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EFFECT OF LOSS OF FATHER THROUGH DIVORCE ON
PERSONALITY OF THE PRESCHOOL CHILD
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Children of divorce suffer psychologically in various ways due to the loss of a parent
through the divorce process. The present study was an attempt to determine the effect of
loss of father through divorce on personality of the preschool child. It examined
personality characteristics of boys and girls of divorced parents residing with the single
parent mother given custody of the youngsters. Results suggested five of the most
frequently found variables for both S groups.
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Divorce is becoming a way of life in America. Since 1890 the divorce rate per 1000
population has risen from 0.6 to over 7.0, according to the 1980 census. Divorce rates
have risen over 36% in the last decade alone. Today approximately one out of every
two marriages ends in divorce (Hart, 1985; Walczac & Burns, 1984). Divorce poses
many child-rearing problems for both the divorced parents, whether or not receiving
child custody, and problems for the children of divorce.

Children of divorce suffer socially, emotionally, and intellectually, particularly
when they are reared by only a single parent. When the household lacks the father
present, children feel abandoned and suffer a loss of self-esteem and alienation
(Adams, Milner, & Schrepf, 1984). For the young child, in early childhood, when the
youngster is establishing the first sense of trust and identity, a loss of father in the
household may be more damaging than divorce later (Lamb, 1986).

Psychoanalytically, the preschool period of development of the child’s personality
is especially significant for the growth of primary attachment to the parent of the same
sex through the process of identification. If parents are divorced, then the child’s
identification may be changed, and this might inhibit future adequate personality
development for the child (Cashmore, 1985; Hamilton, 1977; Teyber & Hoffman,
1987). The effect is greatest for the boy, because he loses the chance to identify with
his father, and this might lead the youth to identify more strongly with the mother than
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might usually happen, resulting in the “feminization” of the male youth (Barnes, 1984;
Mackey, 1985).

Some of the other research suggesting the significance the child’s age as a predictor
of how the boy or girl will react to the parents’ divorce include that of Parke (1981)
and Feirstein (1982). They found that the child’s level of cognitive development has an
effect on their reactions. During the preschool age, child cognition is strongly
egocentric, and the child during this age is more likely to feel responsible for the
divorce.

The preschool period might be the worst time for the child to lose a father by
divorce due to the Oedipal stage. During this period, when the child is between 3 and 6
years, there is an attraction for the opposite-sex parent and a repulsion of the same-sex
parent. The child needs to repress the desires for the former parent and identify with
the latter in order to resolve the conflict. Both boys and girls go through this period.
Nonresolution for the boy might result in him fearing his father and not identifying
with him, he may fear to love his mother or any other female, or he may develop a
female role in a homosexual relationship. For the girl, nonresolution might result in her
fearing her mother and not identifying with her, she may fear to love her father or any
other male, or she may develop a male role in a homosexual relationship (Cashmore,
1985; Klein, 1973; McCoy, 1987).

Problem children and children adjudged as delinquent often come from single
parent homes with the father absent. The loss of the father through divorce occurs any
time in childhood, but its significance is most apparent when the loss occurs before the
end of the preschool years (Dornbusch et al., 1985; Hodgkinson, 1985). The loss of
father at this time seems to be associated with the inhibition of adequate social and
emotional development.

The present study was an attempt to determine the effect of loss of father through
divorce on personality of the preschool child. It examined personality characteristics of
boys and girls of divorced parents residing with the single parent mother given custody
of the youngsters.

METHOD

SUBJECTS

Sixty-six children, including thirty-three boys and thirty-three girls, between the
ages of three and six years, were selected as Ss. All of the children were living with the
single parent mother given custody at the time of divorce, and they were referred for
the study through the social service programs at Lutheran General, Ridgeway, Cuneo,
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and St Joseph Hospitals, Chicago, Illinois.

MATERIALS

An interview schedule was used centering on personality characteristics of the
preschool child. It allowed the interviewer to probe more adequately into the criteria to
provide a more well-rounded data bank for analyses.

PROCEDURE

All of the children were presently, or had been, associated with the social service
programs for some form of aid or treatment as a result of parental divorce. The boys
and girls selected as Ss tended to have personality problems, modifications, or changes
due to loss of father from the current household.

After S selection, information regarding the participants, such as family
background, family relationships, reasons for parental divorce, Ss’ personality
characteristics, and other factors was made available to the researchers by agency
personnel. These criteria were invaluable in attempting to establish a modal personality
for the Ss.

Interviews were conducted at the apartments or homes of the youngsters’ parent at
her convenience. Parents were not allowed in the same room with the children during
the interview session. Under this condition, it was assumed that the children would be
less anxious about the study and discuss the questions more openly and truthfully with
less anxiety. No time limit was given for the termination of the interview session,
however, the mean time was about forty-five minutes per subject.

Data were collected and compiled for each S group according to personality
characteristics of the boys and girls. Table 1 shows the five most frequently found
personality characteristics based on S responses.

These variables were the same for both boys and girls; the major difference in
responses was the rank-order of the factors for each group. Of note was the finding that
although the rank-order was different for the two S groups, the relevant personality
characteristics were not statistically significant between the boy and girl groups. For
each variable found: guilt (z = 1.46, p > 0.05); sociability (z = 1.03, p > 0.05);
withdrawal (z = 1.10, p > 0.05); depression (z = 1.48, p > 0.05), and self-confidence (z
= 0.25), (p > 0.05), the response frequency was not significantly different between the
two S groups.
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TABLE 1
RANK-ORDER, NUMBER, PERCENTAGE OF RESPONSES, AND LEVEL OF SIGNIFICANCE OF
PERSONALITY CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PRESCHOOL CHILD BY SEX OF S

Subjects
Boys Girls
Variables Responses z*
Rank N (%) Rank N (%)
Guilt 1 28 (85) 2 23 (70) 1.45, p > 0.05
Sociability 2 24 (73) 3 20 (61) 1.03, p > 0.05
Withdrawal 3 22 (67) 1 26 (79) 1.10, p > 0.05
Depression 4 21 (64) 5 15 (45) 1.48, p > 0.05
Self-Confidence 5 17 (52) 4 18 (55) 0.25,p>0.05

*20.05=1.96;20.02=2.33;20.01 =2.58;z0.001 =3.18

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

Guilt, sociability, withdrawal, depression, and self-confidence were the most
frequently found psychological characteristics of the preschool child influenced by loss
of father through divorce. Although these variables were the same criteria most
frequently found from the children of each S group, the variables differed in rank-order
by sex of S.

For both the boy and girl respondents guilt was expressed because the youngsters
believed that they were responsible for the parents’ divorce. Preschoolers construe
their interactions with others egocentrically and exclusively within a personal context.
This perspective could have been used by the Ss in their understanding of why there
was loss of father; why the father had physically moved away. The father moved away
because the child was “bad,” and he/she now felt guilty about the family situation. The
Ss also expressed guilt as they believed the arguing, fighting, screaming, and other
negative, conflicting acts between the parents had been precipitated by the youngsters’
actions.

Loss of father tended to make the preschoolers less sociable than before the loss.
The children expressed less interest in social relationships, social initiative, and social
motivation. Within a cognitive context, this might have been an extension of the guilt
they expressed for the parents’ divorce. The Ss feared precipitating another group
disruption through their actions. Of special note was the fact that when the children did
socialize with other youngsters, in many instances, their playmates were children of
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divorce living with the mothers. This might suggest similar personality characteristics
between and among preschool children in this category, not only regarding the
individual personality but the social personality as well!

When compared to the modal personality for the Ss, the preschoolers were more
withdrawn by loss of father. The boys and girls tended to be less responsive with
others at home, at school, and at play. They said that they were unwanted and unloved
by others, so they tended to avoid social contact. Rather than attempting to cope with
problems, conflicts, and frustrations in dealing with close contact with others, the Ss of
both sexes tended not to engage in interaction with others, or engage in limited ways.
This behavior seemed to facilitate their development toward socially detached and
socially unresponsive personalities. The boys tended to express hostile responses more
frequently than did the girls, in relation to others. It’s possible that the boy Ss had
identified this trait in their identifications with the father, as children do identify with
their parents’ faults as well as with their virtues. In this instance, the hostility might
have enhanced the withdrawal.

The children felt depressed or displayed depression, and during the interview stated
that was due to their beliefs of being bad, mean, hated, unloved, unworthy, stupid,
and/or guilty in association with the parental divorce and/or the loss of father.
Regarding the latter, the Ss believed that if they had been “better,” then the father
would not have left the mother. Both boys and girls stated they were depressed or felt
“very bad” because they felt neglected by both parents. In many instances, they
maintained the father did not visit them on a regular basis, and the mother was now
“too busy” to attend to them as she had done before the divorce. Even when the father
might visit, the Ss said the visits were not long enough, the relations were different
from when the father was at home, and the concern for them and their welfare was less
intense.

Loss of confidence for the preschoolers was influenced by the loss of father as a
role model in the identification process. The boy and girl Ss seemed to believe that the
father had been somewhat more organized, as compared with the mother, in the
previous marital relationship. With the father absent from the home, the youngsters felt
less self-confidence. They had less self-reliance, faith, trust, and assurance in their own
abilities and capacities. Some of the boys tended to exhibit typical feminine behavioral
patterns. These Ss would tend to have less self-confidence performing typical
masculine behavioral patterns. One of the most consistent findings, with reference to
this personality characteristic found in the boy and girl S group was that they felt a loss
of self-confidence because the preschoolers thought of themselves as being “bad,” and,
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due to this fact, they either would not or could not have confidence in themselves.
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