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DIVORCED WOMEN:
Individual Differences in Stressors,
Mediating Factors, and Adjustment Outcome

Vicki Garvin, Ph.D., Neil Kalter, Ph.D., James Hansell, Ph.D.

Individual differences in exposure and response to stress in a sample of 56
divorced mothers were examined. Compared with normative data, the sample
reported significantly more negative life events, more psychiatric symptoms, and
poorer social adjustment. Social support and income emerged as the mediating

Jactors most strongly associated with adjustment outcome.

en marriages end in divorce, the

former partners typically experi-
ence acute emotional distress. Intense an-
ger, depression, diminished self-esteem,
heightened anxiety, and feelings of betrayal
and abandonment are common (Kelly, 1982;
Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1990). Although
this acute upset often subsides with time,
giving way to feelings of renewed compe-
tence, relief, and increased self-esteem
(Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1982), many
divorced people continue to struggle with
the disruptions of postdivorce living. Even
years after the marital separation, a signif-
icant minority continue to report high rates
of depression, unhappiness, loss, anger, and
sexual dissatisfaction (Bloom, Hodges,
Kern, & McFaddin, 1985; Wallerstein &
Blakeslee, 1990).

Although researchers have made signif-
icant progress in understanding the emo-
tional turmoil of the initial separation pe-
riod, relatively little is known about long-
term divorce-related stressors. Due to the

longstanding bias toward locating the causes
and consequences of divorce in the individ-
ual, even less is known about external me-
diating factors, such as social support, that
might buffer or potentiate the harmful ef-
fects of stress. Because earlier research ef-
forts typicaily compared the well-being of
divorced persons with the well-being of per-
sons in intact first marriages, not much is
known about individual differences in cop-
ing and adjustment within the group of di-
vorced persons. Studies of relative adjust-
ment outcome have rarely employed mul-
tiple measures and, if outcomes were mea-
sured at all, have generally underrepre-
sented positive ones.

To address these concerns the present
study examined individual differences in
stressors, mediators, and adjustment out-
comes within a sample of divorced women,
comparing the relative well-being of di-
vorced single women with that of divorced
remarried women and focusing on those me-
diating factors that are potentially modifi-
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able, i.e., accessible to intervention. In re-
sponse to the methodological issues
reviewed above, this study included /) both
aggregated and disaggregated measures of
stress, 2) a range of situational and personal
mediating factors, and 3) multiple mea-
sures of negative as well as positive out-
come.

METHOD
Subjects

The study explored the relationships
among stressors, mediators, and adjust-
ment outcome for a sample of divorced
mothers with at least one elementary school-
age child. This particular group was se-
lected because women with minor children
represent the most common subgroup of di-
vorced women (National Center for Health
Statistics, 1985).

Subjects were drawn from mothers of
children in four public elementary schools
located in southeastern Michigan. Approx-
imately 45% of the divorced mothers agreed
to participate, which compares favorably
with participation rates of similar projects
(Stolberg & Garrison, 1985). Our sample
includes 56 white women aged 29 to 46
(M=135.25, SD=3.95). Of the 56 women,
37 were divorced and single, and the re-
maining 19 had remarried. Duration of mar-
riage before divorce ranged from slightly
less than two years to 16'2 years (M=
9.04, SD=3.92), with the time since di-
vorce ranging from seven months to 112
years (M=5.19 years, SD=2.93). Fami-
lies had from one to five children currently
living in the household (M=2.23, SD=
1.01). Socioeconomic status ranged from
Hollingshead Class I to Hollingshead Class
IV (Hollingshead, 1972), with the majority
of subjects in Class II. Family income ranged
from a low of $4,000 to a high of over
$75,000, with average household income
approximately $20,000.

Procedure

Through a 20-minute telephone inter-
view, a week-long diary, and a 2'%-hour
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home visit, information was collected on
various kinds of stressors (major life events,
daily hassles, and divorce-specific stres-
sors), potential mediators (at the individ-
val, familial, and extrafamilial level), and
adjustment outcomes (psychiatric symp-
toms, social adjustment, and daily health
and mood).

Instruments

Life Experiences Survey (LES). This is a
47-item self-report measure that asks re-
spondents to indicate which life events they
have experienced during the past year (Sa-
rason, Johnson, & Siegel, 1978). The LES
yields three scores: positive change, nega-
tive change, and total change. Test-retest
reliability results in correlations of .53 (pos-
itive change), .88 (negative change), and
.64 (total change). The negative life-
change score is significantly related to sev-
eral stress-related dependent measures, pro-
viding support for convergent validity
(Sarason, Johnson, & Siegel, 1978).

Hassles Scale (HS). This is a revised ver-
sion of the Hassles and Uplifts Scale orig-
inally developed by Kanner, Coyne,
Schaefer, and Lazarus (1981). The present
instrument, which was redesigned by De-
Longis, Folkman, and Lazarus (1988), as-
sesses minor difficulties and irritants in the
following eight areas: household, finances,
work, home maintenance, health, personal
life, family and friends, and environmental
and social issues. Of the 53 revised items,
17 that loaded at less than .32 on their re-
spective factors were eliminated. Alphas for
the revised factors range from .51 to .90.

Self-Esteem Inventory (SEI). This is a ten-
item self-report measure that assesses feel-
ings of self-worth and personal adequacy
(Rosenberg, 1965). Internal consistency, as
measured by coefficient alpha, yields a cor-
relation of .76. Test-retest reliability re-
sults in a correlation of .85. Comparisons
with four other measures of self-esteem re-
sult in correlations ranging from .56 to .83,
providing support for convergent validity
(Weiss & Knight, 1980).



234

FACES III. This is the third and most
recent version of a 20-item self-report in-
ventory designed to assess family cohesion
and adaptability (Olson et al., 1985). In-
ternal consistency, as measured by Cron-
bach’s alpha, results in correlations of .77
(cohesion), .62 (adaptability), and .68 (to-
tal). FACES III discriminates extremely well
between problem families and nonsymp-
tomatic families (Olson et al., 1985).

Social Support (S8S) questionnaire. Our
version is a 63-item self-report inventory
adapted from the social-support question-
naire developed by Bloom, Hodges, and
Caldwell (1983). Divorced mothers are
asked to rate how much support is needed,
how much support is available, and how
satisfied they are with support received in
nine need areas. These nine domains, pre-
viously identified as areas of concemn for
divorced parents (Bloom, Hodges, & Cald-
well, 1983; Hetherington, Cox, & Cox,
1978), include child care, finances, discuss-
ing feelings, recreational and social activi-
ties, physical intimacy and sexual needs,
discussing divorce-related concerns, career
and employment, housework and homemak-
ing, and legal matters.

Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI). This is a
53-item self-report symptom checklist that
yields nine specific symptom dimensions
(somatization, obsessive-compulsive, inter-
personal sensitivity, depression, anxiety,
hostility, phobic anxiety, paranoid ide-
ation, and psychoticism) and three global
indices of functioning (the global severity
index, the positive symptom distress index,
and the positive symptom total) (Derogatis
& Spencer, 1982). Test-retest reliability re-
sults show correlations ranging from .68 to
.91 for the symptom dimensions and from
.80 to .90 for the three global indices. Ev-
idence for convergent validity with the Min-
nesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory
(MMPI) is impressive (Derogatis & Spen-
cer, 1982).

Social Adjustment Scale (SAS). This is
a 42-item self-report questionnaire that
measures instrumental or expressive role-
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performance in six major areas: work as
job-holder, housewife, or student; social and
leisure activities; relationships with ex-
tended family; marital role as spouse; role
as parent; and role as member of the family
unit (Weissman & Bothwell, 1976). Inter-
nal consistency, as measured by coefficient
alpha, yields a correlation of .74. Test—-
retest reliability results show a correlation
of .80 (Weissman, Prusoff, Thompson, Har-
ding, & Myers, 1978). Higher scores on
this measure indicate worse adjustment.

Daily Health (DH) and Daily Mood (DM)
ratings. These are designed to assess day-
to-day fluctuations in physical and emo-
tional well-being and are adapted from Ver-
brugge (1980). Verbrugge’s review pro-
vides extensive justification for the superi-
ority of the health-diary format.

RESULTS
Descriptive Analysis

First, the sample was characterized de-
scriptively using the demographic data ob-
tained from the telephone interview.

Using survey data reported by the Na-
tional Center for Health Statistics (1985),
the sample was compared to the national
group of divorced women and was deter-
mined to be typical of divorced women na-
tionwide in terms of duration of marriage
before divorce and of number of children.
The sample was, however, significantly
younger at age of marriage (+=8.27,
p<.001) and at time of divorce (+=5.82,
p<.001).

To determine if higher stress was signif-
icantly related to poorer outcome, and to
justify the application of multiple tests for
separate outcome measures, both the macro
measure of stress, the Life LES, and the
micro measure of stress, the HS, were di-
chotomized using a median split. Subjects
scoring above the median were identified
as belonging to the high-stress group. A
multivariate ANOVA, with major life events
as the independent variable and psychiatric
symptomatology and social adjustment as
the dependent variables, showed macro
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stress to be significantly related to macro
adjustment outcomes (F=4.29, df=2,50,
p=.02). With daily hassles as the indepen-
dent variable and daily health and daily
mood as the dependent variables, micro
stress was found to be significantly related
to micro adjustment outcomes (F=6.96,
df=2,45, p=.002).

The sample was next examined in terms
of the three factors of interest: stressors,
mediators, and outcomes. TABLE 1 com-
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pares means and standard deviations for the
sample with available normative data. In
most cases, the available comparison groups
include a mix of single, married, divorced,
and remarried persons. These comparisons
are, therefore, more likely to underestimate
differences between the study’s divorced
sample and never-divorced women.

In this conservative context, the sample
of divorced women was found to experi-
ence significantly more negative life events

Table 1
STUDY SAMPLE COMPARED WITH NORM GROUPS
FACTORS N M SD p
Stressors
Life Experiences Survey (LES)
Positive Change
Study sample 53 7.98 6.18 NS
Normative data® 71 6.71 5.51
Negative Change
Study sample 53 7.75 7.42 .04
Normative data® 171 5.64 6.43
Total Change
Study sample 53 15.74 9.06 .009
Normative data® 171 1235 8.82
Hassles Scale (HS)
Nondivorce Hassles —intensity
Study sample 54 1.41 29 .04
Normative data® 100 1.49 .29
Mediators
Self-Esteem (SEI)
Study sample 55 32.51 4.69 NS
Normative data® 41 32.33 3.61
Family Adaptability (FACES-A)
Study sample 56 24.61 5.34 NS
Normative data® 2453 24.10 4.70
Family Cohesion (FACES-C)
Study sample 56 38.21 6.29 NS
Normative data® 2453 39.80 5.40
Outcomes
Psychiatric Symptoms (BSI)
General Severity Index
Study sample 56 .43 35 007
Normative data® 719 .30 31
Depression
Study sample 56 .55 58 .001
Normative data® 719 .28 46
Anxiety
Study sample 56 .55 54 .009
Normative data® 718 35 45
Social Adjustment (SAS)
Overall Adjustment
Study sample 56 1.82 .32 .000
Normative data’ 277 1.61 .34

* Normative sample, female college students (Sarason et al., 1978).

® Normative group, 52 women and 48 men (Kahner et al., 1981).

¢ Normative sample, male college students (Weiss & Knight, 1980).

¢ Normative data, national survey of aduits (Olson et a/., 1985).

® Normative data reported for “non-patient, normal” adults (Derogatis & Spencer, 1982).
! Normative group, community sample of women (Weissman et al., 1978).
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as well as significantly more total life
change. With respect to day-to-day upset,
the divorced women reported significantly
less intense nondivorce hassles. For the me-
diating factors, no significant differences
were found between our group of divorced
women and national normative data in terms
of self-esteem, family adaptability, and fam-
ily cohesion. In terms of adjustment out-
come, the sample reported significantly more
depression and anxiety and poorer social
adjustment. There are no relevant norms
for daily health and daily mood.

Divorced Single and Remarried Women

Since these descriptive statistics provide
a profile of the research sample in the ag-
gregate, they can obscure subgroup differ-
ences in exposure and responsiveness to
stress. This aggregated data, therefore, was
reanalyzed, this time treating the divorced
single women (N = 37) and the divorced re-
married women (N=19) as distinct sub-
groups. On the descriptive demographic
variables, it was found that the two groups
did not differ in terms of age, number of
children, custody arrangement, socioeco-
nomic status, work status, duration of mar-
riage, or time since divorce. There was,
however, a marked difference in income
categories. For the divorced single women,
group average income was approximately
$14,000; for the remarried women, average
income was significantly higher, approxi-
mately $42,000 (x>=136.8, df=18,
p=.006). The two groups also differed in
number of prior marriages, with 43% of the
divorced single women and 100% of the
remarried women having no marriages pre-
vious to the marriage that ended in divorce
(¢ =6.25, df=3, p=.01).

Significant differences between the di-
vorced single and the remarried women were
also obtained on the measures of stress, me-
diating factors, and adjustment outcome.
Compared to their remarried counterparts,
the divorced single women experienced sig-
nificantly more stress, both in terms of total
number of major life events (r=2.20,
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p<.03) and in the severity of divorce-
specific (t=3.16, p<<.003) and nondivorce
(t=2.95, p<.005) hassles. With respect to
mediating factors, divorced single women
scored significantly lower on self-esteem
(r=2.21, p<.03) and satisfaction with so-
cial support (r=2.23, p<.03). In terms of
adjustment outcome, the findings remain
consistent: the divorced single women re-
ported more psychiatric symptomatology
(t=2.05, p<.04), less adaptive social ad-
justment (:+=2.72, p<.009), poorer daily
health (r=2.34, p<.02), and lower daily
mood (t=2.13, p<.04).

In light of these findings, the results
reported in TABLE 1 were reanalyzed, this
time treating divorced single and remarried
women as distinct subgroups. This new set
of results, summarized in TABLE 2, showed
that it was the subgroup of divorced single
women that accounted for the significant
differences previously obtained between
this sample and the normative groups.
Compared to relevant norm groups, the
divorced single women experienced signif-
icantly more negative life events, total life
events, psychiatric symptoms (especially
depression and anxiety), and poorer social
adjustment. Their remarried counterparts,
in contrast, were not remarkably different
from the norm groups. Where the remar-
ried women differed, they differed in a
positive direction: they reported signifi-
cantly less intense nondivorce hassles and
significantly higher self-esteem.

Starting with stressors, the day-to-day has-
sles experienced by each group in terms of
specific areas of difficulty were then com-
pared. It was found that the divorced single
women report significantly greater (i.e.,
more severe) hassles with finances (¢=
3.24, p=.002), health (r=2.14, p=.04),
and household (r=2.32, p=.02), with a
trend toward more severe hassles in the areas
of home maintenance (t=1.79, p=.08) and
personal life (r=1.94, p=.06). There were
no significant differences between the di-
vorced single and remarried women in terms
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Table 2
DIVORCED SUBJECTS COMPARED WITH NORM GROUPS
FACTORS Nt M SD o
Stressors
Life Experiences Survey (LES)
Positive Change
Single 35 8.91 6.74 .06
Remarried 18 6.17 4,57 NS
Normative data 171 6.71 5.51
Negative Change
Single 35 8.71 7.66 .02
Remarried 18 5.89 6.73 NS
Normative data 171 5.64 6.43
Total Change
Single 35 17.63 9.46 .002
Remarried 18 12.06 7.10 NS
Normative data 171 12.35 8.82
Hassles Scale (HS)
Nondivorce Hassles — Intensity
Single 36 1.49 .32 NS
Remarried 18 1.24 A1 .000
Normative data 100 1.49 29
Mediators
Self-Esteem (SEl)
Single 36 31.53 5.02 NS
Remarried 19 34.39 3.39 .02
Normative data 41 32.33 3.61
Family Adaptability (FACES-A)
Single 37 38.05 7.01 NS
Remarried 19 38.53 4.73 NS
Normative data 2453 24.10 4.70
Family Cohesion (FACES-C)
Single 37 24.73 5.31 NS
Remarried 19 24.37 5.53 NS
Normative data 2453 39.80 5.40
Outcomes
Psychiatric Symptoms (BSI)
General Severity Index
Single 37 .50 .39 .004
Remarried 19 .30 .21 NS
Normative data 718 .30 31
Depression
Single 37 .65 .67 .002
Remarried 19 .34 29 NS
Normative data 718 .28 46
Anxiety
Single 37 .59 .58 .02
Remarried 19 .46 47 NS
Normative data 719 .35 .45
Social Adjustment (SAS)
Single 37 1.90 32 .000
Remarried 19 1.67 .27 NS
Normative data 277 1.61 .34

Note. For normative group data, see TABLE 1.
2 Not all subjects completed all measures.

b p =results of t-tests comparing divorced single women and remarried women (treated as distinct subgroups) with

established norms.

of severity of hassles with work, environ-
ment, or family life.

With respect to mediating factors, there
was particular interest in those factors, such
as social support and income, that not only
distinguish divorced single and remarried

women but are also modifiable. Regarding
income, it was previously noted that di-
vorced single women reported significantly
lower incomes and significantly poorer ad-
justment outcomes. It is not clear, how-
ever, whether marital status per se or in-
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come, which is highly correlated with
marital status (r = .66, p<<.0001), accounts
for the strong relationship between income
and adjustment outcome. To resolve this
issue, differences in income within the sub-
group of divorced single women were ex-
amined. Using a median split, the divorced
single women who scored above the me-
dian were identified as *“high income” and
women who scored below the median were
designated “low income.” Comparing these
two groups, it was found that low income
was significantly associated with poorer
macro adjustment outcomes, i.e., with more
psychiatric symptoms (t=2.31; p=.02) and
poorer social adjustment (¢=2.52, p=.01).
No relationship between income and the two
micro outcomes was found.

Due to small sample size, a similar anal-
ysis was not attempted for the remarried
subgroup. However, a comparison of ad-
justment outcomes for the remarried women
with adjustment outcomes for the high-
income divorced single women was made.
With respect to psychiatric symptomatol-
ogy and social adjustment, no significant
differences between the two groups were
found. In terms of the micro outcomes, re-
married women did report significantly bet-
ter daily health (r=2.60, p=.01) and daily
mood (1=2.11, p=.04).

With respect to social support, it was
found that the divorced single women re-
ported a significantly greater need for sup-
port in the areas of child care (t=2.49,
p=.02) and finances (¢=2.24, p=.03),
with a trend toward significant differences
in the area of career (r=1.82, p=.07). The
divorced single women were significantly
less satisfied with the support they actually
received in the areas of finances (7= 3.86,
p=.0003), social life (t=2.58, p=.01),
sexual and physical intimacy (1=2.15,
p=.04), and household (t=13.15, p = .003),
as well as overall (1=2.23, p=.03).

Finally, the divorced single and remar-
ried women were compared in terms of the
various component factors that comprise the
global indices of adjustment outcome. Di-
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vorced single women obtained higher (i.e.,
worse) scores on four of the BSI symptom
subscales: obsessive-compulsive (r=2.03,
p=.05), internalizing (1 =2.06, p = .04), de-
pression (t=1.94, p=.05), and paranoid
(r=2.19, p=.03). On the SAS, divorced
single women reported significantly poorer
adjustment with current partner (r=2.12,
p=.04) and with the family unit (¢=2.74,
p=.008). Divorced single women also ev-
idenced a trend toward poorer adjustment
in the social-leisure (t=1.92, p=.06) and
extended-family (+=1.95, p=.06) do-
mains. Differences between the two groups
did not attain statistical significance on the
remaining five BSI factors or two SAS sub-
scales.

DISCUSSION
Descriptive Findings

The descriptive analyses suggest that this
sample of divorced women is in general
typical of divorced women nationwide in
terms of standard demographic features.
With respect to age, however, it is signif-
icantly younger. Since women who are
younger at the time of divorce have been
found to fare significantly better than those
who are older (Chiriboga, Roberts, & Stein,
1978; Pais, 1978), these findings presum-
ably represent conservative estimates of
stress and adjustment outcome.

It is, therefore, particularly noteworthy
that this sample, in comparison to norma-
tive groups, reported significantly more neg-
ative life events, more total life events, more
psychiatric symptoms, and poorer social ad-
justment. In fact, given that the comparison
groups are generally composed of a mix of
single, married, divorced, and remarried per-
sons, these results are likely to underesti-
mate differences between the divorced sam-
ple and never-divorced women. (Although
stress was measured using subjective, self-
report questionnaires, the stress and coping
literature [Sarason, Johnson, & Siegel,
1978; Thoits, 1983] suggests that it is the
perception of stress—and not the objective
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extent of the stress—that is most strongly
related to adjustment outcome.)

Divorced Single and Remarried Women

Inclusion of both divorced single and di-
vorced remarried women in the present sam-
ple permitted comparisons showing that di-
vorced single women experienced more
stress and poorer adjustment outcomes with
fewer mediating resources. Thus, it was the
divorced single women—and not the sam-
ple as a whole—whose scores departed
strongly and in a negative direction from
normative values. These results confirm and
expand on previous findings reported by
Bloom, Asher, and White (/978) and Heth-
erington (1986).

When the global stress factors were dis-
aggregated, it was found that the divorced
single women, when compared with the re-
married women, reported significantly
greater hassles with finances, household,
home life, and personal life. Compared to
the remarried women, the divorced single
subjects scored significantly lower on self-
esteem, satisfaction with social support, and
income. There were no areas in which re-
married women reported greater daily stress
or poorer adjustment outcomes than did their
divorced single counterparts. It is possible,
however, that this could be an artifact of
sampling: troubled remarriages may al-
ready have resulted in divorce.

Income and social support were further
investigated, not only because these two
mediators were consistently and signifi-
cantly associated with adjustment outcome,
but because they are accessible to interven-
tion. In contrast to previous research efforts
(Spanier & Lachman, 1980), the goal here
was also to disentangle the effects of in-
come and marital status. By examining dif-
ferences in income within the group of di-
vorced single women, it was possible to
confirm the strong relationship between low
income and poor adjustment outcome, while
controlling for marital status. Our findings
suggest that it is not remarried status per se
that contributes to better outcome; level of

239

income, regardless of marital status, is
strongly linked with quality of well-being.
Divorced single women with high incomes
not only reported better adjustment out-
comes than did divorced single women with
lower incomes, but the high-income single
women did not differ from the remarried
women with respect to psychiatric symp-
tomatology and social adjustment.

In light of these findings, the often-
documented relationship between marital
status and well-being can be reinterpreted.
Researchers have traditionally attributed the
poorer physical and mental health of single
people to the unmet emotional needs and
frustrations presumably inherent in being
unmarried. It is equally likely, however,
that the higher levels of depression and
poorer social adjustment frequently re-
ported by single parents—findings that have
just been replicated here —can be attributed
to the economic hardship, social isolation,
and increased work and parenting respon-
sibilities that single parents are both more
exposed to and more vulnerable to (Pearlin
& Johnson, 1977).

These findings also suggest the critical
role played by formal and informal social
support. It was found that the divorced sin-
gle women reported a significantly greater
need for support in the areas of finances,
child care, and career; these women were
significantly less satisfied with the support
they actually received in the areas of fi-
nances, social life, sex and physical inti-
macy, and household. Given these domains
of expressed need, it is not surprising that
the divorced single women also reported
poorer social adjustment with respect to cur-
rent partner, family unit, extended family,
and social and leisure activities. The corre-
spondence is rather striking: the divorced
single women reported poorer adjustment
in the same areas in which they requested
greater social support. These divorced sin-
gle women seem remarkably aware of their
own distress and their areas of greatest vul-
nerability and need.
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