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Abstract

Instances of divorce or separation have consequences on the psychoaffec-
tive development of children. This article investigates the psychoaffective
development of children hailing from separated or divorced families. Using a
mixed-methods approach, this study involved 102 participants, with a sam-
pling of children from open and closed care facilities under the auspices of
the archdioceses of Cotonou. The analysis of the results obtained confirmed
that the aggressiveness and lack of discipline observed in certain children,
mostly among boys, can be attributed to the absence of the parents; and
those affective deficiencies are expressed through sadness, distress, the taking
of narcotics, or depression. Supportive psychotherapy, cognitive-behavioral
therapy, and the presence of a fitting substitute for the absent parent are all
recommended to ameliorate the psychological wellbeing of such children.
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1. Introduction

In West African cultures, it is expected that the family provides children with
good living conditions, a peaceful emotional climate, security, and socialization.
However, some parents may not be able to assume this responsibility, and some
may even ignore the consequences that this lacuna may have on children. Today,
the family, with its instability, reduced size, and the frequent absence of one of
the parents from the family home, may explain certain psychological imbalances

noted in some children from separated households.
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These shortcomings in the development of the personality of many young
people today illustrate the importance of the family’s furnishings of positive
reinforcements to the child in order to help him or her reach the proper adult
dimensions. In order to ensure the education of children, the family, the basis of
society, remains the first place where true education begins, thus allowing for an
ideal and adequate psychomotor development of the child. A proper environ-
ment allows the child to have harmonious growth, especially if he or she receives
a good education from the parents. But it often happens that some couples lose
harmony and find themselves in conflicts or even quarrels, which end up desta-
bilizing them. In such destabilized families, the absence of one of the parents can
deprive the child of material and social security, not to mention the affection of
the absent parent, which is necessary for somatic, psychological, and emotional
development. Following the proposition advanced most notably by (Liberman,
1984), it is the position of this paper that the emotional security that governs the
child’s future comes from the emotional quality of her or his family environ-
ment. This investigation analyzed the aforementioned phenomena concerning
children’s psychoaffective development using a sample study from the city of
Cotonou, Benin. The choice of this subject was undertaken in the main due to
observations in daily experience, that is, of children whose parents were sepa-
rated either by divorce, death, travel, or for many other reasons. We have found
that many of these children find themselves in difficult situations and sometimes
develop behavioral problems. This supposition was corroborated by close prox-
imity to them, upon noticing that the majority of children received are victims of

their parents’ separation and other associated problems.

2. Theoretical and Methodological Frameworks

Any study of the psycho-emotional development of children of separated par-
ents requires the development of a theoretical framework of research that would
allow the problem to be clearly articulated. This section, therefore, presents the
research issue followed by the objectives and hypotheses of the research, a clari-
fication of the concepts, and a review of the literature.

In the Republic of Benin, the percentage of divorced, widowed, separated and
common-law couples is 6.17%, according to the fourth General Census of Popu-
lation and Housing of 2013. Children hailing from single parent families some-
times go through the stages of development with challenges and present psy-
cho-emotional difficulties. It is in the face of this observation that it was decided
to explore the development of children from single-parent families, in order to
propose ways to ensure an environment where there would be a climate condu-
cive to their fulfillment and psycho-emotional development. The great upheaval
of separation has been testified to by (Sanguet, 2014), who observes that “The
separation of the parents affects the children (in a way that) it is difficult for a
child not to think that it is there for something, not to blame one or the other,

not to feel torn between these two people he loves.”
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The frequent absence of parents is a phenomenon that ruins psychological
balance, disturbs the affectivity of the child, and, even more still, that of the ado-
lescent and the adult. The absence of a parent immediately immerses the child in
a state of emotional deprivation, which is the source of the later problem of
abandonment neurosis. Whereas a healthy child would have been brought up in
conditions, that could help her or him to eventually acquire freedom and inde-
pendence, children who are separated from one of their parents, or deprived of
their parents’ protection and security, sometimes become vulnerable to various
forms of exploitation and abuse. In this research, we have found that many
children in such difficult circumstances do indeed come from separated families.
They inevitably encounter psychological suffering. Children are sometimes left
to fend for themselves, where they become easy prey to disease, malnutrition,
school failure, and even juvenile delinquency. Children from separated families
sometimes become victims of economic exploitation, augmenting the number of
children on the streets and in markets.

Divorce or separation of the couple does not arise from one particular situa-
tion. But in the majority of cases, it is the result of “progressive disunity”. That is
to say, gradually, communication fades within the couple, and monotony and
boredom appear. Eventual separation constitutes for some children a trauma,
making them also vulnerable. According to Aguilar and (Aguilar & Galbes,
2002), “Conjugal harmony is essential for maintaining family cohesion and this
is fundamental for the good psychosocial development of children. Children and
adolescents are human beings in the growth phase; their personality is not yet
fully structured. And to achieve a solid structure, you need the support and ex-
ample of a united home.” (Petitclerc, 2005), for his part, posits that the age factor
at the time of separation can be decisive for the child. It appears that the younger
the child, the more traumatic the divorce or separation can be, as their level of
understanding of the problems is less sophisticated, as is their ability to express
their feelings about it appropriately. It should also be noted in that vein that the
most important period in the life of any individual on the psychological level is
during the first two years of life see also (Cohen-Solal, 1982; Sillamy, 1995).

For this study, the observations of children from separated and single-parent
families were carried out at the National Psychiatric University Hospital Center
of Jacquot, at the Center for Applied Medical, Psychological, and Social Re-
search, and at the Crossroads Listening and Orientation Center. The various ob-
servations undertaken there enabled an assessment of the physical, moral, and
psychological suffering of children in this category, and the undertaking of a

deep reflection on their psycho-emotional and relational development.

3. Goals of the Research

In order to work toward the well-being and alleviation of the suffering of child-
ren in difficult situations, this research identifies aspects of care that must be

prioritized in the case of children in difficult situations in general, and of child-
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ren of separated or single-parent families in particular. All throughout, the goals
are as follows: to analyze the consequences of the couple’s separation on the
psycho-emotional development of children in urban and periurban areas; to ar-
ticulate the consequences of the disturbances on the psycho-emotional welfare of
the children; and to identify the means by which the children’s situation might
be ameliorated.

The preliminary hypothesis under which the findings presented are that,
firstly, the separation of the couple is likely due to misunderstanding, disrespect,
the incompatibility of the two partners, or, in some cases, the death of one of the
spouses; emotional disturbances stemming from separation lead most of the
children surveyed to anxiety or drug addiction; and that information, awareness,
and support will contribute to better psychological care that can help to over-
come the disruption of separation.

At this juncture, it is useful to showcase how (Chaplier & Crosnier, 2014)
speak of psychoaffective autonomy. These authors define it as being the capacity
of each individual to know him or herself in order to regulate emotions and
subsequently take responsibility for personal choice. Within the framework of
this research, and building on the scholarship mentioned above, “psychoaffec-
tive” shall convey the whole of the mental processes pertaining to the emotional
and affective system occurring in early childhood, including the emotional rela-
tionships maintained in the event of divorce or the separation of parents, on the
psychological development of children.

Also relevant are the repercussions upon the internal working model, which is
a cognitive framework that includes mental representations used to understand
the world, the self and others. A person’s interaction with others is guided by
memories and expectations of their internal model that influence and help to
assess their contact with others. At three years of age, the internal model seems
to transform into part of a child’s personality. Therefore, it affects the child’s
understanding of the world and future interactions with others.

Affectivity, as it is understood in this investigation, is the realm of emotions
and feelings. Affective development is a long series of more or less conflicting
experiences, between the subject and those in the immediate environment, but
also within the subject. Thus, according to (Lorin, 2009), psycho-emotional or
affective development means that the child manifests many emotions, from sad-

ness to joy to anger, and learns to express them.

4. Previous Relevant Scholarship and Theoretical
Perspective

In addition to the sources and thematic/theoretical categories mentioned above,
this study has been grounded in a myriad of relevant preexisting scholarly
perspectives and prisms, all of which may be useful for related inquiry. The
following are but limited examples of such sources. Other relevant sources are
cited throughout the paper.

(Bandura, 1986) social-cognitive theories on the management of emotions
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have been particularly instructive, especially with regard to the variables related
to behavioral factors; environmental (extrinsic) factors; and personal (intrinsic)
factors. Similarly, notions have been adopted from systems theory (von Berta-
lanffy, 1968), a multidisciplinary approach that studies the common properties
in many entities, and which is particularly effective in the field of social relations,
such as the family system, the associative system, the local exchange system, etc.
With regard to perspectives on children’s development and clinical work with
young children’s psyches, different conceptual models have been especially in-
fluential. These include the models proposed by (Klein, 1968), (Piaget 1969),
(Mabhler, 1975), and (Gardner, 1998). The work of (Winnicott, 1931, 1957), who
was among the first to link childhood traumatic separations to delinquent beha-
viors that occur later, was paramount. The recognition of forms of depression in
the work of authors such as (Spitz, 1945), (Aubry 2003), and (Bowlby 1969,
1973, 1980) have been foundational, especially regard to the last author, whose
theories help us to understand how the separation or divorce of parents has a
strong influence on the psycho-emotional development of children, especially if

it occurs at a very young age.

5. Methodology

This work was carried out in several different locales under the auspices of the
Service of Charity for Integral Human Development, under the umbrella of the
archdioceses of Cotonou. Registered with the Beninese government, they are all
social and humanitarian entities, functioning as private centers that absorb
children in difficult situations.

The target population for the study consisted of children from divorced or
separated parents under the care of these centers. The age of the children was
between 10 and 18 years old. The study dealt with children of both sexes. Parents
(divorced or separated), as well as center managers, were also engaged. Proper
permissions for human subject research were obtained from the relevant author-
ities all throughout.

Children were chosen through referrals. 102 subjects were identified and se-
lected to participate in the interviews. The resource persons were selected ac-
cording to our preference, the criteria for choice being essentially related to their
practical experience on the issue at hand, such as lived experience and on the ba-
sis of their knowledge of the psychological consequences of divorce or separa-
tion. We questioned 10 people (6 men and 4 women) in this category. A total of
112 subjects were identified and investigated as part of this research.

The chosen methodological approach was mixed-methods, combining both
quantitative and qualitative variables. The quantitative aspect allowed for the
measurement of the extent of the phenomenon and the plurality of emotions
and feelings it implies. The qualitative aspect allowed for documentary research,
the use of the survey questionnaire, and the semi-structured interview format, all

of which enabled the collection of the children’s life stories.
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The survey questionnaire used with the 102 children was necessary for the
production of measurable information with this target. It consisted in formulat-
ing open and closed questions according to the specific objectives stated above.
The variables studied were linked to age, sex, level of education, and emotional
deprivation as perceived (shyness, anxiety, insecurity, aggression). To be able to
properly analyze the unspoken sentiments of the children observed during the
interviews, an observational categorization was developed in terms of the fol-
lowing: depressed mood; anxious behavioral problems; feelings of isolation; folds

of skin appearing on the forehead; and agitation.

6. Presentation and Analysis of Results

Table 1 shows a high number of children in the 15 to 18 age group (42.18%).
This is followed by children aged 12 to 15 (35.29%) and then those aged 10 to 12
(23.53%). It is significant that the number of children aged 12 to 15 and 15 to 18
is greater than that of children aged 10 to 12. In this adolescent period, the indi-
vidual begins to ask questions about her/his identity, belonging, and the trans-
formations s/he observes in the body. When s/he discovers that things a parent
had said about her/his identity was not true, s/he feels insecure and sometimes
takes on this parent as an opponent. This is certainly what justifies the fact that it
is the children of these groups who are numerous in the care centers. However,
it can be said that separation or divorce affects children regardless of their age
from birth to adulthood or beyond.

It is worthy to note here that the percentage of girls exceeds that of boys
(Table 2). This could be explained by the fact that girls, in light of the data, are
more vulnerable to be affected by the separation of parents. Also, in light of fi-
nancial difficulties and parents eventually remarrying (other spouses), these girls
are sometimes placed in care homes. Or, abused or for other reasons, they run
away from home and find themselves on the streets, looking for their parents. So
that they are not victims of rape that can cause unwanted pregnancies, sexually
transmitted infections (STDs) or even HIV/AIDS, they are quickly welcomed in
care centers that take care of their education and learning. This is what explains
the fact that we met more girls than boys in the centers.

The percentage of boys is due to the fact that when they run away from their
families, they are not as lucky to be picked up by reception centers. Rather, they
take refuge in the markets, where they fight for their survival. The insecure cli-
mate in which they live on the streets means that they do not like to confide. It
was only those who attended the centers that served as the framework for our
study that we were able to meet such boys.

Table 3 shows a high enrollment of primary school children (45.10%), fol-
lowed by the enrollment of those with no education at 31.37%. That is to say,
23.53% of children surveyed have secondary schooling. Reading this table ex-
plains the influence of separation or divorce on children’s academic perfor-

mance. The dropout from school of some of these children is due to the condition
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Table 1. Distribution of children according to age.

N %
10 to 12 years 24 23.53
12 to 15 years 36 35.29
15 to 18 years 42 41.18
Total 102 100.00
Source: Field data, 2018.
Table 2. Distribution of children by sex.
N %
Female 62 60.78
Male 40 39.22
Total 102 100.00
Source: Field data, 2018.
Table 3. Distribution of children by level of education.
N %
Not educated 32 31.37
Primary education 46 45.10
Secondary education 24 23.53
Total 102 100.00

Source: Field data, 2018.

of single parenthood in which certain parents find themselves, especially moth-

ers after separation. The financial resources of the parent who is responsible for

the child do not allow the child to pay for school on time or in the long term. On

that point, one child said the following:

“I want to continue my studies, but my mother’s finances did not allow me

to do so. I was always expelled from school, and, being overwhelmed, I

went to the market to help the vendors transport their goods in exchange

for money. That’s how I ended up in this center, thanks to one man [who

directed me here]. I want to see my parents together again [in order that

they] take better care of me. I miss my parents [...].” (A. N., 14 years old)

This interview excerpt illustrates the educational difficulties of these children

and why some children were forced to drop out of classes. Several reasons were

mentioned by the children in this regard, chiefly among them, the parents’ res-

ignation and indifference to their difficulties; and the challenges inherent in

learning after the parents’ separation, which led to a lowered academic perfor-

mance. On the other hand, the parents of some children never had a means of

putting them in school. This explains the percentage of children with no level of

education—a psychosocial phenomenon in Benin that perpetuates underdeve-

lopment. In a general sense, the instability of children after the separation of
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their parents does not allow them to concentrate on retaining the education
given at school. This means that some drop out of school due to insufficient re-
sults. To avoid such results, it is recommended that separated parents come to
an agreement on how to finance their children’s education, in order to ensure a
better future for them.

Table 4 shows a higher number of children suffering from emotional defi-
ciency (34.31%) than from shyness and insecurity. For the children, the parents’
separation means that the perception of security has been broken, which makes
them suspicious of everyone. Many children suffer from emotional deficiency
and expressed it during the interview. All of them were quick to burst into tears
(especially the girls), complaining about their situation. So that these moments
did not impede the remainder of the interview, it was allowed that they express
their emotion, in order that they unload their suffering and begin to eventually
rebuild a new image to strengthen their ego. The words of another girl, pointing
to her psychological difficulties, are telling in this regard:

“I am often sad and anxious when I am scolded because I feel rejected and I
think that this person [doing the scolding] does not love me anymore [...] I
feel alone in the world because my parents are not interested in me, other-
wise I would not be in this center. I no longer trust anyone because I see
that the person could abandon me at any time, especially since the day
when my best friend ran away from the center. I no longer have friends,
which creates distrust and shyness in me. I wonder if I can ever get married,
for fear of being abandoned by a husband, in the same way that my father
did to my mother.” (V. B., 18 years old)

According to those responsible for the centers, the children they take in are
those who, after fleeing from their home for situations of misunderstanding, mi-
streatment or corporal punishment by their parents or guardians, are found
wandering in the streets and in the markets. Likewise, some children in conflict
with the law are taken to the Brigade for the Protection of Minors which, in turn,
refers them to the reception centers for children in difficult situations. Some-
times, it is the organizers who discover them late at night in front of the shops,
begging and waiting for the doors to close in order to lie down at the storefronts.
They are taken to reception centers where an attempt is made to find the parents
and start family reintegration.

Table 4. Distribution of children according to psychological problems.

N %
Insecurity 21 20.59
Stigmatization 18 17.65
Shyness 28 27.45
Affective deficiency 35 3431
Total 102 100.00
Source: Field data, 2018.
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According to the officials, all of the children received have periods of distur-
bance. Physical and verbal violence, aggression, instability, and crying without
apparent reason are things to be managed daily. The children always feel in a
state of dissatisfaction and tend to project onto the adult present the situation of
their family, which had caused them to run away. According to the educators at
the centers, it is not easy to work with children such as these.

Officials at the centers revealed that some parents are still interested in their
children, especially those who had been forced into marriage or into religious
sects. However, according to these officials, the parents of children whose are
divorced or separated almost never come together to visit their offspring. Usual-
ly, only one parent is interested in the child and comes for a visit. This is due to
the disagreement which led to their separation. And if it happens that both par-
ents are interested in the child, each wishes to recover the child on their own
terms. The child becomes an object of dispute. This state of affairs means that
many children no longer want to return to their families and prefer to live in re-
ception centers.

Children cannot find their place within these conflicts, neither in the present,
nor in the future. They may feel as if their very existence is in question. This pe-
riod generates such anxiety that the child will lash out or retreat into isolation.
So, on the one hand, we may see behavioral disorders and juvenile crimes, and
on the other hand, educational and physical disabilities. This can be explained
on a psychological level by the development of a strong narcissistic tendency,
which prevents the subject from entering into a stable emotional relationship
with others.

It is, therefore, necessary to provide for the substitution of the parental fig-
ures, in particular, that of the mother, in the event of death, divorce, or separa-
tion of the couple, in order to genuinely help the child to undergo a healthy
psycho-emotional development. (For example, long-term consequences of ma-
ternal deprivation can include delinquency, reduced intelligence, increased ag-
gression, depression and unaffected psychopathy, which are the inability to show
affection or empathy for others. These individuals act impulsively, without
thinking of the consequences of their actions, as in the case of not showing guilt
after anti-social behavior.) Separated couples need to be aware of this situation
in order to prevent their children from sliding into crime, begging, or prostitu-
tion, to name just a few possible outcomes. Each family must ensure that the

child does not stumble and above all does not fall into drugs.

7. Conclusions and Implications for Further Research

Findings from this research point to several significant challenges in psychoaf-
fective development for such children. One major challenge highlighted by this
case study is the prevalence of insecurity among children from separated or di-
vorced families. Another is extreme shyness, which was observed through the

unspoken communication of the children during the interview sessions. Others
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communicate their dissatisfaction through aggression, tantrums, and crying. All
such children may experience denial, grief, a sense of abandonment, loss of
self-esteem, anxiety, a feeling of shame, a guilty reaction, or nostalgia for the past
combined with a hope that the parents might be reconciled and come back to-
gether even if, deep down, such a probability is negligible. The manifestation of
various disorders in mood and behavior, depressive or hypomaniacal reactions,
academic difficulties, sleep disorders, or various psychosomatic manifestations
are all possible, and all the more so the younger the child is. However, it should
be noted that following (Lévesque, 1998), the specific reactions and needs of the
child are closely linked to the age and stage of development.

Such observations are also apparent in children whose parents have remar-
ried, and when the stepmother or stepfather does not accept such children as
their own. This discourages the development of all psychosocial faculties, both in
girls as well as in boys. This situation has repercussions on the formation of the
ego of the children. Specifically, identification on the part of children is only
possible in the presence of the two parents or their functional substitutes who
understand the relevance of this decisive stage in the life of the child.

Another factor that plays a major role in the expression of the child’s suffering
is that of gender. Boys can demonstrate great aggressiveness, which is a factor
indicating a poor prognosis. When they are over the age of 6 - 7, they may suffer
from an overly strong relationship with the mother (who is very often the one
who mainly raises the children). To escape from this, the boy may want to stay
infantilized, or, conversely, to move toward marginalized groups. Girls, for their
part, can completely withdraw into themselves. The seemingly apparent adapta-
tion may in fact reflect great distress. Their risk in adolescence is the appearance
of early sexual delinquency.

A number of psychological support mechanisms seem to be prudent as sug-
gestions for support of children in such situations. For example, psychologists
can promote dialogue between the parents and the child (in the form of family
psychotherapy). They can also call attention to a child’s suffering through the
identification of symptoms and the detection of early warning signs of depres-
sion (anxiety, sadness, behavioral problems, poor academic performance). All
throughout, psychologists should encourage the verbalization and the exteriori-
zation of the feelings and emotions of these children in an atmosphere of trust.

Concerning several general recommendations for parents and families, it is
suggested that primary caregivers 1) look for ways to reduce daily stress so that
children are able to adapt to events in a flexible, effective, and harmonious way;
2) collaborate effectively with the spouse who has custody of the children; 3)
encourage visits by the non-custodial parent; 4) explain to the children the rea-
sons for the separation or divorce, so as to avoid misunderstandings and/or re-
volts; and 5) proactively decide about the future of separated children and par-
ents through the intervention of mediating professionals. Those responsible for
these children have expressed difficulty in maintaining them due to (among

other factors) the fact that some of these children still mourn their parents. Some
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have managed to help them through the reassuring examples of other successful
children, while others do not manage to help them, given the difficult personal
histories. We suggest to those in charge of the children that more love and atten-
tion may help them to fill the emotional void created, in order to promote good
mental health. Carrying out such recommendations may move the loss of family
relationships away from the most serious consequences, but also, may help to
avoid, in the short and long term, the most frequent developmental and perso-

nality disorders in children.
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