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Abstract

This study examines the reciprocal relations between nonresident father visitation and the adjustment of adolescents and young adults. Youngsters’ adjustment and maladjustment is measured both by internalizing problems: stress and depressive feelings, suicidal thoughts and bad mental health, and by externalizing problems: delinquency, risk taking behavior and unemployment. We made use of the three waves of the Utrecht Study of Adolescent Development, a longitudinal panel study, based on a sample of young people in the Netherlands.

The sample in this article consists of 164 young people with divorced parents. Results show no significant correlations between frequency of contact with the nonresident father and internalizing and externalizing problems of youngsters. There is some indication that little contact is negatively correlated to externalizing problems. Probably little contact is connected with parental conflict and uncertainty about time and place of visitation. Increasing frequency of contact with the nonresident father over time seems to correlate slightly to diminishing internalizing problems.
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Frequency of Contact with Nonresident Fathers and Adolescent Well-Being: 

A Longitudinal Analysis

Introduction

The last few years interest has increased in scientific research into the consequences for children of the amount of contact with nonresident fathers after parental divorce (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; King & Heard, 1999; Reifman, Villa, Amans, Rethinam, & Telesca, 2001). This has to do with the increasing divorce rate in the western world and as a consequence a considerable part of children of divorce do not have any contact with their nonresident parent. In many countries, including the Netherlands, the right of children and parents to see each other after a divorce, has been fixed by law. The central idea runs that contact is always beneficial for the development of children. In a word: contact is essential. However, research has shown that the relation between the frequency of contact and children’s well-being is more complicated than is often thought. Furstenberg and Cherlin (1991) conclude on the basis of the latest research data they cannot unhesitatingly advise that regular contact with the nonresident, non-caring parent will always be in the child’s best interest. Amato and Rezac (1994) analyzed 33 studies for the US regarding the question whether there is a positive relation between the well-being of divorce children and access to the nonresident parent. 18 Studies supported the popular view that contact benefits children, but 15 did not. To this King and Heard (1999) add that it is very important for the child’s well-being that the resident parent agrees to the visiting arrangements. In their meta-analysis of 63 studies Amato and Gilbreth (1999) conclude that the frequency of contact does not relate to the children’s well-being.  As far as the Netherlands is concerned, Spruijt and Iedema (1998) also report that the well-being of youngsters does not relate to the frequency of contact with the nonresident parent. However, the latter study and many others are only based on cross-sectional data. 

Theoretical Issues

Numbers
It is not exactly known how many children of the more than 35.000 new divorce cases a year in the Netherlands have lost contact with their nonresident parents. The percentage of ‘no contact’ immediately after divorce was worked out by Spruijt and Iedema (1998) at 19% and ten years later at an average of 32%. This concerns a study of children aged 12-24. De Graaf (2001a) and De Graaf and Steenhof (1999) arrive at comparable figures: at least a quarter of all divorce children has lost contact. Instead of interviewing children, Kalmijn and De Graaf (2000) questioned nonresident fathers and they come to a ‘no contact’ percentage of 25% of the divorces before 1980 and to a percentage of over 10% for the divorces after 1980. It is not clear when exactly this decline set in (Fokkema, De Graaf & Kalmijn, 2002). On the basis of national figures of the CBS Study Family Creation 1998, De Graaf (2001b) concludes that more than a quarter of the children has lost contact with their fathers; another 25% indicated that they had little contact. 

Studies coming from other countries show comparable figures. Thus Maccoby and Mnookin (1994) come to a ‘no contact with nonresident parent’ percentage of about 30%. This applies both to children who live with their mothers and therefore have no contact with their fathers and to children living with their fathers. There are no large differences between boys and girls. King (1994) has reported a random survey of more than 1500 American children and she arrives at a ‘no contact’ percentage of 25%. The conclusion, in short, has to be that a substantial amount of the divorce children, on average about 25%, has lost contact with the nonresident parent.

          A significant question is why these children have lost contact with their nonresident parents. The degree of contact with these parents seems to depend both on the family composition the child belongs to (arrival of stepparent and stepsiblings) and on the marital status of the nonresident father. That is to say 66% has regular contacts with single nonresident fathers as opposed to 29% with remarried nonresident fathers. It also appears that nonresident fathers more often remain contact with their sons than with their daughters (Treffers, Goedhart & Koudijs, 1998). Manning and Smock (1999), on the other hand, concluded that there is hardly any change in the frequency of visitation when the father finds a new partner. If, however, biological or stepchildren enter the father’s new household, the visiting frequency will diminish.

Children and youngsters of stepfamilies have slightly less contact than children of single parent families (Spruijt & De Goede, 2001). The younger the child during the divorce, the less contact there will be with the nonresident parent (Struss, Pfeiffer, Preuss & Felder, 2001). It appears that there are many nonresident parents as well as resident ones who are unhappy about a low frequency of contact between child and nonresident parent. In the most common situation in which the children live with their mothers, about a quarter of the mothers believes there is (far) too little contact between the children and their fathers (Kalmijn & De Graaf, 2000). King and Heard (1999) report for the USA that more than half of the mothers is dissatisfied with the limited extent of contact between children and their fathers. Conversely, many fathers themselves are unhappy with the low frequency of contact with their children. Shapiro and Lambert (1999) conclude that divorced fathers evaluate the relations with their children as rather bad, but this did not affect the fathers’ own sense of well-being.

Consequences for the children
Until almost the eighties it was more or less taken for granted that contact between the nonresident parent and the children was always positive (Crombach & Elzinga, 1989). Since then doubts have risen and research into a better understanding has begun. Amato and Rezac (1994) examined an explanation of the contradictory results in the USA concerning the contact with the nonresident parent, particularly in relation to the degree of conflict. If there are relatively few conflicts between the parents, the contact will be positive for the child.  If, however, there are many conflicts, the contact will be negative for the child. In her study, King (1994) clearly comes to the conclusion that there was not any significant correlation between visiting arrangements and the (numerous) characteristics of the children studied. In 1999 King specified this conclusion, together with Heard, by stating that this particular correlation depended on the mother’s satisfaction with the arrangement. If mothers are happy with the visiting arrangements between child and father, the children will be all right. Similarly, Amato and Gilbreth (1999) did not find any correlation between the frequency of contact and the well-being of the children. 

Enhancing or impairing factors playing a part in visiting arrangements

In his handbook on the role of the father in the development of children Lamb (1997) clearly shows that in two-parent families both the mother and the father play an important role in the healthy development of their children. In short: two happy parents are best for the child. How is it that, according to many studies, the role of the nonresident parent (usually the father) does no longer seem so important after a divorce? In Lamb’s book Hetherington and Stanley-Hagan (1997) argue that there are significant factors, which push the role of the father into the background. Serious conflicts between the parents tend to overrule the father’s significance (Laumann-Billings, & Emery, 2000). In line with Amato and Gilbreth (1999) they also contend that the frequency of contact does not mean so much in terms of child adjustment. It is far more important for the father to have a good relationship with the child and to be an authoritative parent. Positive factors for the emotions surrounding and during the visit are: encouragement by the resident parent, few conflicts between the parents, few cancellations, commitment of the (nonresident) parent and a diversity of activities during the period of visit (Struss, Pfeiffer, Preuss, & Felder, 2001). Father bonding is an important protective factor against the negative effects of a divorce, but only if this father bond was established long before the divorce (Spruijt & De Goede, 2001). A positive relationship between parent and adolescent may improve the negative consequences of a divorce (Hines, 1997).

Reciprocal relations and measurement over time

The correlation between children’s well-being and the frequency of contact with their nonresident father in most research has been based on measurements of just one period of time. Moreover, most studies have focused on the effects of parental factors on children and not the other way around. But children and children’s characteristics also affect parental behavior. Children’s internalizing and externalizing problems may also affect visitation frequency. So, we agree with Rueter and Conger (1998) emphasizing that a need exists for empirical tests of bi-directional influences between parents and their adolescent children. To study such effects, it is imperative to use longitudinal data. However, there has hardly been any longitudinal research on the frequency of contact after a divorce. Therefore, it remains unclear whether the frequency of contact is the cause of the youngster’s problems or the other way around: problems affect the frequency of contact. Longitudinal research is necessary to answer the question which comes first, frequency of contact or child problems. In this article we will avail ourselves of this method. 

The research problem is:

What are the reciprocal relations over time between the frequency of contact with the nonresident father and adolescent well-being?

Methods

Subjects

We have made use of the data of the longitudinal panel study “Utrecht Study of Adolescent Development” (USAD; wave 1 in 1991; wave 2 in 1994 and wave 3 in 1997). This is a Dutch project based on a representative random sample of youngsters. In 1991, 3000 youngsters between the ages of 12 to 24 answered a large number of questions, both by questionnaires and face-to-face interviews, on their development and life style. The questions referred to physical and psychological well-being, breaking away from the parents and standing on their own legs, relationships, sex, going steady, leaving home and the relations between the generations. One of the parents was interviewed as well. In 1994 and in 1997 the respondents were interrogated again. The youngest group of 12 – 15 has continuously been refreshed, so the oldest were 27 in 1994 and 30 in 1997. In 1997, 1781 youngsters between 12 to 30 years old participated in the investigation. A research bureau executed the fieldwork.

For the benefit of the analyses in this article we have selected the group of children of divorced parents who had participated three times, and who are living with their mothers or lived with them before leaving home. This group consists of 65 boys and 99 girls (n=164). At the first measurement the average age was 17.9 years (12-24 years). In 1991, 131 parents had already been divorced and after three years in succession 17 and 16 divorces respectively were added.

Operationalization of the concepts

Contact with nonresident parent: Frequency of contact immediately after separation and at the time of interviewing (1=no contact to 6= more than 3 times a month). Adolescent/young adult adjustment or well-being is measured by three internalizing problems: stress and depressive feelings, suicide thoughts and bad mental health; and by three externalizing problems: delinquency, risk taking behavior and unemployment.

Internalizing problems:

The Goldberg scale which measures psychological stress and the degree of depression (e.g.: did you, during the past four weeks, continuously feel under pressure? or: Did you, during the past four weeks, feel unhappy or depressed? Goldberg, 1978). Possible answers: 1=not at all, 2=not more than usual, 3=more than usual, 4=much more than usual. The scale consists of two subscales with 4 and 6 items (Crombach’s alphas .92 and .88). The scores have been converted into ten-point scales, with 1=good and 10=bad (a lot of stress or depression).

Thoughts of suicide in the past 12 months (1=never, to 4=often).

The Cantril ladder, measuring (bad) mental health: We would like to know how you feel? (1=very well, 10=very bad. Cantril, 1965).

Externalizing problems:

Delinquent behavior has been operationalized in the USAD project as the number of offensive acts someone perpetrated once or several times during the previous year. The delinquent behavioral measure has been compounded of 21 types of behavior ranging from fare dodging in public transport up to shoplifting and less serious forms of violence. The extent of delinquent behavior is the score of the number of the 21 differing delinquent kinds of behavior the respondent has reported once or more than once over the past year (Luijpers, 2000). This count has been transformed to a scale from 0 to 6 in which a score of 6 signifies frequent delinquent behavior.

Risky habits. There were questions about the use of cigarettes, alcohol and soft drugs.

Unemployment. The experience of being unemployed (0=no, 1=yes).

Parental bonding. A scale has been developed to measure the relation with the mother and another for the relation with the father (Parker, Tupling, & Brown, 1979). In both cases a scale with 5 items was used (my mother made me do things I liked, my father seemed to understand my problems and troubles). The alphas of the two scales (transported to 10-point scales) are .85 and .88.

Results

First, we examined the youngsters’ frequency of contact after divorce with their nonresident fathers. We measured at four points in time: immediately after the divorce (T0, on average 10 years before T1), at T1 in 1991, at T2 in 1994 and at T3 in 1997. Table 1 shows the percentages.

Table 1. The frequency of contact at various points in time:

                                                            

T0
T1
T2
T3








 %
 %
 %
 %


None at all





 27
 38
 35
 32

Less than 4 times a year



 08
 10
 13
 13

5 - 11 times a year




 06
 09
 10
 15

12 - 23 times a year




 13
 15
 13
 14

24 - 47 times a year




 22
 15
 12
 13

more than 47 times a year



 24
 13
 17
 13

100=
100=
100=
100=

131
131
148
164

The high percentage of youngsters who do not see their fathers at all is striking. This percentage is 27 just shortly after divorce, increases in the first years after a divorce and decreases slightly over the years. 

There is a rather high stability of contact frequency over time. The stability coefficients are as follows (see table 2).

Table 2. Stability of contact frequency after a divorce

Stability of contact frequency:

T0
>
T1
>
T2
>
T3 

Stability coefficient:




.62

.79

.85

The figures indicate that there are relatively many youngsters whose frequency of contact with their fathers remained stable over the years.

Next we have looked at the extent of stability of the internalizing and externalizing problems measured (see table 3).

Table 3. Stability of the internalizing and externalizing problems.

Problems:                                            T1
>
T2
>
T3

Stress and depression:



.36

.47

Suicidal thoughts:




.39

.43

Bad mental health:




.19

.39

Delinquency:





.36

.34

Risky habits:





.53

.41

Unemployment:




 ns

.19

Being unemployed is obviously the least stable problem. For instance, most youngsters who are unemployed at T1 are no longer so at T2. Risky habits on the other hand (the use of cigarettes, alcohol and soft drugs) appear to be far more stable over time.

Longitudinal research is primarily interesting because it asks questions about correlations over time: does the frequency of contact lead to the problematic behavior or does the problematic behavior influence the frequency of contact? To put it concretely: does little or no contact at an early point of time lead to more stress and depression at a later date, or does little or no depression at an earlier point in time lead to less contact at a later date? The conceptual model can be found in figure 1.

Here about figure 1.

For all measured internalizing and externalizing problems the correlations C0-P1, C1-P2, C2-P3 on the one hand and P1-C2, P2-C3 on the other hand have been calculated. For all three internalizing problems it applies that no correlation is significant. This means there is no relation in time between frequency of contact and the occurrence of problems with youngsters. Conversely, youth problems do not lead to less contact either. For the three externalizing problems it applies that for the risky habits there are no significant correlations either. For delinquency, however, the relation C1-P2 is significant (+16): more contact on T1 relates to a higher delinquency score on T2! For unemployment it goes that one correlation, too, is significant: P2-C3 (-17). This means that being unemployed on T2 correlates to less contact on T3.

So, regarding the six internalized and externalized problems, the conclusion must be that there is hardly any relation between frequency of contact with the nonresident father and adolescent problems over time. This conclusion also goes for a relation between problematic behavior and the frequency of contact: in the opposite direction there is hardly any contact either. Adolescent problems do not affect the frequency of contact over time.

          There are some indications in the literature that the occurrence of problems is related not so much to the frequency of contact in general as to the category ‘little contact’. If, in our study, we look at the classification of frequency of contact in six classes, then it is particularly the second class (there is some contact, but not very frequently) which is problematic. Little contact is most closely connected with problems, probably as little contact often goes hand in hand with parental conflict. So it is interesting to compare the ‘little contact’ category to the other category, both no contact and more often then 4 times a year. That is why a new variable has been constructed: 1 to 4 times contact a year = 0, the other categories =1.

          Next we will have another look at the possible correlations in figure 1. Then it appears that there are two significant correlations: the link C1-P2 (+.24) for suicidal thoughts, and the link C2-P3 (+.16) for delinquency. There are no significant correlations in the opposite direction. So we may conclude that there is a slight indication that little contact with the nonresident father has a negative effect on two adolescent problem variables over time.

          Finally it is worthwhile asking about the effects of the change in frequency of contact over the years. Does increasing contact between T1 and T3 correlate with fewer problems at T3?

Table 4. Increase in frequency of contact and adolescent problems

Stress and depression

-.27*

Suicidal thoughts


-.08

Lack of mental health

-.18*

Delinquency



+.02

Risky habits



+.06

Unemployment


-.09

* p < .05

The conclusion must be that there is a slight indication that increasing contact over time has a positive effect on two problem variables: less ‘stress and depression’, and a higher sense of mental health.

The results from the literature, often based on one point of measurement, stating that there are few or no correlations between frequency of contact and the occurrence of problems with youngsters, are thus supported by our longitudinal data. There appears to be hardly any significant correlation for the various internalizing and externalizing problems over time.

The question also presents itself, though, whether there are any relevant positive factors, which are positively connected with problems of youngsters. In this context there is often mention in the literature of the significance of father bonding. This variable, too, has been implicated in our study and we look at the question whether the father bonding at T2 has any correlations with the problems at T3. The results are as follows:

Table 5. Father bonding at T2 and problems at T3

Stress and depression

-.27*

Suicidal thoughts


-.19*

Bad mental health


-.11*

Delinquency



-.04

Risky habits



-.04

Unemployment


+.08

* p < .05

There is a slight indication that the extent of father bonding over time still has a positive effect on a number of problem variables: less stress and depression, fewer suicidal thoughts and a higher sense of well-being. The main reason for the increase in contact over time might be the decrease in  parental conflict.

Conclusion and Discussion

Our empirical longitudinal analyses show that frequency of contact with the nonresident father is not connected with the problems of youngsters. This is in line with most literature based on cross-sectional surveys. A lot of contact does not lead to fewer problems. Conversely, youth problems in their turn hardly lead to a change in contacts. Analysis of the reciprocal correlations over time between contact frequency and adolescent well-being shows hardly any significant correlations. 

The recoded contact variable shows that little contact does have (some) connection with more problems. Few contacts can certainly be an indication of parental conflict. Combined with insights based on the literature, this leads to the conclusion that continuous parental conflicts after a divorce lead to more problems. An increase of contact (possibly indicative of a decrease in conflicts?) somewhat leads to a decrease of the problems. Father bonding before divorce will lead to fewer problems at a later date.

This longitudinal study of the mutual correlations between the frequency of contact with the nonresident father and youngsters’ internalizing and externalizing problems shows that the frequency of contact has hardly any connection with a sense of well-being. Nonetheless there are clear indications that parental conflicts and rows are a bad thing for children of divorce. As a result, the basic assumption that “contact is essential”, which is employed by law and in the practice of divorce counseling in many countries, should be differentiated. A better principle for the well-being of children could be: contact is essential on the condition that the parents (learn to) control their conflicts. Overt and continuous quarrels between ex-spouses, sometimes with the danger of parental alienation (Gardner, 1998) are a threat for the healthy development of children. But also, continuous litigation and incorporating disciplinary action against mothers in case of their opposition against arrangements concerning parental access in the criminal code will not be in the child’s interest. It would be far more to children’s advantage, if the parents learned to communicate better with one another and realized that long-term conflicts damage their children. Counseling, parenting plans and mandatory mediation for divorcing parents could be helpful to diminish the continuous conflict between fathers and mothers after divorce.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model on the Longitudinal Relations between Frequency of Contact and Adolescents’ Problems
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