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The Impact of Parental Separation 
on Young Children’s Mental Health 
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QLSCD 1998-2010 in brief

This fascicle is based on data from the Québec Longitudinal Study 
of Child Development (QLSCD 1998-2010) which is being conducted 
by the Institut de la statistique du Québec (Québec Institute of 
Statistics) in collaboration with various partners (lis ted on the back 
cover). The goal of this study is to gain a better understanding of 
the trajectories which, during early childhood, lead to children’s 
success or failure in the education system.

The target population of the QLSCD comprises children (single ton 
births) born to mothers residing in Québec in 1997-1998, with 
the exception of those whose mother, at the time of the child’s 
birth, were living in certain administrative regions of the province 
(Nord-du-Québec, Terres-Cries-de-la-Baies-James and Nunavik) or 
on Indian reserves. Certain children were also excluded because of 
constraints related to the sample frame or major health problems. 
The initial sample eligible for longitudi nal monitoring comprised 
2,120 children. The children were monitored annually from the 
age of about 5 months to 8 years, and then biannually up to the 
age of 12, when they finished elementary school. Data collection 
continued in 2011 and 2013, when most of the children were in 
first and third year of high school respectively (Secondary 1 and 
Secondary 3).

The QLSCD employs a variety of data collection instruments to 
gather data on the child, the person most knowledgeable of the 
child (PMK), her or his spouse/partner (if applicable), and the 
biological parent(s) not residing in the household (if appli cable). 
During each data collection round, the child is asked to participate in 
a variety of activities designed to assess develo pment or complete 
a questionnaire. As of the 2004 round, the child’s teacher is also 
being asked to respond to a questionnaire covering various aspects 
of the child’s development and adjustment to school.

Further information on the methodology of the survey and the 
sources of data can be accessed on the web site of the QLSCD (also 
known as “I Am, I’ll Be”), at http://www.iamillbe.stat.gouv.qc.ca.

Family instability in Québec during recent decades has had a profound 
impact on the environment in which children are growing up (Juby et 
al., 2005). The increase in the proportion of children living in a single-
parent family bears witness to this. In 1981, 10.9% of Québec children 
5 to 9 years of age were living with a single parent, rising to 14.9% in 
1991 and 20.6% in 2006.2 Based on data from the Québec Longitudinal 
Study of Child Development (QLSCD), over 30% of Québec children born 
at the end of the 1990s had already lived in a single-parent family by the 
age of 8 years. Among these, approximately a quarter were born into a 
single-parent household, while three-quarters (22% of all children) had 
experienced living in a single-parent family following the separation or 
divorce of their parents (Ducharme and Desrosiers, 2008).

Many studies have been conducted to ascertain the impact of parental 
breakup3 on the social adjustment and well-being of children. It has been 
observed that mean differences between children of separated parents 
and other children are not always that marked (Furstenberg and Kiernan, 
2001; Stanley and Fincham, 2002; Sun and Li, 2002). However, compared 
to children whose parents live together, children whose parents have 
broken up are more likely to experience certain physical health problems, 
suffer from depression, anxiety and other psychoaffective disorders, 
present various externalized behaviour problems, be less successful in 
school, stay in school for a shorter length of time, and experience more 
social relations problems (for a review, see Amato, 2010; Ambert, 2009; 
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D’Onofrio, 2011). According to a meta-analysis (a study combining the 
results of many studies on the same topic), differences in the health and 
well-being of children having experienced parental separation and other 
children, after having decreased in the 1980s, increased in the decade of 
the 1990s (Amato, 2001).

Some studies suggest that younger children may be more affected than 
older ones by parental breakup due to the rapidity of development 
during early childhood (Cavanagh and Huston, 2008; Emery, 2011; Heard, 
2007; Pagani et al., 1997; Strohschein, Roos and Brownell, 2009). Young 
children may not only be less able to understand what is happening and 
express their feelings about the situation (Ambert, 2009; Rogers, 2004), 
but also may have a more restricted social network to rely on in such 
circumstances (e.g. fewer teachers, friends). Furthermore, compared to 
parents of older children, their parents may experience more financial 
problems and social isolation, conditions likely to pose an additional 
challenge to their adjustment.

Although it is recognized that the children of separated parents present on 
average a lower health status and level of well-being compared to those 
of intact families, it has become increasingly important to understand 
the context of parental breakup to better ascertain the impact on the 
children (Stanley and Fincham, 2002). The mechanisms at play are indeed 
complex – adjustment problems in children of disunited families can be in 
part due to the parents’ own family histories (Fomby and Cherlin, 2007) 
or pre-existing inter-parent or family conflict (Amato and Booth, 1997; 
Ambert, 1997), and be present even before the parents separate. Recent 
longitudinal studies based on large representative samples using a wide 
range of potentially confounding factors have presented contradictory 
findings on the effects of divorce on child development (Amato, 2010). 
Moreover, it has been observed that parental breakup can have a positive 
effect in certain contexts, for example on children living in dysfunctional 
families (Strohschein, 2005).

The Québec Longitudinal Study of Child Development (see box entitled 
“QLSCD 1998-2010 in brief”) has a wealth of data which can shed light 
on the impact of parental breakup on the social and school adjustment 
of Québec children.

Based on prospective data collected in the survey, the goal of this fascicle 
is to assess the impact of early parental breakup on the psychosocial 
adjustment of young Québec children. We have taken and adapted the 
model developed by Strohschein (2005), who used data from the Canadian 
National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY). The specific 
goals of this fascicle are therefore to: 1) assess the impact of parental 
breakup on trajectories of anxiety/depression and opposition behaviours 
in the children, taking into account socioeconomic and psychosocial 
characteristics (e.g. parental depression, family atmosphere) as well as 
pre-breakup behaviours of the children; and 2) verify whether parental 
breakup can have a positive effect on the trajectory of these behaviours 
among children in dysfunctional families. The QLSCD provides a means 
of applying the model developed by Strohschein (2005) to Québec data, 
since in spite of certain differences in their design, the QLSCD and NLSCY 
comprise a large number of similar measurement instruments.4

Data source and methods

The analyses in this fascicle are mainly based on data collected when 
the children were 3½, 4, 6, and 8 years of age (i.e. the 2001, 2002, 2004 
and 2006 rounds of the QLSCD).5 This age range seems relevant in that 
these children can be affected differently from younger or older children 
(adolescents) by parental breakup (Ambert, 2009; Emery, 2011). As Ambert 
(2009: p. 21) indicates: “[…] children between 4 and 10 years of age may 
be the most negatively affected because they are not mature enough to 
understand what has changed for them and their family. They may even 
blame themselves for the divorce.”6

Most of the data analyzed here come from the Computerized Questionnaire 
Completed by the Interviewer (CQCI). To collect information on the 
children and their family, a questionnaire was administered to the Person 
Most Knowledgeable (PMK) of the child, who in almost all cases was the 
biological mother. The CQCI comprised various sections on the health 
status and development of the child, events in the lives of each parent 
and as a couple, socioeconomic characteristics of the household, parental 
mental health and family atmosphere. These factors should be taken into 
account because they can be confounding variables, namely they can 
both increase the risk of parental breakup and the risk of dysfunction in 
the children (Amato, 2000).

When the children were a mean age of 3½ years, questions on the couple’s 
relationship were included in the self-administered questionnaire for 
the mother.

Only children living with their two biological parents at 3½ years of age 
(2001 round) and whose parents were not deceased when they were 
approximately 8 years of age were included in the analyses. In all, the 
analyses covered 1,181 children.7 Among children analyzed in this fascicle, 
44% had parents living together in a common-law relationship.
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Measures

Anxiety/depression and opposition behaviours 
in the children

When the children were 3½, 4, 6 and 8 years of age, the Person Most 
Knowledgeable of the child (PMK), generally the mother, was asked to 
respond to various questions on the behaviours and mental health of 
her child.

At each round of the survey, anxiety/depression was measured by six 
questions: “In the past 12 months, how often would you say that (name): 
Seemed to be unhappy or sad? Was not as happy as other children? Was 
too fearful or anxious? Was worried? Cried a lot? Was nervous, highstrung 
or tense?” The items were assessed on a scale from 1 to 3: “1) Never or not 
true; 2) Sometimes or somewhat true; 3) Often or very true.” A minimum 
of four valid values among these six items was needed to construct the 
anxiety/depression scale. At each time point of the survey, a score was 
calculated on the scale then assigned a value between 0 and 10. Weighted 
Cronbach’s alpha varied from 0.62 to 0.72. The scale was similar to that 
used by Strohschein (2005) in her analyses of NLSCY data.

The measurement of opposition behaviours over the timeframe under 
analysis comprised a scale based on 3 items: “In the past 12 months, how 
often would you say that (name): Was defiant or refused to comply with 
adults' requests or rules? Didn’t seem to feel guilty after misbehaving? 
Punishment didn’t change his/her behaviour?” The responses were assessed 
on a scale of 1 to 3: “1) Never or not true; 2) Sometimes or somewhat 
true; 3) Often or very true.” A minimum of two valid values among the 
three items was needed to construct the opposition behaviours scale. 
At each time point (round), a score was calculated ranging from 0 to 10. 
Weighted Cronbach’s alpha varied between 0.61 and 0.64.

The questions on anxiety/depression and opposition behaviours were drawn 
from various sources, namely the Child Behavior Checklist (Achenbach and 
Edelbrock, 1983), Ontario Child Health Study (OCHS), and the Longitudinal 
and Experimental Study of Low SES Boys in Montréal (ÉLEM).8

Parental breakup

Based on data colligated on household composition and the couple 
history of the parents, two variables were constructed for the purposes 
of analysis. First, a dichotomous variable determined whether the child 
had experienced the breakup of his/her parents between the ages of 
3½ and 8 years (coded 1 if the parents had and 0 if the parents had not 
during this period). This variable was used to determine whether parental 
breakup during the aforementioned timeframe was associated with a 
higher level of anxiety/depression or opposition before the event and with 
a differential rate of change of these behaviours over time. The idea was 
to see if the rhythm of change in these behaviours differed between the 
two groups of children. The other variable was constructed as an indicator 
that varied over time. At each time point (round) when the children were 
4, 6 and 8 years of age, the variable was ascribed the value of “0” if the 
parents were still together and “1” if they had separated. The purpose 
of this variable, the value of which could vary over time, was to capture 
the effect of parental breakup on the child’s adjustment beginning from 
when the event happened.

Socioeconomic and psychosocial characteristics

Given that socioeconomic and psychosocial characteristics can be associated 
with both the risk of breakup and the developmental trajectories of 
children, it is important to include them in any analyses in order to gain a 
better understanding of the unique contribution of a couple’s dissolution 
on child development.

Unless otherwise indicated, the following characteristics represent the 
children’s situation when they were approximately 3½ years old.

Socioeconomic characteristics

The mother’s highest level of educational attainment was a variable 
comprising four categories (no high school diploma; high school diploma; 
cégep (Québec’s equivalent of a junior or community college) or trade/
vocational school diploma; university degree). Household income level 
indicated whether the child’s household was low-income or not. This 
variable was set according to the low-income cutoff before taxes defined 
by Statistics Canada for the reference year 2000 given the size of both the 
household and region in which it was located. Homeowner status in 2001 
indicated whether the child’s residence was owned or rented.

Psychosocial characteristics

The variable mother’s satisfaction with the couple assessed the biological 
mother’s level of satisfaction with her relationship with her partner based 
on eight items drawn from the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976). 
The score obtained could vary from 0 to 41. A high score on the scale 
indicated a high level of satisfaction (Bégin et al., 2002; Desrosiers and 
Simard, 2010). Family dysfunction was assessed when the children were 
17 months rather than 3½ years of age. The scale was based on seven 
items related to communication, support and conflict management in the 
family. It comprised a reduced version of the family function scale used 
in the Ontario Child Health Study (OCHS) (Offord et al., 1989) and the 
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Box 1
Growth curve models

Growth curve models to analyze longitudinal data are very useful 
when studying individual trajectories of behaviours. General linear 
models, in particular, present many advantages over traditional 
methods of analyzing longitudinal data. They provide a means 
of describing changes in individual attributes over time (intra-
individual change) and variations in the initial status and individual 
growth models of the phenomenon in the population under 
study (inter-individual variations) (Dupéré et al., 2007) (Boyle 
and Willms, 2001). It can yield estimates for an average starting 
level and an average rate of change over time. Indeed, since with 
this method several levels can be analyzed simultaneously (e.g. 
time and individuals), it is possible to determine to what degree 
various characteristics are not only associated with the starting 
level of behaviours under study (initial status of trajectories), but 
also changes over time.10

A developmental trajectory can describe, for an individual, a 
latent continuous process that cannot be directly observed, 
but the approximation of which can be obtained by measuring 
its manifestation at various time points.11 In other words, since 
the latent trajectories, in our case here of anxiety/depression or 
opposition behaviours, are not observable, they are inferred from 
data collected over time. As highlighted by Singer and Willet (2003), 
analyzing a rate of change using four rounds, as we have done 
here, is appropriate, even though the real change in individuals 
over the timeframe is much more complex in nature.

In Tables 2 and 3 of this fascicle, the variable entitled “Initial status 
– Children of separated/divorced parents” provides a means of 
comparing the “starting” behaviour in children whose parents 
had broken up with those whose parents had not. The variable 
entitled “Rate of change – Children of separated/divorced parents” 
assesses the average rate of change with age of the level of the 
behaviour in children whose parents had broken up in comparison 
with that of other children. The variable entitled “Parental breakup 
in 2002-2004-2006” captures the individual impact of the event 
on children’s adjustment from when it happened.

NLSCY. Based on the responses obtained, scores were calculated ranging 
from 0 to 10 (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82). A high score revealed that the 
family had more functioning problems. Symptoms of depression in the 
mother was a variable based on six questions drawn from the Center 
for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) developed by the 
National Institute of Mental Health in the U.S. Also used in the NLSCY, 
it was originally developed to measure the frequency of symptoms of 
depression in the general public. It measures the presence and severity 
of symptoms associated with depression during the week preceding the 
survey (e.g. “I felt that I could not shake off the blues; I felt depressed,” 
etc.). Scores were calculated ranging from 0 to 10 (Cronbach’s alpha = 
0.82) based on responses to the six items. A low score indicated few or 
no depression symptoms in the mother.

Control variables

In addition to the variables listed above, the child’s sex, his/her exact age 
in months, and the mother’s exact age in years and months when the 
child was 3½ years old were entered into each model as control variables.

Analysis

In the first step, the social and family characteristics of the children 
whose parents had separated or divorced were compared with those 
whose parents were still together when the children were 8 years of 
age. Secondly, by using growth curve models, the aim was to assess the 
impact of parental breakup on the trajectory of anxiety/depression and 
opposition behaviours in children between 3½ and 8 years of age, taking 
into account certain individual and family factors (see  Box 1).

All the data presented here were weighted to allow the results to be 
generalized to the target population of the QLSCD. In addition, except 
for the covariance parameters,9 the complex sample design of the survey 
was taken into account in the various models.
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Results

Certain children’s characteristics by whether or not 
they experienced parental breakup

The first point to highlight is that among the children analyzed in this 
fascicle, 17% had experienced parental breakup between the ages of 
3½ and 8 years.

As seen in Table 1, the distribution of the children by sex showed no 
significant difference between the two groups. However, compared to 
children in intact families, those having experienced the breakup of 
their parents had, on average, a younger mother at the beginning of the 
timeframe under study, when the children were 3½ years of age (2001). 
These children were also less likely to have a mother with a university 
degree. These results are similar to those obtained in other studies which 
show that young parents or low socioeconomic status are risk factors 
for divorce in Canada (Ambert, 2009). We observe here that though no 

Table 1
Certain characteristics of children at 8 years of age whose parents were still together and of those whose parents had broken up 

when they were between 3½ and 8 years of age, Québec, 1999–2006

Children whose parents 
were still together

Children whose parents 
broke up

p

Boys (%) 47.5 46.0 n.s.

Mean age of children (months) in 2001 41.1 41.1 n.s.

Mean age of mothers (years) in 2001 33.2 30.9 < 0.001

Mother’s educational level in 2001 (%)

No high school diploma 12.5 15.3* n.s.

High school diploma 22.7 26.9 n.s.

Cégep or trade/technical school diploma 32.1 36.4 n.s.

University degree 32.8 21.4 < 0.05

Low-income household in 2001 (%) 11.3 17.3* n.s.

Homeowner in 2001 (%) 77.3 69.4 < 0.05

Couple satisfaction of the mother in 2001 (mean score) 32.2 28.5 < 0.001

Family dysfunction in 1999 (mean score) 1.2 1.4 n.s.

Symptoms of depression in the mother in 2001 (mean score) 1.2 1.6 < 0.05

Anxiety/depression (mean scores)

2001 2.1 2.2 n.s.

2002 1.9 2.2 n.s.

2004 2.4 2.9 < 0.001

2006 2.5 2.9 < 0.01

Opposition behaviours (mean scores)

2001 3.8 4.3 < 0.01

2002 3.5 3.9 < 0.05

2004 3.2 3.5 n. s.

2006 2.6 3.2 < 0.01

Total (n) 981 200

* Coefficient of variation between 15% and 25%; interpret with caution.
n. s. Difference between the groups not significant at the threshold of 0.05.
Source: Institut de la statistique du Québec, QLSCD 1998-2010.

significant difference was detected between the two groups in terms of 
household income, children of separated/divorced parents were more 
likely to be in households where the parents are renters rather than 
homeowners. This demonstrates the utility of considering rent/own 
status in studies on family transitions. Indeed, in addition to being an 
indicator of the socioeconomic status of a household, homeownership 
may be an indicator of the level of the couple’s commitment or type of 
physical and social environment in which the child is growing up (Bradley 
and Corwyn, 2002).

Mothers in broken homes had more symptoms of depression and a lower 
level of couple satisfaction in 2001. However, no significant difference 
was observed in terms of family functioning when the children were 1½ 
years old in 1999. According to the non-abridged version of the family 
functioning scale administered in the first round of the QLSCD (5 months) 
and for which there is a clinical threshold, nearly 6%12 of the children of 
separated/divorced parents in our study were living in a clearly dysfunctional 
family, compared to 3% of the other children, a statistically non-significant 
difference (data not shown). Note that 36% of the former at 3½ years 
of age were living with a mother who was experiencing couple distress, 
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according to the criterion established by Bégin et al. (2002), compared 
to 17% of those who had not lived through parental breakup before the 
age of 8 (data not shown). In other words, the majority of children (64%) 
who had experienced their parents break up before the age of 8 years 
had a mother who was not in couple distress, at least at the beginning 
of the time period under study.13 In a certain way, these results seem to 
support the fact that the majority of breakups today are more the result 
of unsatisfactory unions than severe relationship problems (Kerr and 
Michalski, 2007).

As far as the children are concerned, it seems that those who experienced 
their parents’ breakup presented, on average, a higher level of anxiety/
depression in 2004 and 2006, when 
they were around 6 and 8 years of age 
respectively. Opposition behaviours 
were higher among children in broken 
homes in 2001 (3½ years of age), 2002 
(4 years of age) and 2006 (8 years of 
age). Although the latter findings present 
differences in behaviour that could exist 
between the two groups, they do not show the unique contribution of 
parental breakup on the trajectories of the behaviours under study. This 
topic will be covered in the next section.

The effect of parental breakup on anxiety/depression 
and opposition behaviours in children 3½ to 8 years 
of age

Tables 2 and 3 show the impact of parental breakup on the trajectories of 
anxiety/depression and opposition behaviours between 3½ and 8 years 
of age. In each table, Model 1 incorporates parental breakup as a fixed 
variable (separation/divorce irrespective of the time of the event; see 
variables “Initial status – Children of separated/divorced parents” and 
“Rate of change – Age X Children of separated/divorced parents”) and as a 
variable that varies over time (“Parental breakup 2002-2004-2006”). This 
provides a means of: 1) ascertaining whether the behaviours of children of 
separated/divorced parents were already different before the breakup of 
the union; 2) discerning the differential growth rate of these behaviours 
over time in both groups; and 3) assess the specific effect of the breakup 
from the time it occurred.

Model 2 incorporates various characteristics assessed when the child 
was 3½ years of age to analyze their respective associations with, on the 
one hand, the initial status of behaviours,14 and on the other hand, the 
variables on parental breakup which remain included in the analysis. This 
model provided a means of evaluating whether the association between 
parental separation/divorce and the children’s behaviours (anxiety/
depression and opposition) could be mediated by individual or family 
characteristics when the child was 3½ years of age.

Model 3 incorporates variables related to parental separation, the set 
of predictive variables at the threshold of 0.05 in Model 2, and a term 
of interaction between family functioning at 17 months and the variable 
measuring parental separation/divorce at each time point. The idea here 
was to verify whether parental breakup could contribute to reducing 
behavioural problems (anxiety/depression and opposition) in children living 
in dysfunctional families, namely where there were more disagreements, 
communication problems and negative feelings.

As we can see in Model 1 in Table 2, children who had experienced parental 
breakup when they were between 3½ and 8 years of age did not present 
a level of anxiety/depression different from that of other children at 3½ 
years (β = 0.172; n.s.) nor a higher rate of change in the level of anxiety/
depression over time (β = – 0,002; n.s.). More precisely, the simultaneous 
analysis of the parameters of the “Age” variable and the interaction of 
the “Age X Children of separated/divorced parents” revealed a significant 
increase in the symptoms of anxiety/depression in the children with age 
(β = 0.009; p < 0.001), irrespective of whether the parents had separated/
divorced or not. The parameter of the variable “Parental breakup in 
2002-2004-2006” indicated that experiencing a parental breakup was 
associated with a subsequent increase in the children’s level of anxiety/
depression (β = 0.437; p < 0.05).

When we introduced family and individual characteristics in the model 
(Model 2), we observed that having a mother younger than the average, 
a mother presenting more symptoms of depression, and living in a 
relatively dysfunctional family, were associated with a higher level of 
anxiety/depression in children 3½ years of age. Although it was only a 
trend (p < 0.10), we see that compared to children whose mother had a 
university degree, those whose mother 
had a high school diploma, or Cégep/
trade/technical school diploma, seemed 
to have fewer anxiety/depression 
symptoms when the children were 3½ 
years of age. This finding is similar to 
that of Strohschein (2005) in her study 
on Canadian children. It could reflect 
characteristics that were not measured 
here such as a higher likelihood that 
mothers with more education would detect signs of anxiety/depression 
in their child. In any case, these factors did not modify the specific effect 
of parental breakup on anxiety/depression in the child, the coefficient 
being only reduced by 13% ([0.437 – 0.381]/0.437). We can therefore 
conclude here that parental separation had a specific effect on the children, 
irrespective of family characteristics before the breakup.

With regards to any change in opposition behaviours in the children, 
we can see in Table 3, Model 1, that there was a significant association 
between parental breakup and opposition behaviours at initial status 
(β = 0.436; p < 0.01). Compared to children in intact families, children 
whose parents had broken up when they were between 3½ and 8 
years of age presented more opposition behaviours at 3½ years of age. 
Simultaneous analysis of the parameters of the “Age” variable and those 
of the interaction with “Age X Children of separated/divorced parents” 
showed that there was a significant decrease, on average, in opposition 
behaviours in the children over time (β = – 0.019; p < 0.001). In contrast, 
the rate of change of these behaviours over time did not significantly 
vary with whether the children’s parents had broken up or not (β = 0.001; 
n.s.). Similarly, having experienced a parental breakup did not seem to be 
associated with a subsequent increase in opposition behaviours in the 
children (β = – 0.017; n.s.).

The majority of breakups 
seem to be more the result 
of unsatisfactory unions 
rather than severe rela-
tionship problems.

Parental breakup contri-
buted to increasing the 
symptoms of anxiety/
depression in young 
children, irrespective 
of family characteristics 
before the breakup.
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Table 2
Effects of parental breakup on anxiety/depression in children 3½ to 8 years of age, Québec, 1999–2006

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

β SD β SD β SD

Initial status

Intercept 2.003††† 0.05 2.475 2.60 2.801††† 2.50

Child of separated/divorced parents 0.172 0.12 – 0.016 0.12 0.011 0.12

Control

Child is a boy – 0.072 0.07

Exact age of child in 2001 0.023 0.06

Exact age of mother in 2001 – 0.037††† 0.01 – 0.034††† 0.01

Socioeconomic factors

Mother’s educational level in 20011

No high school diploma – 0.166 0.13

High school diploma – 0.174‡ 0.10

Cégep/trade/technical diploma – 0.170‡ 0.09

Low-income household in 2001 0.048 0.14

Homeowner in 2001 0.047 0.10

Psychosocial factors

Couple satisfaction of the mother in 2001 – 0.011 0.01

Family dysfunction in 1999 0.111†† 0.04 0.141††† 0.03

Symptoms of depression in the mother in 2001 0.134††† 0.03 0.140††† 0.03

Rate of change

Age 0.009††† 0.01 0.009††† 0.01 0.009††† 0.01

Age X Child of separated/divorced parents – 0.002 0.01 – 0.001 0.01 – 0.001 0.01

Parental breakup in 2002-2004-2006

Intercept 0.437† 0.19 0.381† 0.19 0.611†† 0.20

Parental breakup X Family dysfunction 1999

Intercept – 0.149† 0.07

VC SD VC SD VC SD

Parameters of covariance2

Initial status 1.224††† 0.08 1.097††† 0.07 1.109††† 0.07

Age 0.001††† 0.01 0.001††† 0.01 0.001††† 0.01

– 2 log likelihood 16 321 16 214 16 218

ddl 3 3 3

BIC 16 384 16 355 16 310

β Beta or regression coefficient. This measures the increase (or decrease) in the score on the anxiety/depression scale associated with each unit of increase in the independent variable, 
while taking into account the effect of other variables in the model. The latter are dependent on the measurement scale that was used to evaluate the effects of various factors.

SD Standard deviation.
VC Variance component.
BIC Bayesian Information Criterion.
Threshold: ‡ : 0,10; † : 0,05; †† : 0,01; ††† : 0,001. 
1. The reference category was a university degree.
2. The results presented in the first section of the table were obtained using the “regress” procedure of SAS, providing a means of taking into account the complex sample design of the 

survey, while those in italics were obtained using the “mixed” procedure. Since this latter procedure could not take into account the complex sample design, the results in italics should 
be interpreted with caution.

Source: Institut de la statistique du Québec,  QLSCD 1998-2010.
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Table 3
Effects of parental breakup on opposition behaviours in children 3½ to 8 years of age, Québec, 1999–2006

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

β SD β SD β SD

Initial status

Intercept 3.748††† 0.07 11.155† 4.90 5.864††† 5.00

Child of separated/divorced parents 0.436†† 0.16 0.201 0.17 0.202 0.16

Control

Child is a boy 0.378††† 0.10 0.372††† 0.11

Exact age of child in 2001 – 0.125 0.12

Exact age of mother in 2001 – 0.049††† 0.01 – 0.046††† 0.01

Socioeconomic factors

Mother’s educational level in 20011

No high school diploma – 0.313‡ 0.18

High school diploma – 0.075 0.14

Cégep/trade/technical diploma – 0.070 0.13

Low-income household in 2001 0.324‡ 0.19

Homeowner in 2001 – 0.354†† 0.13 – 0.302† 0.13

Psychosocial factors

Couple satisfaction of the mother in 2001 – 0.028†† 0.01 – 0.029†† 0.01

Family dysfunction in 1999 0.093† 0.05 0.095† 0.05

Symptoms of depression in the mother in 2001 0.081† 0.04 0.081† 0.04

Rate of change

Age – 0.019††† 0.01 – 0.019 ††† 0.01 – 0.019††† 0.01

Age X Child of separated/divorced parents 0.001 0.01 0.002 0.01 0.002 0.01

Parental breakup in 2002-2004-2006

Intercept – 0.017 0.24 – 0.081 0.24 – 0.039 0.31

Parental breakup X Family dysfunction 1999

Intercept – 0.024 0.10

VC SD VC SD VC SD

Parameters of covariance2

Initial status 2.498††† 0.15 2.287††† 0.14 2.300††† 0.14

Age 0.001††† 0.01 0.001††† 0.01 0.001††† 0.01

– 2 log likelihood 18 737 18 665 18 670

ddl 3 3 3

BIC 18 800 18 807 18 784

β Beta or regression coefficient. This measures the increase (or decrease) in the score on the opposition scale associated with each unit of increase in the independent variable, while 
taking into account the effect of other variables in the model. The latter are dependent on the measurement scale that was used to evaluate the effects of various factors.

SD Standard deviation.
VC Variance component.
BIC Bayesian Information Criterion.
Threshold: ‡ : 0,10; † : 0,05; †† : 0,01; ††† : 0,001. 
1. The reference category was a university degree.
2. The results presented in the first section of the table were obtained using the “regress” procedure of SAS, providing a means of taking into account the complex sample design of the 

survey, while those in italics were obtained using the “mixed” procedure. Since this latter procedure could not take into account the complex sample design, the results in italics should 
be interpreted with caution.

Source: Institut de la statistique du Québec,  QLSCD 1998-2010.
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Being a boy (β = 0.378; p < 0.001), having a mother younger than the 
average (β = – 0.049; p < 0.001), a mother less satisfied with her couple 
relationship (β = – 0.028; p < 0.01), a mother presenting more symptoms of 
depression (β = 0,081; p < 0,05), living in a less functional family (β = 0,093; 
p < 0,05) or having parents who are renters rather than homeowners 
(β = – 0,354; p < 0,01), were all factors associated with a higher level of 
opposition behaviours at 3½ years of age. These individual and family 
predictors completely explained the difference observed at the initial status 
between children who would experience the breakup of their parents 
and the other children. Indeed, the coefficient associated with the initial 
level of opposition behaviours decreased by 54% ([0.436 – 0.201]/0.436), 
when these predictors were included in the model (see Model 2). In other 
words, children who would experience parental breakup presented a 
higher initial level of opposition behaviours which could be explained by 
individual and family characteristics before the breakup.

With regards to socioeconomic characteristics, although only trends 
were observed, the results point in different directions according to the 
indicator. While children in low-income 
households tended to present a higher 
level of opposition behaviours at 3½ 
years, those whose mother had a lower 
level of education tended to present 
fewer of these compared to those whose 
mother had a university degree (p < 0.10 
in both cases). These results could be 
related to characteristics that were 
not measured which could influence 
the direction of the association, for 
example parenting practices, maternal 
perception, and social desirability bias. Since the aforementioned results 
are only trends, caution is recommended in interpreting them.

Can parental breakup have positive effects on children in relatively 
dysfunctional families?

To answer this question, Models 3 in Tables 2 and 3 incorporates a term 
of interaction between parental separation/divorce and the level of 
family dysfunction, in addition to variables related to the breakup and 
socioeconomic and psychosocial characteristics significant at the threshold 
of 0.05. As we can see in Table 2, the interaction with anxiety/depression 
was significant (β = – 0.149; p < 0.05). We should remind readers that 
parental breakup was associated with a subsequent increase in the level 
of anxiety/depression in children who had experienced this (β = 0.611; 
p < 0.01, see Model 3 in Table 2). Indeed, the negative coefficient of the 
term of interaction in Model 3 “Parental breakup in 2002-2004-2006” with 
“X Family dysfunction in 1999” did not indicate a decrease, but rather that 
the increase in such symptoms from the time of parental breakup was 
significantly less marked for children in families with more functioning 
problems in 1999 compared to those in 
families with few functioning problems.

In contrast, as we can see in Model 3 in 
Table 3, parental breakup did not likely 
contribute to decreasing the level of 
opposition behaviours of young children, 
irrespective of family functioning in the 
years preceding the breakup.

In summary, parental breakup seemed 
to be generally associated with a 
subsequent increase in symptoms of 
anxiety or depression in children who 
experienced this event. However, the 
increase in such symptoms was significantly less pronounced in children 
whose families were marked by disagreements and negative feelings when 
the child was 17 months old. In other words, for these latter children, the 
“shock” of the breakup was likely less prominent.

It should be highlighted that for the two types of behaviour analyzed, 
Model 3 was the one that best fit the data, as demonstrated by the lowest 
value of the BIC (Bayesian Information Criterion). This means that the 
model was the closest, in comparison with the other models tested, to 
the best theoretical model.

The increase in symptoms 
of anxiety/depression 
fo l lowing parental 
breakup seemed to 
be significantly less 
pronounced in children 
in families with more 
functioning problems. In 
other words, the “shock” 
of the breakup seemed to 
be less prominent.
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Children who would 
experience parental 
b r e a k u p  a l r e a d y 
presented a higher level 
of opposition behaviours 
prior to the breakup. The 
breakup did not contribute 
to a subsequent increase 
in these behaviours.
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Summary of findings and conclusion

The goals of this fascicle were to: 1) assess the impact of parental breakup 
on changes in anxiety/depression and opposition behaviours in children from 
3½ to 8 years of age, taking into account socioeconomic and psychosocial 
characteristics (e.g. parental depression, family atmosphere) as well as 
the children’s behaviours before the breakup; 2) verify whether parental 
breakup can have a positive effect on these behaviours over time among 
children in families with functioning problems. The QLSCD data revealed 
that among children in an intact family at the age of 3½ years, 17% 
would experience the breakup of their parents before or at the age of 8. 
Compared to children in intact families, those who experienced parental 
breakup were in slightly more disadvantaged families at initial status – 
they were less likely to have a mother with a university degree and to be 
in a homeowner family. In addition, mothers of these children presented 
a lower level of couple satisfaction and more symptoms of depression. 
These differences in socioeconomic status and psychosocial characteristics 
between children in broken homes and other children corroborate the 
findings of other studies (Amato, 2010; Strohschein, 2005). Because they 
are factors associated with an increased risk of behavioural problems in 
children, it is important to include these in attempting to understand the 
specific impact of parental separation or divorce on child development.

Our results showed that children whose parents broke up did not present 
a level of anxiety/depression symptoms different from that of other 
children before the breakup – they did however present more opposition 
behaviours. However, using growth curve analyses, we then showed that 
parental breakup was associated with a subsequent increase in the level 
of symptoms of anxiety/depression in the children, but not with any 
significant change in opposition behaviours.

More specifically, the analyses showed that socioeconomic and psychosocial 
characteristics of the families explained the initial higher level of opposition 
behaviours in children whose parents had separated or divorced, but did 
not affect or had little effect on the specific impact of parental breakup with 
regards to anxiety/depression in the children. We can therefore conclude 
that there was a specific effect of parental breakup on the level of anxiety/
depression symptoms, but not on opposition behaviours in the children. 
However, if we consider that the parental breakup is a gradual process, 
this latter finding should not necessarily be interpreted as the absence 
of its effect on opposition behaviours. Rather it may suggest that the 
negative effects of the unfavourable family atmosphere often preceding 
a breakup (e.g. couple disagreements, depression in the mother) were 
already manifest before the parents separated or divorced (Amato, 2010).

Overall, our results corroborate those of other longitudinal surveys, such 
as that recently conducted by Kim (2011) on a 1998-99 kindergarten cohort 
of 3,500 children in the U.S. who were monitored from kindergarten 
to Grade 8, before, during and after the breakup of their parents. The 
study revealed that parental breakup likely contributed to an increase in 
internalized behaviours such as anxiety and sadness, while it had little or 
no direct effect on externalized behavioural problems. The differences 
observed in this aspect between children whose parents had broken up 
and other children were more likely the result of a selection effect, namely 
the level of externalized behaviours was already higher. In her study of 
Canadian children, Strohschein (2005) also observed a specific effect of 
parental breakup on the level of anxiety/depression in young children, but 
not on antisocial behaviours. However, in contrast to our study here and 

that of Kim (2011), the level of anxiety/depression in children of separated 
or divorced parents was already higher than that of other children during 
the period preceding the breakup. Methodological differences may be at 
play here. Among other issues, we should indicate here that compared to 
children in our analyses, those in the study by Strohschein (2005) were 
on average older by 2 years of age at the beginning of the observation 
period. So these children could have been better able to comprehend 
problems in their parents’ relationship and in a better position to express 
their feelings about the situation compared to younger children (Ambert, 
2009; Rogers, 2004).

Even if we can conclude that there is a specific effect of parental breakup 
on symptoms of anxiety/depression in children, many studies indicate that 
the magnitude of the difference observed compared to children in intact 
families is low and that the majority of children who have experienced 
parental breakup do not present problems in terms of emotions, behaviours, 
learning skills or development (for a review see St-Jacques and Drapeau, 
2008). Some researchers, however, underline the importance of not 
minimizing the effects, though small, of parental breakup on children’s 
adjustment, given the large number of children affected (Amato, 2010; 
D’Onofrio, 2011).

Yet parental breakup does constitute a high risk factor for certain problems 
as well as a source of stress. It involves a painful emotional transition, and 
as Kelly and Emery (2003: 359) have indicated describing divorce, it “can 
create lingering feelings of sadness, longing, worry, and regret that coexist 
with competent psychological and social functioning” (see also Ambert, 
2009: 19; Amato, 2010; Kim, 2011). To sum up, although the majority of 
children in broken homes do not experience clinical problems or serious 
developmental difficulties and seem to function well, the negative effects 
of parental breakup are quite real for these children (Ambert, 2005).

The second goal of this fascicle was to assess to what degree parental 
breakup can have a positive effect on the adjustment of children in 
less functional families, thereby providing evidence for the stress relief 
hypothesis. Our results did not provide a means of observing a decrease in 
anxiety/depression after the parental breakup in children in less functional 
families at 17 months. The most we can say here is that the data did reveal 
that there may be less of an increase in symptoms of anxiety/depression 
after parental breakup in children in families where the atmosphere was 
already tense in the years preceding the breakup. This finding could be 
explained by the fact that these children at a young age were exposed 
to a less favourable family atmosphere and were already anxious before 
their parents broke up. In other words, the shock of parental breakup 
may have been less severe. In addition, the data show that parental 
breakup did not seem to affect the trajectory of opposition behaviours 
in the children, whatever the atmosphere was in the family before the 
breakup. In this regard, the findings of other studies are not consistent. 
Some studies suggest that children in families with a high level of conflict 
see an improvement in their well-being after the breakup of their parents, 
while other studies indicate the event has little or no impact (Amato, 2000; 
Strohschein, 2005). Note that in our study the vast majority of parental 
breakups did not seem to occur in dysfunctional families or stem from 
very problematic unions, according to the assessment of couple distress 
in the mother when the children were 3½ years of age. However, some 
couples could have experienced their relationship deteriorate over time, 
which was not measured in our study here.
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Avenues of further research to gain a better understanding 
of the effects of parental breakup on children

As in any study, ours was not exempt from limitations. First, the data on the 
child’s psychosocial adaptation and family risk factors were collected from 
one respondent, the mother. Therefore it is possible that the associations 
observed were only an artefact of the perception biases of the mother. 
It should also be noted that parental breakup does not have the same, 
uniform impact on all children and that they can be individually affected 
according to the behaviour under study. It would therefore be important 
to evaluate the effects of breakup on other aspects of child development 
(Kerr and Michalski, 2007; Pagani et al., 1997).

It would also be important to assess the effects over a longer term. For 
example, certain studies have shown that the negative impact of parental 
breakup on children’s internalized behaviours do not dissipate in the years 
that follow the event (Kim, 2011) and can even be observed beyond childhood 
(Cherlin, Chase-Lansdale and McRae, 1998). Other research has demonstrated 
that family transitions experienced in early childhood may have negative 
impacts on children’s behaviour only later, when they attend elementary 
school (Cavanagh and Huston, 2008). Certain researchers have highlighted 
the fact that the most serious negative consequences are observed in the 
two years following the separation or divorce of the parents (Stanley and 
Fincham, 2002). This can be related to the fact that the two years following 
parental breakup are marked by a critical period of family disorganization. 
Monitoring the QLSCD children should provide a means of assessing the long-
term impacts of parental breakup that occurred in early childhood later in life.

To implement better prevention and intervention programs, more studies 
in Québec should focus on identifying the factors associated with the 
resilience of children of separated or divorced parents. Indeed, the models 
of children’s adjustment to parental breakup could vary according to post-
breakup characteristics such as child care (Bernardini and Jenkins, 2002), 
the level of inter-parent conflict, the degree of stress resulting from the 
reorganization of family life (changing neighbourhoods or schools, a drop 
in income, the arrival of a new spouse or partner) (Cavanagh and Huston, 
2008; Kiernan, 1997; Simons et al., 1999) and relationships with siblings and 
members of the extended family (Emery, 2011). These factors can indeed 
facilitate, exacerbate or prolong the process of adjustment beyond pre-existing 
conditions. Although most studies conducted in the past decade report 
few or no differences between boys and girls with regards to adjustment 
following parental breakup (Amato, 
2010), more Québec studies need to be 
conducted on this topic. Studies based on 
genetic-environment interactions would 
also provide a means of gaining a better 
understanding of the heterogeneity of 
children’s reactions to parental breakup. 
For example, Guo, Roettger and Cai 
(2008) have observed that adolescents 
with genetic polymorphism associated 
with antisocial behaviours may be more 
likely than other adolescents to present 
serious delinquency problems in a single-parent household, but not if 
they live with their two parents in an intact family. Given the particular 
demographic context of Québec, we can also ask ourselves if the fact that 
the parents are living in a common-law union rather than being married 
makes a difference in children’s adjustment in broken homes, beyond other 
characteristics such as sociodemographic, family or psychosocial (Lardoux 
and Pelletier, 2012).

Further research can also focus on the effects of multiple transitions 
experienced during childhood and adolescence (Amato, 2010; St-Jacques 
and Drapeau, 2008). For many children whose parents have broken up, 
in particularly the youngest, the breakup does not mark the end but 
rather the beginning of a series of changes in their family situation. In 
this respect, QLSCD data have revealed that even before school entry, 
approximately 10% of children experience the breakup of their parents 
followed by a union of one or the other with a new partner or spouse 
(Desrosiers and Simard, 2010). It has already been demonstrated that 
children experiencing multiple transitions present more compromised 
development compared to those growing up in a stable two-parent family, 
even more so compared to those growing up in a stable single-parent 
family (Acock and Demo, 1994; Cavanagh and Huston, 2008; Fomby and 
Cherlin, 2007; Amato 2010). Certain researchers have also pointed to the 
cumulative effect of transitions on externalized behavioural problems 
such as aggression (Fomby and Cherlin, 2007). Therefore, even though 
parental breakup is not in itself always associated with negative effects 
such as the aforementioned, repetitive family transitions can result in 
an accumulation of stress factors likely to affect the socio-emotional 
development of the children. Further research can be conducted to 
ascertain whether all family transitions, associated with the formation 
or breakup of a parental union, are sources of similar degrees of stress 
for the children when compared with one another.

These are only a few of the many avenues of research that would 
contribute to designing better interventions to facilitate various family 
transitions to which many children are exposed today. As indicated by 
Amato (2010), parental breakup inevitably leads to major changes in the 
lives of the people involved. Perhaps the question we should be asking is 
not so much does parental breakup affect children but rather in what way 
and in what circumstances does parental breakup affect children, both 
positively and negatively (Amato, 2010: 258). Indeed, perhaps research 
should focus less on average differences between children of parents 
who have separated or divorced and other children, and more on factors 
associated with heterogeneity in children’s adjustment to parental breakup. 
In our study here, we have tried to take into account the quality of the 
family environment before the breakup. New analyses could assess the 
mediating effect on children of other aspects of the family environment, 
which could be measured before, during and after parental breakup.
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should focus on identifying 
factors related to the 
resilience of children 
of separated/divorced 
parents, since adjusting 
to this event can vary with 
their living conditions 
following it.
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Also, as we have seen, a large proportion of breakups are observed in 
couples who have not experienced a high level of conflict or marital 
distress (Amato, 2010; Kerr and Michalski, 2007). It would therefore be 
interesting to understand why these couples decide to end their union.

Finally, more studies could be devoted to examining the effectiveness of 
policies and interventions designed to prevent the dissolution of families 
and limit the negative impacts on parents and their children.

Notes

1. Hélène Desrosiers is Coordinator of the Programme d’analyse et de 
valorisation des données longitudinales at the ISQ. Jean-François 
Cardin is currently a Specialist for the Military Family Research 
Institute at Purdue University in Indiana. At the time of the writing 
of this fascicle, he was a Research Assistant at the ISQ. Luc Belleau 
is a Statistician at the ISQ.

2. Data from Statistics Canada censuses. These data indicate the 
proportions of children 5 to 9 years of age living with a single parent 
among all children this age living in what is termed a “census family.” 
The increase observed must, however, be interpreted with caution, 
since in 2001, many changes were instituted with regards to the 
concept of a census family. For more details, see: STATISTICS CANADA, 
Changes to Family Concepts for the 2001 Census, [Online]. [http://
datalib.library.ualberta.ca/data/census/2001/94F0040XCB/English/
Doc/SpecialNotes/fmlycncpts.htm] (Accessed July 26, 2012).

3. Despite the fact that much of the international literature on this 
topic refers to divorced parents alone, since Québec has a high rate 
of cohabitation among couples with children, to facilitate ease in 
reading in this fascicle, we will often use the words “separated” or 
“separation” or “parental breakup” to refer to parents who no longer 
live together, whether separated or divorced.

4. The aim of the study by Strohschein (2005) was to assess the impact 
of divorce on the trajectories of anxiety/depression and antisocial 
behaviours on Canadian children. Although antisocial behaviours 
were also assessed in the QLSCD, the scale used to measure these 
presented a level of internal consistency that was too low to be used 
here. This is why opposition behaviours were chosen to measure 
externalized behaviour problems.

5. The children were not all exactly the same age in each round. The 
ages indicated are mean ages.

6. In our analyses, the initial time point was set at 3½ years of age 
rather than 4 to have a greater number of time points for measuring 
individual developmental trajectories (see Box 1).

7. To avoid reducing the sample and in contrast to what was done in the 
Strohschein (2005) study, children whose parents re-united after the 
breakup were not excluded from our analyses since their exclusion 
did not alter the results obtained.

8. For more details, technical documentation can be accessed on the 
QLSCD website at: http://www.iamillbe.stat.gouv.qc.ca/doc_tech_
an.htm.

9. The covariance parameters were obtained using the “mixed” procedure 
in SAS, wherein the complex sample design of the survey could not 
be included.

10. The method provides a means of taking into account intra-individual 
correlations over time.

11. Contrary to Strohschein (2005), we did not detect any asymmetry 
problems in the behaviour scales in our study.

http://www.iamillbe.stat.gouv.qc.ca/doc_tech_an.htm
http://www.iamillbe.stat.gouv.qc.ca/doc_tech_an.htm
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12. Coefficient of variation higher than 25%; presented for information 
purposes only.

13. An analysis of the trajectories of couple satisfaction in the mothers 
when the children were between 2½ and 6 years of age showed that 
they were relatively stable, at least among mothers who were not 
experiencing couple distress at the starting point (Desrosiers and 
Simard, 2010).

14. In contrast with the Strohschein (2005) study, we did not retain in 
the models the terms of interaction among the family and social 
characteristics and the rate of change of the behaviours over time 
because for anxiety/depression none of the interactions tested 
were significant. Doing this was also justified by the limited size of 
the QLSCD sample which restricted the number of parameters to 
include in the models, and by the fact the main goal of the analyses 
was the association between parental breakup and any change in 
behaviours over time.
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