( BioMied Central

BIVIC Public Health The Open Access Publisher

This Provisional PDF corresponds to the article as it appeared upon acceptance. Fully formatted
PDF and full text (HTML) versions will be made available soon.

Parental separation and adult psychological distress: an investigation of
material and relational mechanisms

BMC Public Health 2014, 14:272  do0i:10.1186/1471-2458-14-272
Rebecca E Lacey (rebecca.lacey@ucl.ac.uk)
Mel Bartley (m.bartley@ucl.ac.uk)
Hynek Pikhart (h.pikhart@ucl.ac.uk)

Mai Stafford (m.stafford@nshd.mrc.ac.uk)
Noriko Cable (n.cable@ucl.ac.uk)

ISSN 1471-2458
Article type Research article
Submission date 16 October 2013
Acceptance date 20 March 2014
Publication date 23 March 2014

Article URL http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2458/14/272

Like all articles in BMC journals, this peer-reviewed article can be downloaded, printed and
distributed freely for any purposes (see copyright notice below).

Articles in BMC journals are listed in PubMed and archived at PubMed Central.
For information about publishing your research in BMC journals or any BioMed Central journal, go to

http://www.biomedcentral.com/info/authors/

© 2014 Lacey et al.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0), which
permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly credited. The Creative Commons Public Domain
Dedication waiver (http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated.


mailto:rebecca.lacey@ucl.ac.uk
mailto:m.bartley@ucl.ac.uk
mailto:h.pikhart@ucl.ac.uk
mailto:m.stafford@nshd.mrc.ac.uk
mailto:n.cable@ucl.ac.uk
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2458/14/272
http://www.biomedcentral.com/info/authors/

Parental separation and adult psychological distres
an investigation of material and relational
mechanisms

Rebecca E Lacey
Corresponding author
Email: rebecca.lacey@ucl.ac.uk

Mel Bartley*
Email: m.bartley@ucl.ac.uk

Hynek Pikhart
Email: h.pikhart@ucl.ac.uk

Mai Stafford
Email: m.stafford@nshd.mrc.ac.uk

Noriko Cablé
Email: n.cable@ucl.ac.uk

! Department Epidemiology & Public Health, UCL, 1-19 Torrington Place,
WC1E 6BT London, UK

2 MRC Unit for Lifelong Health & Ageing, 33 Bedford Place, WC1B 5JU
London, UK

Abstract

Background

An association between parental separation or divorce occurrirgldmaod and increasq
psychological distress in adulthood is well established. Howelatively little is known
about why this association exists and how the mechanisms might fdiffmen and wome
We investigate why this association exists, focussing on rabtard relational mechanisr
and in particular on the way in which these link across the life course.

Methods

This study used the 1970 British Cohort Study (n = 10,714) to investigdeziah (through

adolescent and adult material disadvantage, and educational attairandntelational

(through parent—child relationship quality and adult partnership statusyaat betwee
parental separation (0—16 years) and psychological distressdf).yesychological distre
was measured using Rutter's Malaise Inventory. The interdegkéetween these two brgd
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mechanisms across the life course were also investigatediniylislata were multipl

imputed by chained equations. Path analysis was used to exphmtiel prospectively-

collected measures across the life course, therefore metho@dip@ztending previou
work.




Results

Material and relational pathways partially explained the agBoni between parental
separation in childhood and adult psychological distress (indirect effé3.3% men; 60.04
women). The mechanisms were different for men and women, fonaestalult partnersh
status was found to be more important for men. Material andomgédfiactors were found

interlink across the life course. Mechanisms acting througltatidmal attainment we
found to be particularly important.

M O T o

Conclusions

This study begins to disentangle the mechanisms between paepdaation in childhood
and adult psychological distress. Interventions which aim to suppodrehnilthrough
education, in particular, are likely to be particularly beneficial farlpsychological health.
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Divorce, Material disadvantage, Parent—child relationships, Psychologitrakd, British
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Background

Divorce rates have increased rapidly in Great Britain, likerothlestern countries, over
recent decades and are known to be a risk factor for poorer chilcaguit outcomes.
Psychological distress is one frequently-investigated adult outadriléren who experience
parental separation (in this paper defined as the breakdown in pagneeshieen parents
regardless of marital status) are more likely to reportpsgyms of depression and anxiety in
adulthood e.g. [1-6]. However relatively little is known about how paresgparation
contributes to poorer psychological distress and how these mechanightdiffer for men
and women.

This study distinguishes two main mechanisms linking parentataepato psychological
distress in adulthood: material and relational. Divorce and sepagat known to result in a
decline in living standards. Where the child’s custodial familjeaded by a single mother
there is a particular risk of material disadvantage during admies [7,8]. This may be
because of the costs of running two households, legal fees, retianigenefits, a single-
parent income, and the reduced earning power of women due to indnre@sa tlomestic
work or unequal pay in the workplace. Also parental separation leaslinked to reduced
educational attainment in many studies e.g. [9-11]. This may be dlewer parental
support, lack of understanding or support from schools, and the financialonesildren to
work rather than remain in education. Educational attainment may lmportant means
through which material disadvantage persists across the lifsezathildren who are more
materially disadvantaged in childhood are known to have lower educagitbaiaiment [12],
which in turn increases the chances they will remain matedabhdvantaged as an adult. In
turn both material disadvantage in adulthood and educational attainreeagsaiciated with
psychological distress [13,14].

It is therefore possible that material pathways are involved ediating the association
between parental separation and psychological distress. Ross eowiski [9] found the
association between parental separation and adult depression mraby pmediated by
education, as well as occupational status and economic hardship. Additidmeto [15]

found that the association between parental absence due to divoraulirdepression was



partially explained upon adjustment for educational attainment. Howeaay studies are
cross-sectional and prone to misreporting of childhood exposures. Alsp studies employ
simple regression methods which do not allow for the explicit modelif mechanisms
across the life course.

Material factors are also likely to be involved pre-separation as knowradgkg for divorce
[16,17]. Therefore failure to take account of prior material disadgantaay result in
misleading conclusions. Mandemakers et al. [18] consider earlylisBdvantage to be a
modifier of the association between parental divorce and psychalaligtress, however in
our study we argue that material disadvantage is an impgutthtvay or explanatory
variable between parental separation and adult psychologicah.néadttherefore controlled
for indicators of disadvantage prior to parental separation in ordegtter assess whether
those who experienced parental separation are more disadvhlai@geover and above their
level of disadvantage prior to separation. Also this approach helps asséss whether
adolescent material disadvantage is a result of parentabieparather than a continuation
of life course socioeconomic disadvantage.

There is also evidence that relational pathways may be impoRantexample, parental
separation can lead to reduced quality of parent—child relationshipsbBewattachment

theory [19] describes how the experience of parental loss andctaafh disrupt the secure
bond between the child and its parents. There is evidence from previdies $b show that
this is the case e.g. [20,21]. Parent—child relationships can have tongafiences on the
health in later life [22,23].

Also children from separated families are more likely to erpee the breakdown of their
own adult partnerships [24,25]. This is thought to be due to increasetalnmaablems,
greater acceptance of divorce and exposure to less positivalnmétactions as a child [26-
28]. In turn adult partnership breakdown is a known risk factor for psygical distress e.g.
[29].

A relational pathway between parental separation and adult pegatadl distress has
previously been partially investigated, mainly focusing upon parent—cal&tianships
[30,31] and adult partnerships [32], showing both to be important. However previous
analyses of relational mechanisms have not combined these with amtponaterial
mechanisms and have treated them as two distinct and unrelatecystwhich is unlikely

to be the case. This study looks at how material and relatioraddamiems might interlink
across the life course.

Based on previous studies we propose a model of material andnalatgathways linking
parental separation in childhood and adult psychological distress€HiguBy taking a path
analysis approach we were able to additionally investigate hderialaand relational factors
relate to each other across the life course, as it is unlikat they operate in isolation from
each other. For example, based on the Family Stress Model [B®] ia proposed between
adolescent material disadvantage and parent—child relationshipygWeakt also examine
whether parent—child relationship quality influences educationahatéait, as suggested by
other work [34,35]. Finally a path is proposed between educationahnad¢tat and
partnership status, as those leaving school earlier are mdsetbkemarry younger and are
more likely to divorce [36]. These linkages between material aladiomal factors are
consistent with Amato’s ‘divorce-stress-adjustment’ [37] wherglayental relationship
problems potentially unfold into a series of negative consequenceshildren across
emotional, interpersonal and academic domains.

Figure 1 Conceptual model of material and relational pathways linking parental
separation and adult psychological distress.




Gender differences in the association between parental sepaaatl adult psychological
distress, and the pathways involved, are also not well established. shodes find no

gender differences in association between separation and adulssieprand anxiety e.g.
[30,38]. However some found women were more adversely affected, p@drdysbecause

they are more likely to emotionally support a parent and to assupeaental role post-
separation [2,3,39]. These inconsistencies suggest that men and womdre raffgcted

differently and there is some indication that the mechanisms lirgangntal separation and
psychological distress differ by gender [30,40,41]. For example prewous has shown

that there has been more priority for boys to remain in eiduncatompared to girls,

following parental separation [42,43]. Also girls have been found to r@oarer quality

post-separation parent—child relationships than boys [30,40]. Thesessiamlitd therefore

suggest that women may be more adversely affected with retgandaterial and relational
factors. However this needs to be explored further using an approgtiasistical method

which allows for the investigation of mechanisms, and whether ttiéfee for men and

women.

Methods

Sample

This study uses the 1970 British Birth Cohort, which aimed to rteaifibabies born during a
single week of 1970 in Great Britain (achieved sample = 16,571, 95.%#gef)tFollow-up
data were collected at 5, 10, 16, 26, 30, 34, and 38 years. In this study data from bigth throu
30 years were used. All measures used were prospectivelytedllierefore limiting bias
due to recall problems. The longitudinal data, along with the stalistpproach, make this
study appropriate for investigating pathways acting acrosgiftheourse. Data are open
access for non-commercial use. Informed consent was collectedthierparents of the
cohort member in childhood and from the cohort member themselves in adulthlioicd! E
approval was obtained from the National Research Ethics Advisory Panel.

Measures

Parental separation

Parental separation due to partnership breakdown was derived fromatirran who the
cohort member’s parental figures were at each survey betwdanabnl age 16. Children
whose mothers were not in a partnership at birth were excludedtimanalysis (n given in
missing data section below) to ensure that the separation hadestduring the child’'s
lifetime, not before the birth.

Psychological distress

Psychological distress was measured at age 30 using thesdMataentory, developed by
Rutter [44], comprised of 24 items which cover emotional disturbamce ssomatic
symptoms. Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was 0.80 representing a Vegtoflenternal
consistency. The score was positively-skewed and was therefore log-treecsfor

Material pathways

Three material factors were included — adolescent matersddwintage, educational
attainment and adult material disadvantage. The indicators of atate@dvantage chosen
reflect longer-term disadvantage, compared to frequently used regeasich as income and
work status, which may only capture conditions at a single point m fline hypothesis in



this study is that parental separation, and other variables in out, nmdldence longer-term
living stands, and in turn these influence psychological distress. gudwie material
disadvantage was measured at age 16 and is comprised of 5 householddasetes
reported by the mother — housing tenure (owns/mortgage, social housuadgelprrented,
other), overcrowding (<1.5 persons per roerh,5 persons per room), financial hardship in
the past year (0 = no, 1 = yes), access to basic household am@nédsted by summing
responses for individual amenities — access to a bathroom, indoasriaeatd hot water
supply, each coded as 0 = sole use, 1 = shared use or no accefkwethieeetotal score
ranged from O = sole use to 3 = no/shared access to all) and receipt of besadfittes with
disadvantage (e.g. supplementary benefit or unemployment benefitp@s=not receive, 1 =
benefit receipt). These variables were combined using multyptespondence analysis and
the first component prior to rotation was taken. This variable eregf to as “material
advantage” in the results tables as a higher score equates taduantage and a lower score
to less advantage.

Educational attainment was measured as the highest qualificalimved by age 26 years
and was coded as follows: 0 = no qualifications, 1 = CSE 2-5/O-level (quatifisachieved

at age 16), 2 = A-level (qualifications achieved at age 18),Hgher qualifications and
degrees. Adult material disadvantage was indicated at age BOulsyng tenure (coded the
same as at age 16) and occupational social class measuredhesiRggistrar General’s
Social Class schema (0 = professional (I), 1 = managertaditzad (1), 2 = skilled non-

manual (IlINM), 3 = skilled manual (llIM), 4 = semi-skilleshanual (IV), 5 = unskilled

manual (V)).

Relational pathways

Parent—child relationship quality was measured at age 16 udempme items from an
adapted form of the Parental Bonding Instrument. Three items- parents are
understanding’, ‘my parents are loving/caring/look after me’ amy parents are
helpful/good in a crisis’ (all responses 0 = does not apply, 1 = applegs combined into a
factor score using weights derived from factor analysis. Pahipestatus was ascertained at
age 30 taking the following categories: 0 = cohabiting, 1 = si@gtemarried, 3 = remarried,
4 = separated/divorced. Those who were widowed (n = 6) were includie imarried
category as this form of partner loss was not caused byoredhtp breakdown. Malaise
scores for these participants did not significantly differ from other partipegroups.

Covariates

Father’s social class at the birth of the cohort member (codaoag) was controlled for as
an indicator of disadvantage prior to parental separation. Mother'satemluqstayed at
school beyond minimum school leaving age, or left at or before miniageh and age at
birth of cohort child were also included as covariates.

Statistical analysis

Data were multiple imputed using chained equations, creating 20acthdatasets to account
for differential attrition. The imputation model included all anaysariables, variables
predictive of missingness (e.g. markers of social disadvantadeajagiables likely to provide
useful information for filling in gaps (e.g. the same measuws & preceding or subsequent
survey). Von Hippel's [45] approach of multiple imputation then deletion te&en,
imputing information for those with complete data on psychologicdleds at age 30.
11,261 participants were interviewed at age 30 (88% of target), 1(Q&@P6) of these had
complete information on psychological distress. 387 participants hateraovho were not



partnered at their birth and were therefore excluded from oursimalyherefore our final
sample was 10,714. Table 1 shows a comparison of observed and imputed ddiest The
column entitled ‘missing’ reports the percentage of participahis were missing data for
that variable. The second column entitled ‘observed’ reports the bdisbn of all
participants who had information on that variable. The third colummuied’, shows the
distribution of sample participants following the imputation. Thislgandicates that the
imputation has been implemented satisfactorily, as observed and ingatseare similar for
all variables.



Table 1 Characteristics of the study sample and comparison of observed and imymat
data (N =10,714)

Imputed
Missing Observed Imputed Parental No parental
(%) (%)? (%)? separation (%) separation (%)
Psychological distress (30 yrs)
median[IQR] b 3[1-5] 3[1-5] 3[1-6] 2[1-5]
Parental separation (0—16 yrs)
No separation 41.1 79.8 79.8 - -
Separation 20.2 20.2 - -
Gender (0 yrs)
Men 8.0 48.6 48.9 49.3 48.7
Women 51.4 51.1 50.7 51.3
Adolescent material advantage (16 yrs)
mean[SD] 341 0.01(1.00) -0.04 (1.03)-0.61 (1.19) 0.11 (0.93)
Educational attainment (26 yrs)
No qualifications 35.7 4.8 6.0 9.5 5.1
CSE 2-5/O-level 58.9 60.7 67.2 59.0
A-level 10.8 10.2 8.0 10.8
Higher qualification/degree 25.5 23.1 15.4 125
Adult social class (30 yrs)
Professional (1) 18.2 6.4 6.1 4.3 6.6
Managerial/technical (I1) 34.9 34.0 29.8 35.1
Skilled non-manual (I1INM) 24.8 24.9 24.5 @s.
Skilled manual (111M) 20.5 21.0 24.9 20.0
Semi-skilled manual (1V) 10.8 111 131 10.6
Unskilled manual (V) 2.7 2.8 3.4 2.7
Adult housing tenure (30 yrs)
Own/mortgage 0.9 65.1 65.0 57.5 67.0
Social housing 13.9 13.9 20.0 12.3
Privately-rented 12.0 12.0 141 11.4
Other 9.1 9.1 8.4 9.3
Parent—child relationship quality (16 yrs)
mean[SD] 54,2 -0.02 (0.77D.01 (0.75) 0.09 (0.77) -0.01 (0.75)
Partnership status (30 yrs)
Cohabiting 0.01 215 21.5 23.1 211
Single 28.2 28.2 29.0 27.9
Married 42.3 42.3 38.4 43.3
Remarried 1.6 1.6 1.9 15
Separated/divorced 6.5 6.5 7.6 6.2
Father’s social class (0 yrs)
Professional (1) 8.4 5.4 5.4 3.3 6.0
Managerial/technical (I1) 12.5 12.5 10.0 13.1
Skilled non-manual (I1INM) 13.1 13.0 10.4 13.
Skilled manual (111M) 46.4 46.4 47.6 46.1
Semi-skilled manual (1V) 14.1 14.1 16.3 135
Unskilled manual (V) 8.5 8.7 12.4 7.7
Mother’s education (0 yrs)
Stayed beyond minimum age 8.6 35.9 36.1 31.9 723
Left at or before minimum age 64.1 63.9 68.1 62.8
Mother’s age (0 yrs)
mean yrs[SD] 8.0 26.2(5.30) 26.2(5.32) 24.3(4.8) 26.7 (5.3)

%Only%s are given as Ns vary across the 20 impu@sdts.’"No participants have missing values on
psychological distress as we only impute and aeadigda on those with complete information on thisable.
Abbreviations:A-level, Advanced levelCSE, Certificate of Secondary Educatid:level, ordinary level; <D,

standard deviatiodQR, interquartile range.



Path analysis was used to model material and relational metisaoi®r the life course for
men and women separately, controlling for covariates. This metlmasdibr the analysis of
temporally-ordered pathways across time. The model was furdiiered by removing
statistically non-significant associations, starting with thasest to a p value of one. The
model fit statistics were inspected following each refinenmergnsure that the model was
more appropriate. The model was developed by inspecting the modifiGatd model fit
indices. Model fit indices used were the Root Mean Square Error ppirofXimation
(RMSEA), Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index IfTIThe effect of
parental separation was decomposed into ‘direct’ and ‘indirecttteff@his is useful for
assessing how much of the association between parental separation and pstlldtgiss
was explained by material and relational pathways. Standaichediicients were estimated.
All analyses were conducted using MPlus v.6.1 [46].

Results

Table 1 shows the characteristics of the sample. Focussing onghted data, 20.2% of the
sample experienced parental separation by age 16. The median @ifladasise symptoms
reported was 3 (8 symptoms and above is taken to be indicative of mgychbldistress
[47]). Median psychological distress scores were higher for wormwed those who
experienced parental separation. Those who experienced parepashtion were less
materially advantaged at age 16, had lower educational qualificéyonge 26, were in less
advantaged adult social classes and were less likely to ownotleihomes at age 30. In
addition those who experienced parental separation reported poorgy gaaént—child
relations and were more likely to be single, cohabiting or divoatedje 30 years. Parental
separation was more common amongst families in which the oconglasiocial class of the
father was less advantaged, mothers were younger and did nait algool beyond the
minimum school-leaving age. Controlling for all covariates, patesteparation was
associated with increased psychological distress.13, 95% CI: 0.08, 0.19, p < 0.001) and
this did not differ for men and women (p = 0.963).

Material and relational pathways

Despite no evidence for gender differences in the overall iaisoc between parental
separation and adult psychological distress, the mechanisms actingtlherifescourse were
different. For instance some pathways were statisticafjyifcant for men but not for
women. Figure 2 and Table 2 show the results for the final path model.

Figure 2 The final model of material and relational pathways linking parental
separation and adult psychological distresd.egend: Both men and womeg—————» ,
Men only-—————-— > , Women ohly--—-—- -»




Table 2Final model of material and relational pathways between parental separation
and adult psychological distress by gender

Men Women
Path Association B P value B P value
a Parental separationr psychological distress 0.059 0.002 0.036 0.014
b Parental separatiep adolescent material advantage -0.295 <0.001-0.298 <0.001
c Parental separatiep educational attainment -0.071 0.001 -0.087 <0.001
d Adolescent material advantageeducational attainment 0.245 <0.001 0.227 <0.001
e Educational attainmen psychological distress -0.116 <0.001 -0.113 <0.001
f Educational attainment> housing tenure (own/mortgage) Ref Ref
Educational attainmenrt housing tenure (social housing) -0.230 <0.001 -0.304 <0.001
Educational attainmenrt housing tenure (private renting) 0.050 0.036 0.023 0.489
Educational attainment housing tenure (other) -0.031 0.248 0.008 0.699
g Housing tenure (own/mortgage) psychological distress Ref Ref
Housing tenure (social housing) psychological distress 0.077 <0.001 0.077 <0.001
Housing tenure (private renting} psychological distress 0.053 0.001 0.034 0.019
Housing tenure (other» psychological distress 0.033 0.037 0.025 0.086
h Adolescent material advantagepoor parent—child rel. qual. -0.065 0.002 -0.085 0.081
i Poor parent—child relationship quality educational attainment -0.067 <0.001
j Poor parent—child relationship quality psychological distress 0.063 0.008 0.093 <0.001
k Educational attainment Partnership status (married) Ref e
Educational attainment partnership status (cohabiting) 0.008 0.863
Educational attainment partnership status (remarried) -0.002 0.983
Educational attainment partnership status (single) -0.077 0.003
Educational attainmenrt partnership status (div/sep) -0.050 0.118
I Partnership status (married) psychological distress Ref e
Partnership status (cohabiting) psychological distress -0.013 0.732
Partnership status (remarriee) psychological distress 0.052 0.933
Partnership status (single) psychological distress 0.035 0.012
Partnership status (div/sep) psychological distress -0.007 0.781
Total effect 0.063 (100%) 0.115 (100%)
Direct effect 0.042 (66.7%) 0.046 (39.1%)
Indirect effect 0.021 (33.3%) 0.069 (60.0%)

Model fit statistics: Men: CFl = 0.811, TLI = 0.73BMSEA = 0.011. Women: CFI = 0.909, TLI = 0.803,
RMSEA = 0.045.

R? for psychological distress, men = 0.044; womenG39.

#Pathways removed in final model due to statisiigsignificance.

Focusing firstly on men, parental separation was associatedowi material advantage in
adolescence and lower educational attainment. Those who were monetagdda in
adolescence tended to have higher educational qualifications. In tuma \thibs higher
gualifications were less likely to be living in social housingagé 30. Living in social
housing and lower educational attainment were both associated wihsad psychological
distress. Pathways operating via adult social class were toumel statistically insignificant
and were therefore removed from the model.

The relational pathways were slightly different to those predicthere was no statistically
significant link between parent—child relationship quality and adulineeship status, or

between parental separation and adult partnership status. Howewaglddional pathway

between parent—child relationship and men’s psychological distresaddad in response to
modification indices, suggesting that positive parent—child reldtipasvere associated with
lower psychological distress.

The final model highlights the importance of considering matenidlralational pathways as
overlapping domains. Relational factors were found not to direalgiate the relationship
between parental separation and psychological distress but to timéfaenaterial factors



across the life course. For example, adolescent boys who werenmatggally advantaged
reported better quality parent—child relationships. Also men who hgitetieducational

attainment were less likely to be single at age 30. Matand relational mechanisms in
combination explained 33% of the ‘total effect’ of parental sejerabn psychological

distress in men. But even after accounting for all material aladional factors, parental
separation in childhood was independently associated with increased pgyediotiistress

for men. This shows that other factors were involved which wergndoded in the material

or relational pathways as we measured them.

Table 2 also shows the results for women. Similar to men, passpatation was associated
with increased adolescent material disadvantage and reducedi@thlcatainment. Having
higher qualifications was associated with being less likelyve in social housing and
reduced psychological distress. As in men, social class aB@&ageas not associated with
psychological distress and was not on the pathway between pasep@ration and
psychological distress.

The relational pathway in women was quite different to thatrfen; paths through adult
partnership status were not statistically significant. Thifeihce appears to be largely
driven by relatively higher levels of psychological distressingle men compared to single
women. For women there appeared to be more overlap between materiaélational
mechanisms as parent—child relationship quality was significaethted to educational
attainment, suggesting that those reporting poorer quality relaipensvith their parents
tended to have lower educational qualifications in early adulthood. 6Qbe &otal effect’
of parental separation on psychological distress was explainedabgrial and relational
mechanisms and the way these interacted across the lifsec&omparing the size of the
coefficients, mechanisms acting through educational attainapp#ared to be particularly
important.

Discussion

This study finds that parental separation is likely to have terng- implications for
psychological health in adulthood which is consistent with previous studies e.g. [1-4,9,30,38].
We also found that this long-term impact of separation is triaaslaa a complex chain of
material and relational disadvantage across the life couraet@@dmato’s ‘divorce-stress-
adjustment perspective’ [37]. Sweeting and West [48] suggestedathidy Df origin may be
associated with adult health through an ‘unhealthy life careepaiticular they suggested
children may set out on a path of disadvantage with respect to psga@ioand material
factors, which subsequently increases their risk of poor healthenli This finding is
supported by this study. Education was found to be particularly imposiaggesting that
supporting children experiencing family breakdown through education mané way to
ameliorate the potential negative effect of parental separatidditidnally education was
related to both material and relational pathways, suggestingduaation does not solely
reflect material factors but may have wider-reaching benefits.

This study finds that material and relational factors werernetated across the life course,
which extends previous work, particularly through the statistaggproach taken to
investigate how this might operate. For example material cisadge in adolescence
impacts upon parent—child relationships, offering additional support to Cerigamily
Stress model [33], which suggests that hardship puts strain on family relationships.

Previous work suggests that separation may have differing iiphisfor men and women,
and our study supports this [1,40]. To our knowledge this is one of thestirdies to
investigate whether explicitly-modelled pathways between paresgparation and adult



psychological distress differ by gender. The results of thdystuggest that men’s, though
not women’s, partnership status may be involved as a mediator. Tikedygo be driven by
lower marriage rates in sons of divorced parents combined with isagnilyy poorer
psychological health of single men. Additionally Fuhrer and Stand#l find that
partnerships are not the first reported source of emotional suppamheen in the Whitehall
Il study, potentially identifying partnerships to be less impudrtar women’s psychological
health compared to men’s. Conversely the association between parenteletibnships and
educational attainment was only important for women. This may be augacteased
importance of parental involvement which may be more important for girls [50].

Around a third of the total effect of parental separation on psyclwallogiistress was
accounted for by the indirect material and relational mechmni®r men. The remaining
two-thirds, in standard path analysis terminology, would be describadda®ct effect’ of
parental separation. This should be regarded as potentially dueasoiner@ent error or the
involvement of additional un-investigated mechanisms. In total the ialaserd relational
mechanisms explained around 60% of the association for women.

It is only quite recently that both the necessary data and tpe®io study the long-term
effects of childhood adversities have become widely available.tdtteniques and data
employed in this study give a better insight into why paresgparation might be associated
with increased psychological distress in adulthood. However this ssudgt without its
limitations. Firstly no measures of parental conflict prior teeptal divorce are available in
this cohort. It is possible that parental conflict increases psygital distress in adulthood.
However it is less plausible that it is conflict which imfhices material factors during
childhood, such as adolescent material disadvantage. Adolescent Inditatvantage is
more likely to be influenced by the transition from a two-parent to a spagkst family. It is
conceivable, though we cannot test it here, that parental confhgt operate through
primarily relational pathways. Our results indicate that nedtgrathways such as that
working through low educational attainment, and subsequent living stisnaaay be more
important in linking parental separation to adult psychological distress.\l¢ovtés possible
that material factors were captured with less measurenremt #han relational factors
available in this dataset.

There are many important strengths of this study. Firstlyddta used come from a large
birth cohort with a large sample representative of the British ptpaolof a similar age. All
measures were prospectively collected, therefore limitingllre@s, a potential problem in
previous work. Secondly, missing data were accounted for using muttplatation by
chained equations, a method appropriate where data are missing ial seviables. This
method assumes that information is missing at random; that &, adat missing given
observed values of other variables. In a large multidisciplinatgsdg such as this, the
assumption is likely to hold and certainly be more appropriate thaassuenption of missing
completely at random which underlies a complete case analysisllyTlwe employ path
analysis as a more suitable statistical method for the é@xpiadelling of pathways acting
across the life course, therefore building upon previous work which rhesstigated
mediation using multivariate regression methods unable to estimatgple indirect
pathways.

Conclusions

In conclusion, using a large British birth cohort we find that pareeadration is associated
with increased psychological distress in adulthood for both men and wadimienis partly
explained by the complex linkage of material and relationaghan@sms acting across the life
course. This study highlights the importance of supporting separ&imgies, both



materially and relationally, in order to minimise long-ternplications for psychological
health. Interventions to break the link between parental separatiopoamer educational
attainment for both men and women, as well as initiatives to supjgbrtquality on-going
parent—child relationships and material circumstances in familidergoing separation, may
help achieve this.
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