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Abstract: Parental divorce is a traumatic experience for children, a stressful life
event which may contributes to a future psychological vulnerability. The aim of this
study is to explore psychological distress in children after parents’ separation. This
research was based on a convenience sample of one-hundred children, divided in
two subgroups: (1) 50 coming from a separated family (observational sample) with
an age range spanning from 7 to 12 years [Mean age = 9.2 ± 1.5] and (2) 50
belonging to a nuclear family (control sample) with the same range of age [Mean
age = 9.5 ± 1.6]. The sample resulted homogeneous for the gender: in particular, the
observational group, is composed of 30 females (60%) and 20 males (40%). Showed
several differences, highlighting the presence of negative affectivity, a well-known
risk factor for the development of a depressive disorder, by reflecting the possible
link between home environment and self-perception. In conclusion, this instrument,
like any other projective proof, constitutes a privileged access to the psychological
world in which the drawing remains the best communication channel and provides
us precious informations about the emotional state of the children.
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1. Introduction
Parental divorce is a traumatic experience for children, a stressful life event which may contribute
to a future psychological vulnerability. In this sense, children can show symptoms such as
depressed mood and anxiety tied to the feeling of loss (Hovens et al., 2010). In the last decade,
the topic of psychological vulnerability and distress has been object of research for several authors,
who have used different methods to investigate psychological aspects in caregivers (Mento, Rizzo,
& Settineri, 2019; Settineri, Rizzo, Liotta, & Mento, 2014).

In a recent study, it has been highlighted that in cases of separation and divorce 70–90% of
affected children have a higher risk rate to develop psychiatric syndromes in adulthood, such as
borderline personality disorder (Von Boch-Galhau, 2018). Baker, Asayan, and LaCheen-Baker (2016)
demonstrated the presence of lifelong negative consequences such as poor self-image, depres-
sion, difficulties in trusting others, and low self-esteem.

Furthermore, previous research has consistently demonstrated that adverse childhood events
compromise children’s ability to regulate stress and negative emotions and hence can increase
subsequent anxiety and other mood disorders. This could lead to the development of specific
personality disorders as classified in the ICD-10, such as: eating disorders, addictions, post-
traumatic stress disorders, and other mental and psychosomatic illnesses (Bernet & Baker, 2013).

Children facing parental divorce have to deal with the redefinition of family parameters and
relationships. Sometimes this experience can be lived as highly traumatic. Often, children may
self-attribute the cause of parents’ separation, internalizing negative believes such as: “if my
father is bad, I must be bad as well” or “if my mother does not love me, I must be unlovable”.
In addition, Children may feel at the center of the conflict between parents, since they are
often used as a “tool” against the spouse and manipulated in order to obtain parental custody
and win the legal battle (Salluzzo, 2006). When one parent is able to manipulate children,
children ally with their favourite parent and reject any relationship with the other (the alie-
nated parent) without a rational reason. In these cases, a situation of parental alienation is
created (Verrocchio & Baker, 2015).

Parental alienation consists in a family dynamic, in which one of the two parents carries out
a series of alienating behaviours with the aim of making sure that children will refuse the alienated
parent. This situation is potentially dangerous for children so much that for some authors parental
alienation is a specific form of psychological child abuse (Baker et al., 2016; Von Boch-Galhau,
2018). The concept of Parental Alienation is defined by these elements: a) denigrating the other
parent; b) the child’s rejection is hostile and irrational; c) it is not based on a real and current
negative experience with the alienated parent. Examples of parental alienation strategies include
denigrating the other parent, interfering with the relationship, asking the child to keep secrets from
the other parent (Baker et al., 2016; Verrocchio et al., 2015; Von Boch-Galhau, 2018).

Baker et al. (2016) found that parental alienation is associated with children’s psychological abuse.
It is universally acknowledged that the consequences of psychological vulnerability in children are
harmful, and increase the risk of crime and violence in late adolescence and into adulthood
(Muscatello et al., 2014). In a sample of Italian adults, it has been noted that a greater exposure to
alienating behaviours was related to a higher rate of psychological maltreatment and reduced well-
being, even after checking the quality of parent–child relationship (Verrocchio & Baker, 2015).
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An extensive body of research has documented that exposure to parental separation/divorce
during childhood can be associated with long-term consequences into adulthood (Friesen, John
Horwood, Fergusson, & Woodward, 2017). Evidence is also mounting that exposure to parental
separation/divorce in childhood is associated with adverse adult outcomes particularly in the field
of intimate relationships (Amato, 2001; Amato, 2004; Friesen et al., 2017).

In literature, Wallerstein (1985) has analyzed retrospectively how separation was experienced in
childhood, asking young adults to report how this negative experience had influenced their lives.
From their stories, vivid memories of marital breakdown, sadness, resentment towards their
parents and a sense of deprivation have emerged. One of their greatest fears was the repetition
of this experience in their future wedding.

In another study, Shaw and Emery (1987) has analyzed long-term effects of separation, in
particular identifying the psychological and social problems associated with continued litigation
in the family, and high anxiety in forming long-lasting relationships.

Nevertheless, Averdijk, Malti, Eisner, and Ribeaud (2012) have analyzed the relationship between
parental separationand theonset of a behaviour of externalizationor internalization. Parents’ separation
was associated in all cases to the outstart of a problematic behaviour in children. In particular, children
with divorced parents tend to havemore problems at school, in conduct and in psychological and social
relationships (Nusinovici et al., 2018). The higher increase in problematic behaviour was confirmed also
by another study,which revealed the association between externalization andaparticular temperament
characterized by difficulty in impulse control, and more internalizing problems when the child had
a previous fearful temperament type (Sentse, Ormel, Veenstra, Verhulst, & Oldehinkel, 2011).

The analysis of the consequences of divorce for adults and children shows how family break-
down creates considerable consequences even on the Self. Parental conflict appears as an impor-
tant predictor of some of children’s characteristics, regardless separation. Separation is not
a traumatic event in itself, but children’s possible relationship difficulties and their emotional
and behavioural problems are more likely to be linked to the entity of parental conflict
(Camisasca, Miragoli, Di Blasio, & Grych, 2017).

Another parameter for the child’s well-being is the type and quality of interactions structured
between family members after separation (Cigoli, Gulotta, & Santi, 1997). Children’s relationship
with the noncustodial parent, the father, in most cases, is as significant as the ongoing relationship
with the mother (Hess & Camara, 2010).

Regarding, in particular, the projective techniques, for example, Grych, Wachsmuth-Schlaefer,
and Klockow (2002) have studied the relationship between parental conflict and children’s repre-
sentation of their mother, themselves and the whole family. Authors have found that children
witnessing conflict between their parents showed a more avoidant attachment toward the mother
and less coherence in the stories about their family.

Family Drawing as methodology (Reznikoff & Reznikoff, 1956) allows the clinician to gain some
understanding and awareness of children’s perception of themselves, of their parents, and “some
indicators of the development of their mental organization”. The family drawing is considered as an
optional tool for the investigation of children’s mental representation of attachment to parents syn-
chronized with developmental psychology concepts. The family drawing “projects the image of the
family as perceived by children in their growth” and provides insight into children’s “fantasies that
combine children’s subjective life experiences and their meetings with the objective outside world”
(Piperno, Di Biasi, & Levi, 2007; Dunn et al., 2002).

According to Madigan, Ladd, and Goldberg (2003) the use of the Family Drawing technique as
a projective psychodiagnostic technique allows to highlight: a) the image that subjects have of

Carmela et al., Cogent Psychology (2019), 6: 1654723
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311908.2019.1654723

Page 4 of 14



themselves and their location within the family unit; b) the object relations that they have
internalized during the development which determine the quality of the relationship with other
family members and interpersonal relationships in general; c) conflicts, more or less acute, that
they have lived or still live towards the whole family system or some of its members in particular
and the defense mechanisms that they enact against them.

Thus, subjectswho perform the drawingwould, in fact, end up representing their family according to
the unconscious relational model, more than the conscious representation, that they have progres-
sively internalized and structured during the development. This test therefore allows to focus real-life
family life, that unconsciously determines self-image, relations with others, the position and role that
each member actually plays inside it, and not the one that is consciously declaimed (Di Leo, 2015).
Procaccia, Veronese, and Castiglioni (2014) consider the design of the family as a personal way of
conceiving family life relatively stable, even if not fixed, and in evolution with respect to the affective
dynamics that change in the transition from one stage to another in the life cycle.

However, still little is known about the type of uneasiness experienced by the child who has to
deal with parents’ separation through the drawing projective technique. In the light of the
literature review, it is therefore needed to understand the possible correlation between separation
and psychological vulnerability in children.

Hence, the aim of the present study is to explore the inner representations of parental divorce in
children, belonging to separated families vs. nuclear families, in order to identify indicators of
psychological vulnerability and/or distress.

2. Methods

2.1. Sample
The research was based on a convenience sample of 100 children, divided into two subgroups: (1) 50
coming from separated families (observational sample) with an age range spanning from7 to 12 years
[Average age = 9.2 ± 1.5] and (2) 50 belonging to nuclear families (control sample) with the same age
range [Average age = 9.5 ± 1.6]. In relation, the observational group is composed of 30 females (60%)
and 20males (40%). Similarly, the control group is composed of 31 females (62%) and 19males (38%).

2.2. Instruments
For the evaluation of the possible indicators of psychological vulnerability and/or distress, three
instruments were used: (1) a semi-structured interview with the parents; (2) an individual semi-
structured interview with the children and (3) the Family Drawing.

The interview with the parents has been conducted in order to get more information about the
familiar situation, i.e. the time of separation and/or divorce, the cohabitant parent, the perceived
extended family support, the relationship with the separated spouse, impressions about the
psychological impact on the child, academic achievement.

The interview with the children has been conducted separately, before administering the draw-
ings, in order to obtain relevant information useful for the test clinical understanding in relation to
individual context, developmental stage, familiar composition, presence of brothers, etc.
Furthermore, the children were asked about the same information given by their parents in
order to compare possible different views or incongruities.

The core-assigned task was, following the administration method proposed by Corman, to “draw
a family, the one you want”, in order to leave the children free to project the perceived family
situation. For Passi Tognazzo (1999) there are three levels of interpretation:
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(1) graphic level which takes into account, in particular, the symbology of the drawing space,
size, stroke and pressure. It is necessary to control the stereotypes which constitute an
inhibition of spontaneity, a constraint from rules until obsessiveness;

(2) formal level that depends on age (as stated by Goodenough); if the characters have a low
formal level and the boy’s intelligence is normal, an inhibition or even a disturbance of the
body schema, or even dyslexia, can be hypothesized. If the facial features are not drawn,
difficult relationships between the family members can be assumed;

(3) content that is the most important element. For this reason, it is necessary to take into account
different elements such as family composition, the eliminated characters (the elimination can
be interpreted as depreciation of the family or denial of its existence, or lack of acceptance,
jealousy, lack of love, emotional conflict, presence that disturbs the child). If children do not
draw themselves (frequent if there is a disability) they may be poorly involved in the family or
may not feel accepted in the family, and this probably means that they have little self-esteem,
which would be different and/or identified with another person.

Added characters may be present, which generally express the creation in the field of fantasy of
tendencies, tensions, aspirations and desires that children can not satisfy in reality; they can still
translate the desire that that person is part of the family or can be a duplicate of the author (like
age or sex) and represent desired ideals that are or make what the child cannot have come true.

The position of the child with respect to the family allows us to understand the emotional bonds
existing, according to the child, among the various family members (as perceived by their relation-
ship). In general, children draw themselves near to those who love the most or with whom they
feel more comfortable.

It is necessary to take into account the magnitude of the different figures: size can mean psychic
presence or absence. Characterswho are close,who look at each other or perform commonactivities are
indications of affective closeness; those far away, or engaged each in independent activities, super-
imposed characters; figures on floors, in corners or in different environments or separated by lines
indicate difficult relationships and the existence of obstacles between the characters; the child between
the parents generally indicates a need for protection.

Observing the enhancement or depreciation of the characters, it is necessary to take into account that
very often the dominant figure ismasculine. Since children tend to identify themselves in the drawing, in
this case, they draw themselves near their favourite member or enhance it. The enhanced character is
the one towhich the greater emotional charge is directed (love or envy or fear or desire for identification)
and is often the first to be designed, because children tend to project positive parts at the beginning;
often the first from the left can also be: the biggest, the most dynamic and lively, the one in profile, the
repeated one, the central one, the most refined, cared or rich in details, the most complete or evolved,
the one watched by others, themost similar to reality, themost colorful, themost valued by comments.

The depreciated character, on the contrary, is themost indifferent to children or the one towhom they
show greater hostility, resentment and is either the one eliminated or forgotten (maximum enhance-
ment: the author consciously or unconsciously wishes that that character was not part of the family), or
the one drawn last or on the right of the sheet or on the edge, or again: the one drawn the lightest or less
coloured, or smaller, or on the side, or drawn worse, or even without the name, or with negative
judgment, or without a part of the body, if it is the child itself it is also an index of self-enhancement,
of low self-esteem, as it happens for the content of the drawing. Finally, if a character is drawn and
erased it may mean an affective ambivalence, more conflictual than forgetfulness.

2.3. Procedure
Each parent signed an informed consent, containing the general purpose of the research and the
guarantee of anonymity, for themselves and their children, according to the Ethical Principles of
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the Declaration of Helsinki about research on human subjects. The research took between 15 and
30 min for the interview with the parents and between 30 and 50 min for the interview with the
children and the administering of drawings, which has been conducted on the same day.

Following the administration protocol, every child received a sheet of paper, a pencil, an eraser
and has been left free to use the sheet in the position desired (Corman, 1976; Passi Tognazzo,
1999). In order to contextualize family characteristics and to foster their interpretation, children
were asked to give a name to each member of the family and to indicate their role (mother, father,
brother, sister, etc.); to describe if they were doing some activity; to describe their feelings and
thoughts; to indicate the least good character and the saddest character.

2.3.1. Results
All information was collected, codified separately and compared by two different psychologists,
expert in projective methods, who have managed to score 98% agreement level. Data were
entered in an Excel spreadsheet and analyzed using descriptive statistics such as average, stan-
dard deviations, frequency and percentages (Table 1).

Table 1. Variables coding and categories of the drawing interpretation parameters

Graphical aspects Formal aspects Content
Stroke Collocation of the family Idealization

long up mother

short down father

straight left son 1

edgy right son 2

dashed corner Devaluation

Dimension middle mother

standard Collocation of the child father

big middle son 1

extra left son 2

small right Omissions

Position corner mother

horizontal Family father

vertical real son 1

Pressure ideal son 2

decisive The less good character none

excessive mother Adding elements

weak father father

son 1 son

son 2 none

none other

The saddest character Blackening

mother yes/no

father Erasure

son 1 yes/no

son 2

none
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The results were compared to the frequencies and the relative percentages for groups. Tables 2,
3 and 4 show the differences tangible and in percentage. Those = or >20% [≠ at least 10 cases]
were considered significant differences.

Table 2. Comparison of the graphical aspects of family drawings between groups

GRAPHICAL ASPECTS Nuclear (N = 50) Separated (N = 50) Diff. Diff. %
Stroke long 16 (32%) 16 (32%) 0 (0%)

short 34 (68%) 33 (66%) 1 (2%)

straight 28 (56%) 22 (44%) 6 (12%)

edgy 13 (26%) 20 (40%) −7 (14%)

dashed 9 (18%) 7 (14%) 2 (4%)

Dimension standard 21 (42%) 13 (26%) 8 (16%)

big 1 (2%) 4 (8%) −3 (−6%)

extra 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)

small 28 (56%) 32 (64%) −4 (−8%)

Position horizontal 41 (82%) 45 (90%) −4 (−8%)

vertical 9 (18%) 4 (8%) 5 (10%)

Pressure decisive 41 (82%) 43 (86%) −2 (−4%)

excessive 1 (2%) 6 (12%) −5 (10%)

weak 8 (16%) 0 (0%) 8 (16%)

* in bold significant differences

Table 3. Comparison of the formal aspects interpretation of family drawings

FORMAL ASPECTS Nuclear (N = 50) Separated (N = 50) Diff. Diff. %
Collocation of the
family

up 2 (4%) 1 (2%) 1 (2%)

down 24 (48%) 26 (52%) −2 (−4%)

left 5 (10%) 5 (10%) 0 (0%)

right 0 (0%) 1 (2%) −1 (−2%)

corner 2 (4%) 2 (4%) 0 (0%)

middle 17 (34%) 16 (32%) 1 (2%)

Collocation of the
child

middle 27 (56%) 24 (48%) 3 (8%)

left 6 (13%) 10 (20%) −4 (−8%)

right 15 (31%) 10 (20%) 5 (11%)

corner 0 (0%) 1 (2%) −1 (−2%)

Family ideal 18 (36%) 46 (92%) −28 (56%)

real 32 (64%) 3 (6%) 29 (58%)

The less good
character

mother 6 (12%) 2 (4%) 4 (8%)

father 13 (26%) 9 (18%) 4 (8%)

son 1 7 (14%) 10 (20%) −3 (−6%)

son 2 11 (22%) 16 (32%) −5 (10%)

none 13 (26%) 12 (24%) 1 (2%)

The saddest
character

mother 5 (10%) 4 (8%) 1 (2%)

father 1 (2%) 2 (4%) −1 (−2%)

son 1 7 (14%) 5 (10%) 2 (4%)

son 2 33 (66%) 36 (72%) −3 (−6%)

none 4 (8%) 2 (4%) 2 (4%)

*in bold significant differences
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In the comparison between graphical aspects, no significant differences have emerged, com-
pared to the parameters mentioned above; there isn’t probable difference in intelligence between
the two groups. The majority of the children in both groups tend to use a short stroke with their
pencil, as it can be expected by the age and the developmental stage. Furthermore, children of
both groups have produced drawings smaller than the proportion of two-thirds of the sheet,
traditionally considered the standard size.

The preference of the horizontal position of the sheet is very popular for family drawings: often the
family is represented in line. Finally, both children from nuclear families and children from separated
families used a decisive pressure, sign of a high quantity of psychic energy and/or aggressiveness.

In the comparison of formal aspects, it is highlighted a clear prevalence of drawings of ideal families
for children of separated parents, while children of unified families predominantly draw their real family.
In both groups most children tend: a) to draw the family in the bottom area of the sheet, possible
indicator of tangible thoughts and instincts; b) to put themselves at the center of the family, as if they
feel at the center of the affects but also of the conflicts; c) to indicate their brother/sister as the saddest
character of the family. Furthermore, it can be observed that in the group of children of separated
parents, in 32% of the cases the father is indicated as the least good character.

In the analysis of the contents, it is observed a depreciation of the maternal figure in children
from separated couples. These children, in 88% of the cases, tend to integrate the paternal figure
in the drawing. In children of intact families, instead, the opposite trend prevails, therefore there is
no addition. Finally, in children of separated families, there is a greater presence of blackening.

In the whole sample, it can be observed a tendency for idealization towards the paternal figure
in both groups and a tendency to exclude the second son (i.e. the brother or sister), a possible
element interpretable as a fraternal complex. Finally, in both groups, the eraser was not used.

3. Discussion
This study aims to explore the inner experience of children belonging to separated families vs.
nuclear families, in order to identify possible indicators of psychological vulnerability and/or
distress, through family drawing as projective method. This study is in line with a clinical approach
that focuses psychological attention also on the clinical case study (Langher, Caputo, & Martino,
2017; Mento et al., 2016, 2015).

Our findings showed qualitative differences among the two groups, and indicators of psychologi-
cal distress in children with separated parents. This is in accordance with consistent research
literature demonstrating a worse child’s adaptation (Spigelman et al., 1993; Baker & Sauber, 2013;
Nusinovici et al., 2018; Verrocchio & Baker, 2015). As reported, exposure to parental separation/
divorce during childhood can be associated with long-term consequences into adulthood (Bruno et
al., 2012; Friesen et al., 2017). Recent studies even underlined how parents’ separation may have
a stronger and wider effect than parents’ death on children with mental illness (Takeshi et al., 2014).

It is therefore important to identify the specific indicators of a possible uncomfortable situation for
the child. It has been observed that in the comparison of the graphical aspects of family drawings
between groups no difference has emerged. This could exclude a possible impact on the cognitive level
or on the development of intelligence. The drawings where children have taken care of the details are
in fact index of normal intelligence (Cox, 2013). Furthermore, the majority of the children in both
groups have used a short stroke of the pencil, as it can be expected by the age and the developmental
stage. Therefore, it can be concluded that cognition is not the area in which gaps arise.

Always on a graphic level, we have seen how children of both groups have produced drawings smaller
than the proportion of two-thirds of the sheet, traditionally considered the standard size. Small drawings
may represent feelings of inferiority, fears or phobias, low self-esteem, tendency to self-closure (Call,
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2011; Madigan et al., 2003; Passi Tognazzo, 1999). It has also been noticed that all children had
a preference for the horizontal position of the sheet, which is very popular for family drawings, since
family is often represented in line. Finally, both children from nuclear families and children from
separated families used a decisive pressure, sign of a high quantity of psychic energy and/or
aggressiveness.

The most relevant result is that the differences arise mostly at the level of content analysis. In
the comparison of content interpretation, in fact, a clear prevalence of drawings of ideal families
for children of separated parents has been noted, while children from unified families predomi-
nantly draw their real family.

Drawing an ideal family could be the expression of a desire to regress at the time when parents
weren’t separated, in this way the children reject a painful reality which causes psychological
suffering linked to the difficulty of accepting parents’ separation (Granot, 2005; Otowa et al., 2014;
Von Boch-Galhau, 2018). To this, it must be added that children of separated parents, in 88% of the
cases observed, tend to integrate the paternal figure in the drawing.

This seems partially contrary to the study carried out by Roe, Bridges, Dunn, and O’Connor (2006)
in which the authors found that children from step and single-parent families were more likely to
exclude family members than children from non-stepfamilies and non-resident family members
were more likely to be excluded than resident members.

It have also been found that in both groups the majority of children tend to collocate themselves at
the center of the family, as if they feel at the center of affection but also of the conflicts. From the
comparison of this analysis with the study conducted byWallerstein (1985), the reaction of children in
an age range of 7–12 to their parents’ separation is similar: in both cases, it seems to be associated to
sadness, guilt and anger. It is probable that children tend to feel themselves responsible for the end of
the parental union, sincemost likely they do not completely understand the real causes of the divorce.

All this could involve the development of defense mechanisms typical of depression, such as
negation, for example, which forbids the elaboration of the separation. In addition children with
separated parents tend to consider themselves as the cause of parent’s separation, perceiving
themselves as the main reason for conflict. This occurs in particular when the separation between
parents is particularly hostile and tormented. The conflict’s persistence between adults seems to
be the most important factor associated with long-term consequences in children into adulthood
(Friesen et al., 2017). This would also explain why in children from separated families there is
a greater presence of blackening, indicator of psychic anxiety.

Furthermore, in children from separating couples a depreciation against the maternal figure,
a tendency for idealization towards the paternal figure in the whole sample can be observed.
Children of this age make efforts to understand the real causes which lead their parents to
separate, they find themselves living a depressing experience, in the form of aggressive feelings
primarily directed towards the Self, through a set of negative feelings which go from sadness, guilt
for parental separation, and secondarily to aggressiveness towards the mother, who is seen as the
figure who has definitively broken the family ties.

Also, children found difficult to elaborate the pain caused by the “loss” of their father, and so the
fear to be abandoned constantly emerges.

Finally, in both groups emerged a tendency to exclude the second son (i.e. the brother or sister),
a possible element interpretable as a fraternal complex (Liotta, Mento, & Settineri, 2014). The
fraternal rivalry (Corman, 1970) showed itself as: 1) an aggressive reaction with a depreciation of
the rival or elimination; 2) an aggressive reaction where the child manifests the will to regress at
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the time the rival was not born (identification with the infant); 3) a reaction to depression in
extreme cases due to the senses of guilt from the Super-ego, which can lead to self-exclusion.

4. Conclusions and implications
The parental divorce is an experience traumatic for children, it has to be considered as a factor of
psychological vulnerability in the developmental phase. A specific psychological assessment tools,
withmultidisciplinary interventions, i.e. psycho-educational and psychotherapeuticmethods, is impor-
tant to prevent psychopathological aspects. This instrument, like any other projective proof, constitu-
tes a privileged access to the emotional world in children, in which drawing remains the best
communication channel and provides us valuable information about emotional state, specific relation-
ships of his family nucleus, and identify possible risk factors for a correct psychological processing of
the separation in a preventive perspective. In the scientific research, was prefer the methodology
based on drawing because it is a privileged form of access to the inside world of children. The design
allows immediate access to the emotional and representational dimension of the child. If the child
closes in on himself and does not express his own suffering, hemay have difficulties such as closure in
himself, introversion, reduction of the expressive vocabulary. This topic is important in the prevention
of aspects related to psychopathology, it is a social urgency to deal with the psychological health of
children and consequently with the family that separates.

Funding
This study did not receive any specific funds.

Author details
Mento Carmela12

E-mail: cmento@unime.it
ORCID ID: http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4611-3740
Modicamore Desiree3

E-mail: desiree_modicamore@libero.it
La Torre Diletta4

E-mail: dtorre@unime.it
Silvestri Maria Catena3

E-mail: mariacatenasilvestri89@gmail.com
Rizzo Amelia5

E-mail: amrizzo@unime.it
1 Clinical Psychology, Department of Biomedical and
Dental Sciences and Morphofunctional Imaging
BIOMORF, University of Messina, Messina, Italy.

2 Psychiatric unit of Policlinico, “G. Martino”, Via Consolare
Valeria 1, Messina 98125, Italy.

3 Psychological Course, University of Messina, Messina,
Italy.

4 Psychiatry, University of Messina, Consolare Valeria str. 1,
Messina 98125, Italy.

5 Psychological Sciences, University of Messina, Messina,
Italy.

Conflict of interests
The authors declare no conflict of interests.

Cover Image
Source: Author.

Citation information
Cite this article as: Family drawing and psychological vul-
nerability in Children’s representations of parental divorce,
Mento Carmela, Modicamore Desiree, La Torre Diletta,
Silvestri Maria Catena & Rizzo Amelia, Cogent Psychology
(2019), 6: 1654723.

References
Amato, P. R. (2001). Children of divorce in the 1990s: An

update of the Amato and Kwith (1991) meta-analy-
sis. Journal of Family Psychology, 15(3), 355–370.

Amato, P. R. (2004). The Consequences of Divorce for
Adults and Children. Journal of Marriage and Family,

62(4), pages 1269–1287. doi:10.1111/j.1741-
3737.2000.01269.x

Averdijk, M., Malti, T., Eisner, M., & Ribeaud, D. (2012).
Parental separation and child aggressive and inter-
nalizing behavior: An event history calendar analysis.
Child Psychiatry & Human Development, 43(2),
184–200. doi:10.1007/s10578-011-0259-9

Baker, A. J., Asayan, M., & LaCheen-Baker, A. (2016). Best
interest of the child and parental alienation: a survey
of state statutes. Journal of Forensic Sciences, 61(4),
1011–1016. doi:10.1111/1556-4029.13100

Baker, A. J., & Sauber, S. R. (Eds.). (2013). Working with
alienated children and families: A clinical guidebook.
Routledge.

Bernet, W., & Baker, A. J. (2013). Parental alienation,
DSM-5, and ICD-11: Response to critics. Journal of the
American Academy of Psychiatry and the Law Online,
41(1), 98–104.

Bruno, A., Scimeca, G., Marino, A. G., Mento, C., Micò, U.,
Romeo, V. M., & Muscatello, M. R. (2012). Drugs and
sexual behavior. Journal of Psychoactive Drugs, 44(5),
359–364. doi:10.1080/02791072.2012.736801

Call, C. D. (2011). Effects of an attachment-based inter-
vention on parent-child relational measures (Doctoral
dissertation). Texas Christian University.

Camisasca, E., Miragoli, S., Di Blasio, P., & Grych, J. (2017).
Children’s coping strategies to inter-parental conflict:
Themoderating role of attachment. Journal of Child and
Family Studies, 26(4), 1099–1111. doi:10.1007/s10826-
016-0645-9

Cigoli, V., Gulotta, G., & Santi, G. (1997). Separazione,
divorzio e affidamentto dei figli. Giuffrè, Milano.

Corman, L. (1970). Psychopathology of Fraternal Rivalry.
Astrolabe.

Corman, L. (1976). Le Test du dessin de famille dans la
pratique mèdico-pèdagogique. Paris: Presses
Universitaires de France.

Cox, M. V. (2013). Children’s drawings of the human figure.
Psychology Press.

Di Leo, J. H. (2015). Children’s Drawings as Diagnostic Aids.
Routledge.

Dunn, J., O’Connor, T. G., & Levy, I. (2002). Out of the
picture: A study of family drawings by children: From
step-, single-parent, and non-step families. Journal of
Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology, 31(4),
505–512. doi:10.1207/S15374424JCCP3104_9

Carmela et al., Cogent Psychology (2019), 6: 1654723
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311908.2019.1654723

Page 12 of 14

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2000.01269.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2000.01269.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10578-011-0259-9
https://doi.org/10.1111/1556-4029.13100
https://doi.org/10.1080/02791072.2012.736801
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-016-0645-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-016-0645-9
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15374424JCCP3104_9


Friesen, M. D., John Horwood, L., Fergusson, D. M., &
Woodward, L. J. (2017). Exposure to parental
separation in childhood and later parenting quality
as an adult: evidence from a 30-year longitudinal
study. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 58
(1), 30–37. doi:10.1111/jcpp.12610

Granot, T. (2005). Without you: Children and young people
growing up with loss and its effects. Jessica Kingsley
Publishers.

Grych, J. H., Wachsmuth-Schlaefer, T., & Klockow, L. L.
(2002). Interparental aggression and young chil-
dren’s representations of family relationships.
Journal of Family Psychology, 16(3), 259–272.
doi:10.1037/0893-3200.16.3.259

Hess, R. D., & Camara, K. A. (2010). Post-divorce family
relationships asmediating factors in the consequences
of divorce for children. Journal of Social Issues, 35(4),
79–96. doi:10.1111/j.1540-4560.1979.tb00814.x

Hovens, J. G. F. M., Wiersma, J. E., Giltay, E. J., Van
Oppen, P., Spinhoven, P., Penninx, B. W. J. H., &
Zitman, F. G. (2010). Childhood life events and child-
hood trauma in adult patients with depressive, anxi-
ety and comorbid disorders vs. controls. Acta
Psychiatrica Scandinavica, 122(1), 66–74.
doi:10.1111/j.1600-0447.2009.01491.x

Langher, V., Caputo, A., & Martino, G. (2017). What hap-
pened to the clinical approach to case study in
psychological research? A clinical psychological
analysis of scientific articles in high impact-factor
journals. MJCP, 5,(3), 1–16.

Liotta, M., Mento, C., & Settineri, S. (2014). The fraternal
complex between psychoanalysis and myth.
A literary example. Strange Shores. Mediterranean
Journal of Clinical Psychology, 2(2), 1–28.

Madigan, S., Ladd, M., & Goldberg, S. (2003). A picture is
worth a thousand words: Children’s representations
of family as indicators of early attachment.
Attachment & Human Development, 5(1), 19–37.
doi:10.1080/1461673031000078652

Mento, C., Galletti, F., Freni, F., Longo, P., Testini, G.,
Rizzo, A., & Settineri, S. (2016). The role of tempera-
ment in traumatic hearing loss: a single case study of
a cochlear implanted patient. International Journal of
Adolescent Medicine and Health, 28(1), 107–113.
doi:10.1515/ijamh-2014-0075

Mento, C., Piraino, B., Rizzo, A., Vento, R., Rigoli, L.,
Moschella, E., … Settineri, S. (2015). Affective control
and life satisfaction in thalassemics. International
Journal of Psychological Research, 8(1), 90–97.
doi:10.21500/20112084.648

Mento, C., Rizzo, A., & Settineri, S. (2019). Caregivers
help-seeking related to psysical and mental burden.
Clinical Neuropsychiatry, 16(2), 135–139.

Muscatello, M. R. A., Scimeca, G., Pandolfo, G., Micò, U.,
Romeo, V. M., Mallamace, D., … Bruno, A. (2014).
Executive functions and basic symptoms in adoles-
cent antisocial behavior: A cross-sectional study on
an Italian sample of late-onset offenders.
Comprehensive Psychiatry, 55(3), 631–638.
doi:10.1016/j.comppsych.2013.11.015

Nusinovici, S., Olliac, B., Flamant, C., Müller, J. B.,
Olivier, M., Rouger, V., … Hanf, M. (2018). Impact of
parental separation or divorce on school perfor-
mance in preterm children: A population-based
study. PloS One, 13(9), e0202080. doi:10.1371/
journal.pone.0202080

Otowa, T., York, T. P., Gardner, C. O., Kendler, K. S., &
Hettema, J. M. (2014). The impact of childhood

parental loss on risk for mood, anxiety and substance
use disorders in a population-based sample of male
twins. Psychiatry Research, 220(1–2), 404–409.
doi:10.1016/j.psychres.2014.07.053

Passi Tognazzo, D. (1999). Metodi e tecniche per la diag-
nosi di personalità. I test proiettivi.Giunti Editore.

Piperno, F., Di Biasi, S., & Levi, G. (2007). Evaluation of
family drawings of physically and sexually abused
children. European Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 16,
389–397. doi:10.1007/s00787-007-0611-6

Procaccia, R., Veronese, G., & Castiglioni, M. (2014). The
impact of attachment style on the family drawings of
school-aged children. The Open Psychology Journal, 7,
9–17. doi:10.2174/1874350101407010009

Reznikoff, M., & Reznikoff, H. R. (1956). The family drawing
test: A comparative study of children’s drawings.
Journal of Clinical Psychology, 12(2), 167–169.
doi:10.1002/1097-4679(195604)12:2<167::aid-
jclp2270120214>3.0.co;2-u

Roe, A., Bridges, L., Dunn, J., & O’Connor, T. G. (2006).
Young children’s representations of their families:
A longitudinal follow-up study of family drawings by
children living in different family settings.
International Journal of Behavioral Development, 30
(6), 529–536. doi:10.1177/0165025406072898

Salluzzo, M. A. (2006). The parental alienation syndrome
(PAS): psychopathology and abuse of custody in
separation. Borderline interventions between psychol-
ogy and justice. Rivista Scientifica Di Psicologia, 8, 6–18.

Sentse, M., Ormel, J., Veenstra, R., Verhulst, F. C., &
Oldehinkel, A. J. (2011). Child temperament moder-
ates the impact of parental separation on adolescent
mental health: The trails study. Journal of Family
Psychology, 25(1), 97. doi:10.1037/a0022446

Settineri, S., Rizzo, A., Liotta,M.,&Mento, C. (2014). Caregiver’s
burden and quality of life: caring for physical andmental
illness. International Journal of Psychological Research, 7
(1), 30–39. doi:10.21500/20112084.665

Shaw, D. S., & Emery, R. E. (1987). Parental conflict and
other correlates of the adjustment of school- age
children whose parents have separated. Journal of
Abnormal Child Psychology, 15(2), 269–281.

Spigelman, G., Spigelman, A., & Englesson, I. L. (1993).
Analysis of family drawings: A comparison between
children from divorce and non-divorce families.
Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 18(1–2), 31–54.
doi:10.1300/J087v18n01_02

Takeshi, O., Yorkc, T. P., Charles, O., Gardnera, K.,
Kendlerac, J., & Hettemaa, M. (2014). The impact of
childhood parental loss on risk for mood, anxiety and
substance use disorders in a population-based sam-
ple of male twins. Psychiatry Research, 220, 404–409.

Verrocchio, M. C., & Baker, A. J. (2015). Italian adults’
recall of childhood exposure to parental loyalty
conflicts. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 24
(1), 95–105. doi:10.1007/s10826-013-9816-0

Verrocchio, M. C., Marchetti, D., & Fulcheri, M. (2015).
Perceived parental functioning, self-esteem, and
psychological distress in adults whose parents are
separated/divoiced. Frontiers in psychology, 6.

Von Boch-Galhau, W. (2018). Parental alienation
(syndrome)-a serious form of child psychological
abuse. Ment Health Fam Med, 14, 725–739.

Wallerstein, J. S. (1985). Children of divorce: Preliminary
report of ten-fear follow-up of Older children and
adolescents. Journal of the American Academy of Child
Pscyhiatry, 24, 545–553. doi:10.1016/S0002-7138(09)
60055-8

Carmela et al., Cogent Psychology (2019), 6: 1654723
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311908.2019.1654723

Page 13 of 14

https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12610
https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.16.3.259
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1979.tb00814.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0447.2009.01491.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/1461673031000078652
https://doi.org/10.1515/ijamh-2014-0075
https://doi.org/10.21500/20112084.648
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.comppsych.2013.11.015
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0202080
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0202080
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2014.07.053
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-007-0611-6
https://doi.org/10.2174/1874350101407010009
https://doi.org/10.1002/1097-4679(195604)12:2%3C167::aid-jclp2270120214%3E3.0.co;2-u
https://doi.org/10.1002/1097-4679(195604)12:2%3C167::aid-jclp2270120214%3E3.0.co;2-u
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025406072898
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022446
https://doi.org/10.21500/20112084.665
https://doi.org/10.1300/J087v18n01_02
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-013-9816-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0002-7138(09)60055-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0002-7138(09)60055-8


©2019 The Author(s). This open access article is distributed under a Creative Commons Attribution (CC-BY) 4.0 license.

You are free to:
Share — copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format.
Adapt — remix, transform, and build upon the material for any purpose, even commercially.
The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms.

Under the following terms:
Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made.
You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use.
No additional restrictions

Youmay not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits.

Cogent Psychology (ISSN: 2331-1908) is published by Cogent OA, part of Taylor & Francis Group.

Publishing with Cogent OA ensures:

• Immediate, universal access to your article on publication

• High visibility and discoverability via the Cogent OA website as well as Taylor & Francis Online

• Download and citation statistics for your article

• Rapid online publication

• Input from, and dialog with, expert editors and editorial boards

• Retention of full copyright of your article

• Guaranteed legacy preservation of your article

• Discounts and waivers for authors in developing regions

Submit your manuscript to a Cogent OA journal at www.CogentOA.com

Carmela et al., Cogent Psychology (2019), 6: 1654723
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311908.2019.1654723

Page 14 of 14




