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Abstract

     The purpose of this study was to test the hypothesis that there is a significant relationship between parental divorce and increased levels of impulsiveness in adults whose parents were divorced while they were young.  Participants were adults, both male and female aged 18 to 29 chosen from a suburban community in the northeastern United States.  Participants were given the Barratt Impulsiveness Scale version 11 (BIS-11) (Patton, Stanford, & Barratt; 1995) and results were compared between participants whose parents were divorced and whose parents were still married.  A significant relationship was found (p < .05) between the two variables.  These results may further the theory that there are negative effects associated with parental divorce on children.

Relationship between divorce and impulsiveness

     In the United States, Divorce has become a very common experience for children.  According to Zill and Nord (1993) in the United States about 50% of all marriages end in divorce which affects approximately 1.5 million children every year.  Over the last several years, there has been a large amount of research done on both the immediate and long term effects of divorce on children.  While there has been quite a bit of research on the long-term effects of divorce on the social and educational development of children, few studies have examined the long term effects of divorce on impulsiveness.  In this study, I intend to determine what effect divorce has on the long term impulsiveness of children from divorced families. 

     Much of the past research has shown divorce to have negative effects on children which has led a large portion of the American public to believe that divorce leaves lasting emotional scars on the children.  Lately, these views have been challenged due to new studies that show the difficulty in distinguishing children of divorce from other children, along with criticisms of the limitations of previous studies (Zill, Morrison, & Coiro, 1993).

     Reconciling the differences between the idea that children from divorced families have more psychological problems than children from non-divorced families and the idea that children from divorced and non-divorced families show no psychological difference has been a problem.  The differences in opinion seem to be divided along the lines of clinical versus non-clinical research.  It is quite often reported in clinical research that children from divorced families have more psychological problems than do children from non-divorced families while non-clinical research generally does not report such findings.  It has been suggested that one of the main reasons for this differing of opinions is due to the methodology used when diagnosing psychological problems in children from divorced families (Laumann-Billings & Emery, 2000).  

     Tucker et al. (1997) reported a positive correlation between parental divorce and premature mortality.  The association between death from injury for men and parental divorce was significant.  They also supported previous research with their findings that both men and women who experienced parental divorce had a higher chance of becoming divorced themselves.  As well, men who experienced parental divorce had lower levels of education and participated less in social activities when compared to men whose parents had remained married.  Women who had experienced parental divorce tended to smoke more, which was a predictor of mortality risk for women.  Tucker et al. (1997) proposed that stress was a result of parental divorce, which in turn could lead to psychophysiological, social and health problems.  

    It has been reported in several studies that boys from divorced families have a higher chance of showing impulsive, reckless and antisocial behavior than do girls (e.g. Guidubaldi, Cleminshaw, Perry & McLoughlin, 1983).  Caspi, Elder, & Bem (1987) suggest that this behavior could continue into adulthood if the boys are not removed from environments that reinforce such unfavorable actions.  

     When parents get divorced while their child is still in his or her adolescent years, the divorce will provide a guideline for his or her own romantic relationships later on in life.  It can lead to a lower level of satisfaction in dating relationships and to higher chances of becoming divorced (Summers, Forehand, Armistead & Tannenbaum, 1998).

     Impulsiveness has generally been perceived as one of the more negative aspects of human personality.  It has been cited as an instigating factor in problems such as pathological gambling (Castellani & Rugle, 1995).  It has also been linked to eating disorders such as bulimia (Lledo & Waller, 2001) as well as use of illegal drugs (Schafer, Blanchard, & Fals-Stewart, 1994; Vitaro, Brendgen, Ladouceur, & Tremblay 2001).  Schafer et al. (1994) also linked impulsiveness to risky sexual behavior.  

     Hollander and Rosen (2000) stated that disorders such as intermittent explosive disorder, kleptomania, pyromania, and pathological gambling can be characterized by impulsivity.  They also stated that impulsivity is a characteristic of borderline, antisocial, histrionic and narcissistic personality disorders.  

     It has been demonstrated that highly impulsive people are involved in a higher number of risk taking behaviors than people that are considered to be low impulsive.  These high impulsive people have a higher risk of personal injury and can also be a source of injury to other people (Stanford, Greve, Boudreaux, Mathias & Brumbelow, 1996).  

     Stanford et al. (1996) also found that people with lower levels of education scored higher on the Barratt Impulsiveness Scale (BIS-11) than did people with higher levels of education.  Wiehe (1987) also found that people having an educational level of “high school or less” scored higher on the BIS-10 than people with an educational level of “more than high school”.

     It was reported by Luengo, Carrillo-de-la-pena, Otero, and Romero (1994) that “impulsivity is associated with a future increase in antisocial behavior, as well as being a marker of antisocial behavior at a given time” (p. 545).  They also reported that there were different correlations between impulsivity and different antisocial behaviors.  Rule breaking, vandalism and aggression were the three types of antisocial behavior that were most closely correlated with impulsivity.

     I hypothesize that divorce does have a significant effect on the impulsiveness of children from divorced families in their adult years.  Using divorce as my independent variable I will be using the BIS-11 to measure impulsiveness as my dependent variable.  Impulsiveness will be defined as an inability to control reactions to situations and stimuli without first giving rational thought to it.  Rational thought can be described as thought in which a person has an understanding of his or her situation and is able to make an intellectual decision on his or her actions.  My hypothesis stems from the fact that there has been quite a bit of literature published stating the negative effects of divorce on children and their development.  It also comes from the suggestion by Caspi, Elder and Bem (1987) that impulsive behavior in boys can continue into adulthood if not dealt with in a timely manner.  

Method

Participants

     Two hundred and fifty adults will participate in this experiment.  There will be one hundred and twenty five males and one hundred and twenty five females.  Their ages will range from 18 years to 29 years with a mean age of 24.  Participants will be selected at random from the population of Long Island.  The sample will be representative of the ethnic groups found on Long Island and include White, African American, American Indian, Alaska Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander, and people of more than one ethnicity.  The study will be advertised by random digit dialing.  The final participants will be selected using a questionnaire that asks about the marital status of their parents, whether or not their parents are still alive and mental health history.  Only the participants that report that both their parents are still alive and that their parents are also willing and able to participate in this study will be selected.  Also only the participants that do not report any history of mental illness in themselves or any close relatives will be used in the final study.  All participants will be paid twenty dollars for their participation in this experiment.

     Parents.  Five hundred parents will participate in this experiment, 250 males and 250 females.  Their ages will range from 48 years to 66 years with a mean age of 53 years.  All will be parents of participants selected earlier in the study.  They will also paid twenty dollars for their participation in this experiment.

     Friends and Relatives.  Three hundred and sixty six close friends and relatives of the primary participants will also participate in this study.  Their ages will range from 18 to 56 years of age.  The mean age will be 27 years.  The ethnicity of these participants will include all of the ethnicities reported for the primary participants.  They will also be paid twenty dollars each for their participation.  

Apparatus
     The questionnaires will be given in rooms measuring 18 feet long, 12 feet wide and 10 feet high.  The rooms will each contain one wooden table and an office chair.  The rooms will be located away from any places where distractions might originate.  The first questionnaire for determining the participants of the study will be an open ended self report questionnaire created specifically for this study.  The main questionnaire to be used in this experiment is the Barratt Impulsiveness Scale version 11 (BIS-11; Patton, Stanford & Barratt, 1995).  It was reported that alpha coefficients for the total BIS-11 score were “within acceptable limits for use in applied studies across all groups” (p. 772).  Specific alpha coefficients were given for four separate groups:  Baylor undergraduates - .82, substance- abuse patients - .79, general psychiatric patients - .83, prison inmates - .80.  The BIS-11 is a 34 item self report Likert-type scale.  All items are scored on a four-point scale, one being the least impulsive and four being the most impulsive.  The higher the total sum for all questions the more impulsive the person.  Examples of some items on the BIS-11 are:

· I “squirm” at plays or lectures         

· I  don’t “pay attention”                    

· I spend or charge more than I earn  

· I change jobs                                    

· I have “racing” thoughts

· I change hobbies

· I say things without thinking

· I make up my mind quickly
Design
     Variables.  The independent variable for this study is whether or not the participants’ parents are married or divorced.  The dependent variable for this experiment is impulsiveness.  Impulsiveness can be defined as responding to situations or stimuli without first giving logical thought about the response.  In an attempt to eliminate heritability as a possible factor, this study will also include the parents of the participants.  They too will be administered the BIS-11.  This study hopes to eliminate specific environmental factors.  These factors could potentially be another source of impulsiveness in the participants.  Although it will not required of the participants, they will be asked to bring in any close friends or relatives.  Close friends or relatives included people that one spends more than 25 hours a week with.  They will also be administered the BIS-11.  

     Conditions and Assignment.  Participants will be studied based on the condition of their parents’ marital status.  There will be 130 participants whose parents have remained married.  Of these 130 participants, there will be 67 females and 63 males.  There will be 120 participants whose parents were divorced while they were between the ages of 2 and 17. Of these 120 participants there will be 58 females and 62 males.  

Procedure
     This study will take place at Stony Brook University.  The participants would first answer the initial questionnaire by phone when the experimenter called their house.  If the participant meets the requirements of the study he or she will then be given a time to come in to take the questionnaire.  When the primary participant arrives with his or her parents and friends and family, they will all be shown to a large waiting room where they will all receive consent forms to read over and sign.  Then, the primary participant will be led into the testing room, seated in the office chair behind the wooden desk and given the BIS-11.  Once the participant has finished he or she will be led to a second waiting room while the participants’ parents and anyone else that accompanied the participant complete the questionnaire.  Like the primary participant they will also be led into the second waiting room so that they can not discuss the questionnaire with the ones who still have yet to take it.  
Results

     A one-way ANOVA will be used to ascertain whether or not there is a significant difference between parental divorce and increased levels of impulsiveness in children of divorced parents once they reach adulthood.  In this study the null hypothesis states that there will be no difference in scores on the BIS-11 between participants whose parents were divorced during their childhood and participants whose parents have remained married.  The experimental hypothesis states that there will be an increase in scores for participants whose parents were divorced during their childhood as compared to participants whose parents have remained married.  The independent and dependent variables are parental marital status and level of impulsiveness respectively.  

     Figure 1 clearly illustrates the fact that the participants whose parents remained married scored lower on the BIS-11 than did participants whose parents were divorced sometime during their childhood.  The mean score for participants whose parents were divorced while they were in their childhood is 69.24.  The mean score for participants whose parents have remained married is 63.16.  The difference between these two mean scores is statistically significant (p < .05).

Discussion

     The hypothesis for this study was that there would be a significant relationship between parental divorce and higher than normal levels of impulsiveness in adults whose parents were divorced while they were still in their childhood.  The results of this study have shown that there is indeed a significant relationship between parental divorce and above average levels of impulsiveness in adults whose parents were divorced while they were in childhood.  

     This study has supported the suggestion of Caspi et al. (1987) that impulsiveness in childhood caused by parental divorce could continue into adulthood.  It could also lend some support to the study done by Summers et al. (1998) who stated that parental divorce could lead to lower levels of satisfaction in dating relationships and a higher chance of getting divorced.  This study also provides evidence against the criticisms raised by Zill et al. (1993) who stated that they do not believe that there is a positive relationship between divorce and negative effects on children whose parents have been divorced.  

     The biggest limitation of this study is that it by no means implies that divorce is a cause of increased levels of impulsiveness in adults whose parents were divorced when they were young; it merely shows that there is some sort of relationship between the two.  Another possible limitation of this study is the sample size.  If the sample size had been larger it could have made the findings of this study more concrete.  The restricted sampling of this study is also a limitation.  The participants of this study were selected from only a small suburban section of the northeastern United States.  The results of this study probably should not be generalized to an extensive population until a much larger study is done.  The fact that only one measure of impulsiveness was used in this study is another limitation.  Despite the fact that it is one of the most widely used measures of impulsiveness, the BIS-11 is not the only measure of impulsiveness and it is also not necessarily the best of them.  Problems may have arisen due to the fact that the questionnaire used for selecting the participants of the main part of this study was created specially for this study and has never been used before.  Also the amount of money paid to participants of this study may not have been enough.  If they were offered more for their participation then it is possible that more participants could have been selected for inclusion in this study.  Requiring that participants come to the university to take part in the study may also have reduced the number of willing or able participants due to the hassle of having to get to the university.  Controlling for other external variables was difficult.  It is possible that not enough was done to control various environmental influences that might affect the participants in the study.  An example would be the media having an influence on the impulsive behavior of the participants. 

     The overall conclusion of this study is that there is a relationship between parental divorce and higher levels of impulsiveness in adults whose parents were divorced when they were young.  This study does have some serious implications.  Since parental divorce has now been linked to higher levels of impulsiveness in children whose parents were divorced it could mean that parental divorce can be linked to things related to impulsiveness such as pathological gambling (Castellani & Rugle, 1995), eating disorders (Lledo & Waller, 2001) use of illegal drugs (Schafer et al., 1994; Vitaro, et al., 2001), risky sexual behavior (Schafer et al., 1994), and certain manias and other mental disorders (Hollander & Rosen, 2000).  The results of this study should be taken into consideration when parents get divorced to avoid future complications for their children.  This study does imply that there could be some truth to the theory that parental divorce does have a negative long-term effect on children.  

     New research should be conducted to determine if parental divorce really is a cause of increased levels of impulsiveness in adults whose parents were divorced during their childhood.  Currently there are plans to conduct a longitudinal study of children whose parents have recently been divorced and of children whose parents are still together.  This study would hope to better determine the causes of the higher levels of impulsiveness in adults whose parents were divorced while they were still children.  This study would also seek to determine if there are any long-term gender differences in the levels of impulsiveness in adults whose parents have been divorced.  Divorce is an unfortunate part of society today, and it is even more unfortunate when children are involved, but hopefully with time and effort a way can be found to minimize any negative effects that parental divorce might have on children.  
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Figure Caption

Figure 1.  Mean score on BIS-11 as a function of parental marital status.
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