

part of the study. Based on the answers it was determined by both the parent/s and the

researcher whether the child had enough resilient characteristics to be considered
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eligible to participate in the study. The determination was completed in two steps.

First, a summary ofthe results to the pre-screening questionnaire was given to the

parents. Parental opinions were sought to ascertain whether the children had enough

resilient characteristics to be part of the study. As well, the researcher consulted with

two counsellors at Family Conciliation. These counselors agreed to act as the Panel of

Experts as they have extensive knowledge and experience in this area. Through these

discussions the criteria for resilient atffibutes was discussed and applied to the ¡esults of

the pre-screening interview. Some children in the sample appeared to have a large

number ofresilient characteristics; others had only the minimal amount needed to be

part of the study. Discussion with the parents in the pre-screening intewiew was used

as the key determination of the children's resilient attributes. Two children were

screened out of the study as they exhibited very few resilient characteristics. For

example, one child appeared to be quite depressed, showed little social competence and

was having problems with his academic studies.

D ata- G at h e r in g M et h o d s

Within grounded theory, generating theory is 'grounded' in semi-structured

interviews, field-work observations, case-study documentation and other forms of

textual materiai (Pidgeon, 1996). The grounded theory approach is based on the notion

that data should be collected and analyzed in a way that allows the basic social,

psychological and structural processes inherent in a given phenomenon to emerge

naturally. In order to do so, the following methods of collecting information provided



the raw data for this study. They are listed in the chronological order of their

implementation.

. Interviews with Þarents. Interviews were held with either one parent or both

parents, depending on if both parents had agreed to be part ofthe research process.

As a starting point, individual meetings were held wíth each parent. Altematively,

ifonly one parent agreed to be part of the project, an ìntervìew was held with that

parent. At minimum the custodial parent either had to agree to be part of the study

or give written permission to have the child be part of the research. If the parents

hadjoint custody, both ofthem had to give written permission for the child to be

part of the study, even if only one ofthem participated in it. Originally it was

thought that interviews with both parents could take place depending on the level of

conflict between them. This would generate a discussion, thereby fuilhering an

understanding ofwhat family interactions contribute to resiliency in the child.

However, due to the levels ofconflict between the parents, none ofthem wanted to

meet together within the context of this study. The parents were also interviewed

using a semi-structured format. Questions were divided into three sectíons. The

first section dealt with questions about the interparental conflict prior to the

separation, e.g., what t)?e of conflict was there between them as well as asking if

the child witnessed this conflict. The second section focused on changes in the

family since the separation, as well as questions about the current relationship with

the other parent. This section included questions about changes in the child's

behaviour observed by either the parent or extended family members. The final

section highlighted how the child and the family had adapted to the separation and



ongoing interparentaì conflict. Parents were asked about informal and formal

resources, specifically with respect to either family or community support systems.

A complete outline ofthe questions asked ofthe parents can be found in Appendix

E.

lnterviews with children. Children between the ages of nine to tweive were asked

to be part ofthis project. Due to their age, they were able to talk, draw orjoumal as

a way of communicating their ideas to the interviewer. At minimum one interview

was held with the child. If more than one meeting was required in order to either

gain the trust of the chiid or complete the questionnaire, two interviews were held

with each child. As resiiience may be a developmental process, issues connected to

the children's age and stage of development were noted. Questions in the interuiews

were organized according to the research questions through a semi-structured

format. This format aliowed for both closed and open-ended questions. Questions

for the children were divided into five sections. The first one included asking about

their situation prior to the separation e.g., what they remembered about their parents

before the separation. The second section included questions about the changes

since the separation and what helped them cope with those changes. The third

section included questions about how the children coped with the ongoing parental

conflict, e.g., what they díd to make themselves feel better when their parents were

in conflict. The fourth section focused on the barriers to the children coping with the

ongoing parental conflict, i.e., what kept them lrom doing as well as they could at

school or at home. The final section focused on peer and community resources,

e.g., which people have been the most helpful since the separation as well as
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questions about extracurricular activities and relationships with community

members. Appendix D provides a summary of the above questions.

o Participant research. This included one focus group with the parents. A focus

group allowed the parents to discuss the relevant issues and gave the researcher the

ability to arrive at conclusions that moved beyond information from individual

interviews. This way of collecting information augmented the existing data. It was

also used as a form of member checking as issues raised through the individual

interviews were identified in the group. This ensured that previously collected data

was organized and coded as the participants had intended. A separate consent form

was signed allowing the parents to understand the implications ofparticipating in

the group (See Appendix I). It also provided a venue for the parents to come

together and discuss some of the issues relevant to their children. The focus group

was conducted after all the individual interviews were completed. By this time

categories had begun to emerge. Using the concept oftheoretical saturatíon,

additional questions were asked in an effort to saturate the evolving categories

obtained flom previous data. The information obtained was helpful both in

saturating the existing categories and building additional ones. The questions were

stnÌctured as open-ended ones in an elfort to allow the parents more options in how

to discuss the issues relevant to the subject matter. Using open-ended questions

proved helpful to the generation ofideas amongst the group participants. For

example, when a question was fiamed using the words 'how did that work for your

family' it generated a great deal of information about the issue. (See Appendix K for

an outline of the questions) . The questions were divided into three categories that
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included the degree the child was involved in the interparental conflict, the support

of family and community, and finally the resources necessary for family members.

The key issue discussed during the first part of the meeting was how the children

continued to be caught in the middle of the interparental conflict and how they had

come to reconcile themselves to be in that environment. The specific questions that

helped to understand this process were geared to finding out how much the children

had been part of the interparental conflict to how the child¡en used outside support

systems.

Interviews with communitv members and/or extended familv members. During

the first interview with the parent, they were asked to identify a community

member, teacher or extended family member that would be an appropriate person to

ínterview. Interviews took place with counsellors or other community members

involved in working with families in this population. In two families extended

family members we¡e interviewed as they provided a large part of the child's social

support. There was one collateral contacted for each family. This was often a

feacher or resource person fiom the school that had worked with the family or child

in the recent past. Examples ofquestions asked ofthe collateral contacts are found

in Appendix F. Questions to these collateral contacts centered on the child's coping

strategies. For example, teachers talked about how the child related to their peers at

school or handled conflict in the classroom. Extended family members talked about

the coping sfrategies of the child within the family. Those interviews often provided

fufher data on the protective factors and generally augmented existing data obtained

from either the child or the parenls.
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Reviewing Familv Conciliation case files and Court of Oueen's Bench files. Only

family frles that were pertinent to the study were reviewed. However, most of the

families in the study had already worked with a counselor at Family Conciliation,

the work site for this project. The researcher read through the notes on these files in

ân attempt to gain further information regarding specific issues mentioned through

the interviews with the parents. For example, íf a counselor had completed a family

assessment there may have been a mo¡e detailed explanation ofhow the conflict

affected family members or what the parents had attempted in an effot to resolve

the conflict. Reading these family files proved beneficial as it often helped to either

underline or expand on the information received through the individual interviews.

This became another way ofbroadening or adding to categories already emerging

through the previous forms of data collection. If a family had been involved in

litigation their file at the Court of Queen's Bench was examined. These reviews

gave background information on issues connected with the family with respect to

the conflict. It also provided information related to past attempts at resolutìon of the

conflict, interactions of various family members or how the children had witnessed

the conflict. At times it provided information with respect to the ba¡riers of children

utilizing protective factors. Altematively it provided ìnformation of conflict

resolution mechanisms that helped the children find other ways of coping. As wel1,

it provided some inforrnation on socio-economic status and the cultural background

of the participants. Pertinent information Íìom the file was used as field notes,

transcribed and then compiled as raw data in conjunction with information gained
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through both the individual interviews, the focus group and collateral contacts.

These reviews were completed as the last phase of data collection.

Summary of Data Collection

The main questions of this research were linked to understanding which mediating

factors within the family and the community promote resilience in children within these

families and secondly, how the children perceive them. The other component ofthis

study explored the barriers to resilient behaviour for the children. As a way ofexploring

the complexities of this phenomenon, questions were asked of the research participants.

These questions were asked in semi-structured interviews, both with the parents and the

children. The answers to these questions formed much of the data for the analysis of this

research. Additional questions were often asked of the participants as the research

process evolved. Withín the grounded theory approach it is important to saturate all the

categories in order to ensure that all the topics are fully explored. This sometimes

required asking different or related questions to better understand the essence of

resilience.

Recording, Anølyzíng and Managing Døta

The grounded theory approach allows for some flexibility in data analysis.

However, as a guide, specific steps are suggested within each stage ofthe research. The

steps move Íìom acquiring unstructured data, to the generation ofdescription codes, to a

more developed conceptual understanding, and to then finally moving in the direction

of wider theoretical interpretations. Pa¡t of this analysis ìnciudes the use of'constant



comparison', a term associated with grounded theory. As a way of ensuring theoretical

saturation, it is important to use constant comparison to continually look for similarities

and differences between incidents and issues discussed by the paficipants. Similar

incidents and issues are grouped accordingly and form categories. As the same issues

begin to reoccur within the categories, theoretical saturation is reached.

Within this study, as a way of recording data in a systematic manner, notes were

taken during the interviews wìth the parlicipants. As well, a tape recorder was used

during the interviews with the participants' consent. A research assistant transcribed

information fiom the taped interviews. The transcribed data, (i.e., text) was then

entered into a computer qualitative software program to be coded and categorized. The

focus gtoup was ¡ecorded with a video camera as a way of capturing the interaction and

fhe information gained during the session. Notes were made when reading through case

files. When the tape recording or note taking interfered with the flow of the

interactions, notes of the interviews were completed directly after the interviews.

However. this only happened on two occasions.

In analysis, creativity is an important component of the grounded theory

approach to research. However, there are criteria that help in the analysis of the data.

In description, data can be organized according to themes, which are summaries ofthe

data.

Within the grounded theory approach, coding is a central way in which data is

broken down, conceptualized, and put back together in new ways. "It is the central

process by which theories are built from data" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 57). These

steps are referred to as'open coding', 'axial codìng' and 'selective coding'. Open coding



refers to that part of the analysis that deals with labeling and categorizing ofphenomena

as indicated by the data. Key words or phrases delineate significant incidents or

processes. In this study open coding consisted ofgoing back into the text of the

transcripts and finding phrases, sentences or paragraphs describing issues connected to

the research questions. For example, parents' description of the conflict o¡ children

witnessing conflict between their parents was highlighted as coded data. Data are then

grouped into categories. In other words, the codes are clustered into related categories.

The task is to find ways of describing the process. This includes specific words or

phrases describing the interactions and hnding categories that encompass these

concepts. For example, one category was entitled 'Post-separation changes'. This

category described the process and the interactions ofboth the parents and children that

changed after the separation. These changes were related to communication, resolution

ofissues, and access between the child and non-custodial parent. This category

represents a set of concepts directed to a particular process, i.e., changes since the

separation.

The next step in the analysis is axial coding, i.e., how data gets put back together

that allows us to make connections between a category, its sub-categories and other

main categories. In this study a category, family strengths, emerged as the central

category. F¡om that category connections were drawn to other categories.

Interrelationships between the various categories are described and examined.

Selective coding involves the integration ofthese categories that have been

developed to form the initial theoretical framework (Pandit, 1996). This involves

noting pattems, i.e., how the interactions betìveen family members promote resiliency
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in children. It sets the stage for the development of a proposition in which a core

category is systemically related to the other categories. From this a theory emerges that

has been grounded in the data. Creswell (1998) describes this low-level theory as

differentiated from theories of greater abstraction and applicability. Strauss and Corbin

(1990,p.174) suggest that "this tlpe oftheory evolves fiom the study ofa phenomenon

situated in one particular situational context". Altematively, a formal theory emerges

ffom a study of a phenomenon examined under many different types of situations. In

this study a low-level theoretical model was formed based on the concept of family

strengths as this category emerged as the central one. This low-level or substantive

theory is only applicable to the population ofhigh-conflict lamilies with children

between the ages ofnine to twelve years ofage as this was the situation studied.

The phrase 'paradigrn mode'l' is used in conjunction wíth grounded theory

methodology (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). C¡eswell (1998) defines this model as a

'coding paradigm'. It reflects how data becomes organized by linking causal conditions

or antecedent conditions that become part of the phenomenon. This is considered

within a paficular context. The intervening conditions and actions or interaction within

this context help to determine the consequences. Ideas gained through coding the data

give rise to more questions. These questions can be asked in a different context with

the participants in an attempt to gain a further understanding of the phenomenon. ln

this study the focus group allowed the researcher to ask questions that had arisen flom

the initial coding of the interviews as the focus group occurred after the individual

interviews. In the end, the 'selective coding' determines the core category and relates it
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to the other categories, allowing for a way of determining how the final theory will be

shaped.

The grounded theory ofresearch suggests using 'constant comparison' and

'theoretical sampling'. Both are advocated primarily as "a means of generating theory,

as well as ofbuilding conceptual and theoretical depth ofanalysis" (Pidgeon, 1996, p.

78). They go hand in hand as strategies to build theory.

The idea of constant comparison suggests the need for ongoing evaluations of

emergent categories that are part ofcoding. It allows the research to grow and change,

depending on what data is being collected. It seeks to explain the variability within the

sample.

Theoretical sampling involves "the âctive sampling ofnew cases as a way to

prove theoretical relevance to the evolving theory" (Strauss & Co¡bin, 1990, p. l7 6),

As suggested earlier, it allows sampling to be driven by theoretical concems, notjust

through random sampling as a way to ensure findìngs can be generalized. Therefore,

unlike sampling done in quantitative investigations, theoretical sampling allows the

researcher to make sampling decisions within the research process itself. However, this

theoretical sampling focuses the research effort on those cases that either test or extend

evolving theory. As a theoretical model emerged, it became apparent that the data

achieved a level ofconsistency across the twelve families involved in the study. ln fact

after sampling fiom approximately eight families, no new information emerged.

However it may be necessary to test or extend the new theoretical fiamework in an

attempt to valìdate the findings. This could be accomplished through acquiring data

fiom families within the same population.



Trusfworthiness and Authenticity

To ensure the credibility of any research project, the concepts of validity and

reliability need to be addressed. For example, in quantitative research, validity is

defined as ensuring that the chosen instrument used to measure data is measuring what

it is supposed to measure. ln qualitative research, the researcher is considered

instrumental in obtaining the necessary data. In this study the researcher used in-depth

interviews as a primary method of obtaining raw data. As there was an interwiew guide,

the interwiews followed certain pattems. However, the interviews were semi-structured

so that the resea¡cher was the instrument used in obtaining the relevant data. Therefo¡e,

validity is connected to the competence ofthe researcher and the rigor applied

throughout the research process. Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest substituting the

terms validity and reliability with trustwoÍhiness and authenticity in qualitative

research. This allows for a better understanding ofhow research can be considered

credible if it is conducted within a naturalistic setting. Patton (1990) notes three issues

that deem a qualitative study as credible. They include: rigorous techniques and

methods for gathering high-quality data, the credibility of the researcher, and the fit

between the philosophical research paradigm and the research in question.

Marshall and Rossman (1999) state that the strength of a qualitative study that

aims to explore a process, or pattem of interaction will rest with its validity. As a way

of confirming validity, detailed descriptions ofhow data is obtained and analyzed show

the complexities ofprocesses and interactions. These descriptions are embedded wìthin

the data that are part oftheir naturalistic setting. Therefore, within the parameters of

that setting and population, the research will be valid. ln this proj ect, the parameters



were adequately stated, thereby placìng boundaries around the study and helping to

ensure validity. For example, in this study the children's age was a parameter. Using

an age range ensured a higher rate ofvalidity as developmental issues for a particular

stage ofchild development could also be discussed within the interactions of family

members.

Another way to increase the construct validity and the reliability of this study is

to ensure that the data collection protocol be conducted in a rigorous manner. This

would allow others to replicate the study. As a way of implementing rigor into this

study, a detailed log was compiled of the procedures employed. For example, specific

information detailing how the children were selected to be part of the study was kept,

and this has been summarized in the thesis. This allows others to understand how the

sample was seiected.

There a¡e other specific criteria that can be used to deem qualitative research

trustworthy. They include member checking, reflexivity, triangulation and peer review

or debriefing (Angen, 2000).

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that "the most crucial technique for establishing

credibility is through member checks" (p. 314). This involves going back to the

research participants after initial coding and categorizing is complete and then asking

the participants if the information adequately states what they had intended. This was

done with the children, parents and collateral contacts in this study. Wìth respect to

member checking with the children, after the interview/s were completed the researcher

re-contacted the child. A brief synopsis of the information gained from the interview

was reviewed with him,/her. He/she was then asked if there were any further comments
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or ideas they had or wished to offer. At the time of the first interview, all of the

research participants were informed that they would have the opportunity of meeting

with the researcher to discuss the ¡esults ofthe resea¡ch. For example, after the initial

analysis was completed the researcher offered to meet on a second occasion with each

parent. During this meeting the results of the initial analysis could be given. The

parents were then asked if this information reflected their stories or interpretations of

the issues. If not, clarification was gained by further discussions. This happened with

tkee parents, as they wanted to talk more about their situation and clarify issues raised

in the first interview. With the parents the other way member checking was used was

through the focus group. During the focus group with the parents ideas put forward by

individuals were reviewed and clarification of these ideas was obtained. Ifparents

could not attend the focus group, information was reviewed with them over the phone.

Reflexivity refers to an attempt by the researcher to examine her own biases,

thus enabling her to obtain some objective distance between the self and the subject of

the study. If the ¡esearcher is the chief instrument used in a qualitative study, it is

incumbent upon the resea¡cher to understand the need for objectivity. Patton (1990)

suggests that complete obj ectivity is impossible. Instead, the researcher needs to

provide empathic neutrality within the context of the research. This allows for the

researcher to use experience and insight, while not having a preconceived idea ofwhat

the research might reveal. In this study it was necessary to be vigilant with respect to

my obj ectivity, as this subj ect matter has been part of my clinical wo¡k for several

years. However, the experience and understanding of these issues also allowed for a

deeper inquiry into the subject. In other words, the researcher used her years of



experience and professional study of this topic to enhance empathic interviewing and

through the interpretation of data.

An important way to strengthen a qualitative research design is through the use

of triangulation. Triangulation requires researchers to make use of multiple and

different sources, methods, investigators, and theories to provide corroborating evidence

(Creswell, 1998). Triangulation enhances the intemal validity ofthe study. It offers a

way of explaining how accounts and actions in one setting are influenced or constrained

by those in another. There are different tlpes of triangulation. For example," data

triangulation refers to the use ofa variety ofdata sourcas in a study" (Patton, 1990, p.

186). ln this research study, various sources ofdata were utilized including data from

in-depth interviews with family and community members. Other data sources included

discussion through a focus group with the parents that provided a different way of

obtaining information from the parents, i.e., through their interaction and discussion.

Peer review or debriehng provides an extemal check of the research process

(Creswell, 1998). Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that this can be considered simila¡

to interrater reliability in quantitative research. ln qualitative research this can also be

used in the initial stage of coding. In this study, peer review took place with the Panel

of Experts and with dissertation committee members. For example, within the

interview process one child was having difficulty finding a way to communicate her

ideas and feelings about the issues raìsed. Upon consultation with the Panel of Experts,

one of whom does play therapy with children, it was decided that the intervie',¡r' process

with this child would consist mostly ofher drawing and acting out her ideas about her

situation. Information obtained in this way proved to a useful way of gaining data about



the situation. As another example, data collected through the focus group was discussed

with the Panel of Experts. Data obtained through the focus group included information

with respect to parent education issues. As one of the members of the Panel currently

flms a parent education seminar it helped to have her to sort through the data acquired

through the focus group. Dissertation committee members have also been instrumental

in discussing the results of the interviews. Through these discussions there were new

insights into the results of data. These discussions contributed to understanding pattems

that emerged from the various categories, and provided the researcher with added

insight into the meaning ofparticular ínformation collected or observed.

Personal Biography

Within qualitative research, the ¡esearcher ìs a primary research instrument.

Therefore, it is important for the researcher to have a thorough understanding of the

issues related to the study. Also, well-developed interview techniques and

obserwational skills are important tools to bring to this type of study.

The writer has worked at the study site, Family Concìliation, for approximately

fifteen years in the capacity of mediator, assessor and counsellor. Clinical work has

included interviewing children, assessing family situations and becoming grounded in

the issues facing separated and divorcing families. While assessing family situations it

is necessary to observe the family interactions as well as ask perlinent questions relating

to a newly blended family or ongoing conflict between the parents. Working with

families in mediation increases communication and interviewing skills. This combined

experience has allowed for a thorough understanding ofthe day-to-day issues facing
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families who continue to experience post-separation conflict. As we1l, it has helped to

deveìop the necessary skills to move into research in this area. For example, in this

study in-depth interviews were completed with parents, children, extended family

members and community members. Experience in interviewing and working with this

population allowed for the writer to ask the necessary questions to obtain the

information needed for this study. Clinical expertise in this area was helpful in

understanding the issues associated with the family interactions that in tum produced

effective research questions. However, due to the need to keep clinical work and

research as separate as possible, it was necessary for ongoing vigilance while

interviewing and meeting with family members. For example, during some interviews

many of the parents were still having a difficult time finding appropriate ways to

communicate with the other parent. A clinically-focused interview would have

involved interwention activities such as offering information or talking about how to

make some changes. However, as this was a research interview, it required some effort

to simply obtain the information needed for the study and refrain ftom other comments

or suggestions. Refenals to appropriate counselling services were then made after the

interviews were completed.

Ethical considerations with respect to completing research with families at this

worksite were discussed with the Director of Family Conciliation. Through

discussions, it was decided that only families with whom the resea¡che¡ had not worked

would be recruited. As well, the decision was made that the researcher would not work

in the future with any families that were part of the study. This decision was made to

guard against bias and loss ofneutrality in the context of court ordered assessments and



mediation. It also ensured that the researcher had never been nor will be in a position of

power vis-à-vis the participants of the study.

Ethical and Political Considerations

There are particular ethical guidelines that were considered in this research.

When completing research with chiìdren, it is important to ¡eflect on issues of power

inherent within adullchild relationships. As well, the idea of power and feelings of

powerlessness within children ofdivorce need to be reflected within the ethical

guidelines of this proj ect. It is important not to reinforce young people's powerlessness

as they continue to grieve over the loss oftheir parent's separation. For example, they

are often not consulted with respect to parental time-sharing arrangements. Due to the

parental separation the children are already involved in a transition in thei¡ lives that

was not oftheir choosing and require a special effort to communicate with an outside

person. Despite the need for careful attention to process and ethics, it is important to

include child¡en's voices when completing research about children.

There are inherent limitations to this t)?e of research study if children are not

included. Children need to be heard with respect to their ideas and ways of

understanding their situation. This proj ect attempted to do so by focusing on the

children's vìew oftheir family situation and flom there exploring the complex

interactions within their family.

Qualitative research brings forward specific ethical considerations. Patton

(1990) states that as qualitative methods are highly interpersonal and take the researche¡

into the intimate lives of others; they are more intrusive than quantitative inquiry.
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Madak (1994) suggests that it is diffrcult to cover a comprehensive set ofethical

guidelines that would cover al1 qualitative methods. For example, the context ofthe

research and how the information is collected will differ depending on the approach of

the naturalistic inquiry. It is incumbent upon the researcher to consider ramifications of

particular processes and procedures before beginning interviews, observations or other

methods of data collection.

Despite variations in context that affect information gathering in qualitative

research, there are some unive¡sal guiding principles that were adhe¡ed to in this

research study. They are outlined below.

¡ Research participants, regardless of their age, were teated fairly, considerately, and

respectfully.

¡ The research sought to benefit young people and find services through its

recommendations for families in high-conflict.

r Children and parents were given information about the project. This included

stating the purpose of the research and the ways in which the data might be used.

This information was given verbally and in writing.

o The research respected people's right to self-determination. In order to protect both

the children and the parents in these families, they could choose not to continue with

the research or ask questions themselves. This allowed them to make their own

decisions about particular changes or ways to utilize information gained through this

process.

o Participants had the right to be informed about the progress of the research, provide

feedback, and be involved in action arising from the research. For example,
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particular interventions or policy changes were recommended as a result of this

research. Particìpants were made aware that these recommendations would be

included in the final report that would be made available to them.

Informed consent was asked from parents. The Informed Consent form (Appendix

G) outlined what was expected ofparents. It included what was expected ofthem

and the possible consequences of being part of the study. This also included

releasing consent for the researcher to discuss pertinent family information with

teachers, counsellors or other significant collateral contacts.

Assent in the form of a consent form of the children was required (Appendix H).

This entailed an explanation ofwhat was expected ffom the children and how they

could be part of the process. The children were asked if they understood the

infonnation and if so, they signed the assent form. They were given a copy of it.

Participants were assured of confidentiality. Paficipants' names and addresses

were kept confidential. Within the context of data management, participants were

given numbers to assure that their identity would not be revealed. As well, the

location of the one parent was not revealed to the other parent. However, if any of

the paficipants revealed being abused or abusing others in their family the

researcher was required to inform the appropriate authorities.

If any ofthe participants needed help to resolve emotional issues brought forward

due to discussions as palt of the research, appropriate referrals for counselling

services were made. This occu¡red with several parents and two of the children.

The parents were given a list ofcounselling centers and individuals in their
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community. It was suggested to the chiidren that they talk with their parents, school

counselor, or extended family members if they wanted further help.

Ifthere were other ethical or political considerations brought forward by

research participants, a discussion between all stakeholders of this proj ect on how to

proceed was held in an attempt to resolve them. For example, with one family, the

researche¡ needed to decide if it was a conflict ofinterest due to a short period ofpast

work experience with them. After discussion with the Director of Family Conciliation

it was decided that it was a conflict of intqest, and for this reason the family was not

included in the sample for the project.

Approval of the procedures used in conducting this research was obtained from

the Ethics Protocol Submission Committee at the University of Manitoba (see Appendix

J).

The next two chapters discuss the findings from this resea¡ch study. Chapter

Four presents the results fiom a demographic and narrative perspective. Chapter Five

provides a thorough data analysis along with an emerging theoretical fiamework.
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CHAPTERIV

DESCRJPTIVE RESULTS FROM DATA ANALYSIS

Both this chapter and the next one focus on the results of the data. This chapter

delineates the anal¡ic strategy as well as providing a descriptive analysis of the data.

The first section ofthe chapter is a summary ofraw data gained from the various

sources, including the interviews, focus group discussion and the reading ofpefinent

files. For example, the questions in the interviews were designed to elicit answers to

the research questions. Out of these semi-structured interviews came ideas for

categories and the beginning ofan understanding of the phenomena involved in this

study. As well, there is a discussion of the way in which the participants responded to

the interview questions, including how the format was altered to be more responsive to

their needs.

The second component of this chapter provides a general overview of the data,

including demographic variables, custodial arrangements ofthe children and a gender

breakdown of the children interviewed in this study. The third part of the chapter

includes a nar¡ative of the families, which highlights key aspects of the process of the

conflict both befo¡e and after the separation, the composition ofthe family, at the time

of the interviews, and the coherence of the family members. This narrative information

is provided on a case by case basis. Using the operational definition ofhigh-conflict

families proposed in Chapter Three, this narrative section includes a discussion ofhow

each family fits on the continuum ofhigh-conflict. In this description the families are

identified by numbers fiom one through twelve in the order they were interviewed. The
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final component of this chapter discusses some of the differences between these

familíes and the continuum ofresilience that is exhibited by the children.

Sources of Data

Interviews

Interviewing family members proved to be a vital way of understanding the

meaning of their experiences. It led the researcher to consider new areas and ways of

conceptualizing the issues involved in the study. The interviews played a central part in

beginning to understand the categories included in the data. Twelve families were

interviewed as part of this study. This included one parent from ten families and two

parents from two families. The duration ofthese interviews ranged from one to two

hours. Four parents were interviewed on two separation occasions, as these parents felt

it necessary to add more to their story. One child was interviewed from each family.

These interviews ranged from forty-five minutes to an hour in length. The parents and

children were interviewed either in an office setting or in their homes. The location of

the interviews was decided on by the family members as it was important that they feel

as comfortable as possible when discussing the issues.

Collaterai contacts were also intewiewed. In discussion with the researcher,

either the parent or child identified the appropriate collateral contact. The collateral

contact was deemed as having played a significant role in the child's life over the past

one to two years. Phone or in-person ìnterviews were held with each collateral contact

and were approximately thirty minutes to an hou¡ in length. In total thitty- eight

interviews were completed with family members and collateral contacts.
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lnterviewing and taiking with the children provided a way ofunderstanding how

they felt and understood their family situation. It allowed the researcher to step into

their worlds and attempt to understand how they were coping. Being with the chil&en,

even for a short period of time, gave the researcher a chance ofunderstanding the

family dynamics from a different perspective. With some children it verified what the

parents had said. In other instances gaining information ffom the children provided a

different way ofunderstanding how they coped with the interparental conflict on a daily

basis. It was also the first step in organizing the data collected from the children's

stories. For example, in the interwiews with the children specific questions were asked

about how they coped with their parents' conflict, both before and after the separation.

When the children talked about witnessing conflict between their parents they also

showed elements ofindividual strengths, or individual ways ofcoping, one ofthe

categories eventually identihed ffom the data. As an example, one child stated, "When

my parents argued, I just tried to close the door and not listen. My sister and I would

just go to her room. We would listen to music and try not to hear what was going on

between my parents."

Another child stated that he tried to get away fiom his parents' conflict because

"there was no point in getting involved and it's best ifthey stop the argument

themselves so they can leam something florn that". This boy showed a high level of

analy,tical sophistication as he was able to unde¡stand the need for his parents to work

out the issues between them. Both these comments show that the children were able to

use their individual strengths and resources to distance themselves from the

interparental confl ict.



While all the children wanted to talk about their experiences, some found it

difficult to verbalize their thoughts and ideas on the subject. Drawing and writing a

short joumal were the techniques used when the child could not understand or answer

the pre-set questions. Some ofthe children were quite verbal and able to aficulate how

they viewed the conflict between their parents or to whom they turned to if they needed

support. All the children were able to communicate their feelings to the writer in some

mannef .

Although all the parents agreed to answer the questions outlined in the semi-

structured interview guide, many found it difhcult to move beyond blaming the other

parent or focusing on the conflict. During the interviews, it often proved he1pfu1 allow

the parent take the lead with respect to how and when they answered the questions.

lnterviewing the parents in this way allowed them to tell their story of the separation

and the ongoing interparental conflict. For example, many ofthem needed to talk about

how the interparental conflict continued to provide problems for the child and the rest of

the family before moving onto a discussion of strengths and coping strategies. Most of

the parents understood that the children often felt they were put in the middle ofthe

interparental conflict. One of the parents stated that her son, "witnessed pushing and

shoving and us arguing in loud voices. That time my husband smashed my wrist into

the steering wheel".

This mother discussed how the conflict continued to be part oftheir lives. She

stated that,

His father told him I had called the police to get him to, you know, this past

weekend to try and get contact with him. My son comes home and he goes why
did you call the police mom?



Another mother also talked about the impact of the ongoing conflict on her son.

She stated,

The iatest thing that happened was I received a six-page letter from my ex and it
was like I hate you this and I hate you that. My son got hold of it. He saw it. He
read it.

Another mother discussed how money issues were the greatest sourca of

interparental conflict, both before and since the separation. After the separation the

conflict around money became child support issues. Parents wanted the researcher to

fully understand how the conflict had been a distinct part of the separation and in some

families how it continued to be the stumbling block prohìbiting the healing of family

members. One of the ¡esearch questions asked about future barriers to resilient

behaviour of the children. One of the significant categories found through the coding of

the data was the interparental conflict, a finding expected from the review of the

literature on this subject. This led to the realization that one of the barriers to resilience

was the ongoing conflict befween the parents.

There were many other topics ofconversation with both the children and parents

that evolved from the interviews. One led to categories connected to communication

and resolution of issues between the parents. In later analysis these two sub-categories

became a category encompassing changes since the separation. Other compelling topics

included consideration of strengths, both individual and family strengths. Discussions

by both parents and children allowed for a thorough understanding ofhow both

individual and family shengths played the central role in the way the children

responded to interparental conflict.
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Focus Group

As well as being a tool for triangulation of the data, i.e., a form of member

checking, the focus group was another way of moving forward in categorizing the data.

This research collection strategy proved useful and stimulating as a way ofcollecting

additional information from the parents.

Questions asked through the focus group generated a great deal ofdiscussion

amongst the parents. While some of the answers were similar to those in the individual

interviews with the parents, within the group setting the answers generated strategies

and ideas for change.

A¡swers to the questions fiom the focus group allowed for the formulation of

additional categories within family and extemal supports. For example, a question

asked the parents to consider how they are able to help their children use the social or

collateral supports that had been identified. One mother stated,

I have supported Susan (name changed due to confrdentiality) becoming close to
her grandmother right fiom the beginning because I am extremely close to my
mom. More than my brother and sister are to her. And my mom has always had
this different connection with my child compared to any ofher other
grandchildren. My mom has always made herself available to my child and I
have always supported that with Susan. Even if they don't talk to each other in
person, they talk on the phone. And thank goodness for those free long distance
calls when my mother is at the lake in the suÍlmer. They just talk and laugh
together and this can go on for fifteen minutes. My mom is always telling her
funny stories or talking about her animals. I think Susan finds this comforting.
I encourage her to go and see or talk to my mother when she feels down. I know
that Susan will get on the phone and talk to my mother when her lather and I
have had a f,rght or if she gets mad about something.

Another highlight of the focus group was that the parents were able to give

examples ofhow their child¡en showed different ways ofcoping with the interparental

conflict. This proved helpful in the collection ofthe data as well as providing an



example ofpositive adaptation for the other parents in the group. In the following

example a father talked about how he helped his daughter to negotiate as a way of

supporting her in the area ofresolving conflict. He stated,

One of our things in my house was if there was something my daughter really
wanted it was ok, you write down the reasons why I should say yes and we'll
make it our contract. Ald then you follow through on your contract. So now
she's using that as bargaining, because we're having the same problem with the

same situation when it comes to holidays; what we used to have now isn't
working in favour of the other party. So at eleven my daughter is ât the point
where she will say no I don't want to do that. And I will support her in her
decision, tell her to write down her reasons, and give her written ideas to he¡
mother for her.

Through the individual interviews parents had already discussed barrie¡s to the

resilience of their child. The interactive component of the focus group allowed the

parents to brainstorm ideas ofhow to break down these barriers and help their children

move forward despite the ongoing conflict. For example, one parenf stated,

How do I know when my child or I need help? Should I take a parent education
class? I've never done anything like that or never talked to a counselor. How
do I know when my child needs to see someone? I just get so frustrated
sometimes because all my friends have their own opinions on what is best for
my family and me.

ln response another parent stated, "I would like a pre-mediation class, a place to leam

about what I need to get ready to talk to my husband."

Further discussion on this topic led to ideas for recommendations and needed

changes in policy that are necessary in orde¡ for appropriate sewices to be put into

place, allowing the children to maximize their potential for resilient behaviour. These

recommendations are discussed in Chapter Six.
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Fømily ønd Court of Queen's Bench FÍles

A final way ofcollecting data was completed through the reading ofpertinent

files. Thjs data was incorporated into the narrative component outlined in the next

component of this chapter.

Some of the families involved in the study had been to the Court of Queen's

Bench ìn an attempt to resolve their issues. The researcher read these files after

completing the interviews and the focus group in an attempt to 'saturate the categories'

or continue to broaden the categories already in place through other data collection

methods. ln some cases new information emerged as a result of reading the files and in

other cases the information had already been received through the intervìews with the

parents and children.

Demographic Variables

Twelve families participated in this resea¡ch study. The gender breakdown of

the children interviewed was four boys and eight girls. Of the children interviewed,

there were tkee nine-year olds, four ten-year olds, four eleven-year oids, and one

twelve-year old. The mean age of the chìldren was 10.25 years.

Of the t,¡/elve families involved in this study, haÌf the parents were in common

1aw unions and half were married during the time they were together. The time spent in

their relationships ranged fiom eight months to thirteen years, and the mean was 5.9

years. The length of time these parents were separated ranged from eighteen months to

thirteen years. The average was 6.2 years. The number of children in the families

ranged from one to three, with the mean being 1.5 children per family. In seven out of

108



the twelve families both parents were living wìth new pafners. In three families, only

the mother was with a new partner and in one family only the father was in a new

relationship. ln the remaining family both the mother and father have remained single

since the separation.

The families were asked about their cuitural background. Out ofthe twelve

families both parents fiom two families stated that they were of Aborigìnal descent.

Both parents from another family immigrated from Poland. The parents fiom the other

families were all bom in Canada and they were Caucasian.

With respect to the custodial arrangements for the children, the parents from

four famìlies had joint custody; in three families there were joint custody agreements

with one parent having final decisìon-making authority. In the other four families one

parent had sole custody. Where the parents hadjoint custody, consent forms to speak

with the child¡en were obtained from both parents.

Case by Case Narrative

This component of the chapter will provide a narrative ofeach of the twelve

families involved in this project. The ìnformation for these narratives is derived from

the raw data in this ¡esearch. The sources of this data include children's interviews,

parents' interviews and information from the Family Conciliation and Court of Queen's

Bench files. Included is the composition of the family, socio-economic status, cultural

information, as well as ma¡ita1 history including the interparental conflict and the

children's reactions to it. The current fanrily structure and the time-sharing

arrangements for the children are delineated. All these families had made some
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attempts to change pattems that lead to their conflict. A brief syropsis of this

information is also provided on a case by case basis. At the end of each family's

description a summary of the child's ability to exhibit resilient characteristics is

provided. This allows for a way to begin to understand how the analysis of the data fits

with the family structure and the ongoing parental conflict.

Grounded theory methodology incorporates theoretical sensitivity as a way to

gain insight to the data. Theoretical sensitivity refers to the attribute of insight from

prior professional experience, literature ¡eviews and personal experience with the

population (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). It represents an important creative aspect of

grounded theory. Techniques used to gain theoretical sensitivity include the use of

questioning, comparisons ofstories, and the analysis of a single word, phrase or

sentence. It provides a beginning to the analytical process as it suggests an insight and

understanding of a phenomenon that increases as the researcher interacts'"vith the data.

For example, it allows the researcher to begin to develop small theoretical frameworks

about the concepts and their relationships. Theoreticai sensitivity was used to sift

through the data, providing an awareness of the subtleties derived from the stories of the

family members and other pertinent information.

As part ofeach family narrative, there is a discussion ofhow the family fits into

the continuum ofhigh-conflict. This is a heuristic device used to rate families within a

high-conflict range. As discussed in the literature review in Chapter Two, high-conflict

parents seem unable to move beyond the entrenched conflict between them. Within the

high-conflict range there are differences in the level ofconflict. This requires the need



for a conceptual tool to recognize differences that can be seen on a continuum ofhigh-

conflict.

ln Chapter Three an operational definition ofhigh conflict families was adopted

that included recognition ofboth the duration and level of conflict. For example, the

duration of the conflict has lasted even with attempts to resolve their divorce issues,

either through the judicial system or through other forms of conflict resolution. Parents

may have attempted to resolve separation issues, or may be re-litigating past issues.

With regard to the level ofthe conflict, high-conflict parents may continue to have

verbal arguments, belittle each other, or verbally, physically or sexually abuse each

other. These behaviours may or may not take place in ffont of the children and

represent a continuum of conflict that reflects ongoing interparental hostility.

Using the operational definition of high-conflict delineated in Chapter Three,

some of the families involved in the study were in the lower levels of high conflict as

they were still unable to effectively communicate with each other afte¡ the initial

separation period. Other families were at higher levels in the high conflict continuum as

ongoing litigation, verbal abuse between the parents and fear ofone parent by the other

continued after several years of attempts at co-parenting. Of the twelve families, two

were designated as being on the lowe¡ end of the continuum. Four families were in the

middle, and six were situated along the mid to high range of the continuum of high-

conflict. Further details of their levels of conflict as well as how they coped with the

interparental conflict is discussed on a case by case basis.

The following information provides a review of the information provided by the

families involved in this study and is presented on a case by case basis. The interviews



with family members took place during the spring and summer of 2004. Issues related

to the parental relationship, the history ofconflìct, formal and informal helpers as well

as the child's adjustment are delineated in these narratìves. The child's adjustment

refers to the resilient characteristics they appear to exhibit. As discussed earlier, four

areas ofresilience were used as indicators for resilient behaviour: self-esteem,/selÊ

effrcacy, social competence, behaviour management, and academic achievement. These

areas were each viewed as being on separate domains. Combining these domains

allows for an understanding ofhow the child could be viewed on a continuum of

resilience. For example, they may be rated higher on one domain, but lower on another.

This would put them at mid-range on the continuum ofresilience. Using this language

allows for a way of describing behaviour from a narrative perspective.

Fømíly #I

Parental Relationship

The parents were married in 1992 and separated in 2001 . Each had been

divorced previously and each has one child fiom an earlier union. Neither parent has a

new pafner. They had two sons together; one is twelve, the participant in this study,

and another, who is eight years ofage. Both ofthese parents are Caucasian. Cultural or

religious issues do not appear to be palt ofthe conflict between these parents.

These parents own land outside ofthe city of Winnipeg that the father continues

to farm. While married, the mother worked with the father on the farm. The mother has

remained in the marital home on the farm with the children since the separation three

years ago.



History o-f Conllict

These parents separated because of the mother's allegations that the father had

physically abused her for several years. On the night ofthe separation the mother

contacted the police because she was aflaid ofthe father and wanted him removed flom

the marital home. The police removed the father f¡om the home and charged him with

assault. Both parents obtained a peace bond prohibiting any contact between them other

than dealing with issues relating to the children. Both children witnessed the parents'

physical conflict, as well as the police arresting their father and remember it as the

reason for the separation.

Since the separation these parents argue over the phone, paficularly with respect

to issues relating to the children and financial matters. They have used counselors,

lawyers, an assessment through Family Conciliation and the court in an attempt to deal

with their ongoing conflict. They continue to litigate over finances as they co-own the

family farm and can not seem to find a way to resolve this matter. While the father

currently pays child support, he would like to have the amount reduced. The father

wants to amend the current court order regarding the time-sharing arrangements that

states the mother has primary care ofthe children with the father having access on

Tuesday and Thursday evenings as well as altemate weekends. The father wants more

of an equal time-sharing schedule with the children and the mother would like to retain

the existing scheduie. The time-sharing conflict remains unresolved.
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Formal and Informal Helpers

This family continues to attempt to change the pattems of their communication.

Currently they are involved with 'Giving Children Hope', a program designed to

provide counseling to various members ofhigh-conflict families. The children are

attending the children's group and the parents attend both individual andjoint sessions

with a family counselor. The mother also attends individual counseling with a

psychotherapist in an attempt to help her with some unresolved mental health issues and

her feelings about the abuse that took place in the marital relationship.

Continuum qf Hish con-flict

On the continuum ofhigh-conflict, these parents were at a high point during the

latter part oftheir ma¡ital relationship with physical abuse taking place in the home.

The mother continues to call the police due to perceived ha¡assment Íiom the father

towards her. Even with a protection order in place these parents continue to argue a

great deal over the phone and in-person at the transition times for the exchange of the

children. Although the parents have been separated for three years, the conflict has

¡emained intense. Over the last several months they have attempted to change their

communication style through counseling and the conflict has lessened to a lowe¡ level

on the continuum ofhigh-conflict. However, on the continuum they would still be

considered at the mid to high range as they continue to be in litigation and do not

communicate directly on most occasions. The mother and father continue to contact the

police if they feel the time-sharing agreement or protection order is not being adhered to



as written. As we1l, the post-separation issues regarding time-sharing and hnancial

matters remain unresolved and before the Court.

Child's Ad-iustment

The older boy, the participant in this study, appeared to have more difficulty

than his brother adjusting to the interparental conflict. He has had difficulties in school

and in completing day{o day tasks since the separation. His mothe¡ describes him as

having been severely depressed for the first year after the separation. However, over

time, with the help of a school counsellor he has been able to complete his school

related tasks and maintains his above average grades. This child still appears quite

angry that his parents have not been able to resolve their conflict, particularly about the

time-sharing arrangements. In discussions with the researcher he stated that he wanted

to spend more time with his father and did not understand why he could not do so. For

example, he stated,

Last night my dad wanted to pick us up fiom school, but my mom wouldn't let
him. He had to pick us up from daycare. I hate daycare and I'd ¡ather be with
my dad. So when my dad came to pick us up he was angry.

At times their child's anger comes out by acting aggressively towards his

brother or occasionally being involved in physical altercations at school. He identified

his pet dog and his friends as being the ones who helped him survive the difficult times.

He describes his peer relationships as being quite important to him. He stated, "I have a

couple of good friends from school. I have known them for quite a while and they all

know what is happening with me. They help me out".



On a continuum ofresilience he would be classified as being on the lower level

of the continuum. For example, he was often unable to complete tasks at home. As

well, he did not appear to have a high degree ofself-esteem and still felt depressed at

times. However, he has managed to move forward, albeit slowly, as evidenced by his

academic studies and in his socially appropriate conduct with his peers. This positive

adaptation is seen despite the high level of ongoing interparental high-conflict.

Table I

FAMILY #1: Rating of Interparental Conflict and Child's Resilience

Family #2

Parental Relationship

These parents married in 1991 and separated in 2002. They were divorced as of

June 2004. They have two children together, one girl who is ten years ofage and aboy

who is eight years of age. The oldest chrld was the participant in this study. Both

parents are Caucasian. Neither cultural nor religious issues are a cause of conflict

between these parents.

CONTINUUM OF' INTERPARENTÀL
atìNl'r ra'f

RESILIENT ATTRIBUTES

Mid to Hish Ranse of Hish-conflict Low self-esteem
Low social comÞetence
Average academic achievement
Moderate sociallv appropriate conduct
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Histot'v oÍ Conflict

These parents separated because they no longer had any common interests. This

resulted in little communication. Over time the relationship became one cha¡acterized

by tense silences and avoidance. The more overt conflict between these parents became

prominent after the separation. It consisted of police involvement due to stalking by the

father and harassment by each parent towards the other. Child support payments

continue to be an issue between these parents. While the father is employed full-time,

the mother works on a half-time basis. The father thinks that the mother should be

working fuIl-time, and in doing so she would be able to support herself without his child

support.

Each parent has a new partner. The mother has her new paftner living in the

marital home. The father's new partner has two children. She and her children are in

the process of moving in with the father.

Forntal and lnlormal Heloers

After the separation these parents decided upon a joint custody, shared parenting

arrangement. The mother has the children with he¡ flom Sunday evening until

Thursday evening, and the father has the children with him each Thursday evening until

Sunday evening. The parents used lawyers, the court and Family Conciliation,

specifically the six-hour parent information seminar, in an effort to resolve their

differences. While they now have a divorce order outlining the final financial and time-

sharìng arrangements, they are still unable to communicate effectively about the

children and often make arbitrary decisions with respect to the children. For example,
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this past summer the father took the children out of the province on a summer holiday

for several days longer than had been agreed upon by both parties. While both parents

insist that they want to be able to communicate more effectively, they are uncertain as

to how to do so. They are currently lookìng ìnto possible counseling options, for both

themselves and the children.

Continuum o-f Conflict

On the continuum ofhigh conflict these parents could be classified as a lower

level ofhigh conflict as they continue to argue about the children's time-sharing

schedule and child support issues after eighteen months into their separation. While

they did not engage in overt conflìct during their marital relationship, the conflict

intensified after the separation and has continued since that time, moving the

relationship into a high-conflict situation. For example, shortly after the separation, the

mother filed harassment charges against the father. She stated,

It became a horrible situation after the separation. He (the father) would phone
me and leave me these mean messages on my phone for the children to hear. He
starled waiting for me to get off of work and following me home. I know it was

to check out how many hours I was working, because he does not think he
should be paying child supporl.

As well, the father does not always follow the time-sharing scheduie. For

example, he will keep the children longer than had been previously agreed or make

arbitrary changes to the schedule. This continues to lead to arguments between the

parents and calls to the lawyers.



Child's Adiustment

Since the separation the children have managed to carry on with their day{o-day

tasks. They continue to do well with in school and in their extra-curricular activities.

They were quite surprised when their parents separated, as they did not suspect anlhing

was wrong in theìr family. They enjoy spending time with their parents and appear to

get along well with their new stepparents.

The child who was the research participant from this family appears to exhibit a

great deal of resiliency. She stated that although she is quite aware of the problems

between her parents, she is able to distract herselfwith her activities and fríends. She

does well at school and in her extra-curricular activities, particularly swimming. She

enjoys spending time with both her parents, and has become quite attached to her new

stepfather. She also stated that she "liked her father's new girlfriend, but wasn't'sure if

she wanted this woman to move in with her father". She does not appear to have any

behaviour problems and is able to attend to day-to-day tasks both at home and at schooi.

On the continuum ofresilience she appears to exhibit many resilient characteristics.

Table 2

FAMILY #2: Rating of Interparental Conflict and Child's Resilience

CONTINUUM OF INTERPAR.ENTAL
CONF'LICT

RESILIENT ATTRIBUTES

Low ranse of hish-conflict Moderate Self-esteem
Hieh Academic Achievement
Hieh Social Comþetence
Sociallv Aopropriate Conduct



Fømþ#3

Parental Relationship

These parents lived common law for a shorl period of time and then separated in

1996. They were young when they began their relationship and soon realized it was not

going to work for them. During the relationship between the parents there was some

arguing, but no other form of conflict. The daughter bom to them is nine years of age

and the participant in thís study. She was only six months old when these parents first

separated. The final separation occurred shortly after her first birthday.

Both ofthese parents are Caucasian. The mother speaks ofher cultural

background, Ukrainian, as being impofant to both her and her extended family.

Histon of Conflict

From early in the separation the mother was granted primary care and control of

the child. The father was spending time with his daughter every second weekend and a

few evenings each week. However, this changed after a few years, as there was

increased conflict between the parents. On numerous occasions the child witnessed her

parents arguing over the phone and in-person at the transition times. Eventually over

the years, the child refused to see her father on a regular basis and at this point will only

see him on holidays and for her birthday.

Since the separation, both ofthese parents have married other partners and each

has another child from these marriages. The mother lives in Wimipeg and the father

lives in a smaller community in ru¡al Manitoba. Both parents work on a full-time basis
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outside of the home. The father works in the health care system and the mother works

in administration. The father pays child support.

Formal and Informal Helpers

This famíly has used various means in an attempt to resolve their conflict. They

have asked family ffiends to communicate for them, had a school counselor work with

their chi1d, used lawyers to act for them, and finally went to court for an order with

respect to time-sharing and child support issues. They also recently attempted family-

related mediation through Family Conciliation in an effort to have a neutral party help

them to understand their child's uneasiness about seeing her father on a more reguiar

basis. They began this process and met together on two occasions with the mediator.

Their daughter met with the mediator and then togethe¡ with the father and the

mediator. The father became disheartened, as these meetings did not appear to change

the way access took place. As a result he decided not to continue to use this

intervention. He felt nothing more could alter the way his daughter thought about him.

Currently the father is not making any demands of the child and is resigned to see her

on a few holidays tkoughout the year.

Continuutn ol Conflict

On the continuum ofhigh conflict, these parents were not in high conflict until

the time of the separation. Since shortly after the separation they have been litigating

with respect to time-sharing between the child and her fathe¡, with the father demanding

more access fiom the mother. Thís pattem of conflict puts them mid-range along the



continuum ofhigh-conflict as this has continued for several years. Recently they have

come to some resolution with respect to access issues, thereby lessening the conflict and

putting them on a lower level on the continuum of high conflict. While there is

crmently no overl conflict between them regarding time-sharing issues, there are still

outstanding child support issues. Fo¡ example, the father is often late with his monthly

maintenance payrnents. These parents have been separated for eight years and continue

to be unable to communicate effectively about child-related issues. When they attempt

to communicate it often ends in an argument or the mother hanging up the phone to

avoid an argument. This would suggest that they continue to be situated on the

continuum ofhigh conflict, albeit at the lower end of it.

Child's Adjustment

The child does not remember living with both her parents, as she was quite

young when they were together. However, she does remember the poslseparation

conflict between them. She blames her father for any distress suffered by her mother.

For example, she recalls phone calls between her parents that made her mother cry. The

child continues to be emotionally affected by the interparental conflict, particularly

issues related to access between her and her father. For exampie, she often becomes

depressed and uninterested in school after her father calls her to request a visit. This

child considers her newly blended family with her mother, stepfather and new sister as

her family. She talks about how much she admires her stepfather and considers him to

be he¡ 'father'.



This child exhibits some resilient characteristics. She does well academically

and is involved in extra-curricular activities. For example, she is a good dancer and

looks forwa¡d to continuing with her classes. She also thoroughly enjoys being with her

best füend and spending time with her mother and stepfather's relatives. However, she

states that she does not always feel good about he¡self and sometimes has trouble

getting up to go to school. Her mother also states that the child is sometimes depressed,

but usually around the time ofher father's visits. On the continuum ofresiliency, she

would appear to be in the mid-range, exhìbiting characteristics that appear high in two

domains, but having difhculty maintaining her self-esteem and social competence.

Table 3

FAMILY #3: Rating of Interparentâl Conflict and Child's Resilience

CONTINUUM OF' INTERPARENTAL
.rIìNFT T¡1T

RESILIENT ATTRIBUTES

Mid ranse of hish-conflict I-ow sell-esteem
Low to moderate social competence
Average academic achievemenl
Sociallv appropriate conduct



Fømily #4

Parental Relationship

These parents started dating and were in a common law relationship flom 1991

until their separation in 1997. Their daughter, the parlicipant in this project, is nine

years of age. Both of these parents are Caucasian with no particular cultural affiliation.

Histott¡ ofConflict

These parents separated due to physical abuse by the father towa¡ds the mother.

As the child was only two at the time of the separation, she does not recall her parents

living together or any abuse occurring between her father and mother. However, she

does know that her parents have always argued a great deal and continue to dislike each

other. She talked about continuing to hea¡ them argue over the phone. She would feel

afraid when that occurred, go to her room and turn on her radio. She stated that she has

heard her mother say, "I wish your father was dead".

Since the separation, the child has been in her mother's primary care. The

mother has sole custody and the father had regular access with his daughter. There

were some variations and gradual increases to access resulting in the following schedule

in 1999: the fathe¡ had his daughter with him on altemate weekends and every

Wednesday evening. The child was also with her father for half the time on holidays,

i.e., summer ard Christmas. This arrangement was in place until early 2003. At that

time the father was unable to exercise his access as he was arrested for physical assault

of his new partner. The mother refused him any further access to their child at that

time.
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Since the separation both parents have had new partners for several years.

However, the father and his new partner separated in 2003 at the time ofthe arrest. The

father served six months on the assault charge and was then on probation for eighteen

months. The child recalls her father hitting her stepmother on many occasions. She

talked about how much she now misses her stepmother due to the separation. For

example, she recalled the emotional closeness she felt towards her stepmother and how

she often feared that her stepmother would be hurt during arguments between her

stepmother and father.

Formal and Informal Helpers

The mother and father have recently been involved with Family Concilìation

a¡d had a court-ordered family assessment completed with respect to the child having

unsupervised access to her father. Since their separation they have been in court on

numerous occasions in an attempt to resolve issues with respect to time-sharing and

child support pa;.ments. The mother states that the father continues to be late with his

monthly maintenance palments. As well, he owes several months in arrears. There is

another court date pending to deal with these financial issues. They have also spent a

great deal of money and time with lawyers in an attempt to develop a new agreement

with respect to time-sharing arrangements. There is still a diffe¡ence of opinion

between these parents as to whether the father should have unsupervised access to the

child. This issue remains unresolved.



Continuunt of Conflict

On the continuum ofhigh conflict these parents could be classified as being on a

higher level. Initially the physical abuse by the father towards the mother signified a

higher level of conflict. Although this physical abuse did not continue after the

separation, the conflict continued as the father withheld chìld support payments on a

regular basis and the parents continued to argue about time-sharing issues. In 2003 the

conflict intensified, as the mother no longer felt the father was fit to have unsupervised

access with their daughter. Throughout the separation of seven years, these parents

have had pattems of continuing conflict. While the level of ongoing conflict has

fluctuated, it is currently back to the higher range of the continuum due to the ongoing

litigation and unresolved time-sharing issues.

Child's Adiustment

With respect to resilient attributes, the child in this study exhibited good social

competence, i.e., the ability to do her homework and chores. She also does well

academically in school and enjoys time with her friends. For example, she stated that

"she gets good reports cards" and "school is a fun place because I get to spend time with

my füends and I like art and g1'm". Both her teacher and her mother stated that she

rarely has disagreements with füends or family members. The child stated, "I am close

to my aunts and cousins. Theyjust live a few blocks away. I also have three good

friends and one special friend, Victoria. We get along and never fight".

While this child presented as quite shy and reserved, she was able to talk about

her fear ofher father's anger and feelings ofloss with respect to the relationship with



her stepmother. Since her father and stepmother separated over a year ago, she has only

seen her stepmother on one occasion. On the continuum of resilience, this child

presented as exhibiting many resilient attributes, but is also grieving the loss ofher

stepmother, which has left her feeling sad and somewhat depressed at times.

Table 4

FAMILY #4: Rating of Interparental Conflict and Child's Resilience

Fømily #5

Parental Relationship

These parents met in 1990 ín Winnipeg, Manìtoba while taking English as

Second Language classes. They had both recently immigrated to Canada ffom Poland.

From discussions with both parents, they agree the marriage several months after they

met in Canada in order to facilitate the mother's landed immigrant status, as her

visitor's visa was about to expire. They had one chíld together, a son, now twelve years

of age, who is the participant in this study. Despite immigrating from Poland, the

parents are ffom different European cultures. The parents have strong views relating to

CONTINIIN{ OF' INTERPARTNTAL
CONFLICT

RTSILIENT ATTRIBUTES

Hieh ranse of Hieh-conflict Low to moderate self-esteem
Hish social comoetence
Average academic achievement
Sociallv aoorooriate conduct
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their individual ethic origìns and both suggest that this is one of the main ¡easons for

their conflict as they have divergent ideas on many topics.

Historv of Conllict

The parents separated in 1996 afler many years ofdiscord, arguing about all

aspects of parenting and family life. At the time of the separation the mother went to a

women's shelter with the child. Although there weren't any medical evidence or police

repofts, the mother alleges that the father repeatedly threatened her with physical

violence that escalated to an incident ofbeing physically abusedjust prior to the

separation.

The mother stated,

We were married for two years and everything changed after I got pregnant.

And I know that was caused by his control issues. I finally left the relationship

when our child was four years old and was in contact with Osbome House, a

place to go when you are worried about being abused. Somehow I got the

information that they have people willing to listen or help. And that's what they

were telling me. Like I leamed all about his abuse cycle and controlling issues.

A¡d I knew it got to the point where it was getting physical.

The child remembers hearing his parents repeatedly argue with each other, both

before and since the separation. He stated,

When my parents argue I try to stop them sometimes. Like I won't talk to each

one of them. Sometimes I just wait untìl every'thing stops. And sometimes if
my mom's hurt I'll try to make her feel better' So, that's usually the case when a

fight happens when I am at mY mom's.

Since the separation these parents have engaged in a great deal of litigation. As

of 2004, the court file held over one hundred and twenty documents that reflected the

conflicted and litigious nature of their dispute. For the first year and a half after the

separation, the child lived with his mother and spent altemate weekends with his father.
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The current time-sharing arrangement, achieved through mediation in 2003, is one of

joint custody with the child in the care of the mother approximately 70o/o of the time and

in the care of the father the other 30% of the time. However, the father wants to again

change this arrangement and is planning on going back to court to do so. He wants to

move to a shared parenting model of ca¡e with the child living with both parents on an

equal basis. The mother wants to maintain the current time-sharing arrangement.

Both parents are remarried. The father remarried a few years ago. He went

back to his country of origin and brought his new wífe home with him. He did not tell

his son he was re-married until he retumed home with his wife. The mother ¡emarried

five years ago. Neither parent has any other children. The child talked about getting

along well with his stepfather, but not with his stepmother.

Both parents work on a full-time basis. The father pays child support to the

mothe¡.

Continuum of Conflict

On the continuum ofhigh conflict these parents would be classihed in the mid to

high-range. The marital relationship was filled wìth discord that had continued over

many years of the separation. At the time of the separation there were threats of

physical abuse by the father towards the mother. Although there is now some

communication befween them, they are still in disagreement on many issues conceming

their child and plan to continue with litigation. The overt conflict may have lessened

somewhat over the years, but they still do not agree on many parenting issues, including

the post-separation time-sharing arrangement.
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Child's Adiustment

Initially the child suffered from bouts ofdepression and anger following the

separation. Eventually he spent several months with a therapist working through some

of his feelings about his situation. He is now able to talk about his feelings towards his

parents, their differences and how he copes with the ongoing conflict between them.

This child exhibits different levels on the four domains of resiliency. For

example, he talks about still feeling depressed at times, but is able to carry on with his

required tasks both at school and at home. He enjoys spending time wíth both his

parents, but has difficulty understanding his father's rules. He does not have enough

self-confidence to question his father about them. While he enjoys school and attempts

to do his best, he often has difficulty concentrating and completing his homework. He

has good relationships with his peers, but does not like to be in any conflict with them.

He will not engage in arguments with hís peers or with his parents. While this

behaviour implies that he exhibits socìally appropriate conduct, it also questions how he

will be able to manage his anger in the future. Avoiding conflict does not allow him to

resolve it.

Table 5

FAMILY #5: Rating of Interparental Conflict and Child's Resilience

CONTINUTJM OF INTERPARINTAL
I-¡.ìNtr'T I'T

RESII,IENT ATTRIBI]TES

Mid to Hieh ranse of Hieh-conflict Low self-esteem
Low social competence
Average academic achievement
Sociallv appropriate conduct



FømíIy #6

Parental Relationshio

The parents lived in a common law relationship from 1994 until they separated

in 2002. The mother had a daughter, who is now fifteen years o1d, from a previous

relationship. Together they had a daughter, now nine years of age and the participant in

this study. They separated partially due to problems between the father and older

daughter. As she became a teenager, the family dl,namics changed with the mother

siding with the older daughter against the father. Evenhrally this caused a rift between

the father and mother wìth the mother finally deciding to leave the relationship. The

older child also left with the mother.

The mother is Aboriginal. The father states that he does not have a paficular

cultural affrliation, but his parents are Ukrainian. However, these cultural diffe¡ences

did not appear to play a part in the conflict either before or since the separation. The

younger child does not identify herself as Metis. When asked about her cultural

orientation she stated that she had a Ukrainian background.

The father is currently on disability as he has recently had an operation on his

back. However, he is still able to provide appropriate day to day care for his child. He

plans to go back to full{ime employment within the next year. He is not in a new

relationship. The mother works on a full-time basis. She now lìves with her new

partner and her oldest child. Neither parent pays child support.



Historv of Conflict

These parents argued a great deal around the time of the separation, often about

the older child. The younger child witnessed much of this conflict and did not like it.

The father stated,

She (the younger child) told us she did not like it when we argued. It was
unusual for her to tell us something like that. She wasn't used to hearing us

argue, but I do admit that there was a lot of ugly yelling and screaming and
conflict between her mother and myself.

When asked about the conflict between her parents the child stated,

They argued sometimes. They also argued some after the separation, but not as

much. I don't really know what they were arguing about. I just tried to close my
door and not listen. My sister would go into her room too when they argued.
Now they don't talk in person or on the phone. They don't talk at all.

Formal and Informal Helpers

Since the separation these parents have been to court in an attempt to resolve

both the financial and time-sharing issues with respect to the younger daughter. The

daughter was seeing both her parents on an equal basis for the first six months

following the separation. However, this changed as the mother moved to a different

community and the daughter wanted to stay with her father in her familiar home, school

and surroundings. The father now has primary care of the child and the mothe¡ sees the

child three weekends out of each month. The mother is still contesting this

a angement, as she wants to see more ofher daughter. These parents have used the

court, child related assessments and lawyers in an attempt to resolve their conflict.

They do not have any direct communication at this time. They use their lawyers to

communicate about any necessary changes to their schedules.



Continuum of Conflict

On the continuum ofhigh conflict, these parents could be classified as in the

mid-range. While there was discord in the household before the separation, it largely

centered upon the adolescent and stepfather relationship. There was overt pre- and

post-separation conflict. There was also a great deal of litigation over the first tvr'o

years of the separation. This would suggest that these parents were in the higher range

of the high-conflict scale at that time. Since the separation the parents have found ways

to mìnìmize the conflict in front of their child and are working towards a resolution of

the outstanding issues. However, they still communicate through their lawyers and both

parents wânt the time-sharing schedule changed again. The mother wants more time

with her daughter and the father wants the child to have more of a voice in the

anangements. He states the child has told him she only wants to be with her mother for

two weekends each month, instead of the three that she now spends with her mother.

While they a¡e still in a high-conflict situation they have moved to the mid-range of the

contínuum.

Child's Adjustment

The nine-year old daughter remembers hearing her parents argue both before

and after the separation. She went to her patemal grandmother for comfort at times

when she became ffightened by the arguing. Her strongest extemal support continues to

be her patemal grandmother. Apparently the grandmother comes to he¡ father's home

on a regular basis throughout the week to spend time with her grandchild and assist with

household and child-care tasks. Currently the child is doing extremely well
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academically and in extra-curricula¡ activities. For example, she has recently been

chosen to be in the school choir. She also enjoys her peers and often has friends over to

her house.

This child presented as quite shy. For example, she had difficulty answering

some questions and communicated more effectively when she was also drawing or

playing. However, throughout her interview, she was able to talk about her passions that

included spending time with her friends and being with her grandmother. She stated

that she likes school and works hard ìn her classes. She also enjoys helping her father

with household chores. She states that she has a better relatìonship with her sister now

that they no longer live in the same house and enjoys spending time with her when she

visits her mother. This child appears to have the ability to discuss her needs with

others, as she was able to convince both her parents that the initial time-sharing

arrangement did not suit her needs. They were able to understand her concems and

changed it accordingly. She appears to exhibit many resilient attributes, particularly

social competence, self-efficacy and academic achievement.

Table 6

FAMILY #6: Rating of Interparental Conflict and Child's Resilience

CONTINIJI IM OF INTERPARENTAI,
CONFLICT

RESILIENT ATTRIBUTES

Mid ranse of High-conflict Moderate self-esteem
Hish academic achievement
Hieh social competence
Sociallv aoorooriate conduct
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Fømily #7

Parental Relationship

The parents married in 1989 and separated in 2002. According to the mother

they separated the first time in 2001 for a few months due to a lack of communication

and no further common interests. In 2002 the final separation occurred when the

mother found out the father was sexually involved with someone at his wo¡þlace. Both

parents disclosed being quite depressed at various stages of the separation, having

suicidal thoughts and needing to seek outside help.

These parents had one son together. He is currently twelve years of age, and the

paficipant in this study. Both these parents identify themselves as Caucasian. Neither

cultural nor religious issues appear to be a part in the conflict between these parents.

The father continued in his new relationship. He now has an infant daughter

from this relationship. The mother is not in a new relationship.

Historv o-f Conflict

Since the separation there has been a great deal ofconflict. The mother contends

that the father was verbally abusive toward her on a regular basis and that this has

continued since the separation. As well, she indicated that he has gone to extreme

measures in his efforts to harass her. For example, after the separation the father broke

into the mother's garage and tapped her phone lines. They now only communicate

through their lawyers. They have been to court on numerous occasions putting forward

motions to either change access arrargements or attempt to deal with financial matters.

Since the separation Winnipeg Child and Family Services, the local child protection



agency, has been asked to intervene by the mother, as she has been concemed about the

stepmother's parenting skills.

The mother has primary care of the child but the father spends time with him

Tuesday and Thursday evenings as well as every Saturday to Sunday. On Fridays he

spends the ovemight with his patemal grandparents.

The mother works on a part-time basis and the father works on a full-time basis.

The father pays child support.

Formal and Informal Helpers

Since the separation the child has been to a child psychologist for an assessment

as he exhibited feelings of anger and IÌustration at the beginning ofthe separation. He

was quite angry with his father because ofhis father's new relationship as he felt that

his mother was suffering because of it. Ove¡ the past several months, the child has been

involved in an educational/therapeutic group for children from separated families.

Gradually over the past year the child seems to be exhibiting less anger and is able to

talk to his mother about his feelings with respect to the separation.

Both parents are now considering mediation as an altemative to further

litigation. However, there continues to be a great deal of animosity between them, often

fueled by the stepmother. For example, the stepmother writes letters to the mother

telling her how much she loves the father.



Continuum o.f Conflict

On the continuum ofhigh-conflict, these parents would be in the mid to high-

range. They have been involved in litigation from the time ofthe separation and

continue to only be able to communicate effectively through their lawyers. There have

been calls to the Winnipeg Chiid and Family Services, the local child welfare agency

and concems about verbal and emotional abuse by the father and his new pafner.

While these parents understand the need for a different approach to communication,

(e.g., through mediation) they have been unable to do so. They continue to react to

situations that arise by blaming the other parent. They have not changed the way they

interact since the separation. At times the conflict has intensified with the stepmother

now playing a parl in exacerbating it. This would suggest these parents are still at a mid

to high range on the continuum ofhigh conflict.

Child's Adiustment

The child presents as having a great deal of self-esteem. He is able to arliculate

his feelings and the reasons for them. However, he states that he does not like conflict

and gets anxious when his parents argue. He copes by giving in to his father's demands

and going along with the status quo. At school, he has a lot of fi:iends. His teacher

states that this boy is a leader, does extremely well academícally and is a positive role

model. For example, he will make friends with children that are shy or need help in

their studies. Initially after the separation this child struggled to maintain his

equilìbrium and needed the help of a counselor and his teacher as he attempted to cope

with the diffrculties between his parents. He also used lisfening to music as a place of



refuge. He stated, "Listening to music really helped me get through the tough times".

He also feels that his parents' separation has been good for him. He stated, "now I can

have my fliends over at my mom's whenever I want, because my dad never iet me do

that".

At the present time this child exhibits many resilient attributes. This suggests

that he was able to make use of his extemal support systems in order to cope and

bounce back ffom the difficult separation and ongoing conflict between his parents.

Table 7

FAMILY #7: Rating of Interparental Conflict and Child's Resilience

Family #8

Parental Relationship

These parents met in school and started living together in 1992. They separated

in 1998 due to increasing physical altercations between them. The father has custody of

their eldest chi1d, a daughter, upon the request of the mother. She is now eleven years

of age and the participant of this study. These parents also had two boys togethe¡ who

are in the custody of their mother.

CONTINTJIJM OF INTER}AR.ENTAL
CONFLICT

RESILIENT ATTRIBUTES

Mid to Hish ranse of Hish-conflict Moderate self-esteem
Hieh academic achievement
Moderate social competence
Sociallv aoorooriate conduct



The father is in a new relatìonship. He has a child with his new partner. The

stepmother has two children from a previous maniage who are now part of this newly

blended family. The father works on a full-time basis, often taking on extra shifts in an

effort to support his family. The stepmother does not work outside the home. She

provides the majority of the care of the three children.

History qf Conflicî

Both parents are Aboriginal. They met and lived on the same reserve while they

were married. Apparently both extended families have played a large part in the conflict

as varìous members of the reserve have taken sides against each parent. This has

resulted in arguments within that community on many occasions. Shortly after the

separation the father moved off the reserve and into Winnipeg. He believes this has

helped to reduce the conflict. The mother continues to live on the reserve with her new

partner.

The mother no longer has any access to the daughter and the father does not see

his sons. While both parents state they want to see all their respective children, they

seem unable to make it happen. This lack of access is partially due to the parents'

inability to communicate with each other. As well, the father is uncertain whether the

mother should have access with their daughter, thereby not wanting to initiate any

change to the cur¡ent situation.

139



Formal and Informal Helpers

These parents have used various methods in an attempt to resolve their conflict.

Wimipeg Child and Family Services, the local child welfare agency, was involved with

the family due to allegations that the mother had physically abused the daughter. There

appeared to be no physical evidence of this abuse, but the daughter claims that her

rnother hit her and locked her in the closet on a few occasions. These parents also had a

court ordered assessment completed by a counselor at Family Conciliation. Using

information gained ftom this assessment they later settled on the matter ofcustody and

access through their lawyers who helped them negotiate a time-sharing plan. This plan

was then made into a court order.

The child involved in this study has some developmental delays. She works

with a resource teacher through her school and does school work at home on a regular

basis. According to her school counselor she has the label of 'special education

student'. She works at two grade ievels below her age level. This family has a respite

worker at home to help them with blended family issues and work with the child on an

individual basis. Despite an academic handicap this child was able to articulate her

feelings with respect to her family, peers and school.

Continuum of Con-llict

While the outstanding issues ofcustody and access with respect to all the

children have been decided upon through the various legal proceedings, the daughter is

unable to see her mother and the sons are unable to see their fathe¡. This is due to

ongoing interparental conflict and an inability by the parents to effectively



communicate without becoming involved in verbal arguments. This reflects the

parents' inability to move beyond their personal distrust and dislike ofeach other and

look foremost at the child¡en's needs to have an ongoing relationship with both parents.

On the continuum of interparental conflict this ¡epresents a higher level ofconflict as

the conflict directly impedes the children's ability to have a relationship with the other

parent. Even though the parents have resolved their post-separation issues on paper

through a court order it has not helped them to move beyond the conflict that led them

initially to need outside intervention.

Child's Adjustment

The child talked about how much she relies on her stepmother for both her

emotionai and physical needs. She stated that the person she would also turn to first for

anything she needed was her stepmother.

The participating child from this family appears to exhibit varying amounts of

resiliency. Her developmental delays do not allow her to have the appropriate academic

achievement for her age. However, despite the ongoing interparental conflict and lack

of access to her mother she is able to exhibit socially competence as well as enjoy time

with her family. According to her teacher she is well liked at school and has füends.

Although she does not demonstrate a great deal ofself-esteem in that she has difficulty

aficulating her needs and desires, she is able to exhibit a feeling of contentment to

those around her. From both her description and that of her stepmother, it is clear that

she derives a great deal of emotional suppof and security from her relationship with her



stepmother. For example, she stated, "my stepmothü has been the most helpful person

to her since the separation".

Table 8

FAMILY #8: Rating of Interparental Conflict and Child's Resilience

Family #9

Parental Relationship

This family consists of two parents who never married and only lived together

for eight months in 1991 . After the mother became pregnant she left the father and

moved to her home province of New Brunswick. The father went a¡d visited the

mother during her pregnancy and was physically abusive towards her. He left soon

after the child's birth in 1992 and, did not see his son until 2000 when the mother

requested child support pa)rynents. The father then decided he wanted a relationship

with his son. The mother stated,

The fathe¡ first showed up when our son was in grade one. I hadn't yet decided
whether to tell our son that this man was his father. But everlhing seemed
okay. Then his father said that his whole reason for coming was because
maintenance enforcement had caught up with him and was making him pay
child support. So he came once and then he didn't come for quite awhile again.

CONTINUUM OF INTERPARTNTAL
l-ftNET ra'r

RISILIENT ATTRIBUTES

Mid to Hieh ranse of Hieh-conflicl Low self-esteem
Moderate social comÞetence
Low academic achievement
Socially appropriate conduct
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The father now lives in British Columbia and the mother resides in Manitoba.

Since 2000 the child has visited his father in British Columbia on two occasions. The

second visìt resulted in the boy witnessing oral sex between his teenage cousins. When

he told his father about this incident, his father did not believe him. Since that time he

no longer feels safe going to his father's home, but stil1 wants a relationship with his

father. Over the past four years his father has come to Manitoba approximately three

times to visit with his son and calls him roughly six times each year.

The mother remarried in 2000 and has had another son. It is unknown whether

the father is ín a new relationship.

History of Conflict

Both parents are Caucasian. Cultural issues do not appear to play a part in the

conflict between these parents. lnstead the geographical distance between them restricts

the access between the child and the fathe¡. This leads to conflict between the parents,

as the child is often disappointed when the father does not phone or visit him. The

mother then contacts the father and they argue about this matter.

Formal and Informal Helpers

Witnessing the sexual incident between his cousins has left the child with an

inability to understand his own sexuality. This paficular incident and the problematical

relationship with his father appear to be tied together. Examples of emotional

difficulties arising fiom the incident have included nightmares and an increased

inability to trust new situations. ln an effort to help him deal with this issue, his mother



has accompanied him to counseling on several occasions. The stepfather has also been

involved in this family counseling. As well the child has met individually with a

counselor in order to deal wìth his fears and questìons about this incident. While he

continues to question why his father did not believe him, he still wants a relationship

with his father and wishes his father would come to visit him in Manitoba as he does

not feel safe at his father's home. When discussing his family, this child regards his

stepfather, instead ofhis biological father, as his 'father' and would tum to his

stepfather or his mother if he needed any type ofhelp. He talks about his stepfather as .

"someone great in his life because he never had a dad before".

Continuum o-f Con-flict

The conflict between these parents was intense at the time ofthe separation;

physical abuse occurred and the mother moved to a different province. This suggests a

high level of conflict on the continuum of high conflict. During the four year period

while the parents had no contact there was no overt conflict. When the contact began

again, so did the conflict. There has been a great deal of litigation, mostly due to the

father's urwillingness to pay child support. This continues to be an issue. The mother

can no longer afford to go back to court to deal with this matter. Therefore, this issue

remains outstanding, as the father will not pay his maintenance unless there is ongoing

pressure brought to bear fiom ajudge demanding that he do so. Due to this unresolved

issue and other issues the parents disagree on with respect to the son, (e.g., what the

child witnessed the last time he was in the father's home) the conflict remains high

between these parents. ln the past the mother has attempted to communicate via phone

144



or letter. However, she has not been successful in changing the communication pattems

or the father's willingness to see his son on a regular basis. The high conflict between

these parents continues even though the separation occured many years ago and they

were only together for a short period of time.

Child's Adiustment

The child exhibits some resilient characteristics. He has average gtades at

school and is involved in extra-curricular activities at school, e.g., peer conflict

manager. He felt that he could better unde¡stand how to manage conflict and understand

why his parents still argue if he took on the role ofconflict manager with his peers at

school. He states that he "has lots of friends and tries to be nice to everyone".

However, he does not have a good self-concept ard has trouble accepting his own

sexuality. Even though he has had to struggle in his relationship with his father, he

feels secure with his mother and stepfather. He states that the security he feels from

these two primary relationships have allowed him to "get through the day".

Table 9

FAMILY #9: Rating of Interparental Conflict and Child's Resilience

CONTINTIUM OF INTER}ARB,NTAL
CONFLICT

RTSILIENT ATTRIBUTES

High ranse of Hieh-conflict Low self-esteem
Moderate social comoetence
Average academic achievement
Sociallv aoo¡ooriate conduct



Fømíly #10

Parental Relationshio

The parents married in May of 1995 and separated fo¡ the first time in late 1997

due to the father's involvement in an extra-marital relationship. The parents reconciled

for several months and went for counseling ìn an attempt to strengthen their marriage.

They finally separated in 1998, as they could not find a way to move forward in their

relationship. They had two children together, a boy who is eight years old, and a girl,

who is nine years old and the participant in this study. Since the separation both parents

have established new relationships.

The father works fuIl-time in 1aw enforcement. The mother does not work

outside the home. The father pays child support. Cultural issues do not appear to play a

part in the conflict between these parents and both parents are Caucasian.

Historv of Conllict

Since the separation there has been a great deal ofconflict between the parents

regarding the children. This conflict has taken many forms. For the first year the father

was not seeing much of the children even though there was a court order in place

granting the father access three to four times each week. During this period of tíme the

father refused to speak with the mother, thereby making arrangements for access

difficult. This 1ed to the father communicating through the children. Eventually after

many problems with transitions between the homes, this matter was taken back to court.

Although a different court order was issued that allowed the father access every second

weekend and once during the week to cut down on the difficulties in trarsitions, the
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father did not see the children as much as he was ailowed. However, when he became

involved with his new pafner this changed. He began seeing the children on a regular

basis and the daughter became quite attached to her stepmother.

The mother has an older child, a teenager from a previous relationship. As well

she has had a child with her new partner. The father has recently separated fiom his

new parlner of seven years. The stepmother had a child fiom a previous relationship

approximately the same age as the child participating in the study. These children

formed a close relationship and spent a greaf deal of time with each other when the

child spent time in her father's home. The child also reported having a strong

attachment to her stepmother. Before her father and stepmothff separated, the child was

doing well, academically and socially. She did not exhibit any behaviour problems At

times she had difficulty adjusting to the differences in the two households but had

grown used to changing her routines if necessary. Cunently, the child, who is a

participant in this study, is having a difhcult time adjusting to the loss ofher stepsister

and her stepmother, and is grieving for the members of her blended family She is

having a difficult time in her studies at school and in managing her behaviour at home.

Formal and Informal Helpers

The conflict between these parents has continued mostly due to the inability to

communicate directly and elfectively with each other. ln the past they have attempted

to resolve their issues through family-related mediation. Currently they are in the

process of attempting mediation once again. Apparently the recent separation of the

father has changed how and when he can see the children. He wants to change his time-

t47



sharing arrangements and is willing to do so through mediation. This indicates a

willingness to work towa¡ds a resolution of the conflict.

Continuum oÍ Conllict

These parents have been in varying degrees ofconflict since the separation six

years ago. While they have attempted various ways of resolving their conflict, they

have been unable to resolve it over the years. Due to the length of the conflict and the

outstanding issues this would suggest they are still at the mid-range on the continuum of

high-conflict. However, they are attempting to deal with their co-parenting relationship

in an effort to find better ways of communicating with each other.

Child's Adjustment

Within the previously outlined domains of resilience, thìs child exhibited many

positive characteristics over the six years that these parents have been separated. For

example, she was able to form positive trusting relationships with new family members

and feel good about herself and her family. She stated that, "I feel good about myself

when I help my teachers and my mom and dad". As well, she enjoyed positive

relationships with her peers and excelled in her ext¡a-curricular activities. However,

since the recent separation between the father and stepmother, she has exhibited far

fewer resilient attributes. For example, she is having difficulties in her academic

studies and appears to have a lower self-esteem. She stated that, "she feels all messed

up now because my dad doesn't live with my stepmother anymore". This would suggest



that she has been unable to access her resilient characteristics due to the loss of

extended family members, i.e., her stepmother and stepsister.

Table 10

FAMILY #10: Rating of Interparental Conflict and Child's Resilience

Family #11

Parental Relationship

These parents lived in a common 1aw relationship for approximately four years

before separatingin 1994. The mother left the father because he was physically abusing

her. They had one child together, a daughter, who is now ten years of age. Both parents

are Caucasian.

The mother has been in a new common law relationship for the past seven years.

She and her new partner have a child together, now three years of age. It is unknown

whether the father is in a new relationship. The mother does not work outside the home

and the stepfather is in a low paying job. The mother and her blended family live ìn

CONTINUUM OF' INTERPARENTAL
CONF'LICT

RESILIENT ÄTTRTBUTES

Mid to Hish ranse of Hish-conflict Low self-esteem
Moderate social comoetence
Averas.e academic achievemenl
Difficulty with socially appropriate
behaviour



subsidized housìng. She states that some ofthe child's peers fiom the housing

development are a bad influence on her.

Histot-v of Conflict

Approximately two years after the separation the father stopped seeing the

daughter and did not attempt to do so until two years ago. This was the same time the

mother went to coufl and filed for child support. The parents then became embroiled in

litigation with respect to this matter and the court ordered an assessment by an

independent evaluator as thejudge needed help deciding if access should be ¡einstated.

Eventually the court ordered that the father have access to the daughter every second

weekend. This access arrangement continued for approximately eighteen months until

the father abruptly stopped visitation without any explanation. He has not seen the

child since that time. He has also stopped paying child support.

Formal and In-formal Helpers

The mother has always been concemed about any access between the father and

child. Simply stopping access without an explanation convinced her that he was not

sincere in wanting an ongoing relationship with their chi1d. This has left the child to

deal with the loss of her father for the second time. The child has a close relationship

with her stepfather and other extended family members that have provided her with an

ongoing sense of security. However, both the chitd and her mothe¡ report that the child

has feelings ofanger and frustration about her father's disappearance.



The mother has attempted to help the child deal with her current situation. She

enrolled her in a supportive peer group at her school. This group format was somewhat

helpful to the child as ìt taught her how to deal with situations that required problem

solving or talking about issues. However, the child continues to exhibit some behaviour

problems and at times regresses to earlier stages ofbehaviour including temper

tantrums.

Continuum oÍ Conflict

These parents have been unable to move past their distrust of each other. Even

though they did not have any contact with each other for several years, they were unable

to change the way they felt at the time of the separation. This has resulted in a great

deal of litigation over the past few years. Although there was no contact between them

for several years they would be considered to be a high-conflict family. Evidence ofthis

is seen in how they quickly reverted back to their destructive ways of communication

when the contact re-commenced eight years later. Even though there is no

communication or contact between these parents at this time, they would still be

considered at the mid-range of the high-conflict continuum. Should contact between

them begin again, it is 1ikely that they will once again be involved in litigation with

respect to time-sharing and child suppof issues. Nothing appears to have been resolved

over the past two years, even with the help of the court. The mother stated,

I don't agree that he should have access to our daughter. The court told me that
every child has the right to know their parent and decided against my wishes.
But now he hasn't seen her for several months. Ifhe shows up again, I will fight
the court order allowing access because he shouldn't be seeing our chiid.
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Child's Adjustment

The child has been able to use her resilient attributes even in the face ofthe

interparental adversarial conflict ove¡ the past few years. For example, she had average

grades at school, helped with the new baby at home and had socially appropriate

behaviour both at school and in the home. However, when her father stopped visiting

her, the behaviour changed. She was unable to maintain her equilibrium and lost self-

esteem. For example, she was socially inappropriate with her sister and with her peers.

Her grades at school were below average and she had difficulty interacting with family

members. However, she was able to use her relationship with her family to cope with

some of the changes. She stated, "I feel good when I am able to spend time with my

family, especially my mother and stepfather".

Table 11

FAMILY #11: Rating of Interparenal Conflict and Child's Resilience

CONTINULM OF INTERPARENTAL
(-ONF'I,ICT

RESILIENT ATTRJBUTES

Mid ranee of Hish-conflict Low self-esteem
Low social competence
Below average academic achievemenl
Difficulty with socially appropriate
behaviour



Fømily #12

Parental Relationship

The parents began dating at a young age, in 1987. They married in 1993 and

stayed together until 1996. They separated due to a great deal of arguing about finances

a¡d extended family influences. They had two children together, a daughter, now

eleven, and the participant in this study, and a son, who is eight years ofage. Both

parents are remarried. The mother remarried in 1997 and the father in 2001. Neithe¡

parenl has children fíom their remarriages.

Both parents work on a full-time basis. The father pays child suppof to the

mother. Both parents identify themselves as Caucasian. Neither culture nor religion

appears to play a part in the conflict between these parents.

History of Conflict

During the early post separation stage these parents were able to come to some

¡esolution with respect to the time-sharing arrangements, with each parent having the

children for approximately half the time. However, this arrangement deteriorated when

the mother remarried shortly after the divorce. Since that time there has been conflict

between the parents to a varying degree. At times they are able to communicate by

phone or in person. At other times they are unable to communicate at all and resort to

being disrespectful and arguing with each other. This type of conflict has continued for

several years. In the past they used their lawyers to help them design a time-sharing

arrangement. As well, shortly after the separation, the father participated in individual



counseling in an attempt to help him find tools to resolve the interparental conflict. The

father discussed how he viewed the conflict between he and the mother.

We used lawyers. We tried to work it out on our own, but in all fairness there
were issues that (the mother) couldn't let go. She wanted to be in control of the
whole situation so she wanted met to say yes to whatever she was saying
because it made sense for her but it wasn't working for me. When I remarried it
didn't work for my family an),rno¡e either. So it took two lawyers. My lawyer
cost me nothing because he was very generous about my situation. Her lawyer
cost her quite a bit. So that for her was the resolution. Finding out how much
her lawyer was going to cost got her to sit down like adults and staÍ working
things out on our own. That's how she resolved it because she couldn't afford to
go through court or spend much on her lawyer.

Currently the father shares time with the children on altemate weekends and one

evening during the week. As well, he has the children with him on half of all the

holìdays, including one month in the summer. Due to the ongoing contact of access by

both parents, the children have a strong relationship with their stepparents and extended

family members.

Formal and Informal Helpers

Recently the father has taken the parenting semìnar offe¡ed through Family

Conciliation and found it quite helpful. The mother will be taking it in the near future.

They hope this seminar will give them additional tools to help manage the sporadic

conflict that continues to be part of their co-parenting arrangement.

Continuum ol Conflict

While these parents have not engaged in overt conflict over the years, they

continue to argue and have demonstrated an inability to resolve their dilferences with

respect to the child¡en. Thìs has been ongoing since the sepalation eight years ago. This



suggests that they continue to be high-conflict family, albeit at the lower end ofthe

continuum.

Child's Adiustment

The oldest child, the paficipant in this study, does extremely well academically

and enjoys he¡ time with both parents. She feels that living in two different homes is

quite normal, as many of her füends have parents that are separated and have had many

of the same experiences as her. However, she talks about being upset and afraid when

her parents have serious arguments.

The child appears to exhibit strong resilient characteristics. She does extremely

well academicaliy, has a strong self-concept and is socially competent. For example,

she is able to taik openly with both parents about her requirements for equitable time

with family members, when she feels that her needs are not taken into account. She

stafed that she "enjoys having two different homes as it gives her two spaces to call her

own". She enjoys her time with her friends and extended family members. However,

due to the distance between the parent's homes, she does not spend time with her

friends when she is in her father's home. She states that her step-grandparents are

extremely important to her in that she gains a great deal ofsatisfaction, security and fun

from her relationships wíth them.



CONTINUUM OF INTERPARENTÄL
CONFI,fCT

RESILIENT ATTRIBUTES

Low range of Hieh-conflict High self-esteem
Hieh social competence
Averase academic achievemenl
Socially appropriate behaviour

Table 12

FAMILY #12: Rating of Interparental Conflict and Child's Resilience

Conclusions

The conclusions reached from the narrative descriptions do not represent any

pre-conceived hypothesis. These conclusions emerged f¡om the analysis ofthe data.

The narrative descriptions of the families display a variety of types of family

composition and re-constitutjon. Many of the parents have remarried or are in new

common law unions. Some have separated fiom thei¡ new relationships. There are

children from the new unions that have been added to the family, often bringing a new

strength and sense ofhope.

Children's reactions related to the interparental conflìct included distress when

hearing parents argue, anger about the conflict, and fear ofseeing the primary parent in

distress. Children's distress and feelings of anger had an indirect, and sometimes direct

impact on how and if they wanted to spend time with the non-custodial parent.

The twelve families in this study exhibited varying levels ofconflict on the

continuum of high-conflict. The levels varied at different times since the separation,

depending on the amount ofdirect contact between the parents and the issues that were

left unresolved between them. In many cases the levels ofconflict appeared to be tied to



the coping abilities of the children. For example, in Family #1 the parents were still

engaged in a great deal ofhigh conflict over a three-year post-separatìon period. As

wel1, the parents were at the higher end ofthe continuum ofhigh-conflict for many

years prior to the separation. While the child exhibited the ability to attend school and

meet with friends, he was often depressed and unable to perform day-to-day functions.

This would suggest he had the minimal amount of coping skills necessary to be socially

competent. Family # 12 was designated on the low end of the continuum ofhigh-

conflict. The child in this family had no problems with social competence, excelled at

school and talked about feeling good about her situation. While there are other factors

to consider when hypothesizing how children cope with a parental separation, the

context of interparental conflict needs ca¡eful examination.

The coping abilities ofthese children appear to be tied to the resilient attributes

suggested in the pre-screening component of this study. As recommended earlier, the

resilient attributes ofsocial competence, socially appropriate behaviour, academic

achievement and self-esteem or self-efficacy needed to be viewed on a continuum when

considering how a child pofrayed these attributes. As dìscussed in the narratives of

each family, the children fit on a continuum ofresilience; some exhibit more attributes

while others have struggled, but are still able to utilize resilìency to cope with family

issues.

The current composition of the family was often associated with how the

chiidren coped or exhibited competence. An example of this is seen through Family

#10. Recently the father separated and the stepmother is no longer a part ofthe child's

1ife. The child who has been doing well for several years is now exhibiting signs of
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depression and having problems with peers in school. She is grieving the loss of

members of her blended family. While she stìll exhibits some of the attributes of

resilìence needed to be part of the study, they have deteriorated since the change within

her family. Family #11 shows another example of how the coping abilities of the child

can be associated with changes in family composition. The child was dong well

adjusting to her renewed relationship with her father. For example, she enjoyed helping

her mother care for the new baby in the farnily. After eighteen months of spending time

with her father, he stopped seeing her. Since that time the child's behaviour changed

dramatically. She no longer wanted to interact with family members and even hit the

baby on one occasion. This led to Wimipeg Child & Family Services involvement, the

local child welfare agency. From this episode it became clear that this child needed a

great deal of support at this time in an attempt to cope with the changes ìn her family.

This small example provides further suppof that resilience is not always a fixed entity

as suggested earlier in the literature review. Family dynamics are ever changing and the

ability to cope also tends to fluctuate with the changes in the child's environment. It is

therefore even more paramount that a way ofbuilding resilience be instituted into these

children's lives in order for them to have altemative skills available when the family

dynamics become difficult for them to manage.

The following summary table provides an overall picture ofvarious descriptive

aspects of the twelve families. lncluded is the level of interparental conflict and the

children's resilient attributes. As we1l, the custodial affangements and the length of the

parental separation are summarized.
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Table 13

DEMOGRAPHIC & NARRATIVE TABLE

FAMILY
CONTINUUM OF
INTERPARENTAL
CONFLICT

RT,SILIENT
ATTRIBUTES-
CHILD

LENGTH OF
SEPAR.A.TION

CUSTODIAI
ARRÀNGEMENTS

#I Mid-to High Range
ofhigh-conflict

-Low self-
esteem and
social
competence,
-Average
academic
achievement
- Moderate
socially
appropriate
conduct

3 years Mother primary
care

Low range ofhigh-
conflict

- Moderate self-
esteem,
- High academic
achievement and
social
competence,
- Socially
appropriate
conduct

18 months Joint Custody

#3 Mid range of high-
conflict

- Low self-
esteem,
- Low to
moderate social
competence,
- Average
academic
achievement,
- Socially
appropriate
conduct

8 years Mother Sole
Custody



#4 High range of high-
conflict

- Low to
moderate self-
esteem,
- High social
competgnce,
- Average
academic
achievement,
- Socially
appropriate
conduct

7 years Mother primary
care

#5 Mid - high range of
high-conflict

- Low self-
esteem and low
selÊ
competence,
- Average
academic
achievement,
- Socially
appropriate
conduct

8 years Joint Custody

#6 Mid range of high-
conflict

- Moderate self-
esteem,
- High academic
achievement and
social
competence,
- Socially
appropriate
conduct

2 yearc Father primary
cafe

#7 Mid to high range of
high-conflict

- Moderate self-
esteem,

- High academic
achievement
- Moderate
sociai
competgnce,
- Socially
appropriate
conduct

2 years Mother - primary
cafe
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#8 Mid to hígh range of
high-conflict

- Low self-
esteem,
- Moderate
social
competence,
- Low academic
achievement,
- Socially
appropriate
conduct

6 years Father sole custody

#9 High range ofhigh-
conflict

- Low self-
esteem,
- Moderate
social
competence,
- Average
academic
achievement,
- Socially
appropriate
conduct

13 years Mother - sole
custody

#10 Mid to high range of
high-conflict

- Low self-
esteem,
- Moderate
social
competence,
- Average
academic
achievement,
- Difficulty with
socially
appropriate
behaviour

7 years Joint custody

# 11 Mid range of high-
conflict

- Low self-
esteem and
social
competence,
- Below average
academic
achievement,
- Difficuity with
appropriate
behaviour

10 years Mother - sole
custody



#12 Low range ofhigh-
conflict

- High self-
esteem and
social
competence,
- Average
academic
achievement,
- Socially
appropriate
behaviour

8 years Joint custody

Building on the demographic and narrative information ìs the more fomal

analysis of the data. This next step involved coding the data and developing a

proposition from it. The next chapter will focus on examining how the raw data was

coded and analyzed using the tenets of grounded theory methodology. From this

analysis a substantive level theory is proposed to explain the link between individual

resilience and family strengths. Examples ofthis theory are shown through the child's

words as retrieved from the taped conversations with them. This further elucidates the

understanding of the phenomenon of inferparental conflict Íìom the perspective of the

child. As well there is a discussion of how this theory fits within larger theoretical

framewo¡ks reviewed from the lite¡ature.



CHAPTERV

THEORY DEVELOPMENT

This chapter reports on the theoretical analysis of the data from the proj ect. This

anallic process was based on immersion in the data. In-depth descriptions of the

results fiom the data are provided. This includes a description of the way in which the

data was coded ard categorized. The initial analysis of the raw data began with open

coding. This was completed through the use of QSR NVivo, a qualitative computer

soffware program. This software program was only used for the open coding and

categorizing of the data. Information about this program and how it was used is

included in this section.

Discussion ofthe analysis continues using the concepts from grounded theory

methodology. The second phase of this analysis was through axial coding. Through this

step the initial categories were refined eventually leading to the development offive

central categories. As we11, through axial coding interrelationships amongst the

categories were discovered that were used to build a proposition explaining these

relationships.

According to grounded theory methodoiogy the last phase ofthe analysis is

selective coding. This phase involves building a theoretical ffamework from

proposìtions developed during a,xial coding. lncluded are two narrative examples

conceptualizing the theory developed from this study. As well, connections a¡e made

from the emerging theory to other pertinent theo¡etical framewo¡ks.
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Reflexivity is an important component of any qualitative research. Examining

this concept ensures that issues such as power and self a¡e considered. In the later part

ofthis chapter there is a discussion ofhow reflexivity was used by the writer, both as a

way of understanding the issues and throughout the analysis of the data.

Results from Open Coding

The first step in the analysis ofthe data was through 'open coding'. This coding

included the examination ofthe transcibed texts ofall the information collected in the

data collection phase of the study, including the interviews, focus group and document

review. It is made up of individual words, phrases and sentences. In grounded theory

open coding is the part ofanalysis that pertains specifically to the naming and

categorizing ofphenomena through close examination of the data (Strauss & Corbin,

1990,p.62). For example, through the open coding from this study, specific phrases

repeated by the children and parents about conflict or the child¡en witnessing conflict

were the individual words and sentences suggesting a careful examination of this

phenomenon was necessary.

In order to begin the process ofthe coding of the data, the transcripts of the

interviews and focus group were reviewed on a line by line basis after they were

integrated into a qualitative software program, QSR NVivo. QSR was the developer of

NI-r-D*IST, the pioneer program for Non-numerical Unstmctured Data Indexing

Searching and Theorizing. This particular software program was developed in 2002

and is the sixth version ofthe original software. The NVivo software program is

designed to support the key tasks required in qualitative analysis. It is a flexible
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document management system. It was used to import text data accumulated from this

study. It has the ability to take this text and provide sites to code the context of coded

passages or go back to the source for a review of the material. It allows for annotation

and editing while coding without damaging the coding or interfering with the emerging

categories. The program also stores information about demographics or can link to

memos which, in tum, allows for the further development of categories. Using a

computerized program for the coding ailows for movement of information into the

desired categories. Using this software program for the open coding provided easier

access to the raw data in this stage of the anaiysis. As well, it ensured that that none of

the information was misplaced or forgotten during this ana11.tic phase. This software

program was only used for the initial phase of the analysis in this study. As the study

was relatively small, once the codes and categories had been created, they could be

transferred to paper for further analysis. This made it easier to process the information

as well as beginning to formulate ideas for the larger emerging categories and the

interrelationships between these categories.

The NVivo software program allowed for the formulation of 'nodes' or

categories as a way to store the coding of data. From the raw data, 24 pimary nodes or

categories were developed. These categories summarized the f,rndings in the study. The

headings for these categories are listed in table on the following page. Included in this

table are examples ofhow the data was incorporated into the categories.



Table 14

Open Coding Categories

a Communicatiott. Oîe of the children stated that his parents communicate with

each other at his extra-curricular activities. One ofthe parents discussed how she

communicates better with the stepmother than with her former husband.

t Conflict. The parents described when and how the interparental conflict took

place, both before and after the separation.

I Types ofaccess. Some of the parents discussed how the time-sharing

arrangements had evolved since the separation, including descriptions of the

curent court order delineating the time-sharing agreement. Some of the custodial

parents were discouraged by the ways in which the other parent exe¡cised the

access. An example ofthis included one mother stating, "there is no consistency

in his access to our daughter. None, whatsoever. He (the father) goes in cycles

kind of like every six to eight months our son gets a phone call. Or if maintenance

payments are due he will call our son."

c Relationship with tlre other parent. Some of the children described their currenl

relationship with the non-custodial parent. A few of the parents discussed their

concems about the other parents' lack ofinterest in the child.

a DiÍfererrces since sepørøtion One child stated that "my parents get along better

now than before the separation". Other child¡en discussed being in two diffe¡ent

residences and seeing more ofextended family. Some ofthe parents described

differences in the children's behaviour, i.e., "my child was quite depressed initially

after the separation, but seems to be doing better now".

166



t Chilil's Assels. This category included many concepts Approximately half came

from the children and half from the parents. Some ofthe children discussed things

they were able to do with their parents after the separation that made them feel good

about themselves. For example, children spoke ofboth parents being able to attend

their extra-curicular activities. This made the chìld feel that their parents were able

to set asíde their conflìct for a short period of time in order to show their support.

Many of the children talked about feeling good about participating in sports or other

extra-curricular activities. Many of the children stated that their fi:iends made them

feel good. Some of the children talked about feeling stronger when they felt good

about themselves or a member their family. The parents expressed a lot of ideas

about their children's assets. For example, one parent stated, "his strengfhs are that he

is in a superior range ofvocabulary and verbal comprehension' He is very, very

intelligent. He is creative with his artwork. He's got ideas on how to build things.

And I can throw a problem at him and he turns around and gives me the answer' Like

better than any grown up would. You know, he can organize mentally, but not on

paper. He is also a very caring and emphatic young man. He'I1 think about how other

people feel." Another mother stated, "she is always happy. Like when she wakes up

in the moming she is happy. She doesn't talk back. And it just makes it pleasant as I

am not fighting with her in the moming. And she is getting more helpful, like now

she sets the table, whereas before, it was like pulling teeth to get her to do anflhing.

She just makes it easy to be a¡ound her".

How children handle stress. There were ideas expressed by both the children and the

parents in this category. Some of the chiid¡en identified their places of security they
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tumed to when they felt they didn't have any control of what was happening in their

family. Examples of these places of refuge were with pets, at church, with fi:iends,

stepparents or grandparents. The parents identihed ways that the children cope with

stress, including talking about feelings, and spending time by themselves or with

füends.

I Chìldren's activilies. Children's answers included: swimming, soccer, IJkrainian

dancing. choir. church. sports.

t SocÍal contpetence. In This category chiidren identified ways in which they

accomplished particular tasks, including completing their homework, getting ready

for school in the moming or helping with chores at home. The parents identified the

children being able to finish their schoolwork in a timely manner or ways in which

the children completed daily tasks. Some of the parents identified a continuum of

social competence. For example, one parent discussed how her son could only do

ceÍain chores at home, others remained unattended to due the child's lack offocus.

A¡other mother identified the child being able to complete his homework

assignments with the help of a tutor.

) Socìal supporls. There were a large number of concepts identified that fit in this

category. Many of the children identified stepparents and grandparents, as well as

füends. The parents said extended family members and füends of the children

provided support to their children.



Informøliorr about separútioz. While this was a small category, some concepts that

were included fell into the area ofhow the children were told about their parents'

separation as well as how the children found out about the separation. One example

fiom the child in response to a question about how his parents told him about the

separation was, "They didn't. The cops did. After the cops came to the house, my

dad never came back."

o Collaterøl supports of children. The children described their experiences with

outside suppof systems, including teachers and counselors.

a Barriers to resilience in children. In this category, some ofthe parents described

how the negative aspects ofthe other parent might be harmful to the child's ability to

adapt to the separation. For example, one parent stated that, "blended family issues

might take their toll" or another stated "my child is affaid ofhis father".

Chíldren's advice about how to høndle ínterpdrentdl conflict. Some of the children

were able to articulate their struggles through advice to the othe¡ children. One

example is "That the separation is not their fault and don't worry about what is

happening between your parents".

Child's way of høtttllirtg contlict. Some ofthe children handled conflict at school by

fighting back or walking away from the conflict. Others described using extra-

curricular activities as an outlet for their frustration and anger.

s Family strengths. Children included ideas associated with communication

amongst family members. Parents described being flexible with time-sharing

schedules and including extended family in family gatherings.



I Family coherence. SoÍne ofthe parents discussed how they made decisions

together as a family unit. This family unit often included the children and the one

parent or the children and the parent and stepparent. Many of the parents identified

'communication' as being a key factor in their family. They felt that they could

communicate with their child/ren.

o Copìng skìlls of chíld. Examples ofhow children coped where delineated by both

the children and the parents. Children described playing with their animals, listening

to music or escaping to their room when they needed a place ofrefuge.

t Dreøms of child for the future of their famþ. There were only a few children

who were able to describe their dreams. One child stated, "My parents would be abie

to sit side by side at my volleyball game".

Parents' coping. Parents identified new ways in which they had attempted to cope

with the interparental conflict since the separation. Examples were attending

counseling, parent information seminars or talking with friends. One parent

identified a negative coping skill (e.g. increased amount ofuse ofalcohol).

a Stepparent involvenent. Both the parents and the children discussed many ideas

associated with their stepparents. For example, the children identified how their

stepparents had provided a sense ofsecurity or given them a'father' or'mother'

figure in their lives. The parents talked about the stepparent taking on a parental role

or spending time with the children.

o Resolutiott of issues for parents. MarTy of the parents listed attempts through the

court system, lawyers or family conciliation as a way of attempting to resolve their

post-separation issues.
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t Cultural affiliation. Whlle a few of the children were able to identify their ethnic

background, many did not know what it was or feel any connection to a particular

culture.

. Chlldr"r, *'lt""*1"8 .",

identified specific times and places in which the child/ren had witnessed the

interparental confl ict.

Over 375 individual concepts or ideas expressed by the parents, the children, the

focus group or file documentation were coded from the raw data. They were integrated

into the categories displayed in Table 14. The coding fiom the raw data identified

whether the information came fiom the parents or child. For example, the children

described their fear ofhearing the parents arguing between their parents. The parents

described conflict in terms of unresolved custodial or financial issues. While conflict

merged into one category, it was important to note disfinctions between how the

children and parents understood the role of ongoing conflict within family life. These

distinctions were later used to better understand the adaptive process of all family

members.

While open coding is a distinct phase in which categories are developed from the

raw data, the ideas for how the categories may be interrelated had already begun to

emerge. This is explained further through the process of axial coding.



Results from Axial Coding

In grounded theory methodology axial coding follows open coding. It allows the

researcher to begin ìdentifying the central phenomenon fiom the categories and defining

how this category is related to the others. In order to identify the central phenomenon in

this project the initial categories needed to be refined. Grounded theory methodology

refers to this as'constant comparison'. While constant comparison begins with sifting

through information gained in the interviews, it continues with comparing data found in

various categories. Some categories seemed to be connected, that is they pertained to

the same phenomenon. For example the area of conflict appeared to fit in one category

but related concepts included the children witnessing conflict as well as barriers to

resilience. The concept ofbarriers was included as many of the ideas expressed about

these barriers by both the parents and the children suggested that ongoing interparental

conflict was one of the key barriers to children being able to exhibit resilient

characteristics. This category was given the name of 'Interparental Conflict' as it now

encompassed all the concepts pertaining to conflict between parents. After some

reflection and comparison ofthe initial categories, further categorizing was completed,

yielding increasingly complex and inclusive categories. The categories that appeared to

fit together were regrouped wifh some ofthe labels changed to encompass the general

phenomena of that category.

Five categories appeared to encompass the general ideas uncovered from the

initial coding process. The remaining categories are referred to as sub-categories of

these concepts that are included in the ideas for the key concept of that main category.

The sub-categories fit along a continuum within the main c ategory, í.e., they are listed



according to how they fit into the key concept. The sub-categories include data related

to the category. However, this ìnfomatìon may not hold as much interest or relevance

towards answering the research questions. Alternatively, the sub-categories may

provide more of a description or explanation of the main category. For example, in the

category,Interparental Conflict, sub-categories may explain the scope, nature, and level

ofthe conflict.

The five categories are listed below along with their sub-categories. The sub-

categories are listed in the relative order oftheir significance to the overall category.

For example, in the category, 'lnternal support systems of the child', concepts

associated with 'child's strengths' \'r'ere discussed in greater depth by both the children

and the parents, than concepts associated with'coping skills ofthe child'.

1) Interparental cottflíct:

. Children witnessing conflict

. Barriers to resilient behaviour

2) Post-sepøration changes:

. Communication

. Differences since the separation

. Types of access

. Relationship with the other parent

. Parents' coping

. Children's advice

3) Internøl support systems ofchild:

. Children's assets



. Coping skills of child

' How children handle stress

. How children handle conflict

r Dreams of child.

4) External suppoft systemsi

. Children's actìvities

. Social supports

. Collateral supports

. Cultural and Religious affiliation

5) Fømily strengths:

' Family coherence

. Stepparentinvolvement

. Extended family involvement

. Resolution ofìssues

. Children's advice

The next step ofaxial coding allows the researcher to find a central phenomenon

fiom one ofthe five main categories and then systematically relate the central

phenomenon to the other categories. At this point in the analysis of the data the

infomation was taken fiom the software program and transferred to paper. This

allowed for the researcher to view the categories as a whole and conceptualize the

intenelationships amongst the categories. ln other words, it was necessary to find a

way that the ideas withìn the categories are related to each other. In this project the

hnal five categories were considered within a 'coding paradigm' (Creswel1, 1998) that



explains the interrelationships of the categories. Strauss and Corbin (1990) suggest

using the concepts ofcontext, causal conditions, action/interaction strategies and

consequences as ways of explaining these interrelationships. The following will

illustrate the interrelationships ofthe five main categories using the concepts suggested

above.

Centr*l Phenomenon

Within ground theory the central phenomenon is chosen fiom one category, a

starting point from which to link the other categories. In this study the category chosen

was 'family strengths'. This category provides the key information from both the

children and parents. It appears to be the central category that connects to all other

categories. Through examinatíon of the amount and complexity of data compiled in

this category, it appears to hold the most conceptual interest. For exampie, one of its

sub-categories, 'stepparent involvement' appears to be highly relevant with respect to

how well the chìldren cope with the ongoing parental conflict. It is a theme that

frequently appeared in discussions with the parents and the children. One mother

stated, "I remarried in 1999. We started living together in L997 . He (step-father)

basically took over the father role". Arother mother stated, "my daughter always

longed for the father-daughter bond. She didn't seem to have it with her father. Now

she has it \Ã/ith her step-father and seems to thrive on it". A different mother stated, "her

stepfather treats her exactly like his own child. You know, she ca1ls him dad and that

wasn't my choice, it was her choice". It appears that these new attachments created a

sense of security for the children.
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Many of the children expressed a great deal ofsatisfaction ftom their

relationships with their stepparents. It was a predominant theme. One of the children

stated, "my step-father feels like my real dad". Another child stated, "my step-mother

has been the most helpful person to me since the separation."'

Other sub-categories of this central phenomenon include family coherence,

resolution ofissues and children's advice. Including the category ofchildren's advice

was a way of incorporating the child's voice, i.e., an attempt to understand the meaning

of the issues from his/her perspective. Using family strengths as a central phenomenon

provides a way ofunderstanding how the categories are interrelated and allows for a

fuller examination of the issues related to children's resilience. This is the core

category around which a theory was developed. It holds the most information and

interest and helped to move towards integating the remaining categories. Integrating

these categories provided answers to the research questions. As well, a proposition is

developed from this integration that eventually leads to theory development.

Context

Context refers to the particular set ofconditions within which the strategies

occur or the underlying conditions that pertain to the phenomenon in question. In this

study the context was the interparental conflict, that is, the ongoing conflict between

the parents. This context was predominant, as it was the environment in which these

families continued struggle. Ongoing interparental conflict led to the particular set of

conditions that needed a strategy or action. The category of lnterparental Conflict

reflected the stories of the parents and the children oftheir need to find strategies or
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ways to help them to cope with the ongoing conflict. The context in this study

represents a continuum of conflict. Some families continued to experience it at a

greater level than others. How family members understood the interparental conflict or

managed it is reflected in various ways through their stories, but it is the ongoing

context in all of their stories. For example, one mother stafed,

The conflict between us (she and the other parent) is still horrible. He will
phone me and leave me these mean messages and stuff like that on the phone.
He will say something about my boyfüend that shouldn't be said over the phone,
especìal1y in messages that my children could listen to later.

One child commented on how he would come home and find his parents in conflict over

many issues, "My father often starts yeiling and then my mother yells back. My father

uses such strong words and I see my rnother crying. It makes me feel mad and sad".

Alother child stated, "My parents fight mostly over the phone. I hear them talking

about who wants to take me for holiday or a weekend. Al1 that stufi Sometimes stuff

that doesn't make any sense to me."

Cøusal Cottditiotts

Causal conditions influence the central phenomenon. Strauss and Corbin (1990)

dehne this term as "the events or incidents that lead to the occurrence or development

ofa phenomenon" (p.100). From the main categories of this data the particular causal

conditions are post-separation changes. The separation can trigger issues leading to

high conflict or exacerbate interparental conflict. Alternatively, the separation can

reduce the level of conflict between the parents. Sub-categories include

communication, differences since the separation, types ofaccess, relationship with the

other parent and parents' coping. This category reflects the changes and developments



leading to the central phenomenon that are located within the data. For example, the

parent's ability to cope with their circumstances included being in a new relationship or

taking a parent education semina¡ that allowed them the opportunity to learn more

about the issues involved in co-parenting after a separation. Changes since the

separation led to many ofthese families finding the strengths necessary to move

forward despite the ongoing interparental conflict. For example, some of the parents

were able to find new partners and form strong secure relationships with them. Other

parents were still struggling to maintain their equiiibrium several years after the

separation. One of the parents stated that she got along better with the stepmother than

the father, "He (the father) and I communicate very rarely and when we do we argue. I

get along better with his wife and we taik about our child. It just works better this

way". One of the children found that since the separation "her mother gets along better

with her father now". This infomation suggests that due to the lower level of conflict

due to the separation, the child felt better about other changes, i.e., moving to a

different home and having to find new fi:ìends in the neighbourhood.

A c t io n/in le r a c t io n Str at eg i e s

Action/interaction strategies refer to the tactics or responses that manage or have

consequences with respect to the central phenomenon. They can also be seen as the

intervening conditions that facilitate or constrain the strategies for change. From the

categories, it appears that the extemal support systems of the child augment family

strengfhs. Extemal suppof systems include social or collateral supports. They are

intervening conditions or altemative support systems that impact on family strengfhs



and integrate with the child's ability to cope with the ongoing conflict. Examples of

the children's responses to questions about the impact of extemal support systems are:

"lots ofaunts and uncles who help me out when I am down", and

a couple ofgood füends ffom school. I have known them for quite a while and they
all know what is happening with me. They help me out. It is a good thing that is
happening for me.

Another child talked about the intervening support ofher youth group church. She
stated:

On Friday we have youth group. What we do is go to church on Friday night. We
go out rallying or doing something fun. Or sometimes we'll just stay in and have
some fun play sports or pray with each other.

Parents' responses included, "she has the support not only from her stepfather and I but

she also has support from her stepfather's parents". Another parent talked about the

community support for her son. She stated, "he goes to the co-op to visit his friends.

He is able to talk to other kids about what is going on for him there".

These examples show that the children use their extemal support system to

augment the strengths of the family, thereby helping them to cope with the conflict

between theìr parents. Many ofthe children had access to strong supports within the

family, i.e., stepparents or grandparents, and peers, teachers or extra-curricular

activities. Other children only had access to friends and limited community supports.

Still others were placed with a more formal set of extemal support systems, e.9.,

counselors, or group therapy. Many of the child¡en that worked with outside counselors

appeared to benefrt ffom these interventions. For example, children who used the help

ofcounselors to express their anger or feelings ofloss at the time of the separation were

able to find ways to cope with the ongoing interparental conflict. As well, many of the

children who utilized their peer networks felt they were not alone with their feelings of
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loss or sense of displacement. However, the child¡en who had access to both extemal

support systems and family support systems exhibited more resilient characteristics than

those that only utilized extemal support systems. This can be illustrated by comparing

two families (Family #5 and Family #6). The child in Family #6 had developed a

strong relationship with her patemal grandmother and had various extemal support

systems. She was rated quite high within the domains of resilience outlined for this

study. Altematively, the child from Family #5 only had extemal suppoú systems

without the additional support of extended family members. He did not show the same

strength in his resilient attributes as the child fiom Family #6.

C o n s equ en c e s/O utc o m e s

The last aspect of the coding paradigm includes the consequences or the

outcomes of the actior/interaction that work in conjunction with the central

phenomenon. From this data it appears the individual resilience of the children is

gained or sustained through the interaction of family strengths in conjunction with the

extemal support systems of the child. Specifically the intemal support system of the

child is the category delineated for this component of the paradigm. The sub-categories

include: individual strengths and coping skills of the child, the way they handle stress

and conflict, their dreams, and the idea of social competence, or how they can manage

to carry on with everyday tasks. The idea of the child's voice becomes predominant in

this category as the child asserts her,/himself through the use of coping skills and ways

in which they manage the stress associated with the interparental conflict.
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The concepts ofcontext, causal conditions, a central phenomenon,

action/interaction shategies, and consequences are displayed in a coding paradigm. The

coding paradigm is portrayed using a visual diagram in Figure IL lncluded in this

paradigm is the concept ofbidi¡ectional causality porhayed through the use of arrows.

The assumptions of a bilateral model ofparent-child relations include the parent-child

relationship as the context for parent-child interaction (Kucz1,nski, 2003). The concepts

described in this paradigm do not simply move in a unilate¡al direction. Information

fiom this study suggests that although there are various outcomes due to family

strengths, they are also the result ofthe interactìons and interrelationships between and

amongst various family members. For example, how the primary parent copes with the

ongoing ínterparental conflìct may relate to the interdependence of family members,

i.e., how these family members understand and cope with this issue. A1l family

members influence how the environment of interparental conflict becomes the central

context ofthese families. For example, how the child interacts with a stepparent will

influence how much support can be gained from this relationship. The chìld may feel

their loyalty to the other parent is being compromised if s/he forms a secure attachment

to the stepparent. Alternatively, the child/stepparent relationship could be shenglhened

with the support of both the parents. With the 'Action/lnteraction Skategies', the

child's ability to use extemal resources may be affected by both the parent's

undersfanding ofthe child's needs and the child's ability to voice his/her needs. The

child needs to feel s/he can voice her needs with respect to counseling, extra-curricular

activities or peer support. This would entail an open and responsive relationship

between the parent/s and child.
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Results of Selective Coding

Selective coding is the final phase in the coding of the data. It allows for a

further look at the categories and their interrelatìonships, filling ìn the necessary

information from the existing data where needed. This inciudes examining the sub-

categories in order to understand how they impact on the central phenomenon.

Propositions can then be formed upon which to base a substantive-level theory.

Within all the main categories the various sub-categories were differentiated on

a continuum with the sub-categories listed in order of their priority, i.e., the number of

times they were coded. For example, in the sub-category of'children's activities' and

'social supports', particularly füends, were found to be much more prevalent than

collateral supports and at the further end ofthe continuum, cultural or religious

affiliation. It js also important to note that some variables may not have been

discovered within these categories due to the small sample of the study. Therefore,

within the continuum of sub-categories some of the variables may be missing.

Vr'ithin the central five categories, there are particular sub-categories within each

ofthese categories that need to be recognized. Some of the sub-categories play an

important part in the understanding of the interrelationships within the central

categories. Some of these sub-categories are given a higher priority due to the number

oftimes they were observed during the initial coding ofthe data. This is evident from

the main category of 'family strengths' in that sub-categories of'stepparent

involvement' and 'family coherence' both play a major role in understanding how the

varìous family members both create and utilize family strengths. As family members

interact with each other they frnd existing strengths and create new ones through



mutual support and respect. Family coherence involves shared values, loyalty, caring,

trust and respect ofeach other. It expresses the family's shared feelings ofconfidence

that an event or crisis can be managed. For example, through family coherence many

of these families were able to work together at various stressful times ìn order to

manage the impact of the family conflict. This was often seen through the custodial

parent and child having an open and trusting relationship Íìom which they could

discuss issues and problem-solve together as matters of trust and shared values are key

components in the concept of family coherence. One mother stated, "one of the

strengths in our family is that we have discussions and make decisions together". A

child talked about how she goes to her mother for advice, "One day I got into an

argument with a friend. I talked to my parents about what happened and they gave me

some ideas of how to handle it. I took their advice". A father stated, "my daughter is

responsible and does her homework. She also participates in chores at the house, we

are a team within the house".

The sub-category of family coherence suggests that families are able to work

together due to an ability to trust each other and maintain family functioning. Family

coherence is one of the properties or concepts in the category of 'family shengths' that

suggests this category is the central phenomenon. Ideas ¡elated to family coherence

were noted in many of the families. Examples of family coherence included the

primary parent and child discussing how changes in the family structue affected

family members. However, some families did not appear to exhibit family coherence

or have any positive stepparent ìnvolvement. In these families fewer family strengths

were noted. In tum the children from these families exhibited fewer coping skills and



fewer resilient characteristics. This suggests there is a continuum of individual

resilience that is dependent and connected to how families can work together and

incorporate new famíly members after the separation. This information helps to

substantiate the authenticity of this study as it suggests that family strengths are

comected to the child's ability to successfully cope with the ongoing interparental

conflict. The following provides examples of the connections developed within the

sub-categories ofthe central phenomenon of 'family strengths'.

Using the narrative information flom the last chapter, Family # 1 and Family #4

were examples of the connections between family coherence, family shenglhs and the

resilient attributes of the children. As suggested earlier the child from Family #1 did

not exhibit as many resilient characteristics as many of the other children. He had been

in an environment of interparental high-conflict for many years before his parents'

separation and for the three years since the separation. Coinciding with the ongoing

high level of conflict was the lack of family coherence and no stepparent involvement.

In Family #4 the child spoke ofhow much emotional security she had received from

her stepmother in the past and how attached she had become to her over the past few

years. The stepmother had provided her with emotional support and nurturing for a

nurnber of years. As noted earlier, the father from this family had recently been

arrested for assaulting the stepmother and the stepmother was no longer a part of this

child's life. After completing the data analysis on this case and listening to the child's

story, fhe results indicated she exhibited fewer individual strengths than many of the

other children. This was interrelated with the recent loss of the emotional support of

her stepmother. This example stresses the importance of the stepparent involvement
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and how it contributes to the child's ability to exhibit resilìent characteristics despite

the ongoing interparental conflict.

Proposition

From the interrelationships built within the coding paradigm, a proposition with

respect to children's ability to cope was identified. The proposition builds on the

coding paradigm and provides further clarification ofhow the family provides the

strength that enables the child to exhibit resilient characteristics. It provides a broader

systemic view of the information gained through the study. It is the final step leading to

the development of substantive-level theory. For the purpose ofthis proposition, the

concept of a 'family' refers to a positive and strong relationship between a parent and

child. The proposition states that families who are able to reorganize by expanding to

include blended or extended family members exhibit a strength that is connected to their

ability to adapt. This strength becomes a basis for mutual suppof as stepparents and

grandparents provide a sense of security and refuge for the children. Extemal supports

systems including friends, teachers, counsellors and extra-curricular activities

supplement family strengths. These cohesive families then enable the children to draw

on individual resilient attributes in spite of the ongoing interparental conflict. The

children that exhibited the most resilient characteristics from this study had the

emotional support oftheir primary parent and a stepparent or grandparenls. They were

able to form new secwe attachments with either stepparents or grandparents. The

children exhibiting resilient attributes talked about having at least one close fi:iend.

Some of them had also discussed their family situation with a school counselor.
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Family #6 is an example of the above proposition. This family was able to

reorganize after the separation by expanding to include the patemal grandmother. The

child feels the strong emotional support ofboth her primary parent (her father) and her

patemal grandmother. The following is an excerpt Íiom the transcripts that exemplifies

how the family was able to reorganize after the separation by including extended family

members. The child was then able to use this emotional support and family coherence to

access her resilient attributes. The child also discusses the importance ofher peers, an

example of the frnal component of the proposition.

Child: Since the separation I got to become füends wìth my grandmother. Now I
see much more of my (patemal) grandma which I like. I see her once a week
and we do things together. Before the separation I didn't see her too much. But
since the separation I get to see her more and we have got quite close to each
other. I also get to continue to spend time with my füends, both ffom school
and from the neighbourhood. I have known them for a long time and get along
good with them. I can talk with them about anything, when I am upset about
stuff or anfhing.

Føther: Ikttow my daughter counts on my mother in her life now. My mom
comes in once a week and we do a Tuesday supper and mom supervises a girly
bath. Something that I can't do. And they ta1k. My daughter wìll say that she
wants to be with her grandmother and I know she appreciates the time she

spends with her.

Grandmother: I love my granddaughter and am happy to spend time with her.
She and I have gotten very close since the separatìon, I provide her with a lot of
mentoring. I give her some direction, help her to be creative and teach her many
things. She tums to me when her parents argue, especially since the separation.

Figure III (on the following page) provides a visual representation of the

proposition formed lÌom the results ofthe analysis. It provides an interactive picture of

the protective factors contributing to resiliency in the children.
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Figure III

PROPOSITION
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Separated families in high-conflict who are able to reorganize by expanding to include

blended or extended family members exhibit a strength that is con¡ected to their ability

to adapt. This strength becomes a basis fo¡ mutual suppofi as stepparents and

grandparents provide a sense ofsecurity and refuge for the children. Extemal suppofts

systems including fi:iends, teachers, counsellors and extra-curricular actìvities

supplement family strengths. These cohesive families then enable the children to draw

on individual resilient attributes in spite of the ongoing interparental conflict.

*FamìlÌes refer to positive strong relationships between parent and child.



Moving from Proposition to Substantive-level theory

The proposition gained from the coding paradigm forms the framework of the

substantive-level theory. To help develop this theory, other ideas and theories discussed

in the literature review were considered. One of the established theories used is family

stress theory initially developed by Reuben Hill in 1949 and further elaborated on in

1958. Family stress theory has been expanded upon by numerous theorists over the last

several decades and now includes ideas related to coherence and context. Coherence

refers to how families work together at times of crisis. Context can refer to family

norms, culture or disposition. As a way of forming a theory that fit the population used

as a sample within this study, it was helpful to utilize many of the components of family

stress theory as discussed through the literature review previously in Chapter Two.

While family stress theory has many tenets, the broad flamework fits with the overall

findings of this study. To illustrate, family stress theory provides insight into how

families adapt to changes in structure. It offers an explanation that allows for an

understanding ofhow families can adapt or cope with post-separation challenges. For

example, families adapt through the use of the resources or strengths provided by the

family that help to buffer the stressful event. In this study it was apparent that the

extemal and internal resources of the family were vital to helping a1l farnily members

cope with the interparental conflict. For example, extemal resources such as extended

family members or teachers often provided the necessary help to the children allowing

them to cope with the changes in the family due to the separation. As well these

support systems also provided the necessary emotional security needed to cope with the

ongoing interparental conflict. Many of the parents in this study had utilized the help of



outside counselors, lawyers, parent education seminars or the court in an attempt to find

ways to move beyond the interparerfal conflict.

Another construct of family stress theory suggests that a family's ability to cope

depend on how they view and define the stressfui event. Therefore, understanding the

family's meaning or perception of the stressful event is of utmost importance. Using

the qualitative approach in this study allowed the ¡esearcher to gain an understanding of

the family's meaning of the interparental conflict and how the individual family

members coped with it on an ongoing basis. ln family stress theory, the meaning family

members attach to the event defined whether they saw jt as diff,rcult to marìage or a

problem they could overcome. When hearing the family's stories f¡om this study, some

of the children saw the changes in their families due to the parental separation as

'normal' and were able to cope quite well. These children stated that many of their

friends were also in the same situation and this made them feel that there was nothing

diffe¡ent about their family. This included feeling comfortable and secure with

stepparent and extended family involvernent. Others focused on the ongoing

interparental conflict as they found it difficult to manage and defined this chronic

conflict as a stumbling block.

ln the Double ABCX Model of family stress theory the idea of family coherence

is important (Patterson & Garwick, 1998). In this model, family coherence is related to

cognitive factors and has been defined as the family's ability to balance control and

trust ( p. 72). Within the present study, both the parents and the children were able to

delineate specific ways that the family as a whole was able to balance control and trust,

thereby promoting family coherence. For example, some of the parents spoke of



sustaining their parenlchild relationship through ongoing discussions as well as

promotìng a sense of security and independence. Others spoke of the importance of

including the children in discussions about changes, thereby allowing the children to

feel they had some input into family decisions. The children were able to voice their

needs and feel their parents heard them. In their work, Antonovsky and Sourani (1988)

found that the families with a strong sense ofcoherence both adapt more easily to

change and are able to reorganize their family structure. In this study the families with

a stronger sense ofcoherence were able to use this as a family strength and re-organize

their family structure. This new family structure provided the basis for support to the

children, allowing the children to mobilize their intemal resources. The children's

internal resources allowed them to adapt to the environment of interparental conflict.

These intemal ¡esources included coping skills such as the positive way in which they

handle stress, i.e. using music or spending time with a ÍÌjend as a way to alleviate stress.

Family stress theory suggests that a family's strengths include the ability to

acquire new ways to cope. However, it focuses on family strengths and does not

specify how children in the family gain or utilize internal strengths. The results fiom

this study were able to elaborate on this point by proposing that the children are able to

use the strengths of the family to find ways in which to cope. For example, if one parent

is able to re-organize the family structure to include a stepparent, the child is often able

to form an emotional connection with the stepparent. This additional form of emotional

security allows the child to adapt to the new family structure and cope with the ongoing

parental conflict. The proposition from this study fits with family stress theory as it

suggests that the centrâl phenomenon, family strengths, help to buffer the stressful event
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ofongoing interparental conflict. However, one of the parents has to be able to provide

enough strength and emotional support to the children in order for the family unit to

manage the crisis of the separation. If at least one parent, along with the children, can

adapt by allowing extended family members to provide additional emotional or

structural support, the child is able to exhibit resilient characteristics including social

competence or socìally appropriate behaviour.

The idea of context is also central to family stress theory. This includes the

context of a family's culture, history, economics, developmental and genetic make-up,

including race, class, gender, age, sexual orientation, and physical constitution (Boss,

2002,p.51). Within this study a few of the children and parents identified religion and

culture as being social supports that strengthened their ability to cope. For example, one

child stated she went to a pre-teen group at her church on a weekly basis. She stated

that she felt "good and at peace" when she attended these meetings. A few other

children cited cultural activities as being both interesting and fun to attend. Some ofthe

parents discussed how their faith helped them to cope with the parental conflict. Others

suggested that the physìcal and emotional constitution and make-up of the child¡en

either hindered or helped them cope with the pãrental conflict. For example, the child

with the developmental delay had a difficult time understanding why she could no

longer spend time with her mother. However, she was able to use her stepmother as an

emotional support to compensate for this loss. Some of the other parents commented on

their children's emotional constitution, stating that at times the children were depressed,

sad or angry. At these times the children had more difficulty achieving social

competence or managing their behaviour.



Within the coding paradigm (Figure II) 'context' is described as the overall

environment. The results from this study suggest that the overall environment is the

ongoing interparental conflict. The context of interparental conflict is unique to each

family with it being at lower or higher levels, depending on the level ofconflict

between the parents. However, the interparental conflict could be construed as being

part of the family culture, as for some ofthese families this interparental conflict has

been part of their lives for many years. In some cases the children were quite young

when the parents separated and since that time they had been exposed to an

environment ofinterparental conflict. In other cases the child¡en were exposed to the

conflict for a number ofyears prior to the separation. Interparental conflict was also a

part oftheir lives for several years after the separation. The results from this study

would suggest that many of the children were in this environment for several years,

either through witnessing it or hearing about it from one ofthe parents. However, many

had adapted to their surroundings and found new ways to cope within this environment.

DeGarmo and Forgatch's (1999) social interactional perspective is a different

way of explaining the differences in children's behavior after family transitions. This

model suggests that parenting practices are instrumental in ensuring normative

behaviour in child¡en. The ¡esults ofthis study reflect the social interactional

perspective as the data substantiates the influence that parenting practices have on

children's development. For example, the cohesiveness between the primary parent

(i.e., usually the parent that spends more time and has the stronger relationship with the

child) and child contributed to the ability ofthe child to access their intemal strengths,

e.g., coping skills. The social interactional model suggests famìly transition is a way of
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exploring changes in family structure and family process. This study suggested that a

particular family transition, i.e., encouraging a bond between the child and stepparent,

was a positive family process for these children.

Wemer and Smith (2001) stated that more protective factors are needed for

children as the number ofrisk factors increase. As in this study, they found that the

emotional support of alternative caregivers gain impofance in middle childhood. For

example, many of the children fiom this study found additional emotional support

through their grandparents. In some cases the grandparents included matemal, paternal

and stepgtandparents.

The emotional security hlpothesis states that children reactions will vary

depending on whether interparental conflict has destructìve or constructive implications

for the family and the individual child (Cummings & Wilson, 1999). The emotional

security implications of the conflict are paramount in the way in which the chìldren

regulate their emotional arousal. From the results of this study, it was evident that

child¡en reacted in a negative fashion when the interparental conflict impacted them in a

direct manner. For example, the child in Family #3 stated that "I knew my parents were

arguing about whether my father should see me on the weekend. It made me sad to hear

them and then I got mad and stafed crying". The child in Family #1 has continued to

witness the high level of conflict between his parents since the separation. He has

reacted in a negative way by showing signs ofdepression and hopelessness at various

intervals over this period of time. He did not have the protective effect of a new secure

attachment with a stepparent or extended family member to help ameliorate the stress of

the high level of interparental conflict

194



It is important to consider the issue of emotional attachment within the context

of the results of this study. Attachment theory suggests that individuals innately strive

for connection to others (Bowlby, 1969, 1988). Attachment relationships provide the

child with protection against harm and with a sense of emotional security. Children may

have different forms of attachment relationships with each parent, with one parent oÍÌen

being the primary attachment figure. Threats to these attachment relationships, such as

those associated with parental separation, may lead to fear or anxiety and can cause a

great deal ofstress for children. According to Stroufe (1988), individuals exposed to a

network of supportive individuals can incorporate traits that lead to a positive

attachment. Many of the children in this study found altemative attachment figures,

paficularly in the form of stepparents, in which they felt a secure and positive

attachment. This suggests that the child may need to form altemative positive

attachments in order to manage the stress of the ongoing interparental conflict between

their primary attachment figure (either or both parents) and the other parent.

Another writer whose work was used to understand the emerging theory from

this study was Walsh (1998, 2002). Within her family resilience framework, she

suggests that flexibility within the family is needed in order to adapt to changes. This

would include the family's ability to reorganize while maintaining a continuity and

connectedness. Using this ffamework, cohesion can be viewed as a form of

connectedness. The results of this study indicate that the families a¡e able to reorganize

by expanding to include blended or extended family members appear to exhibit a sense

of connectedness and strength. This strength becomes a basis for mutual supporl and

commitment to the new family unit. However, some blended famiiies face diffrculties



forming strong or supportive relationships. This was evident with a few cases in this

study as the child was able to form a positive relationship with one stepparent, but not

with the other.

Other tenets central to family resilience theory are ideas associated with

individual hardiness in the context ofthe family as well as larger systems. This idea

suggests a way ofunderstanding how individual resilience is contingent on the strength

of the family as a whole. For example, Walsh (1998) discusses the importance of a

positive mutual interaction amongst family members as way of fostering individual

resilience. The results ofthis study affirmed this concept, as the children having a

strong parent-child bond as well as feeling secure within a blended family situation

exhibited resilient attributes.

Substantive-level Theory

The substantive level theory developed fiom this study is based on an inductive

method ofusing ideas gained fiom a large amount of information and sifting through

them to find a common thread. Due to the study's narrow focus on children exposed to

high interparental conflict it is able to elaborate on existing theories, particularly in

relatìon to this population group. The theory incorporates the proposition as defined

from the coding paradigm. To reiterate, the proposition states that families who are able

to reorganize by expanding to include blended or extended family members exhibit a

strength that is connected to their ability to adapt. This strength becomes a basis fo¡

mutual support as stepparents and grandparents provide a sense ofsecurity and refuge

for the children. Extemal supports systems including friends, teachers, counsellors and



extra-curricula activities supplement family strengths. These cohesive families then

enable the children to draw on individual resilient attributes in spite of the ongoing

interparental conflict. These families have a sense of cohesion due to their ability to

successfully manage change and re-organizalion. ln this population, it is often the

primary parent and the children that form the sense ofbeing con¡ected that allows them

to believe they can manage the crisis and re-organize as a family by allowing new

members, particularly stepparents to provide additional emotional suppof.

The theory also incorporates ideas from family stress theory and uses the

forurdation of a family resilience approach. It uses ideas from the separation and

divorce lìterature as well as an understanding ofhow children cope with ongoing

parental conflict. It provides a concise way of framing the ideas developed within the

coding paradigm and the proposition as well as incorporating othe¡ theories. It varies

slightly from other theoretical constructs discussed through the earlier literature review,

as it is limited to discussing the needs of a specific population, i.e., children between the

ages of nine and twelve from families engaged ìn ongoing interparental conflict.

Therefore, theory gained from this study speaks directly to the population of children

experiencing ongoing interparental conflict. It is a tentative theory that is put forward

in an attempt to begin to find ways to understand the resilient aspects ofthese children

and needs further testing.

Substantive-level theory gained from this study states that children between the

ages ofnine and twelve, from separated or divorced, high-conflict families exhibit

resilient characteristics when family cohesion is used to incorporate additional family



support systems, particularly stepparents and extended family members. Extemal

suppoñ systems, particularly peers, augment these resilìent cha¡acteristics.

Using narrâtive to exemplify theory

The following provides two examples illustrate the theory. They are retrieved

from the transcripts of interviews with Family #3 and Family #7. The first example

show how the child gains support fíom the cohesiveness in her custodial parents' home,

using her stepfather as a primary source of comfort and security. It then shows the

coping skills or resilient attributes employed by the child, as expressed both by the

parent and the child. Excerpts fiom the interviews with the child and parent are

provided below.

Child: Ifeù good about my family because they are a loving family and they
care for me. I love my stepfather and would go to him if I needed help. My
parents fight once in a while over the phone. My father does not understand that
my new family (my sister and stepfather) means more to me than his family. I
also feel ciose to my stepfather's parents. I spend two weeks with them every
summer and time over the Spring Break and Christmas. . .. . ... I am proud of
myself because I get good grades in school, and am a good dancer. I have had a
best füend for over five years. We go to dance classes and Brownies together.

Parent: My chlld has always been ciingy. But I know that I can chalk up her
moods and insecurities to the conflict between her father and me....
She (the child) thinks that her stepfather and her new sister are her family.
We've given her a secure family life, home life. I think that as a family we are

very honest, very open in our discussions. She and I are very close. She is also
close to my mom, and her stepfather's parents. She copes with everyday stuff
because she has had her stepfather in her life. She often goes to him before
she'll come and find me. And I find that days thaf she's really down she's
looking for him. She is needing his attention, his support. Not that she doesn't
need mine, I don't know how to say it, but I think on those days that's the
comfort that she's looking for. And she gets it. You know, people in the
community my child interacts with, they even forget that her stepfather isn't her
biological father. . ...
My child's strengths a¡e her kìndness, her generosity and she is a smaf little
girl. She is easy going and gets along okay with her younger sister.
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The following is the second example ofthe theory suggested flom this study.

The excerpts ofthe interviews show how the child uses family cohesiveness along with

extemal support systems to enhance his intemal sfengths, thereby helping him to cope

with the ongoing interparental conflict. Included is an excerpt from the child, the parent

and the child's teacher.

Child: My parcnTs still argue, call each other names and swear at each other. I
am not sure what they argue about. Since my parents separated I can have my
füends over when I'm at my mom's house. And I have a lot of friends. My
father would never let me have them over when my parents were together. I still
see my father three days each week. But on Friday nights I get to stay at my
(patemal) grandmother's house ovemight. I like that because we get along really
well...
IfI have a problem at school I would go to my teacher and once I went to a
school counselor. I also went to something called a children's group for kids
whose parents were separated. That was okay. But my dad didn't want me to
go back so I quit going. But if I had a real problem I would go to my mom,
because I can talk to her about anfhing. And she has a boyfriend who lives
with us sometimes and I get along good with him. Cause my dad doesn't really
understand me. . ..

If I was talking to other kids about what I went through I would tell them
to 'Be strong'. And find something to help them be strong. My music has
helped me, it gives me a 1ot of strength.

Parent: My chlld initially coped with all his anger by keeping a journal. He
went to see a child psychologist for several sessions. This helped him and
afterwards he felt much better. He is also close to his (paternal) grandmother.
He can talk to her. He also talks to me. He talks to me about issues like his pre-
teen outlook on life. He talks about his friends, what they are doing and then we
come to some understandings of what he should be allowed to do at his age. At
frrst when he was so angry we couldn't communicate so weil, but now that he is
less angry we can talk about things again. I try to 1et him have his own time
cause I know he's growing up which is hard for me to accept. But I've given
him his space and I try to continue to improve in that area. There are times
when he gets cheeky with me and says things like stand up for yourself. Stand
up for yourself when it comes to dad saying bad things to you. Be strong.
When he says that to me he gives me a little bit of inner strength. It makes me
glad that things tumed out the way they did....
I think that he copes a lot better now mostly because he is stronger. He is a lot
stronger than he was. He has come a long way Íìom saying in his joumal that he
hated his father. His joumal was a constant'Ihate you'. There are people in his
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joumal that he d¡ew with knives going through them and blood squirling
everpvhere. He's come a long way. We make it through things togethet.

Teøcher: Both parents are very involved with this child and his academic wo¡k.
He is a high achiever and has excellent reading skills. Other children like him;
he attracts füends. He plays many sports. He has a great sense of humor that
helps hirn to cope with his situation. He is clear about his morals and values and
is willing to take responsibility for his actions. He talks a lot about his
grandparents and seems to be very close to them.

Both of these examples show how the child uses the primary parent and family

coherence or a feeling of family connectedness, as the stepping stone towards finding

their intemal strengths. In the first example, the child is able to build upon her

relationship with her mother by finding security within the newly blended family that is

formed. ln the second example, the child is able to work through his rage by using the

extemal supports ofcounselors and teachers, as well as extended family members.

From this he moves to acceptance and finding ways to cope with the ongoing

interparental confl ict.

Reflexivity and Analysis

Throughout this study and while completing the analysis, I needed to constantly

be awa¡e of how I situated myself. This was evident fiom the beginning with the

writing of the proposal through forming the research questions, outlining the semi-

structured questiomaires, and shaping an operational definition ofhigh-conflict.

Deciding what role to take as a researcher took a great deal of consideration. Coming to

the decision ofusing social constructionism as an epistemology was in large part due to

ensuring that the participants' voices were heard tkough this study. While it was

important that the research undertaken be methodically sound and rigorous, it was just



as important that the participants' opinions and ideas not be lost through this process. I

decided to be situated in the background, allowing the participants to shape the ideas

and issues raised from the questions.

As this subject area was well known to me due to my work with this population

for many years, it required an extra effof to look beyond pre-conceived ideas related to

the subject matter of the study. For example, being involved in the interviews required

an ongoing intemal dialogue, questioning any pre-determined notions or ideas related to

the subject. This was particularly evident with the parents who were still in the grieving

stage of the separation. They were often unable to concentrate on the pre-determined

questions; instead they wanted to focus on their own suffering. Through these

interviews, I became even more aware ofhow large a part the context of ongoing

conflict played a role in these families lives. For example, in many of the families the

conflict took on a life of its own and became the factor upon which other decisions

rested. This sometimes led to a change in the way the interviews were structured, often

having the parent lead the discussion. I was then situated as the listener, not the

questioner, which allowed for a greater understanding of the issues and a respectful way

of being with the paficipant. This stance also assured the parents that they were able to

gain something for themselves and their children by being part ofthese interviews, even

if it was simply the opportunity to be heard on this subject.

The issue ofpower was an important one to consider in this study for a number

of reasons. First, the study took place through an agency dealing with separated and

divorced families and in a governrnent office. Even though I made every attempt to

assure the participants that I was not in the position of a counselor, assessor, or



mediator, the participants still may have felt that I held some power over them. Many of

the participants had used the services of this agency in earlier attempts to resolve their

conflict. Some had been ordered by the court to attend meetings for the purpose of a

counselor making arbitrary recommendations on thei¡ situation. These meetings may

have left some family members feeling resentful about the agency or how they were

heard in the past. In order to address this power ìssue, I offered to conduct the

interviews in the home. This allowed both the child and the parent to feel they had

some control over the process. As well, interviews were completed on weekends or

evenings if this better suited the needs of the participants. Giving the participants some

control over the process allowed for a more relaxed atmosphere, thereby promoting

greater ease and an ability to concentrate on the telling of their stories.

In the final stage, the analysis ofthe data, reflexivity continued to play a part.

For example, deciding what parts ofthe transcripts were coded and put into categories

was possible because I had attempted to enter the world of the particìpant, whether it

was the child or the parent. However, it is important to note that the iength and breath

of time in that world was minimal which may have left some questions unasked or

unanswered. To compensate for this possibilit¡ discussions were held with the Panel

ofExperls in order to ascertain that enough pertinent information was obtained to

answer the three questions outlined in this study.

Finally, it is important to note the idea of'voice' when discussing reflexivity.

The idea ofvoice relates to the struggle to present the research findings from the

researcher's perspective while ensuring that the voices of the participants are paramount

(Hertz,1997). Throughout the analysis of the data and the narrative summaries, I
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attempted to present the fìndings through the lens of the ¡esearch questions. In order to

do so, it was necessary to sift through the information given by the participants. In

doing so it became apparent that other topics ofdiscussion had arisen during the

interviews that needed to be included in the data analysis. For example, some of the

children spoke of their dreams of having their parents reunited. While this did not

directly answer one of the research questions, it did speak to how the child could use

creative thinking to cope with the difficult times. It also allowed the child's voice to be

heard within the perspective of my conclusions.

Conclusions

This chapter discussed the results ofthe data analysis and led to a substantive-

level theory. Information gained fiom in-depth interviews with the parents and children

provided an initial understanding of the categories identified from this data. Data

analysis continued with the results fiom open, axial, a¡d selective coding. The

qualitative software program, QSR NVivo was used to facilitate the open coding.

Results flom open coding allowed for categories to emerge, setting the stage for a

discussion of the interrelationships ofthese categories. Using the results ofaxial

coding, a paradigm was designed to illustrate the interrelationships of the categories.

The central phenomenon of family strengths was chosen as the oategory upon which to

relate the remaining four main categories. Eventually a substantive-level theory was

extracted, both from the proposition and from existing theories.

The frnal chapter summarizes the answers to the three research questions

outlined in this study. It provides recommendations for practice and policy changes with
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respect to the results of this study. Ideas for change both within the family and within

the community are delineated as a way of implementing these recommendations.

Information is also provided on how these changes can be used to maximize the

potential for resiliency in children who continue to live in an environment ofongoing

interparental high-confl ict.



CHAPTER SIX

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The research literature on how the interaction between children and parents

promotes resiliency suggests a need for further examination. This includes the search

for family resources and strengths. As well, more information on pattems of family

functioning and family competence is needed. Searching for family pattems of

unproductive coping and adaptations can also lead to a greater understanding of the

barriers to resilient behaviour. Resilìent characteristics found in a family can help to

buffer the disabling effects ofstressors on children as well as promote the family's

recovery in the face of adversity. Within high conflict families several things buffer

high conflict and help to support resilience even ifpersistent and ongoing conflict that

places children ìn the middle make it harder to do so. This study searched for these

characteristics within family members from high-conflict families in an attempt to

understand how family members, particularly children, cope with the ongoing

interparental confl ict.

The issue of¡esilience is the central component of this study. This dissertation

reviewed the current literature on this topic, and offered an operational definition of

resilience. For the purpose of this study resiliency is conceptualized as an indìvidual

being able to adapt in the face ofan adverse life situation (ì.e., ongoing parental

conflict). Resiliency is seen as an outcome, not a process. Using protective factors to

shield against risk factors allows the individual to access ¡esilient characteristics.
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Connections between the theoretical fiamework and the research questions are

delineated ìn the flrst component of this chapter. Conclusions about the resiliency of

children in high-conflict separated families are discussed along with the answers to the

questions. From these conclusions, ideas for buildíng resilience in this population are

discussed. A discussion of implications includes the ways in which clinical practice can

incorporate promoting resilience in children from these families.

In order to implement effective clinical practice with this population some

changes in policy are necessary. Recommendations for policy changes are delineated in

conjunction with proposed clinical interventions.

The hnal component ofthis chapter provides concluding statements about this

study. It addresses issues with respect to the results of this study as well as offering

ideas for future resea¡ch studies with this population.

Answering the Research Questions

The results ofthis study offer a proposition regarding how children between the

ages of nine and twelve car exhibit resilient behaviour in the face ofongoing

interparental conflict. Families who are able to reorganize by expanding to include

blended or extended family members exhibit a strength that is connected to their ability

to adapt. This strength becomes a basis for mutual support as stepparents and

grandparents provide a sense of security and refuge for the children. Extemal support

systems including friends, teachers, counsellors and extra-curricula¡ activities

supplement family strengths. These cohesive families' enable the children to d¡aw on

individual resilient attributes in spite of the ongoing interparental conflict. Substantive-

level theory gained ffom this study states that children ffom separated or divorced, high-



conflict families exhibit resilient characteristics when family cohesion is used to

incorporate additional family support systems, paficularly stepparents and extended

family members. Extemal suppoÍ systems augment these resilient characteristics.

The above proposition answers the central research question ofthe study, which

was how the interactions of the family and pertinent community members promote

resilient behaviour in the children of high-conflict parents. The interrelationships

amongst the categories explain how the central phenomenon, 'family strengths' works

with the intervening strategies of the 'extemal support systems of the child'. The sub-

categories ofcollateral and social supports embedded in the extended family and

community promote and enhance the individual resilience of the child. In tum the

individual resilience of the child is developed, enhanced or supported through the

intemal suppof systems of the child. As noted earlier the internal support systems of

the child include their individual coping skills and strengths. Examples of the intemal

support systems were seen in the way the children handled day-to-day stressful

situations both with their peers and family members.

The second research question asked about how the children perceive their

parents' ongoing conflict and how they understood the mediating attempts ofboth

famì1y and community members. The proposition answered this question by suggesting

that extemal resources augment family resources. To fully answer this question the

sto¡ies of the children were reviewed to find the meaning the children attached, both to

the parental conflict and to outside resources. Many of the children expressed fear when

talking about their parents past and present conflict scenarios. In listening to the

children's stories it was apparent that some felt outside extemal suppofs were not
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helpful while others found teachers and counselors to be impafial observers and./o¡

mentors. For example, some of the children talked with thei¡ teachers about problems

they were experiencing at school (e.g., with peers or in their academic studies). Others

spoke ofbeing able to talk to their teachers when they were having a difficult time

coping due to the conflict between their parents. However, they rarely talked about the

interparental conflict with their teachers as they had a difficult time discussing this

issue. About halfofthe children had seen counselors to help them at the time of the

separation. A few of the children found the counselors were able to help them talk about

their situation. In tum this allowed them to express their anger or sadness. One child

talked about how his counselor helped him to write about his feelings as a way of

expressing his anger towards his father. Two ofthe children who had been to counselo¡s

stated they did not want to retum as they did not find it to be a helpful process. Some of

the children had been involved in a formal custody/access assessment ordered through

the courl. Even though all of these child¡en had talked with an evaluator for the

purpose ofthe assessment, they did not think that the evaluator listened to what they

wanted. For example, one of the children wanted to see his father more often. After his

parents went back to court nothing changed with respect to the time-sharing

arrangements .

Most often the children used extended family, usually grandparents, as a source

ofrefuge when the interparental conflict took place. Many spoke about their

stepparents being a form of security that helped them get some distance from the

parental conflict. Again, the proposition formed from the analysis of this data speaks to

this question. The proposition states that the children gain their resilience from the
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various sÍengths in their family enhanced by extemal support systems. When the

children perceived their parent's conflìct as unsafe or distressing, they would usually

seek out a family member for comfort or refuge. If this were not available to them, they

would tum to extemal support systems, the first choice being their peers. If they were at

school and felt in the need ofreassurance, some of the children stated they would talk

with their teachers. In essence the children understood that the interparental conflict

was destructive and looked to family and extemal support systems for refuge and safety.

The third and final research question asked about the barriers to resiliency in

these children, as well as how they attempted to overcome these barriers. Through the

data analysis, the most fiequently identified barrier was the ongoing conflict between

the parents. As discussed earlier, the parents were often still quite immersed in the

interparental conflict and realized that it was having an adverse effect on the child. One

parent stated, "my child's psychologist says he was intemalizing our (interparental)

conflict and that is why he has problems at school".

Another parent stated, "I think she realizes that we (both parents) still argue.

She knows there is tension there, but I am not sure she realizes how much it is affecting

her".

Another barrier suggested by the parents was that of the non-custodial parent

either withholding access or not being available to have an ongoing relationship with

the child. As an example, one mother stated,

A big problem for her is that her father is doing more harm than good. He just
can't come into her life and then disappear again. I could be wrong, but I am
getting this information from watching her. This is the time when she is
growing and developing her personality. And it is an impofant time in her life
as she is developing who she is. A¡d that doesn't include her father. It's pretty
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hard to include him when she doesn't see him very often and that is ofhis own
doing.

Another mother equated her child's depression with the non-custodial parent

withholding access. She stated,

I find that she (the child) has problems with depression. We've taken note on
the calendar that it occurs when her father is either making problems fo¡ me or
not keeping to the court order. She gets very down, very insecure.

Other parents talked about the child being afraid of the other parent as being a

barrier to their development. One mother stated, "he (the child) is afraid of his father.

He always has been afraid of him."

The child¡en's response to the question ofbarriers centered on the negative

impact of the interparental conflict. Some children stated that they got angry or

depressed and unable to do as well in school as they would like because of it. Others

talked about being afraid ofone parent, often the one that they saw as the most

destructive within the parental relationship, which in many cases was the non-custodial

parent. Still others talked about barriers in the form of parents not allowing them to

make their own decisions regarding time-sharing arrangements and how this was

disruptive to their lives. One child stated,

My mother doesn't let me make any decisions about when I can see her, she

doesn't think I can make these decisions for myself. I know what I want and
what is best for me.

A few ofthe children talked about wanting more "say" about when they could

spend time with each parent. This issue will be examined further in next section

of this chapter.

To summarize, both the children and parents indicated the following barriers to

the resiliency of the children: the ongoing interparental conflict, the child's fear ofone



parent, the child being unable to have a consistent relationship with the non-custodial

parent, and the child not being given enough decision-making power with respect to

time-sharing issues.

The question ofwhat prevents the children fiom overcoming the barrier to

resilience, i.e., ongoing interparental conflict is an impofant one. The proposition

suggests .¡/ays that the children could overcome thìs ba¡rier as well as the others

mentìoned above. For example, if more extemal support systems are integrated into the

children's lives, they may be able to use these to enhance their own resiliency.

Altematively, parents need to find ways to ensure the child is not part of the

interparental conflict, thereby making certain that the child does not feel afraìd ofone

parent. As well, time-sharing arrangements need to be followed by both parents to

allow for positive parent-child relationships. This could be accomplished through

addressing some ofthe post-separation changes including better communication

between the parents.

Practice and Policy Implications

The resuits from this study suggest that child¡en need a refuge from the

environment of interparental conflict that is often part of their families, both before the

separation and sometimes for several years after it. Child¡en are able to move forward

in positive manner if they find a sense of security or refuge within their family. While

some children are able to utilize extemal suppof systems such as füends or teachers to

help them cope with the interparental conflict, these alone do not offer enough support.

After a separation or divorce, it is most helpful if the family reorganizes in such a



manner that allows extended family members or blended family members the

opportunity to offer additional support to the children.

In discussing the issue ofresilience and the four key components mentioned in

this study, concepts associated with protective factors need to be delineated. To

ascertain ¡esilient behaviour, dimensions of self-esteem/self-efficacy, social

competence, academic achievement and behaviour management were used as a way to

operationalize and understand resilient behaviour. Lr the literature protective factors are

described as the presence ofpadicular factors that buffer and protect agaìnst risk

factors. Examples ofprotective factors are peers, teachers, counsellors, intelligence,

and culturaVreligious affiliation. From the results of this study, key protective factors

for these children were additional intemal family support systems, particularly

grandparents, stepparents or othe¡ extended family members. Other protective factors

for these children included extemal support systems, (e.g., involvement with hobbies or

extra-cur¡icular activities). Clinicians working with this population can utilize the

above information to work in conjunction with the family. If the clinician is using a

family-centred approach to practice, i.e., using interventions designed to work towards

parlicipation and empowerment of family members, s,/he can discuss with the custodial,

the non-custodial parent and the child how to implement strategies ensuring that these

protective factors are put into place. For example, the clinician could support a newly

blended family by offering parenting classes to the parent and stepparent, thereby

helping them to better understand the needs ofthe child and help them to form a

cohesive family unit. In tum, the emotional support from the primary parent and

stepparent could help the child utilize hisÀer resilient traits, i.e., provide the necessary
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emotional support to enable the child to feel self-confident and able to achieve socìal

competence.

Children are active players in their own identity, thereby playing a role in their

ongoìng development. Within this study some of the children stated that they had not

benefited from their counseling sessions with either psychologists or other counselors.

As a way ofrespecting the child's knowledge and interdependence, the child should be

consulted with respect to what extemal resources they could best utilize. As well, it is

necessary to understand which support systems need to be augmented, in an effort to

fully support the existing resources for a particular family. Extemal support systems for

the child could include children's support goups, cultural activities, extra-curricular

activities or becoming involved in a neighborhood community center. Policy changes

may need to be made in an effofi to make the above resources available as many

communities do not have access to children's support groups or appropriate cultural

activities. It is incumbent upon the clinician or social worker to continue to ensure that

the child's voice is heard with respect to what resources are needed to ensure the child's

needs are met. This can occur through ongoing discussions with the child.

Children also need to be hea¡d with respect to the amount of time that they want

to spend with each parent. Smart (2002) suggests that v/e need to seriously consider

what children say in relation to divorce proceedings. However, this may require a shift

in the impofance attached to the child's voice in the family. As a way of showing

respect to the child, s/he needs to feel they have some input into the decision-making of

a time-sharing plan between the parents. If the family is involved in a formal court-

ordered custody/access assessment, the child needs to feel that their ideas/wishes have



been incorporated into a formal time-sharing plan. This could occur by the evaluator

giving the child feedback afte¡ the assessment was completed. As well, the parents

need to listen to the child with respect to how s/he wants to move back and forth

between the two homes, paficularly when the child is able to formulate opinions and

arguments about this issue. While it is important to talk to the child about the adults

having the final "say" in this issue, the child needs to know that their desires and needs

are also important. This will allow him./her to feel a part of the decision-making process

in the family, thereby strengthening his/her sense of family coherence and identity.

Other authority figures, such as judges may need more information on protective

factors and how they can provide support for children from these families. Education to

the judiciary and family law lawyers could help them to become aware of the roie of

both intemal and extemal resources necessary for these children. Custody evaluators

could be instrumental in assessing for these factors and then providing the information

through their reports to the Court. Guidelines for custody evaluators could ensure that

questions were asked both of the child and the parents with respect to stepparent

involvement and the child¡en's relationships to extended family membels.

The literature and past research on resilience discusses the importance of

'building' or 'growing resilience', i.e., ensuring that protective factors are put into place

in o¡der for children to maximize theìr ability to use their resilient cha¡acteristics at a

time ofcrisis or family hansition. Figure IV provides a conceptual view ofhow

clinicians and other stakeholders could provide a fiamework from which the chiidren

and families could incorporate protective factors into their lives.
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FIGURE IV

BUILDING RESILIENCE

KEY STRATEGIES:

.1. Educate families,
* Build or use existing resources within families.
.1. Make community resources and social or cultural supports available to

children,

HIGI{-CONFL.IC:I
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Building resilience begìns with education for all family members.

Implementing the protective factor of education helps all family members understand

how interparental conflict can affect children. Becoming educated abouf the

possibilities for change and growth is a positive step for all family members. It is a

protective factor by ensuring that appropriate information is provided to help with

decision-making and lifestyle changes. Education should include mandatory parent

education seminars after a separation. In some provinces this is already in place. In

Manitoba, although these seminars are offered, they are not yet mandatory for a1l

separating parents. It could also include education through the school for the children,

thereby allowing the children an opportunity to understand changes after a parental

separation and helping them find ways to cope with conflict situations. Providing this

through the school system alleviates the stigma attached to attending these groups.

Another way ofproviding support to this population is through strengthening the

family structure. If families are to stay connected or feel they can manage the transition

ofparental separation, they need the support ofthe community. Family reconstitution,

íncluding blended families, may need the encouragement and understanding of the

community in order to make a successful transition. For example, the role of

stepparents is a diffrcult one. Stepparents are often unsure how to ¡elate with children

from a previous relationship. They may not want to take on the role of 'parent', but do

notjust want to be a 'fíiend'. Blended families often need help in order to form a

cohesive unit and provide a sense ofcon¡ectedness to all the new family members.

This can be a daunting task. However, the results from this study suggest that

stepparents are often vital to the emotional security ofthe children. The children



discussed the importance of attachments to new famìly membe¡s. The¡efore, for this

population, stepparents need afhrmation and support as they move into the role of

'friend', 'parent' and 'guardian' ofthese children. This support may need to come fiom

extemal resources, parlicularly community agencies or clinicians working with these

families. This may necessitate that clinicians be further educated with respect to the

needs ofthese families in order to provide guidance with the re-organization of famìly

structures.

At the time of the separation, parents need to find altemate support systems to

help with the family transition. They often tum to extended family. As the results of

this study suggest, grandparents and step-grandparents play a positive role in the child's

ability to recover from this transition. As was found through Family #6, the child found

a secure attachment through her patemal grandmother and was better able to recover

from separation and ongoing interparental conflict due to this relationship. However,

due to the conflict between the parents, some grandparents find it difficult to maintain

contact with the children. For example, a mother may attempt to undermine the

relationship with the patemal grandparents. ln turn, this results in a loss of contact

belween the child and grandparents. At the present time the legal system is in the

process ofchanging laws relating to access between children and gtandparents ìn order

to ensure ongoing contact and protect the relationship between these family members.

These legislative changes may help to sfengthen the relationship between the

grandparents and children as well as providing a positive and secure environment.

Based on the results of this study, these relationships can provide a secure refuge for the

children.



Extra-curricular activities are a key protective factor in building resilience.

St¡uctured voluntary activities are often an important but neglected domain ofresilience

and practice in positive youth development and in the building of resilience. Gìving

children the chance to incorporate structured activities into their lives allows them to

feel connected to their peers as well as providing them with a feeling of self-worth and

self-esteem. It also provides them with an extemal environment that is free of the

interparental conflict. Examples ofthese activities are youth groups, church groups,

Scouts or Guides, as well as other clubs that teach and validate skill development.

Within this population, learning altemate coping skills would also help the

children to manage the effect ofongoing parental conflict. For example, children who

witness this degree ofconflíct often have difficulty managing their own behaviour.

They may need to leam altemative forms of conflict resolution. They have witnessed a

$eat deal of conflict between their parents which has remained unresolved' They need

to leam how to successfuliy negotiate conflict, i.e., ieam new conflict resolution skills.

They may need role models that allow them to understand how to better manage

conflict. This may happen through witnessing how a stepparent resolves conflict with

their parent. Altematively, the child may need a mentor to show them a different way

ofresolving conflict. This could be in the form of a 'Big Brother' or 'Big Sister', an adult

that comes into their lives and spend time with them on a weekly basis. New skills that

include managing conflict between peers or family members could also be taught in the

classroom or through specifrcally designed chíldren's therapeutic/educational groups.

Through these goups childten leam altemative ways of managing feelings such as

anger and sadness- This allows them to better understand and channel their feelings



through altemative methods (e.g., participating in sporting activities, taking care ofpets

or spending time with friends). As discussed earlier, an example of how one child

found a different way of understanding conflict is provided from one ofthe children in

this study. He decided to become a conflict manager at school in an attempt to help

others leam how 1o manage their anger.

Future Research with Children of High-conflict Separated or Divorced Parents

Through this study a substantive level theory was postulated. Although the

tenets of this theory are not inconsistent with other results fiom resilience research, it

needs to be further tested through interwention studies. This is supported by Masten

(1999) who suggests that the central task for this generation ofresilience researchers is

to test theories through intervention studies. As the theoretical proposition ffom this

study was developed in conjunction with a particular population, it can be tested

through specific interventions with these families. In tum, these interventions could be

evaiuated. For example, an intervention could be designed that included a clinician

working with family members in an attempt to support the intemal family structure over

a period of family re-org anization and reconstitution. The rationale for this intervention

would include helping family members to find a sense of coherence and use their

strengths at the time of the transition. Evaluating this intervention could ìnclude both

qualitative and quantitative methods. For example, children could be given self-

reporting quantitative instruments that indicate their level ofresilience both before and

after the intervention. As well, the children and parents could have in-depth discussions

wìth the evaluator both before and after the interwention in an attempt to grve meaning



to changes supported by the clinician. The intervention would be evaluation-based,

providing feedback on the changes within the family and on the ongoing role of the

clinician. The results of this evaluation could provide some answers with respect to

whether resilient attributes of the children fiom these families could be enlanced or

created through intervention.

As well as creating intervention studies, other research studies are recommended

with this population. For example, an attempt could be made to understand the roie of

formal helpers with these famílies. Court appointed evaluators and members of the

judìciary are put into place to provide support to family members. However, there is

very little research in this area. More information in needed before we can understand

if these formal helpers are protective factors buffering family members ÍÌom the

interparental confl ict.

Another potential research study could ìnclude families in which there are both

low and high levels ofconflict. Children's way of coping and exhibiting resilient

characteristics could then be compared. This information would allow for a richer

understanding ofhow the interparental conflict inhibits the children's way of coping.

A different way of completing research with this population is through

longitudinal studies. As an example, a follow-up study to this one could be

implemented in th¡ee to five years. By that time all the children involved in this study

would have entered adolescence. Dìscussions with the children and parents at that time

would reveal whether the children were able to sustain or enhance their resilient

attdbutes. As well, a follow-up study could address the question ofhow resilient
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characteristics change when children enter a different developmental stage. Thís tlpe

of study would build on the substantivelevel theory that emerged from this study.

Other examples of future research include broadening the sample used in this

study by using different age groups of children. However, it would not be feasible to

attempt to interview children much younger than those in this study, as children under

the age ofeight often have a difficult time understanding complex issues and discussing

their feelings about particular situations.

While there are likely many more possibilìties for studying this population, it is

essential to consider the difficulties in recruiting research participants. Due to the

ongoing conflict bet'¡,ieen the parents, they are likely to be unable to agree to both be

part of a study. As was evident from this study, they may also disagree to allow their

child to be part of a study. These roadblocks suggest that this area is a difficult one in

which to complete new resea¡ch. Nevertheless, by persevering and designing a

practical research design, other studies with this population could be completed.

Conclusions

Results from this study have been both rewarding and stimulating. From the

process ofdata collection to data management and finally to data analysis, the wo¡k has

proved interesting and ffuitful. The idea for this study originated from the need to find

ways ofunderstanding how or why some children appeared to function better than

others when in a continual environment of interparental conflict. Grounded theory was

chosen as the way to collect and analyze the information gained from the research

participants. It allowed for a systematic application ofresearch in the area ofresilience.



The slight modification to grounded theory in this study suggested a need for a priori

definition ofresilience. This focused the research on the interactional component of

resilience, i.e., how the interactions of famìly and communìty members promote

resilience in children. Throughout the data analysis the anal¡.,tical methods associated

with grounded theory, i.e., open, axial and selective coding, allowed for a rigorous, yet

realistic way ofunderstanding the information received through the data collection

process. Finally, through the development of a theoretical proposition, a way of

understanding the interrelationships ofthe concepts was realized. As an end resuìt,

ídeas related to resilience and protective factors were obtained.

Initially it was difficult to find enough research participants for this study.

However, after considerable elfort twelve families agreed to be part of this study. In the

end, the information gained was very rich. Results from this study can enable both

clinicians and policy makers to make more informed decisions regarding the needs of

this population. For example, through the focus group the parents discussed their need

for better access to resources for all the family members. One parent described her need

in the following way:

I know that the best place for me to talk with the child's father would be in a
mediation setting. But I think that I am just going to get too angy to talk with
him even in that setting. So I am not ready for that yet. I don't want hím to see

how mad he gets me. So I need something to get me ready for mediation. But I
don't know where to go for that or who to ask that could tell me.

Another parent talked about the difñculty in trying to understand what resources the

children might need or want to access. She stated:

I am not really sure that my children even need any extra help coping with the
problems in our family since the separation. But I don't know what to look for,
what behaviours that might tell me they are having problems.



Both ofthese parents were searching for the appropriate resources that would

help either themselves or thei¡ children cope with the ongoing parental conflict. Later

in the group discussion the parents agreed there was a need for a location or directory

from which information about community resources could be accessed. As well as

needing a iìst ofresources, they wanted a way in which to understand how these

resources could be helpful to individual family members. Suggestions were made that

this directory with corresponding educative material shouid be located in libraries or on

web site as it would then be accessible to the general public. This focus gtoup

discussion underlines the importance of the availability of resources for this populafion.

For example, there needs to be a way in which families can receive some education with

respect to both the detrimental effects ofongoing interparental conflict as well as how

to enhance the resilient attributes of children. While some community resources are

already in place, many others need to be developed. Parents need to be able to access

these resources when necessary. Children need a secure, safe place to talk about family

issues and the ongoing interparental conflict. If this were readily available through the

school, the children would have the opportunity to gain support, guidance and peer

support, without feeling the stigma of being the 'one in the family with the problem'.

The parents could then feel that their children's needs were being met in this regard.

While this study provided a great deal of information on resilience, there are

several limitations that need to be considered in interpreting these results. For example,

the small sample size only allowed for the beginning of ar understanding of the

protective factors and how they are corìnected to the issue ofresilience in this

population. As wel1, the sample's relatively homogeneous nature did not allow for a
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thorough understanding ofthe issues connected to resilience a¡d cultural affiliation.

Dûe to the natüe of interparental conflict it was diffrcult to obtain interviews with both

parents in most of these families. Hearing the stories of both parents could have

provided more information about the impact of all family members and how they help

the children cope with the environment of interparental conflict.

Throughout this dissertation, there has been an attempt to both define and

operationalize the concept ofresilience. It has proven he1pful to use the idea of

protective factors in understanding resilient behaviour. In addition, as demonstrated

through this study, children's resilience varies somewhat over time. When family

changes occurred, the children's ability to cope depended on the support of family

members. For example, the child who had a positive, supportive relationship with her

stepmother had difficulties in her academic studies and with her siblings when the

father separated from the stepmother. This suggests that a child's resilience is not a

static concept and may change depending on the circumstances of the family or extemal

support system. The findìngs from this study also suggest that the concept ofresilience

needs further study. For exampie, it is difficult to fully understand how protective

factors can provide an adequate buffer against the risk factors, particularly when some

of the protective factors are removed. Do other protective factors take their place or

does the jndividual simply rebound in time as other positive family transitìons help to

buffer against the loss of the supportive family member? Altematively, does the

individual lose part ofher capacity for resilient behaviour when this profective factor is

no longer in place? A longitudinal perspective in the form of another study may help to

answer these questions.



The results of this study have provided some valuable insights into how children

cope and continue to do well in an environment of interparental conflict. By

disseminating these results, clinicians and other stakeholders will be able to use the

findings to find altemative ways of working with high conflict separated or divorced

familìes in ways that promote the successful adjustment of the children. Children can

only be heard if we listen, both to the impact ofongoing interparental conflict and what

they need to help them cope with it.
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APPENDIXA

CHILDREN'S PRE-SCRTENING INTERVIEW



Pre-screening interview

Self-esteem/Self-efficacy

1. Compared to other chjldren does your child seem happy and hopeful (optimistic)
even when life becomes diffrcuit?

2. Is you child a helpful person to others? How does sheÀe help out within the family?
Is she/he more or less helpful than her,4-ris siblings?

3. How does your child deal with everyday stress and problems? Do you see other
children finding better/altemative ways of coping than your child?

4. Does your child appear to feel good about herlhimself? If so, how does she,/he show
this? Has this changed since the separation?

Academic Achievement

5. How does your child do in school? Does she,4re obtain grades that are appropriate
for her level? Has this changed since your separation Ílom the other parent?

6. How does your child relate to her peers at school? Does she/he get along or does
she/he have problems with them at school or in the comrnunity?

Social Competence

7. Can your child manage to get to school on time and complete her homework?

8. Would you describe your child as being good at problem solving? How does she/he
show you this skill?

9. Does your child appear to be able to perform everyday tasks? Has this changed
since the separation?

Socially Appropriate Conduct

10. Does your child exhibit any behavior problems? Ifso, what are they ând how are

they managed? Are they different problems from his/her fi:iends?

1 1. Does your child ever appear depressed or withdrawn? How often? When do you
notice it the most?
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12. Is your child on any medication in an effort to manage his/her behavior?

13. Do your children get into a lot of disagreements with each other. If so, how are they
handled?

74. Have your child's teachers or counselors suggested that he/she has problems
managing his/her behavior?

15. In the past how did your child react when you and the other parent argued?

16. Have there been any changes in your child's behavior since the separation? Has this
been a cause for concem?



APPENDIX B

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT RI,CRUITMENT LETTER



Date

Dear:

Cunently I am completing research on resilience in children from separated or
divorcing families. I understand that you have worked with a counselor either in the
present or the past at Family Conciliation in an attempt to resolve your concems about
your child or children. This research is not part ofyour work with a counselor at Family
Conciliation. It is simply an attempf to gather information about how children cope
with issues related to conflict between their separated parents.

I would like to offer you and your family an opportunity to be part of my
research. Please see the enclosed flyer for further information about this research. As
well as receiving a monetary honorarium for being part of this study, I could give you
feedback on your child's coping abilities and how to enhânce them.

If you would like more information about this study or would like to be a pafi of
it, please contact me directly at

Thank-you for taking the time to consider this oppofunity.

Sincerely,

Marlene Pomrenke, MSW

Enclosure



APPENDIX C

RTSEARCH PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT FLYER



RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS NEEDED

HONARIUMS OFFERED

Ifyou and the other parent continue to be in conflict, your participation
would be valued in a research project that focuses on understanding how
children cope with this conflict. The following criteria is necessary for you

to be part ofthis project:

I You have a child between 9 and 12 years of age. This child
exhibits some coping skills.

ô You and the other parent have been separated for at least
one year.

I You would agree to be part of this project by being
interviewed.

i You would agree to your child being interviewed.

Marlene Pomrenke is the principal researcher for this project.

She is a doctoral student completing this research through Family
Conciliation. This research focuses on understanding the

resilience of children in families that continue to be in conflict
after the separation or divorce.

If you wish to discuss this opportunity further, please contact

Nlarlene Pomrenke at



APPENDIXD

SAMPLE OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR CHILDREN



Children's Semi-structured Interview

I. Prior to the Separation

r What do you remember most about your parents before they separated?

¡ Was your family different before the separatìon than it is now? What is better or

worse about it?

IL Changes After Separation

¡ How have things changed since your parents separated? For example, have you

moved or changed schools?

r What has helped you get through these changes?

o How often do you see each parent?

r What is your current relationship like with your mother and your father? Has this

changed since the separation? Ifso, how?

¡ What is your relationship like with your brother? Your sister? Has this changed

since the separation. Ifso, how?

ilI. Ways of Coping with Parental Conflict & Separation

. Do you remember hearing yoü parents argue before they separated? If so, what did

you do when they argued? For example, did you know what they were arguing

about? Did you try and avoid being around them when they were arguing? Have

you ever tried to stop your parents from arguing?

¡ What did your siblings do when your parents argued?



. Do your parents still argue with each other? If so, how does that make you feel?

What do they argue about? What do you do when they argue? Do you try and stop

them or avoid being around them? Have you every talked to either one ofthem

about it?

. How would you handle conflict? For example, if you got into a disagreement with a

friend or sibling, how would you work it out?

o What do you do to make yourself feel better when you are upset about what is

happening ìn your family? For example, do you talk about the separation? If so, to

whom and when?

o What have your parents done or said to help you handle their sepa.ration? What

would you like them to do?

¡ How do you feel about your parents' separation? What type of impact has it had on

your daily life?

. \ryhat makes you feei good about your family?

¡ What do you do that makes your feel good about yourself?

r Do you have a religion or culture that you feel connected to? Ifso, how does that

make you feel about yourselfl

IV. Barriers to Coping with Parental Conflict

¡ Does anything prevent you from doing as well as you would like to in school?

¡ What could your parents do to help you when you don't feel like doing your

homework or going to school?



. Does either of your parent's talk to you about the other one? If so, what is said

about the other one?

. Do you ever behave badly? What is it that makes you misbehave in school or at

home? How could that be changed?

V, Peer and CommunitY Resources

. Which people in your life have been most helpful to you since your parents'

separation? Explain how they have helped you. What has this meant to you?

. If you had a problem, whom would you go to lor help? Why?

¡ How are things going for you at school? Do you have füends at school? If so, do

you see them after school? Are you involved with any extracurricular activities at

school? Ifso, how is that decided?

¡ What is your relationship like with your teacher? Do you feel you can go to herlhim

if you need to do so?

¡ Have you ever seen a school counsellor or someone else that you could talk to when

you felt the need for help from outside your family? If so, what was that like for

you?

e What words of advice do you have for other children going through their parents'

separation?



APPENDIX E

SAMPLE OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR PARENTS



Parent's Semi-structured Interview

I. Conflict Prior to the SeParation

o What was your relationship like with the other parent?

¡ Was there any conflict between you and the other parent? If so, what t)?e of

conflìct?

¡ What part of the conflict did your child witness? How did she/tre react to it? Did

this effect her behaviour at school, at home, or with her peers?

¡ Did the conflict between you and the other parent affect the amount oftime and

energy you could give to your child? If so, how?

II. Changes Since the SeParation

o what is your relationship like with the other parent? Do you communicate with

him/her? If so, how and is there any conflict during that communication?

¡ How often does your child see the other parent?

o Have you noticed any behavioural changes in your child since the separation? If so,

what are the changes and how have you reacted to them?

o Have the child's teachers or extended family notíced any changes in your child's

behaviour since the separation?

. Does your child have any problems getting ready for school, getting his/her

homework completed or doing household chores since the separation?

¡ Have there been any changes in your child's sleeping pattems, eating habits or

personal appearance since the sepaïation? Ifso, what has changed?



. Have there been any changes between your child and her,/his brothers or sisters

since the separation?

¡ What have been the biggest changes in your family since the separation?

UI. Adaptation to the Separation

¡ How do you thinÌ your child has coped with your separation? For example, what

has helped or hindered him./her over the past few years?

¡ What are the strengths in your family?

¡ How has your child coped with the ongoing conflict between you and the other

parent?

¡ How does your child do in school? What do his/her teachers say about his acadernic

progress? Is your child involved in any extra-curricular activities? Ifso, has this

been something that your child requested? Does your child enjoy these activities?

. What other systems, i.e., judicial, legal and community, have been part of your

attempts to resolve the conflict between you and the other parent? How have they

been helpful to the process? Have the children been part of your efforts to resolve

the conflict? If so, how?

. Have you used any outside resources, i.e., counsellors, ìn an attempt to receìve

support or guidance for either yourself or the children? If so, how has this been

helpful?

r What has been the most difficult aspect of the separation for you? How has this

impacted on your relationship with your child?



What do you think are your child's strengths? How has helshe been able to move

fonvard successfully despite what has been happening in your family? What might

be some barriers to your child moving forward and how could you contribute

toward removing those barriers?



APPENDIX F

SAMPLE OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR COLLATERAL CONTACTS



COMMUNITY MEMBERS INTER\TEW GUIDE

Semi-Structured interview:

1. How do you know this child?

2. What has been your level of involvement with him/her? For example, have you

provided counseling to him/her and for how long?

3. Have you had any involvement with other family members? If so, to what degree

and lor what purpose?

4. What is your general impression of this child? How have you come to your

assessment of this child? For example, is it based on discussions with her'Arim,

observations, or discussions with other family members?

5. Did you know this child before his/her parents separated? If so, do you notice any

changes in her/her behaviour or ability to cornplete tasks and move forward?

6. What impresses you the most about this child? Do you have any concems about

him/her? If so, how do you think he/she could overcome obstacles in his/her path?

7. Has this child ever discussed his/her parents' conflict? If so, in what context?

8. Please comment on how you view this child's coping abilities and what may have

helped them to cope with their parent's ongoing conflict?
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APPENDIX G

CONSENT FORM FOR PART,NTS



521Tier Building
Wi¡¡ipeg, tr{anifoba
Canada R3T 2N2
Fa-\ (204) 47 4'7591

I 
Eacuttv of Social Work

Principal Investigator: Marlene Pomrenke #'

Faculty Advisor: Dr. Brad McKenzie # 474-8767

CONSENT FORM FOR RESEARCH STUDY

Marlene Pomrenke has explained to me that she, as a doctoral student with the

university of Manitoba, is conducting a study that will add to our knowledge about the

experiences and strengths of families who remain in conflict after their separation or

divorce. I understand that the primary purpose of this research is to attempt to

understand how the children in these families cope with their parents' conflict. Ms

Pomrenke or her research advisor, Dr. McKenzie can be reached at the above numbers

if there are any questions or concerns at any time during this study.

My participation in this study will include one or two interviews with Marlene

Pomrenke. As well, I give my consent for her to read any files connected to our work

with Family Conciliation or through the Court of Queen's Bench, Family Division'

Additionaily, I consent to being contacted to be parl of a focus group at a later stage in

this project. If it is necessary to contact a community member that has been helpfui to

our iamily I will sign a separate consent form in order that this may happen. The above

interviews will be approximately an hour and a half in length and will be held on the

14rr'floor of 405 Broadway at the offices of Family Conciliation.
I will receive $25.00 as an honorarium for taking part in these intewiews'
I also give my consent for my child to be part of this study. This will include

interviews befween Marlene Pomrenke and the child. As well, my child can attend a

focus group with other children that are part of this project. These interviews will also

take place at the offices of Family conciliation. My child's participation is voluntary

a¡d he/she has the right to participate in this study to the extent to which helshe feels

comfortable. He/she has the right to withdraw from the study at any time.

Ms. Pomrenke will not be a part of any future work with my family through her

role as assessor or mediator at Family conciliation. However, I understand that Ms.

Pomrenke may at some time in the future be called to court to testify to her involvement

with my family and her findings with respect to her discussions with our family

members. I also understand that Ms. Pom¡enke is obliged to report any instances of
abuse or neglect to Child and Family Services

Ms. Pomrenke will remove all identifying information about my family from her

final research repofs.
My paficipation in this study is voluntary and I have the right to withdraw fiom

it at any time. I understand that everything my children and I say will remain

confidential. The only people having access to my personal information is Marlene
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Pomrenke and those wo¡king v/ith her on this research project. once this information

analyzed, all identifying information will be destroyed
I will receive verbal or w¡itten feedback with respect to the results of this

research from the principal researcher either during or at ths end of the project.

This research study has been approved by the Joint-Faculty Research Ethics

Board at the University of Manitoba. Any complaint regarding a procedure may be

reporled to the Human Ethics Secretariat (47 4-'/ 122).

Signed: Date:

Principal Investigator: Date
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APPENDIXH

ASSENT FORM FOR CHILDREN



I

I Facultv of Social Work
I sz, ,,", s,.,,tdi'g

Whnipeg, Manitoba
Canada R3T 2N2
Fax (204\ 471-7 594

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: MARLENE POMRENKE #I

FACULTY ADVISOR: DR. BRAD MoKENZIE#414-8'767

CONSENT FORM FOR CHILDREN IN RESEARCH STUDY

Marlene Pom¡enke has explained to me that she is a doctoral student at the

University of Manitoba and is doing a research project. This project is part ofan effort
to understand how I have coped with my parents' separation andlor divorce. She has

explained that she wants to try and find out what has helped children cope with the

separation and the conflict between parents. She can be reached al if I have

any questions after my meeting with her.
I agree to at least one meeting of about an hour in length with Ms. Pomrenke.

This meeting will occur at the offices of Family Conciliation. I know that Ms
Pomrenke will ask me questions about my parents, particularly about how I feel about

the conflict between them. I understand that this information will be confidential After
our first meeting I will decide if I want to be part of a meeting with other children who
are ìn the same situation as me. Ms. Pomrenke refers to this meeting as a focus group.

I understand that if I talk about being abused that Ms. Pomrenke will have to

talk to the appropriate authorities in order that I remain safe.

I will receive $15.00 for taking part in this interview, and another$10.00 ifI
decide to take parl in a focus group with other children.

My pafiicipation in this project is voluntary and I have the right to withdraw
from it at any time. Any information with my name or my family's name will be

removed after Ms. Pomrenke has finished her work on this project.

Ms. Pomrenke will contact me after we meet to ensure that she has understood

what I said in our meetings.
This research study has been approved by the Joint-Faculty Research Ethics

Board at the University of Manitoba. Any complaints about this project may be

reported to the Human Ethics Secretariat (47 4-7122)-

Signed:

Principal Investigator:

Date:

Date:



APPENDIX I

CONSENT FORM FOR FOCUS GROUP



Faculty of Social Work

521 Tier Buildi¡g
Wiùlipeg, lfanitoba
Ca¡ada R3T 2N2
Faa (204) 47'1-759'1

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: MARLENE POMRENKE #

FACULTY ADVISOR: DR. BRAD MoKENZIE #474-8767

CONSENT FORM/FOCUS GROUP
RESEARCH PROJECT

Marlene Pomrenke has explained to me that she, as a doctoral student with the

University of Manitoba, is conducting a study that will add to our knowledge about the

experiences and strengths of famiiies who remain in conflict after their separation or

divorce. I understand that the primary purpose ofthis ¡esearch is to attempt to

understand how the children in these families cope with their pa¡ents' conflict. Ms.

Pomrenke or her research advisor, Dr. McKenzie can be reached at the above numbers

if there are any questions or concems at any time during this study.

I give my consent to be part of a focus group, a part of this research. This focus

group will be approximately two hours in length and will take place at 405 Broadway,

at the offices of Family Conciliation. The information obtained through this focus

group will be used to further the research explained above'

I will receive $20.00 as an honorarium for being part ofthis focus group.

Ms. Pomrenke has explained to me that while confidentiality will be discussed

as a priority with the other group members, it can not be ensured. I understand this and

still agree to participate in the meeting.
Ms. Pomrenke will remove all identifying information about my family from her

final research reports.
My participation in the focus group is voluntary and I have the right to leave the

meeting at any time.
This research study has been approved by the Joint-Faculty Research Ethics

Board at the University of Manitoba. Any complaint regarding a procedure may be

reported to the Human Ethics Secretariat (47 4-7122).

Signed:

Principal Investigator:

Date:

Date:



APPENDIX J

LETTER OF PERMISSION FROM BOARD OF ETHICS



06 January 2004

To: Marlene Pomrenke
Pr¡ncìpa! lnvest¡gator

FROM: K. Duncan, lnter¡m Chair

JoinFFaculty Research Ethics Board (JFREB)

Re: Protocol lfJ2003:153
"Explorlng Resilience in Children of H¡gh-conflict, Separated or Divorced
Parents"

The above-noted protocol now meets minìmal ethical standards and the Approval Certif¡cate is

attached. The board, however, cautions you to remain vigilant to the vulnerability of the

research participants throughout the research process. lt ¡s easy to confuse the researcher and

clinic¡an roles. More concerted effort than usual is needed because this research involves

much more than minimal risk for these families and for you, the researcher.

Attach.
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APPENDIX K

SAMPLE OF FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS



FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS

Introductory Question

Share how your child has been able to cope with the situation between you and the other

parent in a positive way.

Key Questions

I.
To what degree is your child involved in the conflict between you and the other parent?

' How much ìs your child part ofthis conflict?

' How do other family members cope with this conflict?
r What strategies does your child use to cope with this conflict?

il.
Support of family and community.

' Who does your child receive the most support ffom within the

family or communitY?
¡ Why or why not vr'ould your child use outside support systems?

' What tlpe of ongoing support would benefit your child?

m
Resources needed for your familY

r What resources are needed

conflict?
lor your child to cope with the ongoìng

. What will happen ifthese resources are not in place?
r What recommendations do you have for changes in the support and

resources available to your family?
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