
Divorce and its impact on families and children
have been considerably investigated in the last
four decades in western contexts. Research
investigations (cf Ayoub et al. 1999) have
highlighted the wide ranging impact of divorce and
its consequences that affect almost all members of
the divorcing family as well as friends and relatives.
The impact of divorce on children has also attracted
much research attention and has led to a substantial
body of research and literature on the subject.
Earlier studies (e.g. Wallerstein et al. 2000; Amato
and Booth 1996; Feng et al. 1999) highlighted that
children of divorce seem to have lesser social skills,
lower education and competencies, and exhibit
more behavioural problems. Impact of divorce was
also found to be continuous, presenting
implications for children even in their adulthood.
Adult children of divorce seemed to have lower
education, lower incomes, lower psychological
scores, more prone to alcohol abuse and more likely
to divorce themselves (cf Amato and Sobolewski
2001; Feng et al. 1999). Research perspectives
however show a shift in the 1990’s increasingly
turning their focus to resilience and coping. Many
researchers (Neale and Flowerdew 2003; Kelly 2003;
Wyman et al. 1999) commented that though more
risk factors seem to be present for children of
divorce, most children are resilient and cope with
divorce.

Resilience Within the Ecological Context

Impact of divorce on children is mitigated by
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a number of social, familial and cultural factors,
within their ecological contexts (Das 2009). This
‘ecological contexts’ is derived from Bronfen-
brenner’s (1979) model of the human ecosystem
and refers to everything outside of the organism
and implicates the social world within which
humans are embedded. The model systematically
identifies different levels of the environment or
ecology with which humans interact directly and
indirectly. The ecological context is conceived as
a set of nested systems that are interconnected
and include the micro system (where humans
directly interact with objects and persons); meso
and exo systems (the relationships, direct and
indirect, that humans have with their micro and
macro systems that impact upon them or their
environments); and the macro system (overarching
ideologies, organisations of social institutions).
These systems thus form the socio-cultural context
or ecologies of human development. Garbarino et
al. (1982) has previously discussed the various
risks and opportunities present in the micro,
meso, exo and macro system that affect children’s
development. This paper aims to discuss some
of the risks and protective factors present in the
specific cultural context, community context and
macro context for British-Indian children of
divorce in the UK.

Resilience refers to a dynamic process of
positive adaptation within the context of signi-
ficant adversity (Luthar et al. 2000). Resiliency
theories also focus on various factors, within the
environment that serve risk or protective factors.
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This paper considers some of these risk and
protective factors for children of divorce before
discussing the specific factors for British-Indian
children of divorce.

For children of divorce, a primary risk factor
includes inter-parental conflict as it affects the
quality of parenting (Ayoub et al. 1999), reduces
father’s involvement (Welsh et al. 2004), and has
been associated with emotional and behavioural
difficulties in children (Simons et al. 1999;
Buchanan et al. 1996; Kline et al. 1991). In addition,
for children of divorce, multiple transitions and
changes as a consequence of divorce is also
another risk factor that can diminish ability and
resources for coping (Amato and Sobolewski 2001;
Buchanan et al. 1996). However, protective
processes and factors within children’s environ-
ments can also be present which can promote
coping. Good communication with children serves
as a protective factor as it helps them understand
the divorce situation and promotes coping by
helping to create meaning of the divorce experience
(Buchanan and Ritchie 2004; Hawthorn et al. 2003;
Dunn and Deater-Deckard 2001). Communication
and good quality contact with both parents also
promotes positive development, better adjust-
ments  and reduces delinquency (Hawthorn et al.
2003; Stewart 2003; Dunn and Deater-Deckard
2001).

Cultural features also present protective and
risk factors. Cohesive communities with strong
social networks enhance social capital providing
better education and economic opportunities to
individuals (Edwards et al. 2003; Putnam 2000;
Frustenberg and Hughes 1995). For single parent
families, presence of extended family structures,
and grandparents offer support and serve as
protective factors for children (Buchanan 2008).
Halpern (2005) noted that children in single-parent
families do well when social relations and
networks among parents are strong, but more
often, single-parents have lesser social networks.
Some studies have presented that close commu-
nity cohesion, positive ethnic identity and collec-
tivism are significant positive factors associated
with ethnic minority groups (Das 2009; Reynolds
2002; Smart 2000). Gohm et al. (1998) suggests
that collectivistic cultures can help children of
divorce by providing close knit support.

This extensive literature has contributed in
examining divorce as a family process and its
impact, but this understanding has been informed
largely from a white-western perspective since

most research has focussed on white communities
using predominantly white samples (Mitchell
1985). Divorce experiences of minority ethnic
groups have not received as much attention,
particularly within the British-Indian group where
divorce rates are relatively lower than national
UK statistics (ONS 2008). Cultural values,
practices and the community context makes
divorce a difficult decision for families and as such
can present a difficult transition for families that
divorce in the community. This current paper
explores 21 British-Indian adult children’s
experiences to understand their experiences and
considers risks and protective factors within
larger macro structures, community and cultural
features and specific family conditions that shape
their lives. To enable contextualisation of the
study, a brief synopsis of the British-Indian
community with particular attention to marriage,
family and divorce is presented.

British-Indians

South-Asians as a group constituted the
largest ethnic minority group in the UK at 4% of
the total population in 2001. The Indian popu-
lation within this group constitutes 1.8%
(1,053,000) of the total population (59.1) in the
UK (ONS 2006). Among South-Asians, marriage
rates are as high as 73% while their divorce rates
were low at 4% according to the fourth National
Survey of Ethnic Minorities, presented in
Berthoud and Beishon (1997: 32-33). Marriage is
the most accepted form of partnership among
British-Indians and alternative family forms such
as divorced families, lone parenthood, cohabi-
tation are comparatively lower within the Indian
community than Black minorities and the White
majority population in the UK (Berthoud and
Beishon 1997). The 2001 census also reported
divorce in the Indian community to be lowest at
10% (ONS 2006). There are only 7% of Indian
children in lone-mother households and 1% of
Indian children in lone-father households in the
UK (Box et al. 2001). Rates of cohabitation and
inter-ethnic marriages are comparatively very low
at less than 4% and 6% respectively the Indian
population (ONS. 2006). This is in some contrast
to the larger national picture in the UK which has
consistently recorded increasing cohabitation,
divorced families, step-families and lone
parenthood (ONS 2007). Divorce rates (in the UK)
stood in the order of 11.9 per thousand marriages
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in 2007 (ONS 2008). In 2005, there were 284,000
(more than 60% first marriages) marriages in the
UK, 155,000 divorces and 113,000 remarriages in
2005 (ONS 2008b). According to the 2001 census,
there were 0.7 million step-families with dependent
children while 0.3 million were cohabiting step-
families (ONS 2007a). Between 1996 and 2006,
married families had fallen by 4% while cohabiting
couples had risen by 60% and lone-mother
households had increased by 11% (ONS 2007a).

British-Indians show a continued commitment
to family unity and care, even though their
traditional family structures of large extended family
in their home country (country of emigration) are
no longer possible in the UK. British-Indian families
are very close knit and relationships across long
distances are consistently maintained through the
internet, phone and visits (ONS 2004; Berthoud
and Beishon 1997). Parenting of children is still
supported by extended close relatives who provide
support and reduce maternal stress (Harris 2000)
as child care has been mostly regarded as the
responsibility of mothers in the community. Divorce
among British-Indians is a particularly sensitive
topic and is associated with stigma of failure in
marriage. Divorced women and children face
difficult consequences of this stigma through
isolation and marginalisation in the community
(Goel 2005; Singh 1998). Though divorce is highly
resisted and avoided in Indian families unless the
marriage becomes a situation of extreme conflict
(Ranga Rao and Sekhar 2002); there are Asian
couples who do divorce to improve their lives.

The British-Indian community is close knit and
has developed as such in the face of racism and
hostility from the British society. Putnam (2000)
in his analysis of immigrant communities in the
USA (German, Italian, Jewish, polish and black
communities) also suggests that many immigrants
use chain migration as a common strategy to
conserve social capital as this helps to develop
communities which can provide camaraderie,
financial help, and political representation.
Researchers (cf Joppke 1996; Poulter 1987)
comment on a similar process of community
building for ethnic minority population in Britain,
in the face of racial discrimination, prejudice and
exclusiveness of the dominant British culture, to
build solidarity within their own communities for
strength and as a means of resistance through
steadfast adherence to traditional values and
practices.

In terms of resilience for children of divorce,

this strong community and strong family
associations may generate more support in collec-
tivist cultures and reduce physical and social risks
in the micro and macro contexts, particularly in
reducing the negative impact of parental conflict
on children (Medora et al. 2000; Gohm et al. 1998).
However, divorce may be perceived as having
acted against the norms of the community and
result in loss of social capital, status, honour and
stigma for divorced families (Coleman 1988).
Similarly, as a minority community, British-Indian
families may face difficulties in accessing services
and obtaining support in the host context. At the
same time, they may also benefit from support
and resources available in the larger macro system
which incorporate the larger ideological and
organisational structures and include relevant
policies, administrative, welfare support systems
for divorced families. The macro-environment may
also offer additional sources of materialistic and
non–materialistic support through providing
access, opportunities and enabling networks with
other members in the host society outside of the
particular community (Halpern 2005).

Data is presented to discuss risk and pro-
tective factors related to British-Indian commu-
nity and family relations, cultural ideologies and
practices within the larger macro context (British
society and systems).

THE   STUDY

Objectives: Subjective accounts from twenty-
one British-Indian adult children of divorce were
collected using a conceptual map to explore their
perceptions of
¨ the context of parental divorce and conflict

leading to divorce,
¨ the impact of parental divorce on them along

five domains namely: financial, emotional,
physical, educational/career, and social

¨ their own coping of parental divorce
Sample: Participation for the study was

sought from adult British-Indian adult children
of divorce who identified themselves to belong
to the Hindu or Sikh religious community. Hindu
and Sikh religions were grouped as they form 74%
of the Indian population in Britain (ONS 2006)
and share many philosophical tenets and prac-
tices. In addition, other studies on ethnic minority
populations have distinguished South-Asian
groups along religious dimensions due to signi-
ficant recorded differences between Hindu/Sikh
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and other religious groups such as Muslims
(Abbas 2003).

Participation was specifically sought from
adults to minimise any negative impact of recollec-
tion by children. It was also believed that adult
perspectives may be more informed and less influ-
enced by immediacy of the divorce and its impact
that children may feel up to 2 years after the
divorce (Wallerstein et al. 2000; Jekielek 1998;
Buchanan et al. 1996). In addition, many studies
have suggested that adult children of divorce are
able to recall and remember significant events of
their lives as affected by parental divorce (Abbey
and Dallos 2004; Wallerstein et al. 2000).

Voluntary Participation and Informed
Consent: Participants were voluntarily recruited.
The study was publicised in various venues such
as colleges, internet blogs, community centres,
temples, priests, voluntary agencies, radio and
newspaper media, inviting for participation. Inte-
rested participants who contacted the researcher
and fulfilled the criteria for participation were then
selected for the study. Informed consent was
obtained from all the participants, and explicitly
outlined the purpose of the study, the methods
involved, any risks and associated benefits of
the study. Rights of anonymity, confidentiality
and right to withdraw from the study was
communicated to all participants prior to the study
as well as during the interview process if the
participants showed any hesitation or anxiety to
respond. To ensure anonymity and confidentiality
of participants, pseudonyms have been used
when data is presented.

Each participant was offered in cash as a token
of thanks for their participation.

Data Collection, Analysis and Respondent
Validation: Qualitative data from participants was
collected using a semi-structured interview.
Participant interviews lasted between 60 to 90
minutes. These interviews were held over the tele-
phone or in person depending on the preference
of the participant. Sixteen participants were
interviewed over the phone and five participants
were interviewed through face to face interviews.

All interviews were tape recorded with the
consent of participants and broad themes from
the preliminary data were extracted. This preli-
minary data was shared with fourteen of the parti-
cipants in an additional interview– 10 of these
interviews were conducted in person and 4 were
conducted over the telephone. Though an attem-
pt was made to contact all the participants, only

fourteen were available and willing to engage at
this later stage. This process enabled the
researcher to validate the preliminary analysis as
well as explore and saturate some of the themes
that had emerged.

All the data was analysed using Atlas-Ti1 as
a data management tool. Emerging themes
consistent across the majority of the participants
were used as findings and analysed.

FINDINGS

The risk and protective factors within the
community, cultural ideologies and macro contexts
have been selectively presented to illustrate
dynamisms of resilience across these factors. The
findings and analyses aim to discuss these
interactions and dynamics.

Risk and Protective Factors within
Cultural Ideology

Among British-Indians, marriage is consi-
dered central to family life and as an important
and essential framework for care and socialisation
of children. However, due to this strong ethic for
marriage, there is strong resistance to divorce,
even in cases of extreme conflict and domestic
violence.

All participants reported parental conflict and
tensions which led to divorce. Reasons of conflict
included incompatibility, clash of personalities,
miscommunication, use of excessive alcohol, and
extra-marital affairs. Twelve participants also
reported this conflict was often associated with
violence and domestic abuse. It was only partici-
pants’ mothers who were targets of this violence.
Violence and conflict was endured over a long
period of time (minimum of two years; on average
marriage lasted for thirteen years).

Heer explains why her mother endured years
of violent domestic abuse with little support from
the community but resisted divorce due to worries
about stigma and her children.

Heer: There were lots of reasons why my mum
didn’t (divorce earlier)...it was the kids (3 small
children) when we were young because my
father’s finances supported the family. Also she
didn’t want to bring shame to her family as her
parents were very very set in their ways and still
are to an extent. That was a very very large factor...

Marital conflict in fact presents high risk and
impact for children (Bream and Buchanan 2003;



101RESILIENCE: BRITISH-INDIAN CHILDREN OF DIVORCE

Simons et al. 1999; Mullender and Morley 1999).
Though conflict is generally present in most cases
of divorce, the management and resolution of
these conflicts is important, particularly for
children. Within the British-Indian context how-
ever, divorce as a means to address this conflict
is highly undermined due to the cultural emphasis
on marriage. Due to high pro-marriage and anti-
divorce sentiments in the British-Indian
community (Berthoud 2000; Beishon et al. 1998),
divorce is associated with high stigma for the
divorcing couples, as well as for children and
other extended family members (Goel. 2005;
Purkayastha et al. 2003; Falk. 2001). For Indian
women, this stigma is more pronounced as
marriage is seen to be her responsibility and
divorce indicates her failure at maintaining the
marriage (Purkayastha et al. 2003; Falk 2001). Even
in this study, participants reported their mothers
to be most worried about stigma of divorce and
resist divorce, in spite of high conflict and
violence.

Furthermore, the stigma of divorce and
cultural norms is inter-generational and also
affects the lives of children directly. Cultural
notions of blame and stigma also force certain
individuals to behave in a manner that can limit
the lives of all members of the divorced family. In
Ipshita’s case, the cultural norms and avoidance
of stigma affected her life drastically.

Ipshita: The comments from other people but
also I think the worst thing about that stigma is
that it really limited my life. I became even more
shy, even more introvert although I graduated, I
went to university, I went to work and then I came
back home. That was the cycle of my life. I wasn’t
allowing myself to have a social life, I didn’t allow
myself to have friends, I didn’t allow myself to
experience a lot of things in life.

In addition, remarriage for participants’
mothers as divorced women was also more
restricted. Thus while, almost all of 21 participants’
fathers had remarried, only 3 of the participant
mothers had re-partnered or remarried.

Meghna: Her mum (grandmother) has
actually said to her (mother) ‘don’t you ever
remarry, I can’t live with it’ … Their (her
grandmother’s) mentality is very narrow-minded
in that sense. They (her grandmother and
maternal extended family)  would not want her
to remarry, they see it as ‘oh! It’s a bit of a, you
know, shame in the family kind of thing for her
to remarry’.

These anti-divorce norms thus have sub-
stantial implications for British-Indian mothers as
it limits remarriage which is one of the key routes
out of financial limitations after divorce. The UK
national picture shows relations between lone-
parents, who are mostly mothers, and child
poverty and welfare (ONS 2008). Many authors
have noted that remarriage is a key route through
which women and children can regain their pre-
divorce financial status (Maundeni 2000; Smart
2000; Goode 1993). However, in case of British-
Indian families, cultural norms present limitations
to remarriage for women.

Nevertheless, other cultural ideologies, reli-
gious values and practices were positive influ-
ences to help participants’ cope positively by
providing frames of reference to which partici-
pants could relate to.

Ravi:…I used to read about Hindu Warriors,
...they had a different battle in the sense that
Hindus were very suppressed at that point in
time…and I could relate to that. I was like ‘hang
on!’ I’m being suppressed. And I started to see, I
began to understand the ideology that…that
they had from the Gurus.

For Priyanka, religious practices such as
visiting temples provided solace and helped her
cope.

Priyanka: In god, my mother kept faith. We
started going to the temple a lot …we started
going regularly to the temple and we slowly
slowly started finding solitude in that and that
was a very big comfort for us…. My first biggest
source of strength for coping I would definitely
say is my faith in god because …

Indeed, a positive belief system and belief in
god as a resource for coping have been identified
as resilience promoting strategies (Banyard 2004).
Religion and faith in god may also provide
opportunities for everyday discipline and routine
(Barn et al. 2006; Medora et al. 2000) which can
provide catharsis and direction in life to cope with
adversities.

Other cultural emphasis on education and
respect may also be positive aspects that can
provide direction to children of divorce and
influence positive outcomes. In this study, all
participants except one had attained university
degrees and showed upwards mobility compared
to their parents. This is contrary to other
researches that find children of divorce to show
lower education, and qualifications. Though this
may be an effect of sample bias and limitations, it
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may be worthwhile to consider the effect of
cultural emphasis on education and achievement.
British-Indians place a high priority on education
and see it as presenting opportunities for upward
economic mobility as well as to counteract racism
and discrimination (Barn et al. 2006; Abbas 2003;
Modood et al. 1997).

Cultural ideologies and norms have a definite
impact on the life processes and choices available
to individuals. Among the British-Indians, strong
ideological support for marriage and against
divorce and remarriage present risks for children
and families in conflict. Nonetheless, cultural
identification and beliefs can also provide
strategies for positive coping. The values and
norms have a profound impact on life chances,
opportunities for individuals, and families that
do not fit the norm.

Risk and Protective Factors in the Community

In the case of almost all participants, commu-
nity and extended family played a substantial role
in resisting divorce. In some families, extended
members contributed to escalation of the conflict.
Dia’s parents lived in a joint family set up where
her parents resided with her father’s parents and
sister. Dia believed her father’s family to be hostile
to her mother and encourage the violence.

Dia: … basically my grandmother, my dad’s
mum caused a lot of trouble… so we actually
lived in a house where my grandmother used to
encourage the violence towards my mum really.

However, other extended and other family
members did offer support to help minimize and
control the violence through other intervention
efforts such as counselling and mediation

Heer: Lots of family members got involved to
help with the marital state but nothing ever really
helped… mother’s sisters and sometimes my
grandparents, they would really try to sort my
father out…my mother’s sisters tried on various
occasions to make him see sense and their
husbands, they all would try to talk to him about
his behaviour and he did seek help... and tried
to get into some meditation classes and things
like that.

The support and mediation were preferred
strategies to resolve the parental conflict rather
than divorce and some members refrained from
any involvement due to the negative stigma and
connotations of divorce.

Vikram:...basically both sets of grand-

parents...and my uncle and aunts...I think knew
that my dad could get quite violent and stuff…but
you know...divorce within the Asian
communities is very frowned upon…there was
more of a just put up with it and shut up really.
So, there was not really any overt support (for
divorce) for my mum.

Nonetheless, following divorce, the collective
community and family were sources of support
and comfort for divorced family members.
Participants reported a variety of ways through
which community and extended family members
provided support. This included providing
alternative care for children in the divorced family
with the transition phases of divorce.

Payal: …during my parents separation
period, my granddad (maternal grandfather)
was working in Birmingham so he and my
cousin(maternal aunt’s son) were living with us
for a while yeah…but then my granddad left and
then my cousin stayed for maybe a year.

This support from extended family members
often extended to transnational contexts, as Divij
explains that in his case, he was cared by his
extended family in India following parental
divorce, while his father continued to live and
work in the UK.

Divij: … my aunt(fathers sister) and
grandparents(paternal) would’ve cared for me
when my dad left me in India with them.. I was
there for maybe about a year or two.

The extended family was also useful in
communicating with participants to make them
understand the divorce, provide emotional
support as well as bolster confidence of divorced
parent.

Meghna: ….the most I rely on would probably
have to be my aunty(father’s sister), my dad’s sister,
she’s kind of seen what’s happened and she
remains impartial…I can tell her everything. I
can rely on her to support me through everything.

Amar:...my uncle (mother’s brother) was the
one who kind of talked to us, whether we were ok
and what you feel about what your dad said and
like he would take us inside and you know...
communicate to us about what had happened but
he did it perfectly.

Aryan: My mother was depressed, she
wouldn’t do anything the whole day, so at some
point my mum’s elder brother came over and told
her to pick herself together for the sake of the
three children. My mother then went and got a
job at the council and did very well after that.
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The extended family and community was also
a great source of material, financial and housing
support

Dia: I lived with my grandparents( maternal)
for about 6 months after my mum left and after
that I actually moved in with a friend for about a
year. My aunt(mother’s sister) also helped us a
lot...it wasn’t financial help that we needed, it
was more things like advice or when we were
moving, helping us move house....umm...you
know helping us buy furniture…things like that.

However, support from the community also
had associated costs. Participants indicated that
there was, at times, excessive interference in their
private family life by other community and
extended family members. There was pressure to
share private issues with them to ensure their
continuing support. Meena alludes to this in her
conversation and refers to the vulnerability of
her family due to being ‘divorced’.

Meena: ... the whole family knows your
business and sometimes you don’t want that, you
do want your privacy. But if she (mother) doesn’t
tell them (relatives) about what’s
happening...then later on they will say to her
that you didn’t tell us and it’s your fault if things
don’t work out… Yeah...there is some sort of
support coming from family. But if you can’t get
it from your partner then the family is the next
best.

In addition, it is also the extended family and
community which isolates and stigmatises the
family.

Madhuri:…other people in the family
actually live fairly away from us such as one of
my mum’s sisters who thinks we are cursed or
something and she doesn’t really see us anymore.

Similarly, in Ravi’s case, though they received
assistance and support from extended family and
community, his family was also perceived as a
burden and their vulnerable status was exploited.

Ravi: They didn’t see us as having a family
life so we were the house where everyone’s kids
were always dumped...basically we were always
the people who would baby-sit because when
some of my aunts used to go to parties and stuff,
they just took us for granted. Also my uncles had
married into other families and he would take
me with them to their families and say oh! Look
we are taking care of our sister’s sons and I did
find that was like a promotion gimmick like ‘we
look after our nephew!’... We were like a burden
on them. It was like...’Oh! divorced family!’

The analysis of data from participants reveals
that though the close community is a source of
support protective factors, there are also asso-
ciated risks within the community contexts which
present risks and negative consequences for
divorced families.

The inter-generational and familial stigma
limits support for divorce within the community
and extended family networks often leading to
strong reactions from the community and in
strong stigmatised identities for children and
members of the divorced family. In fact, it is often
the collective and close knit family and commu-
nity that can make divorced family members feel
devalued, rejected or isolated in community pro-
cesses. However, the collective community also
provides support by encouraging negotiation,
mediation and counselling to address marital
conflict. These strategies are preferred to divorce
for resolving marital conflict.

The community is also a resource in terms of
providing flexible and dynamic support for
families of divorce in terms of emotional and
material support – often across the Diaspora. For
children of divorce, this can often be temporary
care and adjustments in different countries and
contexts and frequent changes in the constitution
of the family.

Though the community does provide support
and advice on a variety of fronts for children of
divorce and women, they can also excessively
interfere into the private family matters of divorced
families. However, divorced family members may
not be in a position to urge for privacy for fear of
losing the support that these networks do offer.
Nonetheless, children of divorce show the ability
and resilience to recognise and negotiate between
these two aspects. While some children of
divorce cope by exclusively forming relationships
with relatives that do not provide support at the
cost of privacy, others are able to accept the terms
of such help and some even seek support from
the larger host society that does not associate
help with these demands.

The dynamics of the community influence on
individuals also need to be considered in a larger
historical context. The development of the British-
Indian community can be considered to have
developed in an external environment of hostility
and racism in the UK (Goel 2005; Gohm et al. 1998).
However, the maintenance of this community may
be based on cultural practices and traditional
norms shared by the community members from



104 CHAITALI DAS

India. The community thus upholds many
traditional ideologies that unite them but limit
agencies of individuals and families that do not
fit the norm and can render them more vulnerable.

Risk and Protective Factors within
Macro-contexts

For British-Indians, the larger ideological and
organisational structures (macro-systems) in the
UK also presented risk and protective features.
The macro systems, through organisational
policy, service provision and administrative struc-
tures, did provide opportunities for further edu-
cation, financial assistance, and access to ser-
vices. Most participants indicated making use of
educational opportunities, grants, a responsive
public health system to cope with specific finan-
cial vulnerabilities.

However, not all services provided were sensi-
tive to the needs and purposes of the British-
Indian context. Some participants indicated how
the police services were unable to provide any
relevant support in domestic violence related
issues.

Heer: I remember one incident, I must have
been about 8 and I remember the police coming
in and taking a statement after an incident
occurred and my father would always get
straight to the pub afterwards. We called the
police and they came in, they took a statement
and northing really happened. That was it. No
social services were called. I just remember him
saying, when he comes back from the pub, when
your dad comes back, put the chain on the door
and if he’s still...if he looks like he might do
something then don’t let him in, that was their
suggestion (laughs)... My oldest sister was 10 and
my youngest sister was 6.

Many researchers have commented on the
inadequacy of services to appropriately deal with
sensitive family related issues such as domestic
violence for minority ethnic and migrant women
(Wilson 2006; Chana 2005; Gelles 1997; Nain 1991).

Unfamiliarity with the systems in the host
country, as new migrants, may have limited the
capacities and agencies of some of the participant
mothers to seek appropriate assistance. For
example, when asked if services were involved,
Ipshita comments that her mother may not have
known how to involve services and the privacy
of the family as an important element for not
seeking help or services.

Ipshita: ...I don’t think my mum knew how to
get them (social/support services) involved. I
don’t know if she knew and if she would get that
help. Also there is this element that this is a family
private matter.

Immigrant women may feel further vulnerable
due to unfamiliarity with systems in the host
country, and lower support structures as
compared to their home countries. Though most
mothers in this study did take action and went
through divorce, most participants did report
resistance on their mothers behalf and noted their
unfamiliarity with the system. It is also possible
that mothers were able to take action only after a
considerable length of time when they had better
adjusted with the host systems. They may feel a
sense of loyalty to the community which is a
resource within the hostile context of racism and
discrimination in the UK and may feel obliged to
maintain tradition and fear losing the support of
the community (Goel 2005; Ahmad et al. 2004;
Menjivar and Salcido 2002; Berthoud 2000).

It should be noted that, aspects of cultural
loyalty, unfamiliarity with systems, loss of support
systems upon migration influence minority ethnic
families in complex ways.

Macro support structures within health,
education and social services systems benefitted
and were appreciated by the families. Evandrou
(2000) notes that use of services and public systems
by ethnic minorities have consistently shown that
these groups are unable to use them due to access
issues or because the services offered are not
culturally appropriate or relevant for these
communities. However, in the current study,
participants and their families did report accessing
state support, services and material resources.

Six participants also reported that the
education service was able to identify distress in
participants and were often approached by
participants for help. School personnel were able
to identify behaviours and developmental
patterns such as withdrawal from activities,
inconsistent attendance, falling academic grades,
and /or other general presentations that may be
indicative of psychological issues that some
participants were presenting. As and when
identified, schools referred participants to
counselling services available in the education
system. Most participants were thus referred to
counselling services from schools. Schools can
increasingly play a large protective role in
identifying and linking children with appropriate
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support (Hetherington 2003; Howard et al. 1999).
UK policy also recognises the roles of schools in
the provision of integrated services for children
to protect them and promote their development
(Chand 2008; DCSF 2008; Every Child Matters
2003).

In total, ten participants used counselling
services. While some participants were referred
from schools, others were referred by other
agencies such as the National Health Service or
were self referrals. Only 3 participants found the
counselling service useful. Though services and
schools can provide important links to connect
children with services, there remains scope to
further explore their involvement and purpose.
For participants in this study, counselling seemed
useful when accessed voluntarily and within
specialist settings. For others, this service seemed
inadequate as it did not seem to address the
particular needs of participants that were arising
out of the family issues that they were facing.

Priyanka: Counselling didn’t help me at all.
Because counsellors are there to listen to you
and they are not there to advise you or anything.

Other researchers have indicated children’s
reluctance to use counselling services as they did
not feel it addressed their needs and may force
children into situations of powerlessness and
vulnerability where they are forced to interact with
doctors or counsellors (Trinder et al. 2002; Mitchell
1985). For British-Indians, the stigma of divorce
may further limit engagement and disclosures of
family related issues by children. In addition, for
children from different minority cultures, the
purpose of talking to a counsellor when one could
access a close relative or friend may not be well
understood and may expect more directive advice
and support (Lau 2002; Harris 2000).

It may be argued that though support
systems are available, they may not necessarily
be able to take account of and address particular
issues and expectations of minority ethnic com-
munities, as is seen in participants’ experiences
with police and counselling services. In this sense,
minority ethnic communities may be dis-advan-
taged. There exist inequalities in services, access
and resources in health, social and material resour-
ces for ethnic minority communities (Evandrou
2000). Evandrou also comments that this may be
due to institutional discrimination and cultural
aspects and considers that targeted and culturally
sensitive services are important to address these
issues. Though participants’ in the study did not

indicate any racism, it is important to note this
larger context of oppression within which the
community has developed and continues to deve-
lop. Larger structural and institutional contexts
of racism and discrimination continue to have a
substantial impact on the lived experiences of
minority ethnic groups (Modood et al 1997; Platt
2005).

The larger macro context where divorce is more
normative nonetheless also have provided
alternative venues of socialisation and support.
Nadia and Preeti present narratives that illustrate
how family divorce distinguished them and made
it difficult for them to participate with peers from
their community. Nadia also explains her socialisa-
tion with other groups with whom she could share
her experience of parental divorce with.

Nadia: I didn’t fit in with them and they were
all Indian friends...whereas my friends that are
not Asian...they tend to come from more broken
homes. … you don’t find a lot of Asians that come
from broken homes...in our parents generation...I
always felt that we were left out in school and
stuff and other children used to bully us and
stuff.

Preeti: ...I didn’t have anything to talk to
them about. It was weird, they were always
asking about like family and asking about all
that kind of stuff and I didn’t really want to talk
about my family. So they’ll just say ‘oh! Diwali,
what did you do for Diwali!’ and I was like I
didn’t do anything and they would go like ‘oh!’
... they were really close with their family and
family mattered to them and so when they talked
about their family so I wouldn’t have nothing to
say so I didn’t really like hanging around them
that much so even though they were my friends,
I wouldn’t really go out with them a lot.

The macro context presents risks for minority
ethnic community by policies and services that
may not appropriately support their cultures and
practices. In addition, historical racist and
discriminatory practices also have an influence
on the formation and maintenance of the British-
Indian community. Nonetheless, the macro system
also presents opportunities for development,
provides services and presents an alternative
space for the socialisation of divorce families that
are stigmatised in the British-Indian community.

CONCLUSION

The paper considered the risk and protective
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factors present within cultural ideologies, commu-
nity context and the macro context that have an
impact on British-Indian children of divorce.

The paper suggests that it is not static
features that offer themselves as protective or
risk factors but rather their interaction. High
resistance for divorce within the British-Indian
cultural values present high risk for children in
conflict ridden families. Cultural norms against
remarriage further limit women’s life choices that
have an impact on children in lone-mother families.
However, cultural ideologies, religion and prac-
tices also provide protective and resilience build-
ing features. For ethnic minority children,  cultural
tenets, practices of worship are also important
sources of hope for children to help them cope.

The community also presents resources and
risks. While this collective can and does provide
flexible and informal support for the divorced
family, it also acts as an agent that ensures that
cultural values are upheld. These cultural values
however marginalise and stigmatise the divorced
family.

The larger macro-context serves as an addi-
tional context. Though there may be sources of
support available in the larger mainstream context,
there is structural racism and discrimination that
can limit opportunities and access for migrant
groups. Migrant groups can thus feel more
inclined to build strong community networks with
their groups for support and  expect loyalty of
their community members on the basis of tradi-
tional norms that emanate from their countries.
The larger context, nonetheless, offer alternative
sources of socialisation that is stigma free and
provides a more normalised identity to divorced
families that are isolated in the British-Indian
community. The macro-context also offers
support, educational and employment oppor-
tunities that newer generation of British-Indian
children can en-cash on. Formal organisations
like schools also identify children of distress and
link them to appropriate services such as
counselling. However, to be most effective, these
services need to be aligned with the cultures of
the minority communities, their experiences and
needs.

In addition, cultural ideologies, the community
context and the macro context are inter-linked and
dynamically interact and influence each other
across cultural, social, and historical contexts.
Cultural ideologies affect the community context.
Subsequently, the development and maintenance

of the British-Indian community is influenced by
macro environments and attitudes towards the
community through history. The capacity and
agency of individuals are affected by the cultural
ideologies, community and macro contexts but
their impact on the individual is not linear or simple.

The paper suggests that considering resilien-
ce within Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) socio-ecologi-
cal contexts allows a broader analysis of structu-
ral and cultural features that have an impact on
child development, particularly in minority ethnic
families. The interactions within systems has been
emphasised in Bronfenbrenner’s theory and
considering risk and protective factors in terms
of their interactions in life processes can capture
the dynamism within systems more compre-
hensively. This can provide a tool to unravel the
complex relationships within systems that have
an impact on individuals and communities. For
ethnic minority families, this contextualisation is
particularly important as it enables an exploration
of developmental processes for individuals,
families and communities provides in-depth
understanding and can reduce misinterpretation
of individual, familial and community actions and
reactions. Indeed, many researchers have high-
lighted the challenges of research with ethnic
minorities where de-contextualised findings
pathologise and disadvantage minority people
(Jensen and Lauritsen 2005). Such an approach
also has implications policy and practice for
multicultural contexts as it presents a framework
for working with children which is culturally
sensitive and can respond to the dynamic rela-
tionship within socio-ecological systems. This
approach also enables consideration of diversity
within and between minority groups. Towards
developing cultural sensitive practices, parti-
cularly in public services, risks and protective
factors within these contextual dynamics need to
be considered during assessments, and develop-
ing programmes with ethnic minority groups and
individuals.

Within the UK context, ethnic minority com-
munities face considerable deprivation, poverty
discrimination and disadvantages. There is a need
to understand cumulative risks and strengths
within the socio-ecological contexts towards
developing interventions and support systems
that are appropriate and relevant for children and
families (Ayoub et al. 1999). This study suggests
considering resilience for ethnic minority children
within their contexts whilst also allowing space
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for multiple perspectives and changing dynamics.
For practitioners and policy makers, this approach
can enable better culturally sensitive and anti-
oppressive practice.

NOTES

1 Atlas-Ti is a Computer Assisted Qualitative Data
Analysis Software (CAQDAS). The software which
enables researchers to manage the data through tools
that make it easier for qualitative researchers to label,
categorise, organise, create appropriate notes, as
identified by the researcher.

REFERENCES

Abbas T 2003. The Impact of Religio-Cultural Norms
and Values on the Education of Young South Asian
Women. British Journal of Sociology of Education,
24(4): 411-428.

Abbey C, Dallos R 2004. The Experience of the Impact
of Divorce on Sibling Relationships: A Qualitative
Study. Clinical Child Psychology and Psychiatry,
9(2): 241 - 259.

Ahmad F, Riaz S, Barata P, Stewart DE 2004. Patriarchal
Beliefs and Perceptions of Abuse among South Asian
Immigrant Women. Violence Against Women, 10(3):
262-279.

Amato PR, Booth A 1996. A Prospective Study of
Divorce and Parent-Child Relationships. Journal of
Marriage and the Family, 58(2): 356-365.

.Amato PR, Sobolewski JM 2001. The Effects of Divorce
and Marital Discord on Adult’s Children Psycho-
logical Well Being. American Sociological Review,
66(6): 900-921.

Ayoub CC, Deutsch RM, Maraganore A 1999. Emotional
Distress in Children of High-Conflict Divorce: The
Impact of Marital Conflict and Violence. Family
and Conciliation Courts Review, 37(3): 297-314.

Banyard V, Canter E 2004. Adjustment to College among
Trauma Survivors: An Exploratory Study of
Resilience. Research In Brief, 45(2): 207-221.

Barn R, Ladina C, Rogers B 2006. Parenting in Multi-
Racial Britain. London: National Children’s Bureau.

Barnes M, Lyon N, Morris S, Robinson V, Yau YW 2005.
Family Life in Britain: Findings from the 2003
Families and Children Study(FACS).(Research
report No. 250). Leeds: Department of Work and
Pensions.

Beishon S, Modood T, Virdee S 1998. Ethnic Minority
families. Findings, (No. 398). York: Joseph
Rowntree Foundation.

Berthoud R, Beishon S 1997. People, Families and
Households. In Ethnic Minorities in Britain - Diversity
and Disadvantage. London: Policy Studies Institute.

Berthoud R 2000. Family formation in Multi-cultural
Britain: Three Patterns of Diversity. University of
Essex: Institute for Economic and Social Research.

Box L, Butt J, Bignall T 2001. Setting the Context. In
Discussion Paper 1: Black and Minority Ethnic
Families Policy Forum. London: REU.

Bream V, Buchanan A 2003. Distress Among Children
whose Separated or Divorced Parents Cannot Agree
Arrangements for Them. The British Journal of
Social Work, 33: 227-238.

Bronfenbrenner U 1979. The Ecology of Human
Development: Experiments by Nature and Design.
Harvard University Press: MA.

Buchanan A, Ritchie C 2004. What Works for Troubled
Children? Essex: Barnado’s.

Buchanan CM, Maccoby E, Dornbusch SM 1996.
Adolescents After Divorce. Cambridge and Massachu-
setts: Harvard University Press.

Buchanan A 2008. Involved Grandparenting and Child
Well-being. Oxford: ESRC.

Chana PJ 2005. Domestic Violence: Impact of Culture
on Experiences of Asian (Indian subcontinent)
women (Vol. Monograph No. 216). Norwich: Uni-
versity of East Anglia.

Chand A 2008. Every Child Matters? A Critical Review
of Child Welfare Reforms in the Context of Minority
Ethnic Children and Families. Child Abuse Review,
17: 6–22.

Coleman JS 1988. Social Capital in the Creation of Human
Capital. The American Journal of Sociology, 94
(Supplement: Organisations and Institutions:
Sociological and Economic Approaches to the
Analysis of Social Structure): S95-S120.

Daniel B, Wassell S 2002. The School Years: Assessing
and Promoting Resilience in Vulnerable Children
(Vol. 2). London and New York: Jessica Kingsley
publishers.

Das C 2009. Recognising Ecological Contexts of Diverse
Ethnic Groups: Experiences of British-Indian Adult
Children of Divorce. The International Journal of
Diversity in Organisations, Communities and
Nations, 9(5): 83-97.

DCSF (Department for Children, Schools and Families)
2008. Children Act 2004 - Guidance. (Online).
Available at http://www.everychildmatters.gov.uk/
strategy/guidance/ (Accessed on 5th Feb 2009).

Dunn J, Deater-Deckard K 2001. Children’s Views of
their Changing Families. Findings, (No. 931). York:
Joseph Rowntree Foundation.

Edwards R, Franklin J, Holland J 2003. Families and
Social Capital: Exploring the Issues. London: South
Bank University.

Evandrou M 2000. Social Inequalities in Later Life: the
socio-economic position of older people from ethnic
minority groups in Britain. Population Trends, 101:
11-18.

Every Child Matters. 2003. Cm5860, London: HMSO
Falk G 2001. Stigma - How We Treat Outsiders. New

York: Prometheus books.
Feng D, Giarrusso R, Bengston VL, Frye N 1999. Inter-

generational Transmission of Marital Quality and
Marital Instability. Journal of Marriage and the
Family, 61(2): 451-463.

Frustenberg FF, Hughes ME 1995. Social Capital and
Successful Development among At-Risk Youth. Journal
of Marriage and the Family, 57(3): 580-592.

Garbarino J, Abramowitz R, Benn J, Garboury M,
Galambos N, Garbarino A, Grandjean P, Long F, Plantz
M 1982. Children and Families in the Social En-
vironment. New York: Aldine Publishing Compant.

Gelles R J(ed) 1997. Intimate Violence in Families. London,
Thousand Oaks, New Delhi: Sage Publications.

Goel R 2005. Sita’s Trousseau: Restoratove Justice,
Domestic Violence, and South Asian Culture. Violence
Against Women, 11: 639-665.

Gohm C, Oishi S, Darlington J, Diener E 1998. Culture,
Parental Conflict, Parental Marital Status, and the



108 CHAITALI DAS

Subjective Well-Being of Young Adults. Journal of
Marriage and the Family, 60(2): 319-334.

Goode WJ 1993. World Changes in Divorce Patterns.
New Haven and London: Yale University Press.

Halpern D 2005. Social Capital. Cambridge, UK: Polity
Press.

Harris Q 2000. Psychological Problems in Asian Children.
In: A Lau (Ed): South Asian Children and
Adolescents in Britain: Ethnocultural Issues. London
and Philadelphia: Whurr Publications Ltd., Ch.12.

Hawthorne J, Jessop J, Pryor J, Richards M 2003.
Supporting Children through Family Change – A
Review of Interventions and Services for Children of
Divorcing and Separating Parents. York: Joseph
Rowntree Foundation.

Hetherington EM 2003. Social Support and the
Adjustment of Children in Divorce and Remarried
Families. Childhood. 10(2): 217-236.

Howard S, Dryden J, Johnson B 1999. Childhood
Resilience: Review and Critique of Literature. Oxford
Review of Education, 25(3): 307-323.

Jekielek SM 1998. Parental conflict, marital disruption
and children’s emotional well-being. Social Forces,
76: 905-936.

Jensen C, Lauritsen P 2005. Qualitative research as partial
connection: bypassing the power-knowledge nexus.
Qualitative Research, 5(1): 59-77.

Joppke C 1996. Multiculturalism and Immigration: A
Comparison of the Unites States, Germany, and Great
Britain. Theory and Society, 25(4): 449-500.

Kelly J 2003. Changing Perspectives on Children’s
Adjustment following Divorce: A view from the
United States. Childhood, 10(2): 237-254.

Kline M, Johnston JR, Tschann JM 1991. Long Shadow
of Marital Conflict - A Model of Children’s Post
Divorce Adjustment. Journal of Marriage and the
Family, 53(2): 297-309.

Lau A 2002. Family Therapy and Ethnic Minorities. In:
KN Dwivedi (Ed.): Meeting the Needs of Ethnic
Minority Children - including Refugee, Black and
Mixed Parentage Children: A Handbook for Pro-
fessionals. London, New York: Jessica Kingsley, Ch.4.

Luthar SS, Cicchetti D, Becker B 2000. The Construct of
Resilience: A Critical Evaluation and Guidelines for
Future Work. Child Development, 71(3): 543-562.

Maundeni T 2000. The Consequences of Parental
Separation and Divorce for the Economic, Social
and Emotional Circumstances for Children in
Botswana. Childhood, 7(2): 213-223.

Medora NP, Larson JH, Dave PB 2000. East- Indian College
Student’s Perceptions of Family Strengths. Journal
of Comparative Family Studies, 31: 408–424.

Menjivar C, Salcido O 2002. Immigrant Women and
Domestic Violence: Common Experiences in Different
Countries. Gender and Society, 16(6): 898-920.

Mitchell A 1985. Children in the Middle: Living through
Divorce. London and New York: Tavistock Publi-
cations.

Modood T, Berthoud R, Lakey J, Nazroo J, Smith P,
Virdee S, Beishon S 1997. Ethnic Minorities in Britain
– Diversity and Disadvantage. London: Policy
Studies Institute.

Mullender A, Morley R 1994. Children Living with
Domestic Violence. London: Whiting and Birch.

Nain GT 1991. Black Women, sexism and Racism: Black
or Antiracist Feminism. Feminist Review, 37: 1-22.

Neale B, Flowerdew J 2003. Trying to Stay Apace:

Children with Multiple Challenges in their Post-
Divorce Family Lives. Childhood, 10(2): 147-161.

ONS (Office for National Statistics) 2004. Social Trends
34. London: Office for National Statistics.

ONS (Office for National Statistics) 2006. Focus on
Ethnicity and Religion. London: Office for National
Statistics.

ONS (Office for National Statistics) 2007. Social Trends
37. London: The Stationary Office: Office for
National Statistics.

ONS (Office for National Statistics) 2008. Social Trends
38. London: The Stationary Office: Office for
National Statistics.

Platt L 2005. Migration and Social Mobility: The Life
Chances of Britain’s Minority Ethnic Communities.
Bristol: The Policy Press.

Poulter S 1987. Ethnic Minority Customs, English Law
and Human Rights. The International and Compara-
tive Law Quarterly, 36(3): 589-615.

Purkayastha B, Subramaniam M, Desai M, Bose, S 2003.
The Study of Gender in India: A Partial Review.
Gender and Society, 17(4): 503-524.

Putnam RD 2000. Bowling Alone: the Collapse and
Revival of American Community. NY, London,
Toronto, Sydney, Singapore: Simon and Schuster.

Ranga Rao ABSV, Sekhar K 2002. Divorce: process and
correlates a cross-cultural study. Journal of Compara-
tive Family Studies, 33(4): 541-563.

Reynolds T 2002. Reanalysing the Black Family. In: A
Carling, S Duncan, R Edwards (Eds.): Analysing
families – Morality and Rationality in policy and
practice London, New York: Routledge, Ch. 3.4.

Simons RL, Kuei-Hsiu L, Gordon LC, Conger RD, Lorenz
FO 1999. Explaining the Higher Incidence of
Adjustment problems Among Children of Divorce
Compared with those in Two-Parent Families. Journal
of Marriage and the Family, 61(4): 1020 - 1033.

Singh R 1998. The Cultural Adjustment of Asian Lone
Mothers Living in London. USA, Singapore, Sydney:
Ashgate Publishing Limited.

Smart C 2000. Divorce in England 1950-2000: A Moral
Tale? In: S Katz, J Eekelaar, M Maclean (Eds): Cross
Currents: Family Law and Policy in the US and
England. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 363-
387.

Stewart SD 2003. Non-resident Parenting and Adolescent
Adjustment: The Quality of Non-resident Father-
Child Interaction. Journal of Family Issues, 24(2):
217-244.

Trinder L, Beek M, Connoly J 2002. Making Contact:
How Parents and Children Negotiate and Experience
Contact After Divorce. York: York Publishing
Services.

Wallerstein J, Lewis JM, Blakeslee S 2000. The
Unexpected Legacy of Divorce – a 25 year Landmark
Study. New York: Hyperion.

Welsh E, Buchanan A, Flouri E, Lewis J 2004. Father’s
Involvement and their Secondary School-aged Chil-
dren. Findings (No. 1904). York: Joseph Rowntree
Foundation.

Wilson A 2006. Dreams, Questions and Struggles.
London: Pluto Press.

Wyman PA, Cowen EL, Work WC, Hoyt-Meyers L,
Magnus KB, Fagen DB 1999. Caregiving and
Developmental Factors Differentiating Young At-
Risk Urban Children Showing resilient versus Stress-
Affected Outcomes: A Replication and Extension.
Child Development, 70(3): 645-659.


