Health Psychology and Behavioral Disorders

6}&)0?%‘9““& 6«&&3‘9,

A aallae 3 30y (I Wil 8 5 (I D s ) 41 928 (S Ll sl e

VEYTIT g Ol b

VEYITAN Gy b VEYSYI s Ksk b VEFZAMY il b

HEALTH PSYCHOLOGY a0

BEHAVIORAL DISORDERS
©)b8) LBWS] § ceothuw gwliiisly,

-

)

T

=

Tl Sbsle ohiol MU S e 2l
%j‘v)x;é;&..adlﬁ| lco.;gr"éum 3d

[

ply oy Doty (ko sslie Al b2l
Ol b 55

N CE VS O PRI SO (0 PRI I3 O 0 3
gl Ol (ligdons o ke 31T

KU PR JRSIPIC St SN A -H PRSPV P
Ol i o5 ply oK el

OB dly (b bl sl ubl)s f
Ol Oy 5 oDl 513l oKl

corbeody dely b ksl syl ks 0

ISP P S I W IR AN

Dyt ok 55 Jons] %

azamsj.sadat@gmail.com

phiel (ool cple (S8 e 1233wl Dgpnd
s g oS o (35 Gundlpl cmpe Slob il
il 5 olsj B s e (BLS Jluy o (YY) o
S g M oo i gy S dalllae Sy splly olis

Y (V) ks,

saSe

isuline (595 w9 cpilly (ol bl 5l 58 Al 4o Baee 5oy Sl g Saa
95 S 25 b aalles ol g (Simd g (Sl 28 (S5 i s il 4 (bl
YA GV ol )0y Vg 550 0 (lingi A Jolds Baises)lie .ad plowl (gpomds (aolidjlagsy
5 Kadln g oty (5S35 N0 5 05 s b (5355 0y cully i o 2y L
Sde 3,5 (691,85 Kagdld g il luwdes (bues slaanlias )b 3l laodly 5 ai plul e
o g il ooy s ST cyls , s low baslasden 509 addd A+ U ¥ o baslas
Gl Syt 85 plol SV 5 51906 amal (Sl yn it 550 ol Lol s
b ealey (8 B I oaliil g (e e Silingy (Sl 8L & Comlus (gpiploe]
Cuel (Blig 8 o iS008 (e bl Jol (gemde Sl il 4 ol (s Jebos
shgr (BT 0led GUlY Kapd S0y 5 ol slag)led 1ol cul Sl LS wa
e aSob i lasl, €ogs Culsy ey g lime (gLl iwid w35 g & lha 90 lo
5 5 eGees iahp Sk e ol o5 b (S0l slg, S By o (58 el ol
B b o 1y bl g plo sl g (580l (b5 (3l olatel wutel (olas! 45 el Wlilsling
i jeoeedil i glacoles I 5L SMEIe wiejls sMb 5,8 oS w0 s guls L e
g dwydo @lgls 1> cpel gyl gluad syl g Cugr paey dine (gilawil (o R0lgy oS SME
il dnsh S8 Sleyd e

i ruiline (G L5 o llly GHE ol 2Ll s 42 gy pulidyLty 25 519045

oS aelllao

sl 488 &40 (CC BY -NC 4.0) 155 b ollae slj1 o jiasd &yg0 i oyl , Ll o ot 6 4 (3laio dllio oyl ,Lil 3o solos V- €

3

Q0%

BY NC


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

Health Psychology and Behavioral Disorders

5,@,0&%!9@% Gwl.;.ie'!”

A Phenomenological Understanding of Children’s Lived Experience of Parental

Separation: A Qualitative Study

Submit Date: 2024-04-09 Revise Date: 2024-05-26 Accept Date: 2024-05-31

Abstract

This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of children who had
experienced parental separation and to understand how they constructed
meaning around this experience within their personal, familial, and
sociocultural lifeworld. This qualitative study was conducted using an
interpretative phenomenological analysis approach. The participants were eight
adolescents, including five girls and three boys aged 12 to 18 years, who had
experienced parental divorce during childhood or adolescence. Participants
were selected through purposive and homogeneous sampling. Data were
collected through in-depth, semi-structured, and dialogic interviews lasting
between 40 and 90 minutes. All interviews were audio-recorded with informed
consent, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed according to the six-step model
proposed by Smith, Flowers, and Larkin. To enhance trustworthiness, the study
applied contextual sensitivity, researcher reflexivity, an audit trail, interpretive
rigor, and the use of rich participant quotations. The interpretive analysis led to
the emergence of four main themes: “the collapsed world: the breakdown of
ontological security,” “the retreat of language: difficulties in expressing and
narrating the experience,” “the divided self: identity disorientation between two
worlds,” and “growth after rupture: reconstructing meaning and repairing the
self-narrative.” The findings indicated that parental separation was not
experienced merely as a family event or a traumatic incident, but as an
existential and meaning-making process that disrupted adolescents’ sense of
security, trust, belonging, narrative capacity, and identity coherence. The
findings suggest that children of divorce require interventions that move
beyond symptom management and focus on narrative reconstruction, meaning-
making, identity repair, and the creation of safe listening spaces within family,
school, and therapeutic contexts.

Keywords: Interpretative phenomenological analysis, lived experience,
parental separation, parental divorce, children of divorce, meaning-making,
gualitative study.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Parental divorce is one of the most consequential family transitions in childhood and adolescence because it
changes not only the legal and relational status of parents but also the emotional, spatial, and symbolic
organization through which children understand security, belonging, trust, and family continuity. Recent
literature has increasingly shown that the impact of divorce on children is multidimensional, affecting
psychological well-being, emotional regulation, behavioral adjustment, educational functioning, and social
relationships (Bian & Ji, 2024; Sarmadi & Khodabakhshi-Koolaee, 2023). Children exposed to parental
separation may experience insecurity, sadness, anger, fear of abandonment, divided loyalty, and uncertainty
about the future, especially when divorce occurs in a context of conflict, poor communication, unstable
caregiving, or insufficient emotional support (Adriana, 2024; Dicu, 2024). Studies have also emphasized that
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divorce may disturb children’s educational motivation, school adjustment, and academic performance,
particularly when the separation is accompanied by residential instability, weakened parental monitoring, or
continuing interparental conflict (Golvani et al., 2024; Reisi Sarteshneizy, 2023). From a broader
sociological perspective, the association between parental divorce and children’s educational outcomes may
vary across cohorts and institutional contexts, suggesting that the meaning and consequences of divorce are
shaped by social structures, cultural normalization, and available supportsystems (Kalmijn, 2024).

Beyond educational and behavioral consequences, parental divorce has been associated with emotional and
mental health vulnerabilities, including anxiety, depressive symptoms, loneliness, maladjustment, aggression,
and in some cases risk-taking or delinquent tendencies (Ghasemi & Ghorbani, 2024; Msomba, 2023).
However, the literature also cautions against reducing children of divorce to a homogeneous risk group.
Children’s responses differ substantially depending on their developmental stage, temperament, attachment
history, relationship quality with each parent, custody arrangements, and exposure to conflict before and after
divorce. Research on co-parenting after divorce has shown that cooperative parental relationships, consistent
caregiving, and reduced conflict can moderate negative consequences and help children preserve emotional
security (Ulutas & Taskiran, 2024). Similarly, studies on joint custody indicate that the arrangement itself is
less important than the degree to which parents protect children from loyalty conflicts, emotional burden, and
ongoing disputes (Sulova, 2023). In contrast, when parental separation co-occurs with maltreatment, neglect,
or chronic family dysfunction, children may face compounded risks that cannot be attributed to divorce alone
(van Berkel et al., 2024). Therefore, understanding children’s experience of divorce requires attention not
only to measurable outcomes but also to the relational and cultural conditions through which the experience is
lived.

Recent scholarship has increasingly highlighted the need for child-centered, preventive, and therapeutic
approaches after parental separation. Intervention studies and protocols have emphasized the importance of
early, evidence-informed programs for children exposed to high-conflict separation or divorce (O'Hara et al.,
2023). Narrative therapy has also been proposed as a promising approach because it enables children to
externalize distress, reorganize painful memories, and reconstruct a coherent story of self and family after
divorce (Bonner et al., 2024). Moreover, psychological processes such as forgiveness, meaning-making, and
emotional reappraisal have been linked to children’s well-being after divorce, although these processes should
not be understood as forced reconciliation or premature emotional closure (van der Wal et al., 2024). In
cultural and religious contexts, parental divorce also carries moral, legal, and social meanings, and children
may experience not only family loss but also stigma, silence, shame, and pressure to maintain family honor
(Santoso & Sari, 2024; Syarif & Zulhamdi, 2023). General reviews and multidisciplinary discussions have
similarly called for legitimate, context-sensitive solutions that address children’s emotional, legal, educational,
and social needs after divorce (P., 2023). Nevertheless, many studies remain outcome-oriented and give
limited attention to how children themselves interpret parental separation, how they narrate or fail to narrate
it, how they negotiate identity between two parental worlds, and how they may reconstruct meaning after
rupture. Accordingly, the present study aimed to provide a phenomenological understanding of children’s lived
experience of parental separation and to explore how they make sense of this experience within their personal,
familial, and sociocultural lifeworld.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative design using interpretative phenomenological analysis. This approach was
selected because the research question focused on how children and adolescents personally made sense of an
emotionally significant life experience. The target population consisted of adolescents who had experienced
the formal divorce of their parents during childhood or adolescence and were between 12 and 18 years old at
the time of the study. Participants were selected through purposive and homogeneous sampling to ensure that
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all participants shared the central experience under investigation while still allowing variation in gender, age
at divorce, birth order, and custody arrangements. The final sample included eight adolescents, five girls and
three boys, aged 12 to 18 years.

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured, and dialogic interviews. The interview guide included
open-ended questions designed to move gradually from descriptive accounts to deeper interpretive reflections.
Participants were invited to describe the period when they first became aware of the separation, the emotional
images or metaphors associated with that experience, the meanings they gave to it then and now, and the
perceived effects of the divorce on their views of relationships, trust, love, and selfhood. Interviews were
conducted individually in a quiet and agreed-upon setting. Each interview lasted between 40 and 90 minutes,
with an average duration of approximately 65 minutes. With consent, interviews were audio-recorded and
transcribed verbatim. Field notes were also documented immediately after each interview, including
observations of tone, silence, hesitation, nonverbal signs, and emotional shifts.

Data analysis followed a six-step interpretative process. First, each transcript was read repeatedly to achieve
immersion in the participant’s lifeworld. Second, exploratory notes were made at descriptive, linguistic, and
conceptual levels. Third, emergent themes were developed from the notes. Fourth, connections among themes
were identified within each individual case. Fifth, the same analytic process was repeated independently for
each subsequent case. Sixth, cross-case analysis was conducted to identify recurring patterns, shared meanings,
and distinctive interpretive insights. Trustworthiness was enhanced through sensitivity to context, reflexive
memoing, an audit trail, detailed documentation of analytic decisions, and the use of rich participant quotations.
Findings

The interpretative analysis produced four main themes that together described the existential and meaning-
making journey of children who had experienced parental separation. The first theme, “the collapsed world:
the breakdown of ontological security,” reflected participants’ experience of divorce as the collapse of the
symbolic foundations of safety, trust, and predictability. Participants did not describe divorce merely as a
change in household structure; rather, they experienced it as the loss of a secure world. Images such as a house
without walls, a destroyed roof, or the disappearance of a safe place revealed that the emotional meaning of
home had been disrupted. For several participants, the separation created a generalized fear that relationships
are fragile and that loved ones may eventually leave.

The second theme, “the retreat of language: difficulties in expressing and narrating the experience,” showed
that participants often struggled to put their pain into words. Long silences, unfinished sentences, nervous
laughter, and statements such as “I do not know how to say it” appeared repeatedly in the interviews. This
theme indicated that the experience of divorce was not only painful but also difficult to narrate. Some
participants had never spoken openly about the separation with friends, siblings, teachers, or counselors. Their
silence was shaped by both internal emotional blockage and the absence of safe listeners in their environment.
The third theme, “the divided self: identity disorientation between two worlds,” captured participants’
experience of moving between two parental homes, two emotional systems, and sometimes two conflicting
narratives of truth. Several participants described feeling forced to perform different versions of themselves
depending on whether they were with their mother or father. They reported avoiding praise of one parent in
front of the other, concealing feelings, and trying to remain neutral during parental conflict. Some participants
felt transformed into a bridge, messenger, mediator, or emotional container for parental complaints. This
position created loyalty conflict and weakened their sense of a unified self.

The fourth theme, “growth after rupture: reconstructing meaning and repairing the self-narrative,” reflected
the possibility of meaning reconstruction despite ongoing pain. Participants did not describe divorce as a
positive event, but some reported that the experience had made them more mature, reflective, sensitive to
relationships, and aware of emotional fragility. They spoke of learning to value loyalty, understand suffering,
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and avoid repeating parental mistakes. However, this growth was not linear or complete. Participants
emphasized that painful memories remained and that strength sometimes alternated with renewed
vulnerability. Thus, growth was experienced as a fragile and ongoing process rather than a final resolution.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that parental divorce is experienced by children not simply as a family transition but as
a profound existential disruption. The first theme showed that divorce can destabilize children’s basic sense of
safety and continuity. The second theme demonstrated that this disruption often exceeds ordinary language
and remains unspoken when children lack safe relational spaces. The third theme revealed that post-divorce
family arrangements may place children in psychologically burdensome positions, especially when they are
caught between conflicting parental worlds. The fourth theme showed that children may gradually reconstruct
meaning and develop maturity, but this process remains vulnerable and incomplete.

Overall, the study suggests that interventions for children of divorce should move beyond symptom reduction
and focus on narrative reconstruction, meaning-making, emotional validation, and identity repair. Children
need opportunities to tell their stories without being judged, pressured, or required to protect either parent.
Parents should be helped to understand that children must not be used as messengers, mediators, allies, or
witnesses to unresolved conflict. Schools and counseling centers can play a critical role by providing safe
listening spaces where children can express ambivalent emotions and rebuild a coherent sense of self. The
study concludes that children’s experience of parental separation is a layered journey from collapse and silence
to identity struggle and possible meaning reconstruction. Understanding this journey from the child’s own
perspective is essential for designing culturally sensitive and developmentally appropriate support.
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