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ABSTRACT
The occurrence of divorce seems to have impact on parent–
child communication, with subsequent implications on the
children well-being and development. The present study aims
to analyze the influence that divorce has on parent–child
communication comparing 102 participants from post-
divorced families and 100 participants from intact nuclear
families. Measures consisted of a sociodemographic question-
naire and Perception Scale of Parenting Communication.
Despite literature indicators, the main findings reveal the
absence of significant statistical differences between both
family structures, concerning to parent–child communication.
Overall, it was registered some statistically significant differ-
ences concerning to specific divorce variables. These findings
demystifying the idea that post-divorce families establish less
positive communication patterns when compared with intact
nuclear families.
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Introduction

According to Segrin and Flora (2005), communication is defined as “a
transactional process from which individuals create, share and regulate
meanings” (p. 15). In family context, communication enables one to identify,
comprehend, and respond to the specific needs of each member during the
life cycle (Carr, 2006), determining specifically how parenting will take place
(Herbert, 2004), in order to promote the well-adjusted development of
children (Bornstein, 2002; Rivero-Lazcano, Martínez-Pampliega, & Iraurgi,
2011).

According to Pragmatics of Human Communication (Watzlawick, Beavin,
& Jackson, 1967/1993), it is impossible not to communicate, that is, all
communication is behavior and all behavior translates a communicative
intention. Based on this premise, it becomes difficult to operationalize the
dimensions that integrate and characterize the parent–child communication.
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In this, Portugal and Alberto (2013, 2014) conducted some studies with
parents, adolescents and school-age children with a purpose of identifying
the main characteristics of parent–child communication. The results of these
investigations highlighted as dimensions of parent–child communication: (a)
emotional support/affective expression (involves the exchange of positive
messages between family members and refers to characteristics of commu-
nication, such as clarity, effective problem solving, supportive statements and
demonstration of empathy); (b) parental availability to communication
(reflects willingness to answer questions, having an open-minded attitude,
balancing openness with privacy and being responsive to particular charac-
teristics); metacommunication (refers to the extent to which parents are able
to communicate about communication with their children); (d) parental and
children confidence/sharing (refers to sharing personal problems and inti-
macy issues, both from the parent and child’s perspectives; it is related to
work, relationships, friendships, family; sharing issues should be balanced
with an individual’s own privacy); and (e) negative communication patterns
(focused on the negative aspects of communication, such as hesitancy to
share, negative styles of interaction and selectivity and caution in what it is
shared) (Portugal & Alberto, 2013, 2014).

Although these characteristics tend to remain more or less stable during
the family life cycle (Laursen & Collins, 2004), there are events (normative
and/or accidental) that can cause changes in parent–child communication
and that will reflect on the quality of the relationship between parents and
children. In this sense, changes in family structure as a result of a divorce can
have significant effects on communication between parents and children
(Afifi, Huber, & Ohs, 2006; Afifi, Granger, Joseph, Denes, & Aldeis, 2014;
Eldar-Avidan, Haj-Yahia, & Greenbaum, 2009; Herzog & Cooney, 2002;
Lewis, Wallerstein, & Johnson-Reitz, 2004; Linker, Stolberg, & Green, 1999;
McManus & Nussbaum, 2011). When family structure undergoes significant
changes, typical communication processes of that family are also likely to
change since divorce represents the need for restructuring and reorganization
(Carr, 2006; Segrin & Flora, 2005).

The literature qualifies divorce as being an accidental crisis (Peck &
Manocherian, 1995) and a painful and disruptive family process, as much
so for the parents as for the children (Afifi et al., 2006). Separation and
divorce rates increased sharply over the last three decades in Europe as
a result of the transformations in which society, families, and marriages
have passed (Torres, 2010). According to Eurostat (2018), approximately
2.2 million marriages and 946 thousand divorces took place in Europe in
2015. These figures may be expressed as 4.3 marriages for every 1000 persons
(crude marriage rate) and 1.9 divorces for every 1000 persons (crude divorce
rate). Studies have been conducted with the purpose of analyzing the impact
of divorce on family relationships. Bing, Nelson, and Wesolowski (2009)
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found that one of the relevant variables to understand the impact that the
divorce has in the short term (i.e., 6months after divorce) on the adjustment
of children to parental separation, concerns the level of involvement with the
Court. According to the authors, the greater the involvement of the family
with the Court to address aspects related to divorce and children custody, the
lesser will be the favorable divorce conditions, the child coping ability, as well
as the positive divorce resolution and the levels of external supports. Thus,
the authors consider that the level of involvement with the Court reflects the
family conflict, that is, the greater the involvement, the greater the level of
marital conflict. The literature also shows that these adverse effects may
extend over time. For instance, the study by McManus and Nussbaum
(2011), in order to identify the parameters of the stressors associated with
divorce (e.g., concerns related to rebuilding the family, financial issues,
sharing of time, communication, conflict management), shown that 10
years after the separation, families continue to experience some of these
problems, suggesting that the divorce consequences may be felt in the long
term.

Although a significant part of the literature emphasizes the less positive
aspects and the risks that divorce represents for the exercise of parenting, one
must not overlook certain possible advantages which this event may bring to
parental relationship as well as to parent–child interaction. Lambert (2007)
carried out a qualitative study that analyzed the young adults’ perceptions of
their parents’ divorces, identifying some advantages (e.g., greater resistance
to bear the crisis, closer ties to siblings and other family members, perception
that parents are now happier individuals, knowing what not to do in an
intimate relationship, perception of greater attention or care received from
each of the parents, less tension and stress in the family, increase in one’s
personal social network) and some disadvantages (e.g., difficulty when defin-
ing visits/holidays with each parent, lack of an uniform parental model,
hostility between the parents, decrease in economic conditions). The results
of the literature review made by Lansford (2009) corroborate these findings,
demonstrating that although divorce has an immediate negative impact on
children’s academic performance and behavior, the majority of young people
whose parents have divorced do not present this type of problem over time.

In spite of the existence of some studies about divorce effect on family
dynamics, research is scarce specifically in what concerns the relationship
between divorce and parent–child communication (Ferraro, Davis, Petren, &
Pasley, 2016). Recently, Supratman (2017) highlighted the confusion adoles-
cents experienced in communicating with both parents at the beginning of
the divorce, and suggested that effective interpersonal communication imme-
diately started to shape after the single parents succeed to adapt to a new
social family pattern. Nevertheless, the author emphasizes the paradigm shift
in looking at the value of the family unit, considering that the stigma in
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divorced families is no longer seen negatively, thus facilitating the adjustment
of parent–child communication to the new family configuration.

Cohen, Leichtentritt, and Volpin (2012) also designed a qualitative study
focused on mothers’ subjective experiences of communication about, not
only what they choose to disclosure and to hide from their children, but
also the feelings, concerns, and perceptions that drove their communication.
A main result highlighted from this study is that mothers feel the obligation
to maintain a good fatherly image on the communication with their children
and, also, they wish to preserve a strong maternal figure. In any case, study
participants highlighted the importance to maintain the well-being of their
children and, consequently, to adjust communication patterns in a post-
divorce stage toward that goal. The authors suggest that further studies
should analyze which sociodemographic variables influence divorce-related
communication. Another qualitative study conducted by Markham,
Hartenstein, Mitchell, and Aljayyousi-Khalil (2017), with the purpose of
analyzing the communication among parents who share physical custody
after divorce, concluded that share physical custody doesn’t improve copar-
ental communication by itself; what seems to really matter in the improve-
ment of coparental communication is parental decision about exercising or
not the share physical custody.

The literature so far presents, however, two main limitations: (a) the
existing studies are more focused on a retrospective design, ignoring the
family reorganization phase which takes place immediately after the divorce,
and (b) most of the studies are based on a qualitative approach and, conse-
quently, analyze small-scale samples (about 10–20 subjects). In addition to
these constraints, there is a gap in literature research, specifically about
parent–child communication and family divorce. For these reasons, the
present study proposes to compare the parent–child communication per-
ceived by parents and children from intact nuclear families and by parents
and children from post-divorce families, in order to identify how family
structures differ in the degree to which they use several communication
characteristics (those conceptualize by Portugal & Alberto, 2014). Since
divorce tends to occur in marriages between 10 and 30 years of living
together (Eurostat, 2018), this study will focus on two distinct family life
cycles, namely, families with school-age children and families with adolescent
children. We posed the following three research questions:

RQ1: Is there any statistical differences in parent–child communication
characteristics between post-divorce and intact nuclear families’ participants?
If so, in what dimensions do these differences occur?

RQ2: Is there any statistical differences in parent–child communication
characteristics according to the sociodemographic variables of the
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participants, namely gender and family structure (single parents with and
without child custody and subjects of reconstituted families with and without
child custody)?

RQ3: Are there any statistical differences in parent–child communication
specifically in post-divorce participants according to divorce process vari-
ables (divorce years and nature of divorce process at Court)?

Materials and method

Sample

The sample consisted of 202 participants (n = 55 fathers, 75 mothers, 41 sons,
and 31 daughters) distributed over two subsamples: 102 participants from
post-divorced (PD) families and 100 participants from intact nuclear (IN)
families. A chi-square test was performed to compare the proportion of cases
from each family condition, having not found statistically significant differ-
ences between the two subgroups [X2 (1, N = 202) = .02, p < .88]. This means
that the proportion of participants in each condition was not significantly
different in terms of their family structure.

Specifically, the subsample of PD subjects consisted of 29 fathers (28.4%),
39 mothers (38.2%), 19 sons (18.6%) and 15 daughters (14.7%). The parents’
ages varied from 23 to 60 years (M = 41.72, SD = 7.90) and the children’s
ages ranged from 7 to 16 years (M= 11.41, SD = 2.84); 16 (47.1%) of the sons/
daughters were school-aged children (7–11 years old) and 18 (52.9%) were
adolescents (12–16 years of age). As for the level of education obtained by the
parents, nine parents (13.2%) had only reached elementary school, eight
(11.8%) had completed the 6th grade, 15 (22.1%) completed the 9th grade,
22 (32.4%) had concluded their secondary education (10th to 12th grades),
and 14 (20.6%) obtained a university degree. As for the sons/daughters, 10
children (29.4%) were still in the beginning of the elementary school, 9
(26.5%) were in the 5th and 6th grades, 11 (32.4%) were in the 7th to 9th

grades and 4 (11.8%) were senior high school teenagers (10th to 12th grades).
In terms of socioeconomic status, it was verified by means of calculations

based on indicators on the parents’ professions and available income of the
INE (Portuguese Statistics) that the majority of the parents belonged to the
socioeconomic middle class (n = 46, 67.6%), followed by lower socioeco-
nomic class (n = 20, 29.4%) and upper socioeconomic class (n = 2, 2.9%). In
what concerns family structure, 62 participants (60.8%) belong to single-
parent families with child custody, 19 (18.6%) to single-parent families with-
out child custody, 15 (14.7%) to reconstituted families with child custody and
6 (5.4%) participants belong to reconstituted families without child custody.
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In terms of Court procedural information, the divorce process of most of the
participants (n = 66, 64.7%) report to the last 3 years and 36 (25.5%) report
to more than 6 years. The majority of the PD subjects are in a custody
regulation process (that is, parents negotiate practical aspects about parental
responsibilities after divorce at the Court; e.g., decided at Court who will bear
major parental responsibilities (n = 54, 52.9%). Twenty-eight (27.5%) are in
a default custody process (that is, parents attempt to settle some incompat-
ibilities about previous custody arrangement proposed by Court; e.g., parents
didn’t pay the financial amount agreed in Court of their child), and 20
(19.6%) are in a custody amendment process (that is, the Court has proposed
changing some aspects of their previous agreement; e.g., asking children to
spend the night with the nonresident parent). Among these participants, 84
(82.4%) still have their case in process and 18 (17.6%) already have a Court
decision.

The subsample of IN families consisted of 26 fathers (26%), 36 mothers
(36%), 22 sons (22%) and 16 daughters (16%). The parents’ ages ranged from
25 to 51 years (M = 40.49, SD = 3.33) and the sons/daughters were aged 7 to
16 (M = 10.87, SD = 2.05), 23 (59%) are being school-aged children (7–11
years old) and 16 (41%) are adolescents (12–16 years old). As for the level of
education obtained by the parents, 6 parents (9.8%) had only concluded the
4th grade, 11 (18%) had completed the 6th grade, 17 (27.9%) completed the
9th grade, 11 (18%) had concluded their secondary education (10th to 12th

grades), and finally 16 (26.2%) obtained a university degree. As for the sons/
daughters, 14 children (35.9%) were still in the first four Grades, 12 (30.8%)
were in the 5th and 6th grades, 10 (25.6%) were in the 7th to 9th grades and 3
(7.7%) were Senior High school teenagers (10th to 12th grades). In terms of
socioeconomic status, the majority of the parents belonged to the socio
economic middle class (n = 47, 75.8%), followed by the lower socioeconomic
class (n = 7, 11.3%) and the upper socioeconomic class (n = 8, 12.9%).

Measures

Data collection was carried out with recourse to two instruments (approxi-
mately 20-min paper-and-pencil questionnaire): a sociodemographic data
sheet and the three versions (child, adolescent, and parent) of the
Perception Scale of Parenting Communication (COMPA). The sociodemo-
graphic data sheet dealt with information related to participants’ variables,
such as gender, age, completed study years, life cycle stage, socioeconomic
status, and family structure. In the specific case of the PD sample, the socio
demographic data sheet also looked for information on legal procedures,
such as process typology (for example, amendment of parental responsibility
or regulation of parental responsibilities), length of the process in years and
stage of the proceedings (any Court decision on the process).
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The Perception Scale of Parenting Communication (COMPA; Portugal &
Alberto, 2014) is a self-report instrument that evaluates communication char-
acteristics between parents and children using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Never,
5 = Always). In the present study, the versions for parents, for children aged 7
to 11, and for adolescents aged 12 to 16 were used. Both the child and
adolescent versions included the same items, one to be answered regarding
the mother and another one to be answered regarding the father. The parental
version (COMPA-P) has 44 items distributed over five subscales (emotional
support/affective expression, parental availability to communication, metacom-
munication, parental confidence/sharing, children confidence/sharing). In the
original validation study, the subscales registered values of internal consistency
between α = .52 and α = .86 and in the present study, the values range from α =
.47 to α = .89. The version for children aged 7 to 11 (COMPA-C) has 16 items
distributed over two subscales (parental availability to communication, emo-
tional support/affective expression); in the original study, the two subscales
presented values of internal consistency between α = .76 and α = .86 and in the
present study the values range from α = .80 to α = .98. Finally, the COMPA-A
version for adolescents aged 12 to 16 consists of 39 items distributed over five
subscales (parental availability to communication, children confidence/sharing,
emotional support/affective expression, metacommunication, negative commu-
nication patterns), showed values of internal consistency between α = .62 and α
= .87 in the original study and in the present study the values range from α = .32
to α = .89. Although internal consistency values are very similar to those
obtained in the original study (Portugal & Alberto, 2014), in the present
study certain coefficients for Cronbach’s α were found to be less than α = .70
for some scales, which is considered low according to the literature (Nunally,
1978). Thus, the results of the present research should entail a certain amount
of precaution. The negative communication patterns dimension, with respect to
mothers (COMPA-A) in the subsamples of IN families, which obtained α =
0.32, was not subject to analysis.

Procedure

The study was conducted in Portugal, specifically in Coimbra and Oporto.
After the project was submitted to the Núcleos de Infância e Juventude do
Instituto da Segurança Social (Nucleus for Children and Youth of the
Social Security Institute), authorization was requested for data collection
from PD families’ subjects. These organizations provide support to
Juvenile and Family Courts, facilitating answers to parenting questions
when families are in the process of determining child custody and other
child protection issues. The research and its objectives were presented to
the staff that composed these teams, who in turn informed the PD
families’ subjects to ensure them of the independence of the research,
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meaning that no connection would be made to any process potentially
pending in the Court. In cases where PD subjects agreed to cooperate
(requiring a signed informed consent declaration), the measures were
applied by a research team member in a room provided for data collec-
tion. The selection of subjects was made considering two aspects: (a) the
availability of the team member to be in the organizations on the
same day that the subjects arrived there; and (b) the voluntariness of
the participants to collaborate with the present study (either by complet-
ing the measures themselves or by authorizing the minor children to
participate in the investigation; in this case, a member of the research
team helped the school children to fill the instruments). Thus, the par-
ents/children of the PD sample collection were based on a convenience
process. Data collection for parents/children of the IN families sub-sample
was also performed through a convenience sampling process that evolved
in the snowball technique, that is, the first subjects to whom the measures
were applied suggested others available to participate. After the presenta-
tion of the project and the receipt of the Informed Consent Form, the
measures were applied individually in a quiet place. A member of the
research team helped the schoolchildren complete the measures when they
had any doubts.

All procedures performed in this study were in accordance with the
ethical standards of the institutional and/or national research committee
and with the 1964 Helsinki declaration and its later amendments.
Participants received information about the research and assurance of
confidentiality, as well as the right to terminate their collaboration, if
they so wished, without suffering any kind of consequences. After clar-
ification of any questions regarding the study, informed consent was
obtained from all individual participants included in the study. As for
the children and adolescents, before obtaining their own consent, the
authorization of their parents was necessary. Data collection for the
sample occurred over a period of 12 months.

Statistical analysis

The analysis of the normality of the distribution and the homogeneity of
the variances showed that these conditions were not satisfied for the
variables analyzed in the present study, namely: family structure, partici-
pant gender, and variables of the divorce process (years of divorce and the
nature of the divorce process). For this reason, non-parametric tests were
used, specifically the Kruskal–Wallis and Mann–Whitney tests.
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Results

RQ1: Is there any statistical differences in parent–child communication
characteristics between post-divorce and intact nuclear families’ partici-
pants? If so, in what dimensions do these differences occur?

The results did not show any statistically significant differences with
regard to communication characteristics in the opinion of parents, school-
aged children and adolescents from IN and PD subsamples.

RQ2: Is there any statistical differences in parent–child communication
characteristics according to the sociodemographic variables of the partici-
pants, namely gender and family structure (single parents with and without
child custody and subjects of reconstituted families with and without child
custody)?

Regarding the variable gender, in the subsample of parents/children from
PD families, the results have shown that mothers perceived greater parental
confidence/sharing (Mdn = 38.60) than fathers [(Mdn = 28.64), U = 396.00,
z = − 2.049, p = .040], and also more emotional support/affective expression
(Mdn = 39.11) than fathers [(Mdn = 27.91), U = 373.50, z = − 2.305, p =
.021]. In relation to the children, only adolescents revealed statistically sig-
nificant differences in parent–child communication regarding mothers.
Adolescents girls perceived greater mother availability to communication
(Mdn = 14.20) than adolescent boys [(Mdn = 6.83), U = 4.00, z = − 2.744,
p = .006], and also perceived better mother emotional support/affective
expression (Mdn = 12.80) than adolescent boys [(Mdn = 7.42), U = 11.00,
z = − 2.023, p = .043] (see Table 1).

Table 1. Statistical differences in parent–child communication characteristics according to parti-
cipants sex (U Mann–Whitney Test).
PD participants

COMPA’s Version N Mdn U p*

Male Female

Parental confidence/sharing COMPA-P 68 28.64 38.60 396.00 .040
Emotional support/affect COMPA-P 68 27.91 39.11 375.50 .021
Availability to communication COMPA-A (in relation to mother) 17 6.83 14.20 4.00 .006
Emotional support/affect COMPA-A (in relation to mother) 17 7.42 12.80 11.00 .043
IN participants
Availability to communication COMPA-C (in relation to mother) 22 8.68 14.32 29.50 .035
Availability to communication COMPA-C (in relation to father) 22 8.45 14.55 27.00 .024
Emotional support/affect COMPA-C (in relation to mother) 22 7.68 15.32 18.50 .006

*p < 0.05.
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In the sub-sample of parents/children of IN families, only school-age
children revealed statistically significant differences between girls and boys
in parent–child communication regarding mothers. School-age girls per-
ceived greater availability of the mother for communication (Mdn = 14.32)
than boys of school age [(Mdn = 8.68), U = 29.50, z = − 2.109, p = .035], and
also greater availability of the father for communication (Mdn = 14.55) than
the school-age boys [(Mdn = 8.45), U = 27.00, z = − 2.261, p = .024].
Furthermore, school-age girls tended to perceive greater emotional sup-
port/affective expression of their mothers (Mdn = 15.32) than school-age
boys [(Mdn = 7.68), U = 18.50, z = − 2.769, p = .006] (see Table 1).

As to the family structure variable, only the results of the sub-sample of
the parents were considered statistically significant, since the size of the
children subsample was too small for each category of family structure
(that is, single parents with child custody, single parents without child
custody, parents of families reconstituted with child custody, parents of
reconstituted families without child custody and IN families). Using the
nonparametric Kruskal–Wallis Test, it was found that the main statistically
significant differences occurred between single parents with custody of chil-
dren and parents of reconstituted families without child custody. Parents of
single-parent families with child custody tended to perceive better emotional
support/affective expression [X2 (4, n = 68) = 13,052, p = .011], metacom-
munication [X2 (4, n = 68) = 14,992, p = .005], parental confidence/sharing
[X2 (4, n = 68) = 14.929, p = .005] and children confidence/sharing [X2 (4,
n = 68) = 14.037, p = .007] communication dimensions, compared to parents
of reconstituted families without child custody (see Table 2).

RQ3: Are there any statistical differences in parent–child communication
specifically in post-divorce participants according to divorce process vari-
ables (divorce years and nature of divorce process at Court)?

In what concerns the years of divorce, the results obtained did not show
any statistically significant differences in the communication characteristics
in the opinion of parents, school-age children and adolescents. However,

Table 2. Statistical differences in parent–child communication characteristics, specifically in PD
participants, according to family structure (Kruskal–Wallis Test).

COMPA’s Version N Mdn H p*

SPCC** PRFC***

Emotional support/affect COMPA-P 68 75.51 31.58 13.052 .011
Metacommunication COMPA-P 68 70.36 34.58 14.992 .005
Parental confidence/sharing COMPA-P 68 78.24 26.83 14.929 .005
Children confidence/sharing COMPA-P 68 75.19 26.58 14.037 .007

*p < 0.05; ** single parents with child custody; ***parents from reconstituted families without custody.
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some statistically significant differences were found in relation to the nature
of the process: a statistically significant difference in the availability of
communication by school-age children was found. That is, school-age chil-
dren tended to perceive less communication availability by the mother
during a custodial regulation process [(Mdn = 6.45), X2 (2, n = 17) =
7.100, p = .029], comparing to school-age children in an amendment regula-
tion (Mdn =13.50) and default custody process (Mdn = 12.30).

Discussion

The theoretical literature considers divorce an unintended event which may
disrupt both the individual’s and the family’s ability to function and com-
municate (Afifi et al., 2006; Peck & Manocherian, 1995). A few studies about
this problematic are available; however, there is a gap in research specifically
about parent–child communication and divorce. For these reasons, the
analysis of the relationship between parent–child communication and
divorce has become a necessary issue today.

The present study reveals a surprising result, to the extent that there are no
statistically significant differences between participants of PD families and
participants of IN families at the level of the communicational characteristics.
That is to say, in none of the analyzed stages of the life cycle, it was found
that the PD families present more communication difficulties than the IN
families. Somehow this result contrasts with much of the literature that
suggests divorce as an accidental event with negative impact on the dynamics
and on parent–child relationship (Afifi et al., 2006; Afifi et al., 2014; Eldar-
Avidan et al., 2009; Herzog & Cooney, 2002; Lewis et al., 2004; Linker et al.,
1999; McManus & Nussbaum, 2011).

Laursen and Collins (2004) consider that the quality of parent–child
communication tends to be stable over time, since communication fluctua-
tions occur essentially due to the main challenges that arise during the family
life cycle. The absence of statistically significant differences between IN and
PD subjects may be due to the fact that communication characteristics prior
to divorce promoted close ties between family members. This hypothesis
suggests that parent–child communication could remain stable and should be
analyzed as a process that promotes adjustment to the unexpected lifetime
crisis (e.g., divorce), although the magnitude of family communication
changes according to previous family history (Allen & Land, 1999). In
other words, the characteristics of communication tend to adjust to the
challenges of the parent–child relationship, but regardless of this, the char-
acteristics of communication tend to reflect the parent–child relationship
prior to divorce.

Furthermore, society gradually tends to accept the divorce as a regular
event (e.g., Ferraro et al., 2016; Supratman, 2017), which is reflected in the
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increase of the divorce’s rate in the last three decades (Torres, 2010). This
increase must be related to social, family and marital changes. Obstacles to
divorce have been substantially weakened by socioeconomic changes linked
to industrialization, urbanization and the recognized active role of women in
society. These social transformations could, in part, justify the absence of
statistically significant differences between parents/children of PD and IN
families. The family is now recognized as a competent system for dealing
with divorce, reducing the stigmatization and mismatch social representation
of these families (Supratman, 2017). It is generally assumed that in the last
four decades, and considering the trivialization of divorce, society has imple-
mented strategies to promote the integration of PD families into social
interaction, reducing the deficient perspective on the composition of these
families (Torres, 2010).

Regarding the eventual effect of gender and the family structure of the
participants, some statistical differences between the subsamples were regis-
tered. Girls of IN families tended to perceive more father and mother
availability for communication compared to boys, and more emotional sup-
port/affective expression on the part of their mothers. These results coincide
with what the literature suggests about the existence of gender differences in
parent–child communication (e.g., Parra & Oliva, 2002; Portugal & Alberto,
2014; Wilson & Koo, 2010). The social representations that favor stereotypes
in relation to parental figures may justify these results: the literature observes
that, traditionally, children of both sexes tend to seek their mothers when
addressing intimate subjects while fathers are more sought for communica-
tion of an instrumental nature (McHale, Crouter, & Whiteman, 2003). We
also found statistically significant differences in gender in parents/children of
the PD sub-sample: mothers tended to perceive more confidence/sharing and
emotional support/affective expression than fathers. Furthermore, adolescent
girls noticed more mother availability to communication than adolescent
boys.

According to some authors (e.g., Cohen et al., 2012; Fitzpatrick &
Marshall, 1996), mothers tended to initiate more frequent interactional
communications with their children, for instance, about their daily routines.
This may justify a more active maternal perception. In line with
McNaughton (2000), mothers’ initiative to communicate may influence
adolescent girls’ interactions, promoting a mother–daughter communication
role based on empathy. Fitzpatrick and Marshall (1996) refer that, in general,
adolescent girls tend to receive more affection and verbal communication
from their parents compared to boys. This result is also understandable when
one considers that the present sample of PD families is composed of mothers
who have custody and therefore spend more time with their children.

Specifically, in PD subsample single-parents with child custody tended to
perceive communication with their children as more emotional support/
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affective expression, metacommunication, parental confidence/sharing, and
children confidence/sharing compared to parents of reconstructed families
without children custody. Considering that COMPA scale highlights specially
the communication frequency, it is expected that parents who are not living
with their children (parents without children custody) spend less time with
them and, thus, perceive less communication interaction in comparison to
parents whom have their children custody (Furstenberg & Nord, 1985).
According to Amato, Loomis, and Booth (1995), divorce generally indicates
a decrease in contact between children and non-resident parents, that is,
those who do not have custody. A possible aspect that could restrain contact
from parents without child custody is the relationship maintained the par-
ental partners with child custody. In conflictual child custody process, the
interactions between children and non-resident parents tend to be scarce
(Furstenberg & Nord, 1985; Herzog & Cooney, 2002; Markham et al., 2017).
This is an even more relevant aspect if we consider that the majority of the
subjects of the PD sub-sample participating in the present study are in the
process of custody regulation in Court, showing difficulties in their negotia-
tion process (as suggest by Bing et al., 2009). Markham et al. (2017) suggest
that the judicial proceedings of custody arrangement by the parental couple
after the divorce process tends to introduce rigidity into their communica-
tion process and restrain the communication characteristics established with
their children.

As the custody process of parents/children of PD subsample was held in
court, it was considered relevant to analyze in what way inherent variables of
divorce process influence parent–child communication. One of the most
surprising results shows the absence of statistically significant differences in
relation to years after divorce. It was expected that parent–child communica-
tion would have been strongly influenced in the first years after the divorce
due to the required family restructuration and time of crisis at that moment
(Lansford, 2009; Lewis et al., 2004). However, this result does not appear in
our study, perhaps because all subjects in our sample had a process in Court
(to custody regulation, or to amendment regulation, or to default custody
process), regardless of how many years have passed since the divorce. In this
sense, it is possible to conclude that all the participants of our subsample
continue to experience crisis events related with child custody as the parents’
inability to negotiate continues to be resolved in the Court (Bing et al., 2009).
Regardless the years that have passed since the divorce, the subjects of our
subsample continue in a restructuration stage (Ferraro et al., 2016). Although
differences in years since divorce were not registered, a statistically significant
difference was found related to the nature of the process, specifically, school-
aged children tend to perceive less availability of the mother to communicate
in the custody regulation process compared to the other two analyzed
processes (custody amendment process and default custody process). This
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result could be understood if we consider that the processes of custody
regulation occur at an early stage of the divorce, that is, is the first process
that succeeds the divorce decision.

Limitations

Although current and compelling, this study presents certain limitations that
require caution with the generalization and discussion of the results. The
literature indicates that the variable parental conflict most often predicts the
well-being of the children/adolescents compared to the variable family com-
position (Bing et al., 2009). Thus, the inclusion of a measure to objectively
assess the level of conflict between the parents in the studied samples would
be useful to discuss the results. A second limitation of the present research is
related to the length of the divorce/child custody processes. According to
Afifi et al. (2014) and Lansford (2009), the age of the children/adolescents
when their parents’ divorce process begins is a critical variable to understand
their adaptation to the event. In the present case of this research, and due to
the difficulty in assembling a specific sample, the processes were selected with
a wide range in terms of their start date (up to 10 years). In some cases,
parents’ divorce occurred more than a decade ago, a factor that may have
influenced the results obtained, because in such circumstances, families had
time to reorganize after the crisis (Lewis et al., 2004). Another limitation of
the present study concerns the size of the sample. In general, each subsample
has a reasonable size and equivalence to do some comparative statistical
analysis; however, it cannot always maintain an appropriate number of
subjects by category (e.g., family structure, nature of the divorce process).
It is important to keep in mind the exploratory nature of this research and it
is necessary to be cautious when generalizing results.

Despite the aforementioned limitations, the present study may offer a basis
for further research. One suggestion for future research is to focus on the
analysis of larger samples and also to develop and validate a theoretical
model that facilitates a deeper understanding of the variables that could
influence the relationship between parent–child communication and divorce.
It would also be appropriate to collect new samples from families who are at
the beginning of the divorce process and not in the custody process of the
child. Finally, the promotion of longitudinal studies on the impact of divorce
on communication characteristics has become a major challenge because it
will allow a better understanding of the percentage of variation in commu-
nication explained by divorce before, during and after its occurrence.

Although the theoretical and empirical literature indicates that divorce is
a disruptive event of parent–child relationships, the present study suggests
that the communicational dimension may not be significantly affected.
Parent–child communication seems to be a dimension with characteristics
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that are likely to be stable over several stages of the life cycle, as well as with
critical events such as marital separation. Thus, the family structure may not
be the most central variable for understanding family communication. In this
sense, the data states that subjects from IN families may also have dysfunc-
tional communication characteristics, just as subjects from PD families may
have positive communication patterns. In accordance with the proposed
premise Pragmatics of Human Communication (Watzlawick et al., 1967/
1993), communication always exists as mediator of family relationships.
What can really change is the contribution of its characteristics to the
relationship. It is vital that clinicians and social work professionals can go
beyond the labels and analyze how families work more widely and globally.
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