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Abstract 

 
 The present study aimed to investigate the potential impact of parental divorce on 

emotional instability, self-esteem, and attitudes toward divorce among late adolescents. We 
also explored the related potential gender differences. Our sample consisted of 136 
participants aged 17 to 19 (M = 17.86, SD = .80), 66.2% females. All participants were 
students in their last two high-school years, and 30.9% came from divorced families. Our 
results suggested significant negative associations between the overall self-esteem and 
participants' emotional instability, regardless of the parental status (married or divorced). 
However, data suggested that participants from divorced families and females reported 
lower self-esteem and higher emotional instability. We discuss our findings regarding their 
implications for youth mental health following parental divorce. 
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1. INTRODUCERE 

 
       The divorce rate is continuously increasing worldwide in the past decade 
(Lebow, 2019), impacting the entire family system, especially children (Van Dijk 
et al., 2020). Most studies highlighted that, generally, children who come from 
divorced families experience higher levels of internalizing and externalizing 
behavioral and emotional problems (Weaver & Schofield, 2015), have more 
difficulties in their social relationships (Cavanagh et al., 2018), and have lower 
levels of self-esteem (Størksen et al., 2006) than children from intact families. 
According to the data reported by the Soros Foundation in 2011, 39% of 
Romanians disapprove of the idea of divorce, while 43% rank it as neutral, and 
18% of the participants considered it an effective solution to end a non-working 
marriage. According to recent statistics, Romania has the second-highest marriage 
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rate within the European Union and a divorce rate of 22.06% (Romania Insider, 
2020). 
        Adolescentsʼ attitudes toward divorce have been explored by previous studies, 
though the need for further research is generally highlighted in most of them. For 
example, Cartwright (2006) suggested that the participants (i.e.,  between the ages 
of 19 and 20, who experienced the separation of parents through a divorce in 
adolescence) considered the divorce to be an event with multiple negative 
emotional consequences, followed by difficulties in involving subsequent love 
relationships and diminishing family ties. In addition, Miles et al. (2010) suggested 
that parental opinions about it can influence youthʼs attitude toward divorce. Thus, 
if the parents have a favorable attitude, their children would most likely share their 
vision. At the same time, other studies suggested that young people from divorced 
families might be highly undecided regarding marriage and such commitments 
(Branch-Harris & Cox, 2015). 

 
THE EFFECTS OF PARENTAL DIVORCE ON CHILDREN 

 
         Parental divorce is experienced differently by each child. The loss following 
a divorce can lead to aggressive behavior or a tendency to withdraw and isolate, in 
addition to guilt and potential perceived responsibility for the emotional rift 
between their parents (Gharaibeh, 2015). Generally, the consequences of divorce 
for children are visible in many areas. For example, studies have highlighted the 
negative impact on academic performance (Jeynes, 2012; Potter, 2010), physical 
health (Anderson, 2014), as well as emotional and behavioral problems (Hashemi 
& Homayuni, 2017). Despite a generally recognized increased risk for 
psychosocial issues generated by divorce, there is also a large inter-individual 
variability regarding childrenʼs adjustment to the post-divorce new family system 
(Amato & Anthony, 2014; Van Dijk et al., 2020).  
        Some studies suggested that it is not the divorce that impacts the children the 
most, but more importantly, the uncertainty concerning the new roles assumed with 
the separation of the two parents and the way parental conflict is managed (e.g., 
Mackay, 2005). This is more important since children often mediate the 
communication between the parents, which might lead to intense emotional 
outcomes toward one parent or another, especially when directly witnessing 
conflictual scenes (Nazri et al., 2019). Furthermore, Jeyaseelan and Munuswamy 
(2016) suggested that teenagers coming from families with divorced parents make 
a significantly higher effort, compared to those from intact families, to engage in 
and maintain social interaction.  
         Gender Differences. According to previous studies, there might be significant 
differences in how female versus male teenagers react to divorce. For example, 
boys who live with their mothers might show higher resistance and hostility to 
divorce compared to girls, and girls might be more affected by parental divorce if 
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they live with their fathers, which culminates in a persistent attitude of hostility 
toward divorce (Fagan & Churchill, 2012). At the same time, girls might 
experience a sense of abandonment, a higher need for attention and love, more 
depressive symptoms, and over-controlling behaviors compared to boys (Amato & 
James, 2010; Tullius et al., 2022). Moreover, they will experience more anxious 
reactions concerning the decision of possible future marriage and might blame 
themselves for their parentsʼ divorce (Grumatchi, 2019). Also, in the absence of a 
male role model, boys might also experience more female sexual identification. 
Interestingly, boys from families with divorced parents seem to have a fluctuating 
attitude between hostility and protection toward their partner (Fagan & Churchill, 
2012). However, these specific gender differences regarding emotional instability 
and self-esteem following parental divorce are still in need of further research. 
 
SELF-ESTEEM AND EMOTIONAL INSTABILITY FOLLOWING PARENTAL 

DIVORCE 
 

          A considerable amount of research describes adolescence as a difficult 
period marked by various mental and physical changes and multiple emotional 
challenges (Sawyer et al., 2018). When a stressful factor occurs during this period, 
such as parental divorce, the various emotional manifestations of adolescents might 
be highly challenging (Petersen et al., 2017). According to previous research (e.g., 
Pavlenko, 2019), parental divorce can significantly affect children's self-esteem, 
especially when no relevant explanations are given about the circumstances that 
favored the separation. Also, in some cases, the child may be assigned an 
unpleasant role, such as an object to be used against the other partner, affecting 
their self-esteem and self-image (Turliuc, 2011). In addition, Bivol (2016) argued 
that divorce could impact adolescentsʼ physical and emotional health, similar to 
other research highlighting the negative impact on self-esteem (e.g., Meland et al., 
2020).  
          Emotional stability is critical in predicting peopleʼs reactions to stressful 
events and changes (Cerlat, 2019; Li & Ahlstrom, 2016). Previous research 
exploring the impact of parental divorce on adolescentsʼ emotional stability 
suggested that this kind of stressful event has a negative impact, leading to 
emotional instability (e.g., Ibegwam, 2013). Nevertheless, emotional instability is 
also subject to other family-related variables, such as parenting styles and 
attachment patterns (e.g., Llorca-Mestre et al., 2017), as well as parentsʼ depressive 
symptoms, which seem to mediate the pathway between interparental conflict and 
adolescentsʼ adjustment following divorce (Asanjarani et al., 2022). 
        The research exploring the link between self-esteem and emotional stability 
among adolescents is not very generous. Most studies investigated the associations 
between emotional intelligence and self-esteem (e.g., Tajpreet et al., 2015; Zeigler-
Hill et al., 2015) or the connection between self-esteem and aggressive behaviors, 
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mediated by emotion dysregulation (e.g., Garofalo et al., 2015). Other studies 
investigated the link between adolescentsʼ self-esteem and emotional maturity 
(Rajan & Joseph, 2019) or the associations between self-esteem instability, 
personality, and self-worth (Zeigler-Hill et al., 2015). However, the specific link 
between self-esteem and emotional (in)stability, and the potential differences 
regarding adolescents from intact families versus those from divorced families, 
lacks sufficient evidence, shaping our studyʼs novelty. 

 
2. METHOD 

 
2.1. AIMS AND ASSUMPTIONS 

 
        The present study aimed to investigate the potential emotional impact of 
parental divorce on emotional stability, self-esteem, and attitudes toward divorce. 
Furthermore, we explored the specific link between self-esteem and emotional 
(in)stability, the potential differences between adolescents from intact families 
versus those from divorced families, and the possible related gender differences. 
Based on the previous literature, our assumptions were the following:  
         H1. Self-esteem would be negatively associated with emotional instability, 
regardless of parental status (married or divorced) (e.g., Erol & Orth, 2011); H2. 
Participants from divorced families would score lower than those from non-
divorced families (i.e., married) regarding self-esteem and emotional stability (E.g., 
Ibegwam, 2013); H3. Female participants would score higher than males regarding 
emotional instability and self-esteem following parental divorce (Amato & James, 
2010; Fagan & Churchill, 2012; Tullius et al., 2022). 
 

2.2. PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE 
 

         Our sample consisted of 136 participants aged 17 to 19 (M = 17.86, SD = 
.80), 66.2% females. All participants were students in their last two high-school 
years. Most of the participants were raised by both parents (N = 85, 62.%5) or one 
parent (N = 36, 26.5%), and only a small part reported being raised by 
grandparents (N = 12, 8.8%) or other relatives (N = 3, 2.2%). Among the 136 
participants, 42 (30.9%) came from divorced families.  
        All participation was voluntary. Parental consent was obtained for participants 
under 18 (i.e., students in the 11th grade). Participants were first presented with an 
informed consent containing the purpose of the study (i.e., exploring emotions and 
general well-being). They were also informed that they could retire from the study 
at any point, there were no right and wrong answers, and all the information they 
would provide would remain anonymous and confidential. The examination took 
place at school on a regular course day. The time needed to answer all items was 
about 15 minutes. The research was conducted following the Helsinki Declaration 
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ethical criteria and the ethical research requirements approved by the institutional 
board of the authorsʼ institution. 

 
 

2.3. MEASURES 
 

 
         Attitude toward divorce. We used The Attitudes towards Divorce Scale, 
developed by Kinnard & Gerrard (1986). The scale consists of 12 items assessing 
the attitudes toward divorce on a 5-point Likert Scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree). Example items included “The fact that most 
individuals no longer feel that they have to stay in unhappy marital relationships 
will benefit society and If people are not happy in their marriage, they owe it to 
themselves to get a divorce and try to improve their lives”. Following reliability 
analysis, we removed three items, and the final scale had a Cronbachʼs alpha of 
.62, with an inter-item correlation mean of .15. Higher scores indicated more 
positive attitudes toward divorce. 
          Emotional instability. Next, we measured participantsʼ emotional instability 
using the 10-item Romanian version of the subscale from Goldberg et al. (2006) 
International Personality Item Pool (Iliescu et al., 2015). The scale uses a 5-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Example 
items included “I have frequent mood swings” and “I am filled with doubts about 
things”. Following reliability analysis, we removed three items, and the final scale 
had a Cronbachʼs alpha of .81. Higher scores indicated higher emotional instability. 
         Self-esteem. We used a multidimensional approach to Self-Esteem, i.e., the 
Toulouse Self-esteem Scale (ETES), developed by Oubrayrie et al. (1994). ETES 
comprises 60 items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) 
to 5 (completely agree). The 60 items are distributed into five dimensions (each 
containing 12 items), i.e., The Emotional Self (control of emotions, impulsivity, 
and self-control: “I notice that I am usually angry and tense"), The Social Self 
(interactions with parents, peers; “Other people seem to listen and do what I say”), 
The Academic Self (skills, performance, and behaviors within educational settings: 
“I understand the lesson in class very quickly”), The Physical Self (body image: “I 
easily feel satisfied with my face and body”), and The Future Self (representations 
of the future: “I believe in my future”). Higher scores indicated higher self-esteem. 
Cronbachʼs alpha for the overall scale was .87.  
        All participants filled out a demographic scale with details regarding their age, 
gender, the number of siblings, and their parentsʼ marital status (i.e., 
married/divorced/separated / widow). 
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3. RESULTS 
 

3.1. PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS 
 

        We first assessed the descriptive statistics of the primary variables. Then, we 
explored the associations among them following the analysis of the normality of 
the distributions, depending on participantsʼ family status (married versus divorced 
parents) and self-reported gender. Next, we used Independent t-tests to investigate 
the potential differences in the attitudes toward divorce, overall self-esteem, and 
emotional instability depending on participantsʼ family status, gender, and sibling 
relations (i.e., with or without siblings).  
         Table no. 1 presents the descriptive statistics of the main variables. Based on 
the skewness and kurtosis values, we further used parametric tests to analyze our 
data (George & Mallery, 2010). 

 
Table no. 1 

Descriptive statistics of the main variables 
 

Variable M SD Min Max Skewness Kurtosis 
Overall sample (N=136) 
   Attitude tow. divorce 38.36 6.03 24 53 -.07 -.26 
   Emotional Instability 30.05 6.04 18 45 .14 -.49 
   Self-esteem (overall) 40.44 9.22 11 55 -1.02 .99 
Married parents (N=94) 
   Attitude tow. divorce 38.74 5.63 25 53 -.26 -.05 
   Emotional Instability 28.97 5.40 18 45 .26 .49 
   Self-esteem (overall) 42.24 7.63 22 55 -.63 -.12 
Divorced parents (N=42)  
   Attitude tow. divorce 37.52 6.85 24 52 .28 -.40 
   Emotional Instability 32.45 6.74 19 44 -.39 .71 
   Self-esteem (overall) 36.42 11.13 11 52 -.87 -.04 

 
3.2. CORRELATION ANALYSES 

 
          Next, we explored the associations between the primary variables in the 
overall sample and the sample of participants with divorced and married parents. 
Results are presented in Table no. 2. In the overall sample, we found significant 
negative associations between the overall self-esteem and participantsʼ emotional 
instability (r = -.54, p < .001). Similar findings were observed in the married group 
(i.e., participants whose parents were married), r = -.47,  p< .001, and the divorced 
group (i.e., participants whose parents were divorced), r = -.54, p < .001. 
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Table no. 2.  
Correlation analyses 

 
Overall sample (N = 136) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
   1. Attitude tow. divorce -       
   2. Emotional Instability -.13 -      
   3. Self-esteem (overall) -.03 -.54** -     
   4. Emotional Self -.04 -.48** .78** -    
   5. Social Self -.03 -.37** .78** .52** -   
   6. Academic Self .01 -.37** .81** .50** .56** -  
   7. Physical Self -.06 -.53** .81** .59** .53** .55** - 
   8. Future Self .00 -.32** .64** .43** .46** .44** .38** 
Married parents (N = 94) 1 2 3 4 5 6  
   1. Attitude tow. divorce -       
   2. Emotional Instability -.10 -      
   3. Self-esteem (overall) .01 -.47** -     
   4. Emotional Self -.01 -.44** .70** -    
   5. Social Self .02 -.28* .69** .36** -   
   6. Academic Self .03 -.29* .85** .46** .54** -  
   7. Physical Self -.05 -.43** .73** .40** .32* .51** - 
   8. Future Self .09 -.24* .55** .30* .28* .38** .21* 
Divorced parents (N = 42)  1 2 3 4 5 6  
   1. Attitude tow. divorce -       
   2. Emotional Instability -.12 -      
   3. Self-esteem (overall) -.16 -.54** -     
   4. Emotional Self -.11 -.49** .86** -    
   5. Social Self -.16 -.39* .86** .65** -   
   6. Academic Self -.08 -.38* .74** .49** .53** -  
   7. Physical Self -.13 -.58** .89** .80** .73** .51** - 
   8. Future Self -.20 -.34* .74** .57** .67** .44** .58** 

**p<.001; *p<.05. 
 

3.3. DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE GROUPS  
(MARRIED VERSUS DIVORCED PARENTS) 

 
The differences regarding the main variables based on parental status (married 

versus divorced) are presented in Table no. 3. Data suggested significant 
differences between participants whose parents were married or divorced regarding 
emotional instability, t(134) = -3.20, p=.002. More specifically, participants with 
divorced parents (M=32.45) scored significantly higher than participants with 
married parents (M = 28.97). We also found significant differences concerning 
overall self-esteem, t(134) = 3.07, p=.003, with participants with divorced parents 
(M = 36.42) scoring significantly lower than those coming from non-divorced 
families (M = 42.24). Furthermore, our data suggested that the Social Self 
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dimension of self-esteem was significantly higher in participants with married 
parents (M = 8.79) than in those coming from divorced families (M = 7.80), and 
this pattern of differences was maintained regarding the Academic Self (M married 
families = 8.38, M divorced families = 6.69), the Physical Self, i.e., body image (M 
married families = 8.64, M divorced families = 7.11), and the Future Self (M 
married families = 8.18, M divorced families = 7.42). 

 
Table no. 3 

Differences regarding the main variables based on parental status (married versus 
divorced) 

 
Overall sample t p 95% CI 
   Attitude tow. divorce 1.09 .27 -.99; 3.43 
   Emotional Instability -3.20 .002* -5.62; -1.32 
   Self-esteem (overall) 3.07 .003* 2.03; 9.59 
   Emotional Self 1.78 .08 -.10; 1.81 
   Social Self 2.11 .03* .05; 1.92 
   Academic Self 3.23 .002* .65; 2.72 
   Physical Self 3.05 .003 .54; 2.51 
   Future Self 2.60 .01 .18; 1.32 

*p<.05. 
3.4. GENDER DIFFERENCES 

 
         Next, we investigated the potential differences regarding the main variables 
based on gender, and the results are presented in Table 4. Data suggested 
significant differences between male and female participants regarding emotional 
instability, t(134) = -3.68, p<.001. More specifically, female participants (M = 
32.60) scored significantly higher than male participants (M=28.74). Furthermore, 
our data suggested that the Emotional Self dimension of self-esteem was 
significantly higher among male participants (M = 8.28) than among females (M = 
7.34), and this pattern of differences was maintained regarding the Social Self (M 
males = 8.76, M females = 7.95). 

 
Table no. 4 

Differences regarding the main variables based on gender and parental status (married 
versus divorced) 

 
Overall sample t p 95% CI 
   Attitude tow. divorce -.93 .40 -3.18; 1.14 
   Emotional Instability -3.68 .00** -5.93; -1.79 
   Self-esteem (overall) 2.16 .06 -1.48; 7.28 
Married parents (N=94)    
   Attitude tow. divorce -1.91 .059 -5.27; .09 
   Emotional Instability -2.37 .02* -5.60; -.50 



 44

   Self-esteem (overall) 1.09 .27 -1.64; 5.72 
Divorced parents (N=42)    
   Attitude tow. divorce .02 .98 -4.32; 4.43 
   Emotional Instability -1.50 .13 -7.31; 1.06 
   Self-esteem (overall) .47 .63 -5.40; 8.76 

*p<.05.; **p<.001. 
 

3.5. INTERACTION EFFECTS 
 

          Finally, we explored the interaction effect between parental status and 
gender on participantsʼ emotional instability. However, Anova Univariate results 
suggested no significant interaction effect, F(1, 135) = .001, p=.97, ηp2 = .00 (see 
Fig. no. 1). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Fig. no. 1. Interaction effect between parental status and gender on participantsʼ 
emotional instability 

 
        Similarly, we found no significant interaction effect regarding the overall self-
esteem, F(1, 135) = .01, p=.91, ηp2 = .00 (see Fig. no. 2). 
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Fig. no. 2. Interaction effect between parental status and gender on participants' emotional 
self-esteem 

 
4. DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSION 

 
        In the present research, we investigated the potential emotional impact of 
parental divorce on late adolescentsʼ emotional stability, self-esteem, and attitudes 
toward divorce. Based on previous findings, we assumed that self-esteem would be 
negatively associated with emotional instability, regardless of parental status 
(married or divorced) (e.g., Erol & Orth, 2011). Our results confirmed this 
assumption, suggesting that the higher the self-esteem, the higher the emotional 
stability, and the lower the self-esteem, the higher the emotional instability. This is 
one of the strong points of our study, given the scarce literature regarding this link, 
especially among adolescents from divorced families.  
         We also assumed that participants from divorced families would score lower 
than those from non-divorced families (i.e., married) regarding self-esteem and 
emotional stability (e.g., Ibegwam, 2013). Our results confirmed this assumption. 
However, it is also important to acknowledge that we measured self-esteem using a 
scale with five dimensions, and teenagers from non-divorced families scored 
higher than those from divorced families on each dimension. In other words, our 
data suggested that teenagers with divorced parents reported having lower 
emotional and social skills and weaker academic skills and performances. 
Moreover, they seemed to encounter difficulties visualizing their future selves and 
had a more negative body image. Our findings align with previous studies, such as 



 46

the one conducted by Rad (2012), which argued that descendants from families 
with divorced parents perform worse academically and have lower self-esteem than 
those with married parents. In addition, another research conducted by Dulamă et 
al. (2012) suggested that teens with divorced parents might have significantly 
weaker self-esteem outcomes, and this possibility increases when parental conflicts 
continue after divorce. One potential explanation for these results, i.e., lower self-
esteem reported by participants with divorced parents, might be related to the 
modification of the family system with the onset of parental divorce (Amato & 
Anthony, 2014; Van Dijk et al., 2020), as well as the possibility of depriving the 
children of explanations that would clarify the divorce reasons (Pavlenko, 2019; 
Turliuc, 2011).  
         Furthermore, following parental separation, in the absence of insufficient 
grounds for the emotional rupture (which caused the divorce), teenagers may 
experience guilt (which can affect both self-esteem and emotional stability). 
Therefore, they may feel responsible for the parental divorce and may experience 
states of confusion marked by diminishing emotional stability (Gharaibeh, 2015; 
Pavlenko, 2019). However, we did not investigate these possible links, but future 
studies might also benefit from adding these research aims. Finally, the fact that 
adolescents from divorced families reported less emotional stability than teenagers 
from intact families aligns with previous studies  (e.g., Nazri et al., 2019; Weaver 
& Schofield, 2015) might also be explained by the changes related to family 
climate and assumed new roles within the family (Mackay, 2005). Furthermore, we 
already know that adolescence is a challenging period, marked by many physical 
and emotional changes, and divorce can significantly add to the emotional load, 
generating potential emotional instability. 
        Finally, we assumed that female participants would score higher than males 
regarding emotional instability and self-esteem following parental divorce (Amato 
& James, 2010; Fagan & Churchill, 2012; Tullius et al., 2022). Our results partially 
confirmed this assumption, suggesting that female participants would score higher 
than males regarding emotional instability, but we found this result only in the case 
of participants from married families. One potential explanation might be related to 
other possible factors affecting emotional stability during adolescence, regardless 
of oneʼs family status (intact or divorced), such as the expectations of peers, 
family, and academic environment might generate stress and psychological tension, 
potentially causing emotional instability (Platon, 2017).  
        However, there are several limitations we need to consider when interpreting 
these results. First, the sample of participants is relatively small, lowering the 
generalizability of our findings. Future studies should consider exploring these 
findings in more extensive samples. Second, the two groups (i.e., participants from 
married versus divorced families) were not equilibrated. Future studies might also 
consider using more balanced groups. Third, all the scales we used were self-
reported, increasing the desirability of participants' answers.   
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          Despite these limitations, the present findings add to the literature regarding 
the potential emotional impact of parental divorce on late adolescentsʼ mental 
health and self-image. Our results highlight the need for counseling following 
divorce and psychotherapy strategies generally aimed at increasing self-esteem and 
emotional stability, especially in potentially traumatic events like parental divorce. 
 

Received: 25.04.2023 
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REZUMAT 

 
Studiul de față și-a propus să investigheze potențialul impact al divorțului parental 

asupra instabilității emoționale, stimei de sine și atitudinilor față de divorț în adolescența 
târzie. De asemenea, au fost explorate potențialele diferențe de gen în această privință. 
Eșantionul a fost format din 136 de participanți cu vârsta cuprinsă între 17 și 19 ani (M = 
17.86, SD = 0.80), dintre care 66,2% au fost participanți de gen feminin. Toți participanții 
sunt elevi în ultimii doi ani de liceu, iar 30.9% provin din familii divorțate. Rezultatele au 
indicat asocieri negative semnificative între stima de sine generală și instabilitatea 
emoțională a participanților, indiferent de statutul parental (căsătorit sau divorțat). Cu toate 
acestea, datele au sugerat că participanții din familiile divorțate și femeile au raportat o 
stimă de sine mai scăzută și o instabilitate emoțională mai mare. Rezultatele sunt discutate 
în relație cu implicațiile lor pentru sănătatea mintală a tinerilor după divorțul părinților. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


