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Divorce and the multidimensionality of men and women’s mental health: 

The role of social-relational and socio-economic conditions 

 

Abstract  

Research consistently reveals that the divorced generally face more mental health problems than the married. 

Less attention however has been paid to positive mental health indicators. Insight in these however may help 

policy makers and care providers to see both the broader picture and stimulate active coping. Using data from the 

European Social Survey (2006–2007), differences in both feelings of depression, and in feelings of self-esteem, 

autonomy, and competence between the married (N = 14,072) and divorced (N = 4,304) are estimated for 

women and men separately. Drawing on stress and coping theories, we map how specific social-relational and 

socio-economic conditions relate. Analyses reveal that divorce is related not only to more feelings of depression, 

but also to lower levels of self-esteem and competence. Difference scores in mental health based on marital 

status are also found to differ significantly between men and women for competence, with the difference being 

more pronounced in men. Additionally, social-relational and socio-economic conditions explain much of the gap 

in depression scores – and to a lesser extent, in self-esteem and competence scores – between the married and 

divorced. Finally, some interesting gender differences were found in how social-relational and socio-economic 

conditions relate to mental health when divorced, with women especially seeming to benefit from advantageous 

socio-economic conditions. 

Keywords divorce; gender; mental health; stress; wellbeing 
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Divorce and the multidimensionality of men and women’s mental health: 

The role of social-relational and socio-economic factors 

 

Introduction 

Despite the increased presence of divorce and the growing social visibility of new family structures that 

contribute to the normalisation of divorce (Ishida 2003), a higher prevalence of mental health problems among 

the ever divorced compared to the continuously married remains a consistent finding in the social epidemiology 

of mental health (Amato 2000; Bracke 1998; Kalmijn 2010; Kitson 1992; Lucas 2005; Strohschein et al. 2005). 

This heightened susceptibility to mental health problems has been attributed mainly to the different social-

relational and socio-economic changes that divorcees face after divorce (Amato 2000; Wang and Amato 2000). 

How this susceptibility differs between men and women is less clear. Some researchers have found support for 

the idea that women suffer more from divorce than men (Asseltine and Kessler 1993; Horwitz et al. 1996; 

Kalmijn and Monden 2006; Simon and Marcussen 1999), while others have argued that men are worse off when 

divorced (Lucas 2005; Marks 1996; Peters and Liefbroer 1997).  

  Most research on the mental health of divorcees focuses solely on negative outcomes, such as depression 

and anxiety (e.g., Asseltine and Kessler 1993; Booth and Amato 1991; Bracke 1998; Cohen et al. 2007; 

Strohshein et al. 2005), or on negative health related behaviour, such as problem drinking (e.g., Lee et al. 2005; 

Liang and Chikritzhs 2012; Matzger et al. 2004; Power et al. 1999). However, it remains unclear whether 

divorce can also lead to positive mental health outcomes, as it might in cases where, for example, the prior 

spousal role was experienced as highly stressful. Current studies that consider both indicators of distress and 

positive mental health are limited in number or have several shortcomings: they are based on small or 

nonrepresentative samples (e.g., Chung et al. 2002; Wang and Amato 2000), focus on only one indicator of 

positive mental health (e.g., Amato and Hohmann-Marriott 2007; Ross 1991), or stems from the eighties (e.g., 

Barron 1987; Etaugh and Foresman 1983). Furthermore, it remains unclear how these positive indicators of 

wellbeing relate to gender. 

  The aim of the current study is threefold. First, we intend to investigate whether the mental health of the 

married and the divorced differs, to what extent, and how gender interferes in this relationship. By considering 

both positive and negative indicators of mental health, we acknowledge mental health as being more than solely 

the absence of problems (Ryff 1989). In line with this idea, we use a contextual approach that does not define 
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divorce as inherently stressful (Wheaton 1990). Second, in line with Bierman, Fazio and Milkie (2006) we 

examine how conditions of one’s daily socio-economic and social-relational environment can explain differences 

in mental health. Finally, we investigate how these conditions are differently associated with the mental health of 

divorced men versus women. We use the European Social Survey (2006–2007), a recent and large population-

representative dataset. 

 

Background 

Divorce and Mental Health 

The heightened susceptibility of divorcees to mental health problems is often explained by Stress and Coping 

Theories (Pearlin et al. 1981; Pearlin 1989), such as the Stress-divorce-adjustment Perspective (Amato, 2000) On 

one hand, these hypothesise that divorce is a stressful experience that creates more stressors, thus provoking 

mental health problems and tempering life satisfaction and happiness in general (Veenhoven 1985). On the other 

hand, they also assume that divorcees are more vulnerable to mental health problems as they generally have 

fewer resources for coping with stress than the married (Amato 2000; Bracke 1993; Gerstel et al. 1985; Turner et 

al. 1995; Wang and Amato 2000; Wheaton 1983). Indeed, divorcees are often confronted with stressful socio-

economic changes, such as economic hardship and poverty due to declines in relative household income, a 

change in a job situation, receiving sole custody of children, and/or complex new family arrangements (e.g., 

Bracke 1998; Fokkema 2001; Kitson and Morgan 1990). Similarly, the lack of a partner, a move to another 

neighbourhood, and reductions in social networks with family and friends after divorce decrease the amount of 

potential social support, just when high-quality support is needed most (e.g., Kalmijn and Broese van Groenou 

2005; Kitson and Morgan, 1990; Terhell et al, 2004). For parents, especially fathers, reduced contact with 

children can be added to the list (Kalmijn and de Graaf 2000). In contrast, firm social networks, a job, a new 

partner, a high educational degree, and sufficient income can protect divorcees from getting too distressed by 

maximising support and lowering financial worries (Bracke et al. 2010; Fokkema 2001; Greeff and Van Der 

Merwe 2004; Kalmijn and Broese van Groenou 2005; Terhell et al. 2004) and by increasing one’s sense of 

mastery and control (Ross 1991). Although selection effects in the association between marriage and mental 

health cannot be overlooked seen the positive effect of happiness on marriage chances (Veenhoven 1989) and 

the fact that those in poor mental health are relatively more at risk for relationship tensions and dissolution 

(Bulloch et al. 2009; Veenhoven 1985), longitudinal studies conclude that most of the association can be 

explained by the stressful impact divorce has (Johnson and Wu 2002; Joung et al. 1998; Menaghan 1985). 
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The Multidimensional Aspect of Mental Health 

Traditionally, research on the subjective wellbeing of individuals focusses on indicators of distress, such as 

depression and anxiety, or on hedonic indicators, such as general happiness and life satisfaction. More recently 

however, eudamonic indicators of positive functioning have been incorporated as well, such as measures for 

feelings of self-esteem, mastery, and competence (Bierman et al. 2006; Huppert 2006; Keyes 2005; Ryan and 

Deci 2001; Ryff 1989; Ryff and Singer 1998), also in research on child well-being (e.g. Lippman, Moore and 

McIntosh 2011). The finding that positive and negative affects only moderately correlate (–.50), suggests that 

both are simultaneously related but distinct (Bradburn 1969; Huppert and Whittington 2003; Payton 2009), and 

that subjective wellbeing is more than the absence of mental problems or psychiatric complaints (Horwitz 2002; 

Keyes et al. 2002). An important criticism of the classical social stress model is that it focusses only on ‘stress’ 

or mental ill health. The fact that a number of studies also report increases in positive mental health after life-

events that are considered ‘stressful’, such as increased levels of self-worth or personal control, reinforces this 

criticism (e.g., Marks 1996; Wheaton 1990). In general, research on positive wellbeing is, however, still scarce, 

especially research that focusses on gender differences in comparing the mental health of the married and the 

divorced.  

Gender and Divorce  

Why bother about gender differences? Though divorce is usually a stressful experience for both women and 

men, most researchers conclude that women suffer more (Asseltine and Kessler 1993; Kalmijn and Monden 

2006; Simon and Marcussen 1999). The explanations given are that they often see their relative household 

income reduced as men are still the main providers for families today, that they most often receive full custody 

of the children, and that they have overall fewer chances to meet a new partner than men, in part because of the 

financial strains and time pressures resulting from the above (Doherty et al. 1989; Fokkema 2001; Horwitz et al. 

1996; Marks and Lambert 1998; Turner et al. 1995; Wang and Amato 2000). In contrast, others argue that 

divorced men have a more pronounced disadvantage with regard to mental health, because exiting and entering 

marriage entails a different balance of rewards and costs for women and men. On the one hand, married men 

have better socio-economic prospects: they are less likely to be unemployed than single and divorced men and 

more likely to be promoted because of better performance (Kalmijn and Luijkx 2005; Korenman and Neumark 

1991). On the other hand, the breakdown of a marriage removes the social support of a spouse, from which men 

especially benefit; and it removes their main kinkeeper, often leaving them isolated after divorce (Gerstel et al. 

1985; Kalmijn 2007). Thus, while women especially would profit from practical and financial aid after divorce, 



Divorce and the multidimensionality of men and women’s mental health.  
 

6 

 

we can expect good social-relational conditions to be more valuable for divorced men (cf. Gerstel et al. 1985). 

According to others, however, neither women nor men necessarily experience more stress than the other; rather, 

they express it differently, with women internalising stress, resulting in psychosocial problems, and with men 

more often externalising stress, leading to problem behaviour and substance use (Aneshensel et al. 1991; Bracke 

1993; Horwitz et al. 1996; Simon 2002; Strohschein et al. 2005).  

Moreover, gender theories posit that women are more sensitive to relationships than men, and that their 

identity is mainly formed by their social environment and how well they are capable of maintaining good 

relationships (e.g., Rosenthal 1985). Thus, experiencing a divorce and the conflicts that accompany it might 

lower their self-esteem and increase their chance for mood and anxiety disorders. Divorced men, in contrast, can 

be expected to have rather lower levels of control and autonomy than the married, because after divorce they 

suddenly face a wide array of new (household) tasks (Ross 1991), and because divorce is often initiated by their 

wife (Courtenay 2000). Therefore, it is necessary to use multiple indicators of mental health to understand how 

the divorced and the married generally differ in subjective wellbeing and to apprehend what role gender plays in 

this.  

Hypotheses 

H1: As divorce is considered a major stressor, we expect the married and the divorced to differ most on feelings 

of distress, with the latter feeling more depressed, and as an important source of esteem (a partner) disappears, 

we expect the divorced to have less self-esteem than the married (H1a). Differences in autonomy and 

competence are expected to be smaller or even to favour the divorced, as a divorce can be seen as a liberation as 

well (H1b), though it may also be experienced as an upset of one’s life, leading to fewer feelings of autonomy 

and competence (H1c). 

H2: Relying on gender theories, we hypothesise that divorced women especially will feel more depressed and 

report lower self-esteem than their married counterparts (H2a); we expect this to be true for men with regard to 

feelings of autonomy and competence (H2b).  

H3: In line with prior research, we expect the divorced to more often have a disadvantaged socio-economic 

position and a less supportive social relational life than the married (H3a). We hypothesise that these 

disadvantages account, to a large extent, for mental health differences between the married and the divorced 

(H3b).  

H4: Finally, we expect advantageous socio-economic conditions to benefit divorced women especially (H4a), 

while a good social-relational environment might be more effective for the wellbeing of divorced men (H4b). 
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Methods 

Data: The European Social Survey 2006–2007 (ESS3) 

The ESS3 is a biennial survey covering more than 25 European countries in 2006 and 2007 

(www.europeansocialsurvey.com; Jowell 2007). This dataset includes a comprehensive module on mental 

health, incorporating both negative and positive dimensions. For each country, the ESS sample was designed 

following a strict, randomised probability procedure, and data was gathered by means of standardised face-to-

face interviews. ESS information is representative for the general population aged 15 and older living in private 

households, irrespective of their language, citizenship, and nationality. Our analyses are restricted to respondents 

aged 25 to 60 who are or who have ever been married. We excluded widowed respondents as well as legally 

separated and cohabiting respondents. These latter were excluded because of cross-national ambiguity about the 

definition of cohabitation. In addition, we did not consider Latvia and Romania since the design weights for 

these countries were missing. The unweighted sample consists of 18,376 respondents (14,072 still in their first 

marriage; 4,304 ever-divorced).  

Dependent Variables 

Mental health was measured by four dimensions: feelings of depression as a negative indicator, and feelings of 

autonomy, self-esteem, and competence as positive indicators.  

  Feelings of depression were measured using an 8-item version of the Center for Epidemiologic Studies-

Depression Scale (CES-D 8). The CES-D 8 is constructed to identify populations at risk for developing 

depressive disorders (Radloff, 1977); it should not be used as a clinical diagnostic tool by itself. Respondents are 

asked to indicate how often in the week before the survey they felt or behaved in a certain way (felt depressed, 

felt that everything was an effort, slept badly, felt lonely, felt sad, could not get going, enjoyed life, or felt 

happy). Response categories range from 1 (none or almost none of the time) to 4 (all or almost or all of the time). 

Scale scores are assessed using nonweighted, summated rating and range from 8 to 32, with higher scores 

indicating a greater frequency and severity of depressive complaints. If four or fewer items are missing, mean 

substitution is applied. Reliability and validity of the inventory are confirmed across gender and countries (Van 

de Velde et al. 2010).  

Self-esteem refers to an individual’s feelings of moral value or worth, or to the extent to which people 

hold themselves in high or low regard (Seff et al. 1992). It was measured by two items: ‘In general, I feel very 

positive about myself’, adopted from the self-acceptance scale (reversed scores; Ryff and Singer 1998), and ‘At 
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times I feel as if I am a failure’, adopted from the Rosenberg (1965) self-esteem scale. Summated answers range 

from 2 (low levels of self-esteem) to 10 (high level of self-esteem). The two items are correlated at the level of R 

= 0.313 and show good reliability (Spearman-Brown = 0.477).  

Competence refers to an individual’s sense of effectiveness, mastery, or self-efficacy in dealing with the 

environment, that is, the ability or the skill one has to accomplish tasks (Seff et al. 1992). Competence was 

measured by two items: ‘In my daily life, I get very little chance to show how capable I am’ and ‘Most days I 

feel a sense of accomplishment from what I do’ (reversed scores). Both items were adopted from the Ryan and 

Deci (2001) competence scale. Scores vary from 2 to 10, with higher scores indicating more feelings of 

competence. The correlation between the two items is positive (R = 0.209) with a moderate reliability 

(Spearman-Brown = 0.345).  

Similarly, autonomy refers to feelings of achievement and control, with the absence of physical barriers 

and power relations (McBride et al. 2005). It was measured by the item ‘I feel free to decide how to live my life’, 

adopted from Ryan and Deci’s (2001) autonomy scale, with a range of 1 (agree strongly) to 5 (disagree 

strongly). Scores were reversed. 

Independent Variables 

Divorced. We compared respondents who are currently married and have never been divorced before (score 0; 

referred to as ‘married’ in the upcoming text) to those who have gone through a divorce, regardless of current 

partnership status (score 1; referred to as ‘ever-divorced’). Hence, this last category also includes divorced 

respondents who are currently in a new marriage. As prior research of  Bierman et al (2006) showed that the 

continuously married report less distress, also compared to the remarried, comparing the never divorced to the 

ever divorced as such, makes sense. Moreover, as repartnered and remarried divorcees are initially better 

adjusted to their divorce and suffer less from mental health problems than the single divorcees (Aseltine and 

Kessler 1993; Booth and Amato 1991; Kitson and Holmes 1992), excluding them from the divorce category 

would thus lead to biased results for this category, because then only the worst cases would be included: those 

less likely to adjust successfully to their divorced status.  We also include gender (0 = male, 1 = female) and age.  

Social-relational factors. We included the dichotomous variables ‘living together with a steady life-

partner, regardless of current marital status’, ‘having children in the household’, and ‘having someone to discuss 

intimate problems with’  (0 = no, 1 = yes). A measure of social participation – how often the respondent meets 

with friends, relatives, or colleagues – was added and measured by a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) 

to 7 (every day). We also added an item of local integration – how close the respondent feels to people in the 
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local area – measured by a 5-point Likert scale, with responses ranging from 1 (disagree strongly) to 5 (agree 

strongly).  

Socio-economic factors. The socio-economic position of a respondent was measured by employment 

status, educational level, and household income. Employment status was coded as either in paid employment 

(score 1) or not (score 0). We measured the educational level of the respondents by the total number of years in 

full-time education. Respondents who reported having completed more than 30 years of full-time education were 

capped off at that number (N = 26). The income position of respondents was assessed by relative equivalent 

household income, using the Modified OECD Equivalence Scale (OECD 2005). To account for the high number 

of item nonresponses, relative equivalent income was coded into five categories, with one category representing 

respondents with missing data on income. The other categories represented people living in relative poverty (< 

50% of the median equivalent income); a low-income group (50%–79% of the median equivalent income); 

people with an income around the national average (80%–119% of the median equivalent income), and people 

with relatively high incomes (≥ 120% of the median equivalent income; reference category).  

Statistical Procedure 

First, differences in the dependent and independent variables between the continuously married and the ever-

divorced, as well as gender differences, are examined. These results are reported in Table 1. Significant 

differences in percentages and means are estimated using one-way ANOVA for continuous variables and Chi-

square tests for categorical variables. Second, for each dimension of mental health (depression, self-esteem, 

competence, and autonomy), two models are assessed using the maximum log-likelihood method in a 

hierarchical linear model (HLM). The first model includes being divorced and gender, along with their 

interaction term. The second model examines the extent to which the social-relational and socio-economic 

factors are related with marital differences in negative and positive mental health. All models are adjusted for 

age. Results are presented in Table 2. Additional interaction terms of the independent variables with divorce are 

calculated, but only significant results are reported in the text. Finally, the models are replicated only for the 

divorced population, in which significant interactions of the social-relational and socio-economic conditions with 

gender are calculated. These results are discussed in the text as well. A multilevel approach was employed 

because we work with data of individuals grouped into countries. All results were weighted with design weights, 

correcting for slightly different probabilities of selection. 
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Results 

Descriptive Results 

Descriptive results (Table 1) show that divorced respondents suffer more from depressive complaints and report 

lower levels of self-esteem, confirming hypothesis 1a. The divorced also report lower levels of competence, 

though no difference was found for feelings of autonomy, justifying the rejection of hypothesis 1b in full and 

hypothesis 1c in part. Mental health disparities were most pronounced in terms of feelings of depression. 

Concerning gender, we note that women report more complaints of depression than men and score lower on all 

three positive indicators of mental health. The largest mean difference between men and women is reported for 

self-esteem; the smallest is reported for autonomy.  

 

[Table 1 about here] 

 

The data also indicate that divorcees are –overall- in a more vulnerable social-relational position than 

the married. Apart from the fact that thy less often cohabit with a partner, they are also less likely than the 

married to have children living in the household, and do not have a friend to discuss intimate matters with as 

often as the married do. Divorcees also feel less integrated into their local environment. However, they do meet 

equally often with friends, relatives, or colleagues. Concerning their socio-economic position, the divorced are 

more likely to be in paid employment and to have a higher educational degree than married respondents. 

Unfortunately, this does not translate into a better financial situation, as they report significantly lower income 

levels than married respondents.  

Gender differences in the socio-economic position are more pronounced, with men being more often 

engaged in paid employment, having completed more years of full-time education, and enjoying a higher income 

than women. On the other hand, women are more likely to have a confidant or confidante and to feel slightly 

more integrated in the local community. Nevertheless, women engage somewhat less often in social activities 

than men. This may be because women also more often bear the responsibility for childcare. 

Results of the Multilevel Analysis 

Divorce and gender. The top section of Table 2 gives an overview of the results of our first multilevel model 

including differences in mental health by marital status, gender, and their interaction term. A separate analysis 

without the interaction term was also conducted. However, coefficients of the main effects did not differ 

substantially and are therefore not discussed here. Results confirm that those who have been divorced suffer 
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more from mental health problems than those who remain married: They report more depressive feelings and 

lower levels of self-esteem and competence. Divorce thus seems to be detrimental for both negative and positive 

mental health dimensions, with the exception of sense of autonomy on which the ever-divorced and the 

continuously married report equal levels.  

Further, women report a lower mental health status than men on all dimensions, irrespective of their 

marital status. Contrary to our expectations, women and men do not seem to differ notably in how they respond 

to divorce, as difference scores between the married and the divorced with regard to depression and self-esteem 

are similar for both. However, while men report in general more feelings of competence than women, among the 

divorced this is not the case: equal levels of competence are reported between men and women. Therefore, our 

findings do not confirm hypothesis 2a and confirm hypothesis 2b in part.  

The association of socio-economic and social-relational factors with divorce. Because the divorced, in 

general, face more stressors and have somewhat fewer social-relational and socio-economic resources to rely 

upon (cf. Table 1), it is likely that they will score worse on mental health. But do these factors bridge the gap? 

The results of our second model, shown in the lower half of Table 2, show that a substantial part of mental health 

disparities between the married and the divorced is explained by differences in their social-relational and socio-

economic position. Although the divorced still report more depressive complaints than the married, this contrast 

is reduced by more than half. Additionally, adjusting for these factors decreases differences in feelings of 

competence by half, while the differences become insignificant for feelings of self-esteem. Therefore hypothesis 

3b is confirmed. The level of autonomy remains unrelated to marital status. 

Many of the social-relational and socio-economic factors are related to mental health problems, 

irrespective of respondents’ marital status. A better socio-economic position in terms of employment, education, 

and income is associated with lower levels of depression and higher levels of self-esteem and competence. 

Employed respondents and those not living in poverty also report more feelings of autonomy.  

Results also indicate that having children is related to neither negative nor positive mental health, 

though respondents with children at home do report somewhat lower levels of autonomy. Living with a partner, 

irrespective of one’s marital status, is negatively associated with feelings of depression and positively with 

feelings of competence. However, those living with a partner also report fewer feelings of self-esteem and 

autonomy. Finally, respondents who meet more often with friends, family, and colleagues, who have a confidant 

or confidante, and who report being well integrated into their local community also tend to be generally in better 

mental health.  
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[Table 2 about here] 

 

In addition, interaction terms of these social risk factors with marital status (table not shown) indicate 

that being in paid employment is related to better mental health, especially for the divorced. More than the 

married, employed divorcees report lower levels of depression, and higher levels of self-esteem, competence, 

and autonomy. The benefits of having a confidant and of regular social contact in terms of depressive feelings 

are also more pronounced in the divorced than in the continuously married population; and feelings of autonomy 

are significantly lower among divorced living in poverty than they are among the married who live in poverty.  

Gender differences in the association of socio-economic and social-relational factors with divorce. A 

replication of our statistical model on the population of the ever divorced only reveals some interesting gender 

patterns (results not shown). Although, overall, social-relational factors seem to relate similarly to the mental 

health of both men and women, good socio-economic conditions seem to benefit women especially. In line with 

general studies on the effect of education, our results show that schooling is an important resource, particularly 

for women’s mental health: women who have been divorced benefit more from higher education in terms of their 

sense of autonomy and their feelings of depression. Regarding feelings of competence, employment is also more 

strongly associated with better mental health among women than men. Additionally, a strong social network of 

friends and family leads women to suffer less from depressive feelings than their male counterparts. However, 

men who have experienced a divorce express more feelings of autonomy when well integrated into their local 

neighbourhood than divorced women do. So while hypothesis 4a can be confirmed, support for hypothesis 4b is 

weaker. 

 

Conclusion and Discussion 

This study focused on assessing differences in mental health between continuously married and ever-divorced 

men and women, and on the extent to which socio-economic and social-relational factors relate to mental health. 

Currently, most studies on divorce and divorce adjustment have relied on rather small, local, or non-random 

samples. In contrast, the ESS3 is a highly qualified international dataset, representing the general population. In 

addition, it is perfectly suited to the purpose of this study because of its innovation in assessing personal and 

social wellbeing by using both negative and positive indicators (Huppert 2006). 
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Feelings of depression was added as an indicator of mental health complaints, and autonomy, 

competence, and self-esteem as indicators of positive functioning. Adding the latter allowed to deviate from the 

dominant discourse that sees life changes as negative events that people passively undergo (Thoits 1994) in 

favour of an active discourse that focusses on possibilities rather than risks. Consequently, we mainly focused on 

socio-economic and social-relational conditions that are ‘manageable,’ rather than on internal and stable 

characteristics. This is also important for divorce counsellors, family practitioners, and mental health 

professionals (a) because the multidimensional aspect of mental health underscores that wellbeing is more than 

the absence of distress, meaning that there is more to achieve than simply getting clients to a point where they 

are ‘not feeling depressed’, and (b) because improving concrete life conditions (social integration, work, 

education, etc.) might also prove valuable in overcoming distress and helping people to cope with major life 

changes such as divorce. Studies on rumination, for example, found that active coping (or ‘doing’) is often a 

more efficient means of overcoming depression than focussing on what happened, why it happened, and how 

one feels about that (i.e., ‘thinking’; Nolen-Hoeksema and Jackson 2001).  

Important Findings 

First, results reveal that ever divorced persons report overall weaker mental health than the continuously married 

do: they report more symptoms of depression and have lower levels of self-esteem and competence. Scores in 

feelings of autonomy did not differ by marital status. 

Second, the idea that women strive for relatedness and men for individualism (Bracke 1998, 2000; 

Courtenay 2000; McBride et al. 2005) assumes that, in general, women prioritise investment in interpersonal 

relationships while men focus more on being active, successful, and autonomous. This assumption led us to 

hypothesise that divorced women will suffer more from an increase in depression and from lower self-esteem, 

while divorced men will suffer more from a decrease in autonomy and competence. Results indicate that, overall, 

men and women do not differ as much as is often thought: divorce is negatively related to all dimensions of 

mental health, for both sexes. Nevertheless, compared to the married, divorced men do report less feelings of 

competence than their female counterparts, even when controlling for different socio-economic and social-

relational conditions. Although this finding in part contradicts previous findings (Asseltine and Kessler 1993; 

Horwitz et al. 1996; Marks and Lambert 1998; Shapiro 1996), it is in line with other research indicating a more 

pronounced disadvantage of divorce for men with regard to happiness and mental health (Marks 1996; Masheter 

1991; Mastekaasa 1994; Peters and Liefbroer 1997; Stack and Eshleman 1998; Veenhoven 1984). The fact that 

this gender difference is found for feelings of competence may result from the fact that most often it are women 
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who file for divorce, while men seldom anticipate their demand for divorce (Mortelmans 2008; Wang and Amato 

2000). Not being able to keep regular and close contact with children after divorce has an additional detrimental 

effect (Jacobs 1982; Wang and Amato 2000). Data showed no differences in feelings of depression or self-

esteem between divorced women and men.  

  Third, consistent with previous research, our  findings show that the divorced differ significantly from the 

married on different socio-economic and social-relational conditions: they face more often a risk of poverty, and 

though the majority of both married and divorced respondents have a close friend and are relatively well 

integrated into the local community, the married report overall somewhat more of these moderators than the 

divorced. To a certain extent, these differences can explain the differences in mental health between the married 

and the divorced because all conditions relate significantly to mental health: a better socio-economic position in 

terms of employment, education, and income is associated with lower levels of depression and higher levels of 

self-esteem and competence, and respondents who meet more often with friends, family, and colleagues, have a 

close friend, and are well integrated into their local community also tend to have overall better mental health. 

Moreover, the divorced seem to benefit even more than the married from the effects of these conditions on 

mental health.  

Finally, we hypothesised that divorced women are more responsive to socio-economic advantages 

because the impact of divorce on their socio-economic life is often severe (Amato 2000; Bracke 1998; Holden 

and Smock 1991). Likewise, we assumed social-relational moderators to be most important for improvements in 

men’s mental health because their emotional support networks are generally smaller and more restricted (Moore 

1990). Results showed that only the first assumption could be proved. There does seem to be a gendered aspect, 

therefore, in how conditions relate to mental health after divorce, although this relationship is not clear cut. 

Limitations 

Some limitations should be mentioned. First, the ESS3 is a cross-sectional dataset. Because controlling for initial 

mental health status is impossible, we cannot make causal interpretations. We should keep in mind the 

possibility of selectivity, meaning that those who divorced may have done so partially because of lower mental 

health (cf. supra). Nevertheless, prior research using longitudinal data indicates that divorce causes worse mental 

health, more than vice versa (Aneshensel 1992).  

Second, the ESS3 offers information only with regard to marital status and partner status. No 

information on relationship- or marital satisfaction was available. Nevertheless, it is likely that this mediates the 
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relationship (Hawkins and Booth 2005; Waite et al. 2009). Further research on this topic, using divorce-

specialised data, could shed more light on this.  

Finally, the fact that the socio-economic and social-relational factors account for only part of the 

difference in mental health between the continuously married and ever divorced, confirms the results of Bierman 

et al (2006) and leads us to assume that the link between divorce and mental health is probably also related to the 

divorce process itself, to individual values concerning marriage and the family, and/or to the quality of 

relationships. 

Nevertheless, this study stresses the multidimensionality of mental health and its relationship to divorce 

as a major life event for both men and women. Our findings reveal that having experienced a divorce not only 

relates to feelings of distress, but also inversely to some (but not all) positive indicators of mental health. 

Moreover, the finding that negative affect and positive affect are only moderately correlated (Bradburn 1969; 

Huppert and Whittington 2003; Payton 2009) stresses the importance of moving beyond the focus on problems 

(depression, stress, fear) and problem treatment. Stimulating positive affect (such as feelings of self-esteem and 

competence) and focussing on possibilities rather than risks is equally important. This study proves that both 

men and women could benefit when policy and care providers help facilitating the improvement of concrete life 

conditions (cf. social integration, work, education, etc.), also in order to –partly- overcome the stressful impact 

of major life changes such as divorce. 
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Table 1.  
Descriptives of the sample (ESS3, 2006-2007). 

        
    Married Divorced 

 
Men Women 

 
  M(SD)/% M(SD)/% p. M(SD)/% M(SD)/% p. 

Dependent variables   
 

  
   

 
Depressive feelings (8-32) 13.45(3.78) 14.58(4.41) ***  13.38(3.79) 14.14(4.16) ***  

 
Self-Esteem (2-10) 7.46(1.48) 7.21(1.61) ***  7.51(1.48) 7.27(1.55) ***  

 
Competence (2-10) 7.14(1.37) 7.05(1.47) ***  7.14(1.4) 7.04(1.41) ***  

 
Autonomy (1-5) 3.91(0.86) 3.93(0.95)  3.97(0.86) 3.91(0.9) ***  

Marital Status, gender, and age   
 

  
   

 
Divorced   

 
  18.60% 21.70% ***  

 
Women  54.50% 59.30% ***  

   

 
Age 45.04(9.31) 46.98(8.35) ***  43.37(10.08) 43.64(9.94) *  

Social-relational factors   
 

  
   

 
Children in household 74.80% 56.50% ***  55.50% 65.70% ***  

 
Living with a partner 99.20% 50.30% ***  77.30% 77.10%  

 
Social activities 4.83(1.54) 4.85(1.59)  4.96(1.52) 4.89(1.56) ***  

 
Having an intimate friend 94.00% 90.10% ***  91.70% 93.50% ***  

 
Local integration 3.61(0.9) 3.33(0.99) ***  3.47(0.94) 3.51(0.95) ***  

Socio-economic factors   
 

  
   

 
Having a job 72.30% 74.40% **  82.70% 64.30% ***  

 
Years of full-time education 12.76(3.82) 13.02(3.69) ***  13.13(3.84) 12.9(3.85) ***  

 
<50% of median income (Inc1) 10.10% 13.40% ***  9.90% 12.10% ***  

 
50-79% of median income (Inc2) 14.50% 16.30% ***  13.20% 15.70% ***  

 
80-119% of median income (Inc3) 21.60% 21.40%  21.20% 20.90%  

 
>120% of median income (Inc 4) 33.80% 32.60%  36.90% 31.10% ***  

 
Income missing (Inc5) 20.00% 16.30% ***  18.80% 20.10% **  
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Table 2.  
Multilevel results: Social-relational and socio-economic factors and the mental health of continuously married and ever divorced respondents and (ESS3, 2006-2007). 

  
Depressive feelings Self-esteem Competence Autonomy 

  
B s.e. b Sign. B s.e. b Sign. B s.e. b Sign. B s.e. b Sign. 

Model 1                                   

 
Intercept 11.76 0.26 

 
*** 7.70 0.11 

 
*** 7.27 0.10 

 
*** 3.99 0.05 

 
*** 

 
Divorced 1.14 0.14 0.47 *** –0.21 0.06 –0.07 *** –0.22 0.05 –0.07 *** 0.01 0.02 0.01  

 
Women 0.75 0.11 0.37 *** –0.29 0.04 –0.14 *** –0.14 0.03 –0.06 *** –0.09 0.03 –0.04 ** 

 
Women*Divorced –0.01 0.13 0.00  0.08 0.06 0.02  0.10 0.04 0.02 ** 0.04 0.03 0.01  

 
Age 0.03 0.01 0.51 *** 0.00 0.00 –0.05 * 0.00 0.00 –0.02  0.00 0.00 –0.02  

                  
Model 2                                   

 
Intercept 19.07 0.33 

 
*** 5.95 0.20 

 
*** 4.93 0.15 

 
*** 3.35 0.08 

 
v 

 
Divorced 0.42 0.12 0.16 *** –0.08 0.07 –0.02  –0.11 0.04 –0.02 * –0.01 0.02 0.00  

 
Women 0.53 0.10 0.26 *** –0.24 0.05 –0.11 *** –0.05 0.03 –0.02 * –0.06 0.03 –0.02 * 

 
Women*Divorced –0.05 0.14 –0.01  0.04 0.06 0.01  0.11 0.04 0.02 ** 0.03 0.03 0.01  

 
Age 0.02 0.00 0.29 *** 0.00 0.00 –0.01  0.00 0.00 0.07 ** 0.00 0.00 –0.02  

                  

 
Partner –1.15 0.11 –0.56 *** –0.12 0.06 0.06 * 0.13 0.04 0.07 ** –0.07 0.03 –0.04 ** 

 
Children –0.05 0.07 –0.02  –0.01 0.03 0.00  0.01 0.03 0.00  –0.09 0.02 –0.05 *** 

 
Intimate friend –1.53 0.14 –0.47 *** 0.35 0.06 0.11 *** 0.33 0.05 0.10 *** 0.15 0.04 0.05 *** 

 
Social activities –0.30 0.03 –0.49 *** 0.09 0.01 0.15 *** 0.08 0.01 0.14 *** 0.03 0.01 0.06 *** 

 
Local integration –0.43 0.04 –0.42 *** 0.15 0.02 0.14 *** 0.16 0.02 0.15 *** 0.10 0.01 0.09 *** 

 
Job –0.74 0.10 –0.37 *** 0.19 0.03 0.10 *** 0.33 0.02 0.17 *** 0.10 0.02 0.05 *** 

 
Eduation (years) –0.06 0.01 –0.26 *** 0.01 0.00 0.05 ** 0.04 0.00 0.16 *** 0.01 0.00 0.02  

 
Inc1 (4=ref.cat.) 1.08 0.11 0.36 *** –0.32 0.06 -0.10 *** –0.36 0.05 –0.12 *** –0.13 0.04 –0.04 *** 

 
Inc 2 0.76 0.11 0.28 *** –0.23 0.04 -0.09 *** –0.16 0.03 –0.06 *** –0.02 0.03 –0.01  

 
Inc 3 0.20 0.07 0.08 ** –0.07 0.03 -0.03 * –0.12 0.03 –0.05 *** –0.03 0.02 –0.01  

 
Inc 5 0.22 0.09 0.09 * –0.04 0.04 -0.02  –0.02 0.06 –0.01  –0.02 0.03 –0.01  
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