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 Child Emotional Abuse and Divorce 

 Child abuse represents a serious issue in modern society considering the long lasting 

consequences it pertains. There are different forms of child abuse including physical, sexual, 

emotions, and neglect. One of the leading causes of emotional abuse and neglect is parental 

divorce. Notwithstanding the nature of divorce, it is always a stressful and traumatic experiences 

for children who usually lose connection with one of the parents. Emotional attachment during 

childhood has been proven as the main predictive of successful socialization in the later life. 

Children from divorced families can experience various difficulties in their later life regarding 

social interactions, communication and behavioral development. The present body of research 

indicates that children of divorced parents are also more likely to have significant adjustments 

issues than their counterparts from intact families. Various factors such as marital conflict 

resolution and establishment of legal guardianship can be associated with emotional abuse and 

neglect in children. This paper will analyze effects of emotional abuse and neglect on children in 

divorced families.  

 Emotional abuse of children can be defined as continious exposure to neglect, lack of care, 

inadequate emotional support, and denigration of worthiness. Failure of the caregiver to establish 

and maintain healthy environment for children often follows a traumatic divorce. The experience 

of divorce and possible exposure to chronic marital conflict pose a serious threat to child’s 

psychological well-being negatively influencing their development (Zeanah, Berlin, & Boris, 

2011). Detrimental effects of divorce on parent-child attachment is considered as one of the main 

risk factors that lead to emotional neglect and abuse of children.  
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 The attachment theory developed by Harlow, Bowlby and Ainsworth characterise 

attachment as crucial determining aspects of behaviour and personality with lifetime effects. It is 

possible to define attachment as a strong emotional bond between child and parent, later in life 

attachment also develops in peer and intimate relationships (Eagan, 2016). The observations 

carried out by Harlow in 1958 have demonstrated that money infants always preferred cloth 

covert surrogate mothers to wired surrogate mothers. Those monkey infants that were provided 

with cloth-covered surrogate mother were better adjusted and fared better in their lives than those 

with wire mothers. Based on the results of his research Harlow concluded that primates including 

humans benefit greatly regarding psychological and emotional development when creature 

comfort, attention, care and comfort are present during childhood. Furthermore, the attachment 

between monkey infants and surrogate mothers were observed. Bowlby by and Ainsworth 

studied attachment recognising obvious bonding between infants and parents or primary 

caregivers (Bowlby, 1969). It was also noted that attachment has the tendency to an extent 

through the life.  

 Different styles of attachment were observed and documented by Ainsworth when using 

the Strange Situation Procedure (Ainsworth, 1978). During the procedure, a primary caregiver 

left the room and a stranger was introduced, the reaction of children was indicative of their 

attachment style (Ainsworth, 1978). Infants with a secure attachment are social and like ti 

explore their environment in the presence of the mother or caretaker. While showing sings of 

distress and anger when a mother is removed secure infants adjust in a short period of time 

(Eagan, 2016). Avoidant infants demonstrate independence and focus their attention on 

surrounding environment while intentionally avoiding their mother. The last pattern of 

attachment observed by Ainsworth is the Ambivalent attachment type. Infants with this type of 
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attachment show sings of anger and even aggression toward their mother while longing to be 

close to her (Ainsworth, 1978). Recent studies on attachment and divorce have yielded 

substantial evidence of children of divorce having greater trouble adapting to new stages of their 

lives resulting from broken attachment when comparing to children from complete families. 

Attachment plays an important role in the lifelong development of children and is greatly 

influenced by such stressful situations as divorce.  

 Consequences of divorce on children’s development very greatly and depend on a range of 

factors. Both short-term and long-term consequences have been reported (Solomon & George, 

1999). The framework of the attachment theory can be applied for investigating the scope of 

potential adjustments issues resulting from stressful events of divorce. A number of nation-wade 

studies carried out in the United States have demonstrated poor school performance, distress, 

behavioural problems, difficulties with adjustment, and issues with self-esteem in children as 

being directly associated with divorce (Yu, Pettit, Lansford, Dodge, & Bates, 2010). In a case of 

adolescents from divorced families its often typical to see increased instances of delinquent 

behaviour, substance or alcohol abuse, academic issues. However, it is necessary to note that 

some studies have not identified any serious emotional or behavioral effects of divorce on 

children when comparing to children from intact families. Children adjustment and attachment 

following the divorce of their parents primary depends on such variables as age and gender. 

 The factor of age is directly associated with a reaction of a child to divorce with emotional 

distress believed to be the strongest when separation occurs early in life. One of the studies has 

shown that initial children’s feelings and reaction to divorce are usually the same (Eagan, 2016). 

Younger children tend to experience more serious preambles as a result of separation from one 

of the caregivers. Problems with sleep are coming among little children. For older children 
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concentration issues at school have been reported to be the most common. Adolescents tend to 

express their reaction to parents divorce by acting out or getting in troubles. In general, younger 

children show the worst initial reaction to divorce. However, they also tend to be better adjusted 

in later life than children who experienced events of parents divorce while being older.  

 The factor of sex has also being reported as playing an important part in both the initial to 

and long-term reaction to divorce. Girls and boys have been reported to react in different ways to 

separation from or reduced contacts with a major attachment figure (Eagan, 2016). In particular, 

boys have a more difficult time coping with divorce often causing them to engage in fights with 

peers, withdraw from normal social interactions and have other social complications. Current 

studies conclude that despite the difference between boys and girls in their reaction to divorce 

the disadvantages and potential negative consequences tend to be the same for boys and girls 

alike.  

 The existing data on attachment and divorce indicates that attachment plays an important 

role in defining the outcomes seen in children who experienced the divorce of their parents. 

However, secondary factors such as income, peer relationships and employment status of the 

primary caregiver are also considered important (Nair & Murray, 2005). The short-terms 

outcomes of the divorce are usually the most troubling, but there is a casually observed tendency 

for the outcomes becoming more optimistic with time as children mature.  

 One of the short-term consequences of divorce on the development of attachment can be 

seen in the effects of overnight visitations or time-sharing (Solomon & George, 1999). Studies 

show that infants from divorced or separated families where a father was frequently present for 

overnight visits were less likely to be classified as having a secure attachment to their mother 

when comparing to infants from a control group (Solomon & George, 1999). Low parent 
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communication and parental conflict were associated with disorganized or unclassifiable 

attachment with a mother. It may be concluded that in divorced families repeated separation of 

infants from the primary caregiver during overnight visits is associated with disrupted mother-

child attachment. 

 Parental divorce is considered to greatly impact the future marital prospects of children by 

affecting their attachment representation. A recent study had interview 157 couples assessing 

their adult attachment patterns three moths before the wedding (Crowell, Treboux, & 

Brockmeyer, 2009). A follow-up assessment carried out six years later. All participants 

completed an interview that evaluated their attachment and performed several interaction tasks. 

The purpose of the study was to find out how divorce impacts adult attachment patterns 

(Crowell, Treboux, & Brockmeyer, 2009). According to the results, children of divorce from the 

sample group showed no higher probability of divorcing wishing the six years of their marriage 

when comparing to adults from complete families. However, the researchers observed increased 

probability of having an insecure attachment among adults from divorced families (Wallerstein 

& Blakeslee, 1989). More specifically, for women factors if age during their parent's divorce was 

observed to be related to adults attachment status. Additionally, the influence of attachment 

representation was more likely to be during among women. Participants that were classified as 

having secure childhood attachment showed no higher likelihood of divorcing when comparing 

to those with insecure childhood attachment.  

 The fear of betrayal and abandonment are often observed in adults from divorced families. 

One of the interview of individuals from divorced families showed as a strong desire to succeed 

in marriage and avoid the mistakes made by their parents (Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1989). Such 

desires are considered be rather idealistic and reactive to the stressful events in the past rather 
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than being realistic. Notably, an assessment conducted by Amato and Keith in 1991 showed that 

children from families with chronic unresolved marital conflicts fared in their lives worse than 

children of divorce (Amato & Keith, 1991). Thus, distance from the figure of attachment can 

have fewer negative effects over the time than living in convicted and stressful family 

environment.  

 Conclusively, divorce affects children in a number of ways with both short-term and long-

term potential negative consequences. Stressful events of divorce can disrupt attachment patterns 

of children often resulting in sceptic approach to marriage and marital commitments in latter life. 

Such factors as age and gender play a crucial role in determining outcomes of divorce on 

children. Younger children tend to show more intense initial reaction though they are more likely 

to be better adjusted at the time. Children of divorce offend experience difficulties in social 

interactions resulting from an immediate reaction to divorce or separation of their parents. Life-

long outmodes of divorce can be seen as adult pooper attachment in peer and romantic 

relationships. 
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