
Family Structure      1 

Running head: RELATIONSHIP OF FAMILY STRUCTURE TO SELF-ESTEEM  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Relationship of Family Structure to Indicators of Self-Esteem Regulation 

Brittany Thorne 

University of Houston 

 

 

 



Family Structure      2 

The Relationship of Family Structure to Indicators of Self-Esteem Regulation 

Recent studies have shown that self-esteem is a complex construct. Crocker, Luhtanen, 

Cooper, and Bouvrette (2003) theorized that self-esteem is anchored in specific individual 

domains identified as Contingencies of Self Worth (CSWs). Examining the different individual 

CSWs and concept of self-esteem provide implications for better understanding an individual’s 

affect, motivation, and feelings of worth. The consequences of possessing specific CSWs have 

been examined in recent years; however no research has been conducted examining possible 

factors contributing to CSW formation.  This study seeks to advance this inquiry by examining 

the relationship of family structure (intact versus divorced homes) to individuals’ CSWs.  In 

addition, this study will examine other aspects of self-esteem regulation including self-liking, 

self-competence, and self-compassion.  

The sections that follow will provide a summary of literature relevant to this study.  First, 

I will summarize key findings for the literature on parental divorce and its relationship to 

problematic mental health outcomes for adolescents and young adults.  Next, I will sequentially 

introduce the key measures of self-esteem and self-esteem regulation that will be used in this 

investigation, summarize key findings from studies using these measures, and indicate important 

gaps in our understanding of how differences in family structure may be related to these 

indicators.  Finally, I will conclude by advancing several research questions and hypotheses 

concerning relationships between family structure and those indicators that will be utilized in the 

present study.  

Parental Divorce  

In 2004, 28 percent of children under the age of 18 lived with only one parent, up from 

12 percent in 1970 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2006). Coupled with the increased likelihood second 
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marriages will end in divorce, more than one million children experience parental divorce every 

year. To address the psychological needs of this growing population, it is important to study the 

effects of this change in family structure. 

There is no question divorce has significant negative outcomes on those involved. Data 

from the National Center for Health Statistics indicate that, compared with children from intact 

families, children from single-parent and remarried families are more than twice as likely to have 

emotional and behavioral problems (Doolittle & Deutsch, 1999). The physical and psychological 

health ratings of children from divorced families are poorer than those of children from intact 

families (Amato, 2000). Children with divorced parents see themselves as less competent, 

exhibit more depression, and experience feelings of withdrawal and distress (Najman et al., 

1997). These individuals also demonstrate lower grade point averages (Amato, 2000, Brubeck & 

Beer, 1992), as well as problems with social and psychological adjustment, conduct, and 

achievement in school (Amato & Keith, 1991). Students from divorced homes will have a higher 

number of sexual partners and will be more likely to engage in premarital sex. In addition, these 

individuals will hold more favorable opinions of divorce itself (Wauterickx et al., 2006). 

Examining the numerous negative outcomes of divorce evokes the question, what is it about this 

process that contributes to such negative outcomes?  

The structural change from a two-parent to a single-parent household has been theorized 

to produce negative outcomes in two different ways, physically and psychologically (Amato, 

2000). A physical rupture in the relationship with a parent can hinder the process of 

individuation and identity formation, for which attachment is crucial (Clifford & Clark, 1995). 

This experience can deprive a child of a needed role model as well as a source of income for the 

family (Wauterickx, Gouwy, & Bracke, 2006). The likely decline in standard of living can cause 
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children to have less access to healthcare resources, lowered nutrition, and affect older 

adolescents’ opportunities of attending college (Amato, 2000). Often the mother, who typically 

is the custodial parent, must work additional hours leaving less time to spend with her child. The 

absence of parental emotional, physical, and spiritual availability is an enduring fear of children 

of divorced parents (Clifford & Clark, 1995).  

In addition to the physical separation from a parent, a child’s psychological well-being 

can be negatively affected by the tensions and conflicts preceding and surrounding the divorce 

process (Amato & Afifi, 2006). These individuals will view their current family environment as 

significantly more stressful and less cohesive than their peers do. They will experience greater 

feelings of rejection, anger, denial, sadness, despair, and grief about their relationships with their 

parents (Kelly & Emery, 2003). Children from homes with high inter-parental conflict can feel 

that they have little control over events in their lives, which has been shown to increase the risk 

of adjustment problems (Burns & Dunlop, 2002). Growing up with perceived marital conflict 

can cause elevated levels of psychological distress among young adults even after leaving the 

parental home (Amato & Booth, 1998).  Feenstra, Banyard, Rines, and Hopkins (2001) found 

that high levels of conflict and low levels of family coping had significant negative effects on 

adaptation to college. These effects appear to be long lasting. Adults with divorced parents report 

a lower level of well-being, suffer from poorer self image, greater anxiety and depression, and 

are more likely to be unmarried in their 30s and 40s, compared to their peers who perceived less 

conflict (Wauterickx et al., 2006).  The psychological effects of parental divorce produce wide 

ranging negative outcomes. Specifically, psychological well-being and self-esteem appear to be 

problematically affected by this process.  
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Amato (1993) described an individual’s self-esteem as easily altered and unstable, 

especially during stressful life events such as divorce.  Children from divorced homes report 

lower self-concepts and self-esteem than children of non-divorced parents (Amato & Keith, 

1991). In a study measuring self-esteem, the scores of individuals from divorced families were 

significantly lower than those of the non-divorced group (Goodman & Pickens, 2001). Scores on 

measures of self-perception paralleled these results. In addition, research has shown that these 

children are not likely to recover from divorce, and this family disruption has lasting negative 

effects on their self-esteem (Amato, 2000; Goodman & Pickens, 2001). The consequences of low 

self-esteem are important to research, as conversely, a high self-concept is positively related to 

independence, encouragement, acceptance, and a secure attachment style (Bynum & Durm, 

1996). It would not be a stretch to assume that low self-esteem is negatively correlated with 

beneficial properties. Having a positive self-concept, or high self-worth, is also important for 

future interpersonal processes. Persons with low self-worth report difficulty forming friendships, 

have fewer intimate relationships, and tend to isolate themselves.  

As related to divorce, these examinations of the self-concept have made valuable 

progress in explaining the consequences of low self-esteem.  However, the question remains, 

why does lowered self-esteem contribute to so many negative outcomes? What is it about this 

construct, and its regulation, that contributes to maladaptive functioning for individuals from 

divorced homes? Amato (2000) briefly touched on one important possibility in his extensive 

review of the consequences of divorce. It might not simply be the level of self-esteem that 

contributes to negative outcomes for individuals, but rather the instability of self-esteem 

experienced following stressful events in children lives. Does parental divorce predict unique 

fluctuations in self-esteem and its specific indicators?  
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More specifically, relative to their peers from intact families, will persons from non-intact 

family backgrounds demonstrate less stable self-esteem over time? The wealth of research 

indicates that divorce has long lasting detrimental effects on self-esteem (Amato, 2000; Amato & 

Sobolewski, 2001; Clifford & Clark, 1995; Sun & Li, 2002; Wauterickx et al.,2006).  

Longitudinal studies have concluded that parental divorce is related to higher rates of depression 

and anxiety, and lowered psychological well-being into adulthood where divorce had occurred 3 

(Sun& Li, 2002), 17 (Amato & Sobolewski, 2001), and even 21 years earlier (Wauterickx et al., 

2006). Cherlin (1998) demonstrated that the effects of divorce actually compounded with time, 

increasing the gap in differences of well being between children with divorced parents and 

children with continuously married parents. A few studies have provided contradictory findings 

suggesting that divorce increases emotional well-being because it is a solution to a high conflict 

environment (Frost & Pakiz, 1990; Jekielek, 1998).  To explore these relationships further, the 

present study will examine whether unstable self-esteem will remain unstable across an academic 

semester (3 month period).  The effect of parental divorce on the instability of self-esteem has 

yet to be examined. There is a gap in the literature regarding the longitudinal implications of this 

interaction. The proposed study will address this gap by providing empirical evidence examining 

the relationship of family structure to several indicators of self-esteem instability over time.  

While the studies previously mentioned provided valuable information on the greater 

issue, all of the investigations used assessments which measured global levels of self-esteem.  

Results from this type of measure do not provide us with information regarding possible 

differences in individual facets of self-esteem. The current study will extend the research in this 

area by examining scores on specific indicators of self-esteem across two time points. A review 
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of the concept of stable and unstable self-esteem, as well as measurable indicators of stability, 

follows.  

Self-Esteem Constructs 

Until recently self-esteem had mainly been considered a unitary or global construct; 

however, contemporary research has shown that self-esteem appears to be subject to variability 

and instability (Kernis, 2005). Self-esteem stability refers to changes in day-to-day self-worth 

(Kernis et al., 2000). The fluctuations in feelings of self-worth are context-based (Kernis, 2005) 

and are dependent on events in important domains, areas upon which self-worth is contingent 

(Crocker, Karpinski, Quinn & Chase, 2003). Thus, even individuals with high levels of self-

esteem have self-worth that is fragile to threat. 

Kernis (2005) suggests high self-esteem is not as predictive of psychological adjustment 

as was once theorized. Instead Kernis (2005) distinguished between high fragile self-esteem and 

what he calls “optimal self-esteem” (p. 13). Persons with optimal self-esteem are those whose 

self-worth is less variable and more stable because they do not interpret feedback from external 

sources as central to their self-worth. In other words, while they might experience sadness or 

disappointment when they fail at a certain task, they are able to self-soothe and regulate their 

self-esteem so that this feedback does not affect their felt sense of worth.   Intuitively we might 

expect all individuals with high self-esteem to receive negative performance feedback in this 

way, graciously and without a great deal of defensiveness. However, research suggests 

individuals with unstable high self-esteem are more likely to interpret events as self-esteem 

relevant and define external events in terms of their own self-worth. They have difficulty self-

soothing and thus, walk around with a “defend the fort mentality” anticipating threats to self-

esteem and engaging in self-deception and criticism of out-groups in order to help maintain their 
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worth (Kernis, 2005). These are not adaptive strategies, because individuals with high unstable 

self-esteem tend to be more defensive, prone to anger, more highly stressed, more aggressive, 

and more self-enhancing than their more stable counterparts.   

People with low-self esteem similarly tend to interpret external events as central to their 

self-worth.  Kernis (2005) argued that low self-esteem individuals also lack stability and internal 

consistency because they experience pockets of favorable self-judgments concurrent with low 

confidence in abilities. Persons with low self-esteem have more neutral self-concepts and possess 

a lack of self-clarity in regard to their perceived worth. Consequently, their worth and self-

esteem are highly variable and fluctuate according to feedback they receive from external 

sources. Similarly to those with high unstable self-esteem, these individuals also have difficulty 

with self-soothing and internal self-esteem regulation.  

The recent literature supporting self-esteem variability describes this concept; however, 

the question remains, how is it that one develops and maintains unstable self-esteem? Previous 

research has informed us that the experience of parental divorce appears to predict diminished 

self-esteem and may be possibly related to unstable self-esteem. Thus, could going through a 

traumatic, stressful, and disruptive of a life event as parental divorce cause instability or 

contribute to its formation? There are not many studies which examine the possible predictors of 

instability in self-esteem, and no studies which assess for divorce’s impact on our unique 

indicators of self-esteem stability.  

Self-Liking and Self-Competence 

Answering these questions and studying how individuals differentially regulate their self-

esteem is very important for the field of psychology, and especially for the design of appropriate 

therapeutic interventions. Thus it is critical not only to be aware of differences in stability of self-



Family Structure      9 

esteem but also to understand how to measure it. Tafarodi and Swann (1995), through factor 

analyses of global self-esteem measures found two distinct components of self-esteem, self-

liking and self-competence.  (Mar, DeYoung, Higgins, & Peterson, 2006). Despite these 

distinctions, these concepts are interrelated. For example, an athlete’s consistent demonstration 

of competence in sports will likely positively affect his or her feelings about the self. Conversely, 

negative affect about the self could adversely affect beliefs about ability.  

 The duality of self-liking and self-competence can be explained another way: the value or 

self-worth one feels is derived from personal competence (self-competence), as well as character, 

appearance, and social identity (self-liking) (Tafarodi & Swann, 2001). “[Self-Competence] is 

founded on observable abilities, skills, and talents, [Self-Liking] on moral character, 

attractiveness, and other aspects of social worth” (Tafarodi & Swann, 2002, p. 654).   

Research has indicated these two components of self-esteem have unique relationships to 

the processing of self-relevant information and to persistence in the face of negative feedback 

(Tafarodi & Vu, 1997). For instance, when individuals with low levels of self-liking received 

feedback of failure, they were more likely to withdraw efforts toward reaching a goal. This 

finding was interpreted as an attempt to preserve a fragile self-image from future failure by 

engaging in defensive strategies, because self-liking is closely associated with self-worth 

(Tafarodi, 1998). When individuals with low self-competence received failure feedback, they did 

not demonstrate this same withdrawal effort, presumably because their efforts were not 

associated with their felt worth, and thus defenses are not as vital. In fact, those with low levels 

of self-liking and high levels of self-competence experienced the most task withdrawal, 

indicating that failure leads to a negative state more colored by the feeling of being unworthy 

than by the feelings of incompetence. Tafarodi (1998) also found that people were more likely to 
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demonstrate biased appraisals of self-relevant information when they had incongruent levels of 

self-esteem (low self-liking and high self-competence or high self-liking and low self-

competence) compared to those with congruent levels.  

Understanding the discrepancies between these two domains contributes to our 

knowledge of motivation and self-esteem regulation in individuals. It is also important to 

discover possible predictors for the differences in self-liking and self-competence, and especially 

for self-liking. Could the effect of a stressful and life-changing experience, such as parental 

divorce, contribute to less optimal means of regulating self-esteem specifically in regard to a 

person’s evaluation of their self in terms of liking and felt competence? The research concludes 

that low self-worth and self-liking are related; thus, will the experience of parental divorce have 

the same relationship with self-liking that it has shown to have with self-worth? 

Self-Compassion and Self-Judgment 

 Psychologists have observed that some individuals with high self-esteem exhibit negative 

characteristics, including narcissism, self-absorption, and a lack of concern for others (Neff, 

2003). Neff developed a measure – The Self-Compassion Scale (SCS)–to assess self-esteem that 

reduced or eliminated these negative correlates. SCS scores have been shown to be positively 

related to psychological well-being, as well as to the psychological benefits associated with high 

self-esteem, but with enough discriminant validity to ensure this measure does not assess for the 

same construct. To date, however, the relation of parental divorce to self-compassion has not 

been examined.    

Compassion involves kindness and non-judgmental understanding toward others, 

recognizing that humans are flawed and make mistakes. When humans face their limitations they 

can at times become overwhelmed by negative feelings and self-deprecating thoughts, in other 
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words, low self-liking. This can cause feelings of isolation, and these people can tend to forget 

that failure and imperfections are part of the shared human experience (Neff & Vonk, 2009). 

Self-Compassion implies this type of understanding and encourages kindness toward oneself 

when considering weaknesses. This would include taking a non-judgmental attitude toward one’s 

inadequacies and failures (Neff, 2003). Neff, Kirkpatrick, and Rude (2007) asked participants to 

complete a task focusing on their greatest weakness. Self-compassion was associated with 

reduced anxiety following this task, whereas global self-esteem did not buffer the experience of 

anxiety. If the concept of self-compassion appears to be related to self-support, encouragement, 

and self-soothing, does it relate in a similar way to self-liking and self-competence?  

Kernis (2005) proposed that individuals with optimal self-esteem like, value, and accept 

themselves, imperfections and all. This concept, however, does not entail prioritizing the needs 

of oneself over the needs of others; instead, compassion recognizes the feelings and concern for 

others as well as one’s own (Neff, 2003). Individuals with optimal self-esteem do not feel a need 

to be superior to others and they do not gauge their felt worth from outdoing others (Kernis, 

2005). They rarely engage in self-promoting behaviors because their feelings of self-worth are 

not easily threatened; moreover, they are accepting of failure feedback and do not engage in self-

criticism and self-judgment (Neff & Vonk, 2009). Thus, their self-worth is not fragile. Self-

compassion can transform negative feelings about one’s inadequacies into a positive response in 

which an individual feels kind and understanding toward oneself (Neff, 2003). This self-kindness 

can promote behaviors aimed at maintaining psychological resiliency and positive well-being 

(e.g., taking time off from school before becoming overly stressed). In fact, self-compassionate 

individuals evidence lower rates of anxiety and depression and experience better mental health 

(Neff, 2003).   



Family Structure      12 

Self-compassion promotes many self-soothing behaviors that help regulate one’s self-

esteem. Moreover, individuals who possess optimal self-esteem appear to engage in self-

compassion more often and experience more positive correlates of self-esteem (Neff & Vonk, 

2009). Self-compassion was more indicative of a stable self-worth across an eight-month period 

than was global self-esteem (Neff & Vonk, 2009). Additionally, self-compassion was negatively 

associated with more problematic, less stable, externally contingent forms of self-worth. This 

suggests those who engage in self-compassion will have a more stable, internally contingent, 

optimal self-esteem because they have more adaptive means of self-soothing and self-esteem 

regulation. 

 Although many studies have found that the experience of parental divorce is associated 

with lowered self-esteem (Amato, 2000; Amato & Keith, 1991; Wauterickx et al., 2006), no 

studies have examined the impact of parental divorce on specific components of self-esteem, like 

self-liking, self-competence and self-compassion. This study will address this gap in the 

literature and will provide more information on the impacts of parental divorce on self-esteem. In 

particular, it will examine self-liking, self-competence and self-compassion in students with 

divorced parents versus those whose parents are currently married. Will these family structure 

differences account for similar differences in self-compassion as they did in self-esteem? Will 

participants from divorced family backgrounds exhibit less self-compassion which is consistent 

with a lower level of global self-esteem? By examining facets of self-esteem, we will be able to 

assess for the unique contributions of parental divorce. This examination is important to conduct, 

as parental divorce could have differing effects on the distinct components of self-esteem. 

Addressing this gap in the literature will provide more descriptive information about self-esteem 

as a whole, as well as differing aspects of the self-concept. In addition, it is expected that 
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parental divorce will be significantly associated with self-liking, self-competence, and self-

compassion, just as it is with more global measures of self-esteem (Amato, 2000; Clifford & 

Clark, 1995). The current study will test these hypotheses.   

Contingencies of Self-Worth and Self-Esteem 

Self-esteem stability is also dependent on successes and failures in areas where self-

esteem is contingent (Crocker, Sommers, & Luhtanen., 2002). When assessing for self-esteem 

instability, Crocker and colleagues (2002) found that self-esteem was lower on the days 

individuals received a threat (negative feedback) to their self-worth. However, this change in 

self-esteem was moderated by a measure of specific areas of contingent self-worth. In other 

words, individual self-esteem changed more dramatically when negative feedback was related to 

performance in an important or contingent domain, as opposed to a non-contingent domain.   

Crocker et al. (2002) proposed that college students selectively anchor their worth in one 

or more of seven separate domains (appearance, approval from others, competition, family love 

and support, God’s love, virtue, academic competence) labeled Contingencies of Self-Worth 

(CSW). For some people, self–esteem may depend on being attractive to others or beating others 

in competition. For others, self-esteem may depend on feeling that they are a good person or that 

God loves them. Thus these individuals’ self-esteem are contingent on these specific and 

important domains. Self-esteem will rise and fall as a result of victories or failures in contingent 

domains (Crocker et al., 2002).  

Changes in one’s self-esteem are likely to be associated with fluctuating affects 

(Brockner, 1984, Pelham & Swanson, 1989, as cited in Crocker et al., 2002). Positive feelings 

will result from successes whereas negative feelings arise from losses. A person’s affect is 

expected to fluctuate when goals in contingent areas are not met, relative to those areas wherein 
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self-worth is not contingent. The seven domains hypothesized by Crocker et al. (2003) have 

important characteristics and differentiations. Those whose self-worth is contingent upon 

approval from generalized others believe others’ views of the self are an important basis of self-

esteem (Leary & Baumeister, 2000). An important distinction in this domain is that these 

individuals base their worth on how they believe others see them, not as they are actually seen 

(Crocker et al., 2003). For some, self-esteem is based less on how competent one is, and more 

about being superior relative to others (competition). Men, in particular, have a tendency to 

anchor their self-esteem in the competition domain (Crocker et al., 2003).  

Another domain, perceived approval or love from close family members, is often related 

to feelings of worth. For instance, attachment theory posits that those who experience secure 

attachments with their parents will develop mental models which view the self as lovable and 

worthy of support in future relationships (Bowlby, 1982). In addition, God’s love is an important 

domain for many, as there is research showing that this intrinsic religiosity is moderately and 

positively associated with self-esteem and psychological well-being (Crocker et al., 2003). 

Intrinsic religiosity, as discussed here, is the degree to which individuals internalize and express 

commitment to religious beliefs. If an individual’s self-esteem is highly contingent on God’s 

love, their level of self-worth will depend on how important it is for God to love them as well as 

their perception of how much God loves them. Having strong positive religious beliefs affects 

self-esteem because of the idea that one is loved, valued, and unique in the eyes of their creator. 

This is similar but has different aspects to the contingency of virtue. Those whose self-esteem is 

anchored in the area of virtue find their worth is maintained by the belief that they are a good, 

moral, and worthwhile person. 
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Evidence also supports that individuals base their self-esteem on perceived competence 

in certain areas, specifically academics (Crocker et al., 2003). Evaluations by teachers, such as 

grades, will cause greater fluctuations in self-esteem for those individuals who are contingent 

upon competence in academics. Crocker and colleagues (2003) had students who were applying 

to graduate school complete pre- and post-measures of depression, complete the CSW scale, and 

record the daily news of either acceptance or rejection notification from schools for two months. 

Students’ self-esteem rose on days they received acceptances and fell on days they received 

rejections. This effect was moderated, however, by academic CSW scores. These findings 

demonstrate that persons whose self-worth was based on academic competence experienced 

higher or lower self-esteem related to the days they had acceptances or rejections. Those who did 

not have a contingent self-worth did not experience the same variability in their self-esteem level 

when experiencing acceptances or rejections. No other contingency moderated these effects. This 

study provides evidence that self-esteem will increase in response to feedback of success and 

will decrease in response to failure feedback in contingent areas. Furthermore, students whose 

self-worth was not contingently based evidenced less affect-related instability relative to their 

peers with contingent self-worth. In fact, only instability of self-esteem predicted depressive 

symptoms at the end of the study. Receiving variable feedback, both acceptances and rejections, 

caused instability in those with academically contingent self-worth.  

Succeeding or failing has immense importance for one’s self-worth. The implications for 

events in a contingent area are far reaching and are often generalized to an individual’s perceived 

worth (Wolfe & Crocker, 2003). For persons with contingent self-worth, a success means more 

than simply achieving a goal; it also means that one is a worthwhile and good person. 

Consequently, good feelings or positive affect about oneself will follow. By contrast, the 
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experience of failure in a contingent domain of self-worth is likely to heighten the risk of 

negative affect. This experience does not just mean they did not achieve their goal; this means 

that they are a bad or unworthy person. In other words, for an individual whose self-esteem is 

contingent on academic competence, achieving an A grade will not only satisfy a goal, but it will 

also mean they are a worthy person.  

The seven areas self worth can be anchored in represent internally or externally 

contingent domains (Crocker et al., 2003). Internally contingent domains (God’s love, virtue) are 

based on internally mediating properties of worth. Externally contingent domains (appearance, 

approval from others, competition, academic competence, family support) are based more on the 

opinions of others or external sources. CSWs will differ based on how easy it is to gain 

satisfaction in that area. More externally contingent areas will have less stable levels of self-

esteem and will result in a lower typical self-worth level (Crocker et al., 2003). In contrast, those 

that are internally contingent are more easily and more readily satisfied because they do not 

depend on gaining approval or praise from others, which can be scarcer. They are more able to 

self-soothe which is more available as it is an internal process.  

Perceptions of self-worth based on internally contingent domains have been shown to be 

more beneficial to psychological well-being, whereas the endorsement of externally contingent 

self worth poses greater risks to psychological well-being (Wolfe & Crocker, 2003). Individuals 

are more likely to function better when their self-esteem is based on core abstract unique features 

of the self, or experienced with less variability (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Goldenberg, 2003, as 

cited in Crocker et al., 2003). Kernis (2003) argued that optimal self-esteem does not require 

validation from others nor is it based on specific outcomes. From this perspective, persons with 

internally contingent self-worth are assumed to possess more positive and stable levels of self-
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esteem whereas those with externally contingent self-worth would experience lower and less 

stable self-esteem. If divorce has been shown to predict lowered self-esteem and problematic 

self-esteem regulation, could this occur as a result of these individuals maintaining more 

externally contingent self-worth and consequently more unstable self-esteem? 

In the externally contingent domains, significant differences in successes and failures will 

make self-esteem unstable and therefore make a person more vulnerable to depression (Crocker 

& Wolfe, 2001). Basing one’s self-esteem in internally contingent areas will provide a buffer 

against anxiety and concurrent low self-esteem (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Goldenberg, 2003, 

as cited in Crocker et al., 2003). More externally contingent domains are negatively related to 

adjustment (Crocker et al., 2003). These domains are also related to neuroticism, lower self-

esteem, and narcissism; thus, a person’s typical and/or chronic self-esteem level, and its stability 

over time, will largely depend on the particular contingencies a person holds and their ability to 

gain successes in that area. However, how is it that one develops and maintains externally versus 

internally contingent self-worth? This study seeks to answer this question, especially with our 

prior knowledge of the consequences of parental divorce. If an individual is affected by a 

traumatic experience, such as divorce, and is not able to maintain optimal attachment 

relationships with a role model, they will experience less clarity of their self-concept (Clifford & 

Clark, 1995). This being said, these individuals will look to external sources to maintain and 

reassure their self-concept. Therefore it would appear that these individuals will engage in more 

externally contingent self-worth likely leading to an unstable self-esteem, which we know is 

consistent with parental divorce. The role of parental divorce as a potential predictor of 

externally contingent self-worth has yet to be tested, but this gap in the literature will be 

addressed through the current study.     
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Contingent Self-Worth as an Indicator of Self-Esteem Regulation 

In addition to the indicators of self-esteem regulation previously presented (Self-Liking 

and Self-Competence, Self-Compassion) one’s ability to regulate self-esteem will be dependent 

upon their specific CSW interacting with relevant events and prompting particular coping 

responses. Research has shown that individuals will act in ways to boost their self-esteem and to 

avoid areas where they will experience a blow to their feelings of worth (Carver & Scheier, 

1998, Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitiyama, 1999, as cited in Wolfe and Crocker, 2003). Crocker 

et al. (2003) found that areas of contingency predicted how college students spent their time. 

Women who valued physical attractiveness were more likely to join a sorority and spend more 

time and energy on personal grooming. God’s love CSW predicted the amount of time spent in 

church (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001).  

People will choose settings and opportunities where successes in their domains will be 

verified and appreciated by others and will avoid areas which could provide feedback of failure. 

If failure is anticipated, individuals will disengage their self-worth (Wolfe & Crocker, 2003). 

Thus, if one anticipates receiving negative feedback, they could employ self-handicapping 

behaviors or attribute reasons for failure to external properties, thus protecting their self-worth. 

This could result in limiting of opportunities or attempted goals because of a desire to avoid 

failure in important domains. There is evidence that suggests individuals might engage in self-

handicapping behaviors that avoid immediate failure, but can be detrimental to health and well 

being. Sherman (2000, as cited in Wolfe & Crocker, 2003) found that smokers were less likely to 

read a warning about the detrimental effects of smoking than those who did not smoke. 

Individuals who commit to choices which protect self-esteem rather than risking failure will be 

limiting their opportunities to grow and learn. 
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Individuals can possibly disengage their worth completely from a particular contingency, 

but this seems to be a lengthy and difficult process (Wolfe & Crocker, 2003). Therefore, 

contingent self-worth appears to be relatively stable, likely because one’s specific contingencies 

have roots formed from early childhood experiences and are automatic from repeated daily 

activation. Furthermore, it would be difficult to fully change one’s contingent domain because 

many individuals are only aware of subordinate properties of their contingencies of self-worth 

(e.g., earning good grades) but are not aware of the more superordinate aspects (academic 

competency). Evidence for the formation of specific contingencies is not well developed. This 

study will address this gap and increase information pertaining to possible predictors of where 

self-esteem is anchored, in externally or internally contingent domains. Can a traumatic and 

stressful experience, such as parental divorce, affect the formation of contingent self-worth?  

Will this event predict a less optimal self-esteem as evidenced by maintaining more detrimental 

domains (externally contingent) of contingent self-worth? In addition, the proposed study will 

further address the questions related to temporal stability of contingent domains. Assessment of 

CSWs at two time points across an academic semester will provide more conclusive evidence 

regarding individuals’ contingent domains. Based on evidence from prior studies (Crocker et al., 

2000) it is expected that an individual’s contingent domain will remain stable over a three month 

period. Gaining this information is valuable to our field as our particular contingencies affect our 

motivation as well as the perspective we maintain through which we view the world around us. 

Sommers and Crocker (2000) found support for this hypothesis.  Participants in their 

study read a vignette that could have been interpreted as relevant to either a school competency 

contingency or to an approval contingency. Participants’ reactions to the vignette were uniquely 

predicted by their corresponding contingent self-worth (academic competency or other’s 
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approval). Moreover this study’s outcome suggests that an individual’s contingency of self-worth 

can affect how they interpret and attach meaning to various events.  These contingencies act as a 

lens through which self-relevant information is assigned and processed. 

The consequences of where one bases their self-worth are far reaching. Consequently it is 

important to understand more about how and why we base our self-esteem in the areas we do. 

Unfortunately there have been few investigations of CSWs as predictors of contingent related 

behavior, or motivation, and almost none which investigate possible predictors of CSWs 

(Zeigler-Hill, Clark, & Pickard, 2008; Park, Crocker, & Mickelson, 2004). In fact, no studies to 

date have ever examined the association of family structure to CSWs. It is valuable to examine 

whether critical variations in family structure may be linked to the creation or maintenance of 

certain contingent domains. This study will address this important gap in the literature. 

Understanding factors which determine the areas people’s self-esteem is contingent on is critical 

to understanding self-esteem itself.    

Summary, Definitions, and Research Objectives 

In sum, it is evident that the offspring of divorced parents demonstrate lower levels of 

self-esteem and general well-being than do children and adults from intact families (Goodman & 

Pickens, 2001). It is important to know if basic differences in family structure have similar or 

distinct associations with particular facets of self-esteem. Do the adult children from non-intact 

family backgrounds exhibit less optimal self-esteem regulation than their peers from intact 

family backgrounds? For the purposes of this study “intact” families will be defined as those 

wherein the adult child’s parents are still married and currently living together; “non-intact” 

families will be defined as those wherein the adult child’s parents have separated or divorced.  

Participants indicating that one or both parents are deceased will be excluded from the study. The 
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traumatic experience of parental divorce is related to lower levels of global self-esteem, which 

itself has detrimental effects. Will this same experience be associated in a similar way with a 

more fragile self-esteem structure, as indicated by lowered self-liking, less self-compassion, and 

more externally contingent CSWs? Will the relationships remain stable over a three-month 

interval?  

The literature suggests these relationships, because lowered self-liking is related to low 

self-worth (Tafarodi & Swann, 2002), less self-soothing strategies (Neff, 2003), and 

consequently a fragile self-esteem. This is not optimal self-esteem, and in line with Kernis’ 

(2005) argument, individuals will attempt to regulate their worth through validation from 

external sources. It is assumed individuals from non-intact families will likely have more 

externally contingent self-worth (as opposed to internally contingent), than their peers whose 

parents are still married and living together. For the purposes of this study, “external contingent 

self-worth” will be defined as composited scores on the CSW subscales assessing appearance, 

competition, academic competence, and other’s approval, whereas “internal contingent self-

worth” will be defined as composited scores on virtue and God’s love subscales. Externally 

contingent self-worth and parental divorce have both been associated with a lowered self-esteem 

(Amato, 2000; Amato & Keith, 1991; Crocker et al., 2003). Students who base their own self-

evaluations on successes they can only gain externally might experience less success and 

therefore will feel less competent and like themselves less. These individuals also will be less 

self-compassionate. However, the relationship of family structure to contingencies of self-worth 

and to other specific components of self-esteem have yet to be investigated. This study will 

address this gap.  
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In addition, the current study will assess several indicators of self-esteem regulation 

across two time points in an academic semester and explore whether students from intact and 

non-intact family backgrounds demonstrate different patterns of change on these measures one 

time. To date, research has not addressed this important question. There is no information 

available on possible predictors of instability of self-liking, self-competence, and self-

compassion. This study will also address this gap in the literature.         

Research Hypotheses 

In regard to the study’s aim to examine the relation of family structure to several 

indicators of self-esteem and self-esteem regulation, the following hypotheses are advanced.  

I. Hypotheses regarding the indicators of self-esteem regulation. 

Ia.  External contingent self-worth will be negatively related to self-liking and self-

competence.  

Ib. Self-Liking will be positively related to self-kindness and negatively related to 

self-judgment.  

II. Hypotheses regarding the relationship of family structure to indicators of self-esteem 

regulation. There will be significant family structure differences in the scores of self-

esteem indicators.  Specifically, 

IIa. Students from non-intact families will report having more externally contingent 

self-worth relative to their peers from intact families.  

IIb. Students from intact families will report having more internally contingent self-

worth relative to their counterparts from non-intact families.   

IIc. Relative to their peers from intact families, students from non-intact family 

backgrounds will evidence lower self-liking scores. 
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IId. There will be no significant relationship between family structure and reported 

self-competence levels.  

IIe. Students from non-intact family backgrounds will report lower scores on self-

kindness and higher levels of self-judgment, as compared to their peers from 

intact homes. 

III. Hypotheses regarding the relationship of family structure and self-esteem stability. 

IIIa. Relative to their peers from intact family backgrounds, students from non-intact 

families will have more unstable self-esteem across a 3-month period as is 

evidenced by lower and less stable self-liking, self-competence, and self-

compassion scores.  

IIIb.  The contingencies of self-worth for both students from non-intact homes, and 

those whose parents’ marriage is intact, will remain stable across a 3-month 

period. 

Method 

Participants and Procedures 

This study assessed 142 undergraduate students who have been recruited from courses in 

human development and family studies, cultural studies, and education classes at a large public 

university in the Southwest.  These students are required to engage in research participation for 

their classes in the College of Education.  They signed up to participate in a two-part “study of 

factors affecting college student motivation,” after it had received approval from the University 

of Houston’s Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects.  The data were collected between 

September of 2007 and December of 2008. The recruited sample is ethnically diverse (30.3 % 
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Hispanic; 26.8 % Black; 21.1% White; 14.8 % Asian; 2.8% Middle Eastern, 2.1 % Multiracial, 

.7% Native American) and predominantly female (80%).  

Participants attended several small group sessions at the College of Education in which 

they completed informed consent materials and the demographic and self-esteem measures listed 

below. Approximately three months after their first session, participants were contacted to 

schedule a follow up session at which they completed the same battery of measures. Following 

the completion of both time points of the survey, students were awarded the credit that was 

required for their class participation.  Alternative opportunities to earn this credit were also 

provided.  To control for order effects, the individual measures making up the total survey packet 

were varied in the order in which they were presented to participants.   

Measures 

With the exception of the demographic questionnaire, all measures were completed at 

both time points.  

Demographic questionnaire This brief form solicited participants’ reports of 

ethnicity, gender, age, education level, parental marital status, and current GPA. The parental 

marital status portion of this measure asks participants to indicate if their parents marriage is 

intact, if they are separated, divorced and have not remarried, divorced and remarried, or 

deceased.  For the purposes of this study we compared the married or intact group with the non-

intact or separated and divorced group.  Individuals whose parents are deceased have not been 

included in this study.  

 Self-Liking/Self-Competence-Revised Version (Tafarodi & Swann, 2001) The self-liking 

and self-competence scale was used as an indicator of self-esteem level. This scale contains an 

eight item self-liking subscale as well as an eight item self-competence subscale. Example items 
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on the self-liking subscale include, “I’m secure in my sense of self-worth” and “I like myself.” 

Example items on the self-competence subscale include, “I perform very well at a number of 

things” and “I am a capable person.” Participants were instructed to respond to each item 

according to a five-point rating scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). Tafarodi and 

Swann (2001) reported Cronbach alphas of .89 and .92 and internal test-retest reliabilities of .80 

and .78 respectively for these subscales.   

 Self-Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003) This 26-item scale was used to measure self-

compassion or the person’s capacity to internally regulate distress following failure or 

disappointment. Confirmatory factor analyses indicated self-compassion could be split into two 

correlated constructs, self-kindness and self-judgment. Participants were instructed to respond to 

each item by reporting how often they acted in the manner stated based on a five point scale (1 = 

almost never and 5 = almost always). This measure demonstrated good construct validity and its 

internal consistency for the five item self-kindness measure was .78 and for the five item self-

judgment measure was .77. Total internal consistency for the SCS measure was .92. 

Contingencies of Self-Worth (Crocker, Luhtanen, Bouvrette, & Cooper, 2003) This 

measure consists of 35 items to which participants provide ratings of agreement on scales 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).  Five items on the measure load on each 

of seven domains which represent the seven contingencies of self-worth. The seven subscales all 

have high internal consistency (coefficient alphas .82-.97). These seven subscales were also 

found to highly load on two separate factors which Crocker et al. (2003) labeled external and 

internal contingencies. The appearance, academic competence, competition, and other’s approval 

domains loaded highly on the externally contingent factor, whereas God’s Love and virtue 

domains loaded highly on the internally contingent factor.  The family support contingency 
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appeared to load equally on both factors and therefore will not be included in the proposed 

analyses. This measure also has high test-retest reliability with correlations from .78 to .94 across 

a four-month interval. Each of the seven subscales on the CSW measure have been found to 

possess good test-retest reliability and correlate in expected ways with other measures of self-

esteem. Example items include, “My self-esteem depends on the opinions others hold of me” 

(Other’s Approval); “My sense of self-worth suffers when I think I don’t look good” 

(Appearance); “My self-worth is influenced by how well I do on competitive tasks” 

(Competition); “My self-esteem is influenced by my academic performance” (Academic 

Competence); “It is important to my self-respect that I have a family that cares about me” 

(Family Support); “My self-esteem depends on whether or not I follow my moral/ethical 

principles” (Virtue); and “My self-worth is based on God’s love” (God’s Love). 

Analysis 

The data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

software program. A correlation matrix was computed to examine zero-order correlations for all 

Time 1 and Time 2 measures. Then, internal consistency was evaluated, with subscale scores that 

obtain Cronbach alpha coefficients of .70 or higher, considered to have acceptable stability 

(George & Mallery, 2003).  

A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) with repeated measures was utilized to 

assess for relationships between family structure and contingencies of self-worth, self-liking and 

self-competence, and self-compassion over a three month interval. Three follow up 2 (Family 

Structure) X 2 (Time) analyses of variance (ANOVAs) with repeated measures were used to 

examine group differences with respect to changes over time on the criterion measures of self-

liking, self-kindness, self-judgment, external and internal contingent self-worth. In addition, a 



Family Structure      27 

MANOVA was run to assess for potential factors related to attrition.  Possible differences 

between Time 2 dropouts, Time 2 completers, and their scores on external and internal 

contingent self-worth, self-liking, self-competence, self-kindness, and self-judgment scales were 

examined.  

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Before examining my primary hypotheses of family structure’s impact on individual 

constructs of self-esteem, I examined the bivariate relationships associated with the separate 

dependent measures. I also explored possible gender differences on the measures of optimal self-

esteem. 

Intercorrelations of Predictor and Dependent Variables. Table 1 presents the 

intercorrelations of reported scores at Time 1 on the study measures on all 132 participants.  The 

External and Internal CSWs were moderately related (r = .23, p < .01).  As was predicted in 

hypotheses group I, regarding the relationships between indicators of self-esteem regulation, 

External CSWs were negatively related to Self-Liking (r = -.53, p < .01) and Self-Competence (r 

= -.25, p < .01). These domains were also negatively related to Self-Kindness (r = -.23, p < .01) 

and positively related to Self-Judgment (r = .28, p < .01) as might be expected. The internal 

contingencies appear to only be significantly related to Self-Kindness (r = .18, p < .05) in a 

positive direction. Self-Liking was positively related to Self-Kindness (r = .45, p < .01) and 

negatively related to Self-Judgment (r = -.55, p < .01) as was hypothesized. Self-Competence 

was related in a similar way to these other two self-esteem constructs, Self-Kindness (r = .28, p < 

.01) and Self-Judgment (r = -.36, p < .01). Though significant associations were not found 

between the intact and non-intact groups on contingencies of self-worth, there were differences 
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in their relationships with other indicators of self-esteem regulation. It appears that individuals 

whose parents’ marriage is intact are more likely to exhibit lower levels of Self-Liking (r = -.22, 

p < .05), Self-Competence (r = -.20, p < .05), and Self-Kindness (r = -.22, p < .05). 

Gender Differences in Self-Esteem Constructs.  A one-way multivariate analysis of 

variance (MANOVA) was utilized to test for gender differences in our various indicators of self-

esteem regulation. Results from this analysis revealed a non-significant multivariate effect for 

gender, Wilks’ Λ = .92, F (6, 125) = 1.73, p = .12. Therefore, controlling for gender was not 

necessary in later analysis.  

 Differences in Study Continuers and Study Discontinuers. A one-way multivariate 

analysis of variance (MANOVA) tested for differences in those participants who continued in 

the study and participated at Time 2 (at the end of the semester) and those who dropped out and 

only participated in Time 1 (the beginning of the semester). Results from the analysis concluded 

a non-significant multivariate effect, Wilks’ Λ = .90, F (7, 124) = 1.96, p = .07. As a result, our 

primary analysis was continued without altering the proposed methods. 

 Relation of Family Structure to Time 1 Indicators of Self-Esteem Regulation. A 

multivariate analysis of variance was conducted to assess for differences between the non-intact 

and intact parental groups on a linear combination of External CSWs, Internal CSWs, Self-

Liking, Self-Competence, Self-Kindness and Self-Judgment at Time 1 for all of the students who 

participated, as was indicated in hypotheses group II. The main effect was not significant, Wilks’ 

Λ = .92, F (6, 125) = 1.75, p = .11. Possible contributions to this effect and its implications will 

be discussed further.  

Relation of Family Structure and Time 1, Time 2 Indicators of Self-Esteem Stability. To 

assess for differences between student’s parental marital status groups on a linear combination of 
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contingencies of self-worth, self-liking, self-competence, self-kindness, and self-judgment across 

two time points, a multivariate analysis of variance with repeated measures was conducted, as 

was outlined in hypotheses, group III. There were no significant multivariate effects found for 

the main effects of group, F (6, 83) = .92, p = .48, time F (6, 83) = 1.32, p = .26, or for the 

interaction between group and time, F (6, 83) = 1.00, p = .43. This indicates that there were no 

significant differences between the intact and non-intact marital groups on the linear combination 

of the six dependent variables at Time 1 than at Time 2.  

Discussion 

 Self-Esteem is a complex construct (Crocker et al., 2003; Kernis, 2005). Specific 

indicators of self-esteem regulation (contingencies of self-worth, self-liking and self-

competence, and self-kindness and self-judgment) were examined in relation to an important and 

life changing event in many individuals’ lives, parental divorce. Recent literature has shown 

mixed results regarding the impact of parental divorce on one’s self-esteem. There had been no 

research conducted examining possible correlates of these specific self-esteem constructs, and 

this study met this aim. This study attempted to analyze some of these self-esteem constructs, 

their stability across a three-month period, and their relationship to important differences in 

family structure.  Specifically, relationships of intact and non-intact family structure to college 

students’ scores on the self-esteem indicators of Self-Liking, Self-Competence, Self-Kindness, 

Self-Judgment, as well as to External and Internally Contingent Self Worth were examined.   

 As was previously shown, a person’s affect and self-worth are reported as being lower if 

that individual engages in more externally contingent self-worth (Crocker et al., 2003).  

Consistent with these findings this study found that individuals who reported a more externally 

contingent self-worth also reported experiencing lower levels of Self-Liking, an affect-based 
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evaluation of the self, and lower levels of Self-Competence, a cognitive appraisal of one’s worth.  

Individuals who report maintaining one’s worth in these domains also reported being less kind 

and more judgmental of themselves.   This further supports the argument that when individuals 

base their feelings and worth on external feedback, and lack the capacity to soothe themselves, 

their self-esteem is more negatively affected.   Similar to this vein of reasoning, this study found 

that those who maintain internally contingent self worth also have higher levels of self-kindness. 

 Futhermore, the correlation matrix revealed relationships that were both expected and 

unanticipated.  As was hypothesized, self-liking was associated with greater self-kindness and 

lowered self-judgment.  This is consistent with the idea that self-liking is an affectively based 

appraisal of how one feels about themselves and their own worth (Tafarodi & Vu, 1997).  Also, 

as anticipated, externally contingent self-worth was found to be associated with lower levels of 

self-liking and self-competence, and also unexpectedly with lower levels of self-kindness and 

greater degrees of self-judgment.  This appears to be consistent with Kernis’ (2005) argument 

that those with optimal self esteem will experience greater self-compassion and base their worth 

less on feedback from external sources.  In addition to this the picture of an externally contingent 

person Crocker and colleagues (2003) describes is one who will not receive the positive 

reassurance of their worth as often as those who are externally contingent, because this does have 

to come from outside sources. This will lead these individuals to have a less positive view of 

themselves, and apparently engage in less self-compassion. In further support of this argument, 

this study found that those with internally contingent self-worth were associated with higher 

degrees of self-kindness, possibly because they are more adept at self-soothing (Kernis, 2005). 

 Contrary to expectations, family structure was not related significantly with external and 

internal contingencies of self-worth.  These groups did show significant and curious correlations 
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with other indicators of self-esteem including Self-Liking, Self-Competence, and Self-Kindness.  

It appears that individuals whose parents’ marriage is currently intact also reported lower levels 

of Self-Liking, lower levels of Self-Competence, and lower levels of Self-Kindness. This is an 

interesting finding as it is the opposite of what was hypothesized, as well as previous literature 

was thought to predict (Amato, 2000; Amato & Afifi, 2006).  More recently researchers who 

have studied divorce’s effects on the psychological well-being of children have also examined 

the amount of reported marital conflict in the parental relationship.  

Recent research has suggested that parental marital conflict, especially how it is 

perceived by the children involved, could be a mediating factor for some of these effects 

(Feenstra, Banyard, Rines, & Hopkins, 2001). Amato (2000) provided supporting evidence of 

this concept when they found no significant differences in psychological symptoms in children 

from divorced households and parentally intact homes. Similarly, research has found that marital 

conflict is a more important predictor of children’s problems than is divorce itself (Buehler et al., 

1998). This could be support for our conflicting findings in the current study.  Perhaps our 

findings would have come out differently if we had assessed for marital conflict in the parental 

relationship as opposed to divorce or simply for the interaction of divorce and marital conflict. It 

appears that the self-esteem constructs we utilized in this study would also be important to 

analyze in a study assessing group differences in parental marital conflict. 

It is unclear whether the breakup of a parental dyad itself is harmful or if parental marital 

conflict perceived by the children involved is more detrimental. It appears from this multitude of 

studies that children who perceive high levels of parental conflict are adversely affected if their 

parents do not separate. Children are also adversely affected if their parents separate from a 

relationship where low levels of marital conflict are perceived (Amato & Booth, 1997; 
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Wallerstein, Blackslee, & Lewis, 2000). Coping with this separation can be very difficult if it is 

unexpected and perceived to happen without warning. Growing up with perceived marital 

conflict can cause elevated levels of psychological distress among young adults even after 

leaving the parental home (Amato & Booth, 1998). Students from families with high marital 

distress showed significantly lower scores on all indices of college adjustment (Lopez, Campbell, 

and Watkins, 1989). Amato and Booth (1994, as cited in Amato & Afifi, 2006) found that adult 

children had greater emotional distance from their parents if they perceived more marital 

conflict, regardless of divorce. It was also shown that the children of parents in these situations 

suffered from poorer self image, greater anxiety, depression, and are more likely to not be 

married in their 30s and 40s, as compared to their peers who perceived less conflict. Thus it 

would be important to examine self-esteem differences in these two groups, as this could explain 

why no significant differences were found in intact and non-intact families.  This is an important 

future direction for this area of research.  

Another limitation of this particular study is that we did not have data regarding the 

children’s age at which the divorce occurred.  There have been mixed results regarding this 

moderating effect.  Several studies found that children’s age at time of divorce does have varying 

effects on how well individuals cope with divorce. Results showed that maladaptive 

psychological well-being was more apparent in individuals who experienced divorce in young 

adulthood as opposed to adolescence or childhood (Chase-Lansdale, Cherlin, & Kiernan, 1995; 

Cherlin, Chase-Lansdale, & McRae, 1998; Rodgers, Power, & Hope, 1997).  Participants in this 

study reported a mean age of 21.7 years with the oldest being 37 and the youngest, 18. These 

results could reflect the particular developmental changes these individuals are experiencing at 

this time.  However, other studies have provided evidence indicating that age at time of parental 
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divorce does not differentially affect a child’s psychological well-being (McLanahan & 

Sandefur, 1994). Thus, it is difficult to cite specific reasons this current research did not find 

significant differences in the parental marital status groups. 

The findings presented in this study did support the minority of research which also 

found that divorce did not adversely affect children’s psychological well-being. Certain studies 

showed that children’s psychological well-being will recover after the crisis of divorce (Jekielek, 

1998; Frost & Paki, 1990) and cited possible reasons this could occur.  Amato and Keith (1990) 

found that the negative effects of divorce had decreased from findings ten years earlier. They 

suggested that as a result of the rate of divorce increasing, the stigma of this event is decreasing 

and the resources for both parents and children experiencing this event are increasing. It is 

reasonable to assume that the destigmatization and increase in resources has continued to occur 

in the last twenty years, since Amato and Keith’s study, as the rates of divorce have continued to 

increase. In addition, a child’s ability to cope with divorce could be improved if they have 

adequate social support and have effective coping mechanisms already in place. Access to 

therapeutic services has also been shown to positively affect the psychological well-being of 

children who have experienced parental divorce (Emery, Kitzmann, & Waldron, 1999). The 

current study did not have access to the characteristics of the subject’s social support and prior 

therapeutic history. These factors could have affected the obtained results and possibly shown 

more conclusive evidence.  This limitation of this study could be improved and provide better 

direction for future studies.  

While this study contributed valuable information to the self-esteem and divorce 

literature, some additional limitations should be considered when interpreting the results. First, 

as a result of participants’ completing self-report measures, it should be noted that their 



Family Structure      34 

endorsements could be subject to response bias. These types of measurements are also not as 

effective at gaining a complete view of the subject’s experience when responding. Second, the 

sample was unbalanced with regard to gender which could possibly affect the generalizability of 

these findings. The data was obtained from mostly women and thus should be interpreted with 

caution.  Similarly, the data was obtained from individuals in a southern undergraduate 

university setting, and therefore results should not be generalized to adults of varying ages from 

other parts of the world. Finally, it is possible significant results were not attained because of the 

rate of attrition and a smaller size at Time 2 than would have been desired.  The power 

associated with our primary analyses was moderate, at a .7 level. As a result, future studies 

would be benefitted if they were able to attain a larger, more gender balanced sample, from a 

wider geographic area.  A larger sample would hopefully solve our limitations relating to study 

attrition rates.  These studies could also include information on the quality and characteristics of 

the parental relationship, as well as distinctions in the child’s quality of coping following the 

event of divorce. 

Despite these limitations this study provides important implications for individuals 

working with college students in a therapeutic role.  It is valuable to understand how one’s self-

esteem can be negatively affected after a common traumatic occurrence, such as parental 

divorce.  Understanding that these individuals might be more likely to also report lower levels of 

self-liking and self-kindness is important for examining cognitive distortions and self-

deprecating thoughts in these individuals. These types of harsh judgments can lead to lowered 

affect as is found in some mood disorders (Kernis, 2005). Thus targeting these statements is 

important. It is also important, however, to realize that individuals appear to be resilient after 

traumatic events, especially when they have access to adaptive coping mechanisms.  Therefore, a 
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strength based approach in therapy could be very beneficial to these individuals who have 

already overcome self-esteem problems which occur during this process. This process, like many 

others, is complex in that it should be respected as a life altering circumstance, but also the 

individuals involved should not be labeled with the stigma that often occurs with this and other 

traumatic experiences. Divorce is an event which can be overcome and might not always 

contribute to as many negative effects as some would assume.  Future research and contributions 

to therapeutic literature on the characteristics of divorce outcomes, whether they are negative, 

neutral, or positive, is a high priority for our society at this time, especially when divorce is 

happening at high rates and affecting so many individuals. 
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Table 1 

Intercorrelations of Parental Marital Status and CSWs, Self-Liking, Self-Competence, Self-Kindness, and 
Self-Judgment 
Correlations 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Correlations        
1. Parental Marital Statusa   -       
2. External CSW  .14   -      
3. Internal CSW -.04   .23** -     
4. Self-Liking -.22* -.53** -.04    -    
5. Self-Competence -.20* -.25**  .01  .54**   -   
6. Self-Kindness -.22* -.29**    .18*  .45** .28** -  
7. Self-Judgment  .15      .38** -.01 -.55** -.36** -.53** - 
Note: aParental Marital Status; 0 = non-intact marriage, 1 = intact marriage 

N = 142.  *p < .05, **p < .01. 



Family Structure      42 

 

Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations at Time 1, 2 
 
 Time 1 Time 2 
 Intact Non-Intact Intact Non-Intact 
Measures M SD M SD M SD M SD 
External CSW 4.86  .93 5.02  .81 4.95 1.12 4.85  .71 
Internal CSW 5.33 1.01 5.23 1.13 5.36 1.09 5.23 1.23 
Self-Liking 3.92  .77 3.66  .78 3.98  .82 3.69  .83 
Self-Competence 3.64  .57 3.37  .61 3.56  .63 3.36  .61 
Self-Kindness 3.40  .57 3.28  .67 3.43  .77 3.40  .64 
Self-Judgment 3.08  .75 3.18  .74 3.11  .82 3.38  .75 
Note: N = 142 


