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Abstract. The family and its important role in 
the development of the child is the inspiration for many 
types of research that have the intention to emphasize 
certain aspects of family life and the consequences of 
the family relations in the development of the children.

The issue of this research is to find out if there is a 
connection between the conflict in the family, the divorce 
of the parents and self-concept in the children of early 
school age. The research is conducted on 30 children of 
single-parent families. The children of these single-parent 
families are children who have lived in families with 
conflicts and they have been direct or indirect participants 
in the conflict of the divorced parents.

In the process of research, we applied projec-
tive techniques: Machover which consists of drawing 
a person’s figure, as well as a drawing a house and a 
tree-HTP (House-Tree-Person).The results are obtained 
through qualitative analysis and interpretation of each 
drawing particularly.

During the investigation the relation between 
the variables, it is confirmed that there is a considerable 
connection between the conflict in the family, the divorce 
of the parents and the self-concept in children. It is con-
firmed, during the process that the children of divorced 
parents from negative self-concept. In children of single-
parent families it is indicated that this group of children 
in relation to the psychological picture for themselves 
presented the following characteristics: lowered EGO, 
mechanisms for defense, feeling of insecurity, low self-
confidence, aggressiveness, great virility, and caution.

Keywords: self-concept, mid-childhood, family, 
family atmosphere. 

1. INTRODUCTION

The concept self-images are defined 
in different ways; according to (Cratch and 
Cratchfild, 1976) it represents a conscious-
ness of oneself or a representation of the 
personal I (self-conception); according to 
other authors it is a self-esteem and, accord-
ing to a third author (Olport) it represents 
the consciousness of the consciousness.

Cratch and Cratchfild say that the in-
dividual has certain consciousness of himself 
i. e they in a certain manner understand and 
evaluate the personal I. Every individual is 
aware that he is a certain type of person who 
has some capabilities, skills, knowledge, has 
different convictions, values, attitudes, di-
rected towards different aims and aspirations. 
The individual as well takes care about his re-
lation with the surrounding i.e. what objects 
does he possess, in what social group does he 
belong, what is his social status, what is his 
social role, and how does he look like in the 
eyes of the other people. The development of 
the self-concept is very difficult and complex 
process. The self-concept develops through-
out the life constantly under the influence of 
the inner capacities of the person and his so-
cial experience. During the earliest period of 
growing the child creates his trust in his par-
ents. In the early childhood, the development 
of the self-concept depends on the way the 
adults react on the child’s needs like hunger, 
thirst, sleep, and other basic needs. It also de-
pends on the feeling of trust or entrusts in the 
surrounding. The sensibilities of the parents, 
as well as the parents’ constant respond to 
the child’s needs, are of great importance for 
the development of the positive self-concept.

The child finds out about himself 
throughout a game, and the relation to himself 
is created primarily on the basis of the paren-
tal reaction, the comments that are directed to-
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wards him by the parents and the other adult 
people.

Parents’ comments, commendations, 
opinions, and punishments are decisive fac-
tors for creating a picture of himself as a wor-
thy or less worthy person (Block, Block, and 
Gjerge, 1986).

The self-concept represents an overall 
consciousness of the individual about himself 
which integrates by observing and thinking 
about his own personality. It is formed during 
the childhood and throughout life becomes 
more enriched.

The role of the parents in the develop-
ment of the child is primary. In the family, 
every member satisfies or at least expects to 
satisfy some of his conscious or unconscious 
emotional needs. In the family, the individual 
may feel accepted or rejected, happy and se-
cure or depressed and insecure.

In the development of the personality 
of the child, the most important feeling is the 
feeling of security, feeling that the parents 
love him and take care about him (Rot 1980).
The general atmosphere in the family is far 
more important than the individual behav-
iors of the parents to the child. The children 
of those families where there is an atmosphere 
of trust, love, and partnership’s relations be-
tween the parents themselves and between the 
parents and the child   will grow as a positive 
person. On the other hand, children that live 
in families where there are frequent conflicts 
between the parents will grow as persons with 
negative characteristics. The conflict between 
the parents brings to a conflict in the children 
themselves. By rule, the children love both 
their parents and they partially identify with 
both of them and because of that the conflict 
between the parents brings conflicts in the 
children themselves (Berger, 2002).

The divorce and the separation of the 
parents are hard for all the members of the 
family and the greatest victims are the chil-
dren. The children in these families are vic-
tims of the conflict between their parents 
and they deserve special attention (Arendell, 
2000). Every child is special having particular 
weaknesses, strength, flaws, and way of think-
ing. When the marriage falls apart and one of 
the parents leaves the home; the home and the 
life of the child will be filled with negative 
emotions. Creating a real picture of oneself 
according to the researchers of Elizabeth Har-
lok to a great extent depends on the relation of 
the parents to their child as well as the fam-
ily atmosphere in which the child grows and 
develops. The family has a direct influence on 

the way the child creates an opinion of oneself 
and how will be perceived by the others and 
that influences directly the real or the unreal 
picture of oneself.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

The subject of this research is the influ-
ence of the negative family atmosphere that 
is produced by the frequent conflicts between 
the parents on the formation of the self-con-
cept in children of these families. The broadly 
defined aim of this research is through analy-
sis of children’s drawings to find out the influ-
ence of the unfavorable family atmosphere on 
the psychological development of the child, 
as well as the influence of the separation of 
the parents on the picture that the child creates 
about himself. In the children’s drawings their 
feelings; the conflicts they have with other 
people; emotional tension and other personal 
problems come to the surface. The drawing is 
used as a psycho-therapeutic means through 
which the mental problems and unsolved 
emotional conflicts appear and they are sig-
nificant starting points in the psychotherapy. 

Having in mind the complexity of the 
research, a general hypothesis of the research 
is defined.

General hypothesis: There is  a connec-
tion between the conflict of the parents, the di-
vorce and the picture of oneself in the children 
at early school age.

In order to reach the dependent variable 
picture of oneself to children of divorced par-
ents, it was necessary to analyze all the reac-
tions and the behavior which participated in 
its creation.

The independent variable that directly 
influences the formation of the picture for 
oneself in children of conflicting families is 
the relation of the parents, the constant con-
flict between the parents and the process of 
divorce of the spouses.

The participants that took part of the 
research are children from divorced parents. 
Data on children from divorced parents are 
received from the Center for Social Work, 
the department responsible for the issues of 
divorces. The psychologist works with each 
child individually, the test takes 60 minutes. 
Specified time refers to the introductory in-
terview and giving instructions for work, the 
children are asked to draw two drawing one 
draw two human figures (male and female), 
and the second drawing to drawing a house 
and a tree. 
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Children’s characteristics that are condi-
tions to be included in this research are:

-The age of the children is 6 to 11 years.
-The children have gone through the 

process of divorce
-The children are direct or indirect par-

ticipants in the conflict between the parents
-The children do not suffer from hard 

chronicle illnesses.
-The children are intellectually devel-

oped according to their age.
Research was conducted on 50 children. 

In the process of the research, we applied two 
projective techniques: Machover (Machover, 
1949) which consists of drawing a person’s 
figure, as well as a drawing a house and a tree-
HTP (House-Tree-Person). It is a diagnostic 
procedure that requires very little time to ap-
ply, finds a good response in the subject as 
psycho- diagnostic technique in clinical psy-
chology offers some information which is rel-
evant to deep personality assessment. Assess-
ment is carried out in several stages: 

The first stage analyzes the details giv-
en in the drawing. List of items that are ana-
lyzed in the drawing is: head, body, legs, feet, 
mouth, eyes chin, ears, eyebrows, nose, hair, 
neck, shoulders, waist, hand, fingers, chest. 
Then the clothes and details: dress, suit, shoes, 
hat, stick.

In the second stage of the drawing are 
made a deeper analysis: which part of the 
sheet is drawn the figure, the size of the figure, 
the proportion of body parts. 

HTP technique requires the children to 
draw a house and a tree, through analysis of 
the details: doors, windows, roof, door handle, 
the branches of the tree, the roots of the tree, 
gives information for conflicts, stress, emo-
tional and social development.

In the processing of the drawings a qual-
itative analysis of the drawings is carried out 
and for each drawing analysis will be conduct-
ed about the concrete drawing obtained from 
the children of the divorced parents.

3. RESULTS

While we analyzed the drawings of the 
children whose parents are divorced, it can be 
stated that in this population in terms of the 
psychological development and formation of 
the picture of oneself great role has the fam-
ily atmosphere in which the children live; the 
process of divorcing of the parents and the 
contacts of the children with the parents after 
the divorce. All these factors have a negative 

influence in the development of the self-con-
cept and at the same time generally in the psy-
chological development of the personality of 
the children. Characteristic is that the regular 
contacts with the parent influences the forma-
tion of an adequate self-concept that can be 
noticed in picture 1 where can be noticed that 
the drawing is adequate to the age of a 9-year 
old girl of divorced parents; however with reg-
ular contacts with the both parents, a notice-
able separation from the social surrounding is 
present, but later she easily adapted to the new 
surroundings.

Picture 1. Image of the child on 9-year-old girl 
of divorced parents, but with regular contact with both 
parents

During the interpretation of the draw-
ings of children from divorced families, we 
could   notice that in this group of children a 
low control of impulses is present that deter-
mine the strength of the ego to defend from the 
pressure that is present in themselves. All that 
shows that the ego in this group of children 
is weakly organized, they have a low level of 
frustration control and the reactions are impul-
sive. The weak ego doesn’t provide enough 
power to control the impulses and instincts. 
The impulses, especially the aggressive ones 
that are suppressed remain in them and are 
the reason for inner, suppressed aggression 
which is present in these children. Accumu-
lated aggression causes the disintegrated ego. 
In picture 2 when the ego is disintegrated we 
follow the incapability of the ego to resist the 
hardship of the continuous suppressing of the 
unconscious impulses that lead to problems in 
the developing of the personality of the child. 
The reduced ego in this group of children is 
actually recognized through the great insecu-
rity in themselves, low self-confidence, fear of 
social contacts insecurity in the social contacts 
and low self-confidence.
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Picture 2.  You can clearly see the presence of 
reduced ego in this child of divorced parents, drawing 
small figures and weak stalk reflect the reduced ego

      
In the picture 3 and 4 aggressiveness 

which is accumulated in this child who is at 
the age of 8 can be noticed and he has constant 
communication with the father and therefore 
in him a frustrating feeling appears along with 
suppressed aggressiveness, traumatic experi-
ence (the knot at the root of the tree) through 
which this kid went through is also the reason 
for aggressiveness present in him.

  
Picture 3. Image of child of 9 years, with  lim-

ited social contacts

Picture 4. Image of child of 9 years and who 
has the interrupted communication with the father.

Picture 3 and picture 4 are images of a 
child of 9 years and who has the interrupted 
communication with the father.

Analyzing the self-concept in the chil-
dren of early school age who come from 
families of divorced parents the following 
basic characteristics which define the psycho-
logical self-concept in this population can be 
recognized: they can be grouped in six cat-
egories: lowered ego-67%, mechanisms of 
defense-43%, feeling of insecurity-46%, low 
self-confidence-46%, aggressiveness-40%, in-
creased virility and caution -83%. We can see 
that on figure 1.

Figure 1. Psychological self-concept in children 
of divorced parents

4. DISCUSSIONS

The family is the place where the child 
should feel the first love of his parents. Life 
in the family has a great influence on the de-
velopment of the child’s personality, how you 
live in the family determine the parents. Dys-
functional relationships between parents are 
closely related to the dependence of the child, 
negativism, anger, and isolation of the child. 
What part of the person will have a child and 
what image they build yourself will depend on 
the family environment in which the child is 
formed as a person.

In our study, we found that the divorce 
had a negative effect on children’s emotions. 
They felt stressed out, angry, frustrated or sad. 
At the same time, they feel abandoned, afraid, 
worried or guilty. They are more aggressive 
and impulsive, have lowered Ego and every-
thing is changing in their life.

From the analysis of the drawings, it 
can be seen that these children apply certain 
mechanisms of defense as a mean that will 
serve the ego to avoid some danger, inner or 
outer, to solve the certain conflict. The regress 
as a most frequently used defensive  mecha-
nism in these children is related to the latent 
aggression which is present in the children 
and increases their impulsive  reacting (Frojd, 
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2004.).Their own needs and impulses are ex-
pressed in a motorist  way and their behavior 
is characteristic for an earlier age. With this 
regressive way of behavior, the children give 
a signal to the parents that they are also pres-
ent in their life with all their needs. The emo-
tion which is expressed at that moment is ex-
pressed unexpectedly and with no control; in 
that way the child releases the extra energy.

From our results, it is easily noticeable 
that in this group of children the ego is low-
ered to a great extent which does not enable 
enough power to control their impulses and 
drives, especially the aggressive ones that 
remain suppressed. Accumulated aggression 
leads to disintegrated ego. It can also be seen 
that this group of children to great extent de-
velops mechanisms for defense (43%)   in or-
der to lower the anxiety. In the graph, it can 
be seen that on a considerable levels are the 
low self-confidence and the feeling of insecu-
rity that also leads to reducing the possibility 
to reach balance in the psychological develop-
ment at the personality of the child he over-
all atmosphere and the conflicting situation in 
which the children are present leads to appear-
ance of high level of caution in sense of being 
insecure in the intentions of the people around 
them.

This whole range of characteristics in the 
psychological development of the child low 
self-confidence feeling of insecurity regres-
sive behavior leads to the feeling that he is not 
loved, is needs are not met and the child has 
to suppress his needs and desires, and every 
negation of his needs means that he is rejected 
again by the parents. By that, it is proved the 
significance of the research that there is a con-
nection between the family conflict and the 
formation of the picture of oneself in children 
of divorced parents.

5. CONCLUSIONS

Starting from the influence of the family 
atmosphere in which the child grows and de-
velops on the basis of creating a self-concept, 
in this research general hypothesis was set 
which refer to the formation of self-concept in 
children whose parents are divorced.

According to the results of the analysis 
of the drawings we can extract the following 
conclusions:

1. Children of divorced parents have 
certain difficulties in the development of a 
psychological picture of themselves.

2. Children of divorced parents use 

mechanisms for defense in their behavior.
3. Children of divorced parents have in-

creased the feeling of insecurity and low self-
confidence.

4. Children of divorced parents keep si-
lent as a way of dealing with a problem.
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