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ABSTRACT 

Divorce in the United States is so widespread that it touches the lives of 

most citizens in some way. The purpose of this study was to evaluate the 

ratings of self-esteem and depression of women who participated in a divorce 

support group. Self-esteem and depression were measured prior to participation 

in the group and again upon completion. The two instruments utilized in the 

study were the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (1985) and The Beck Depression 

Inventory (1961). 

Forty-one women, recently separated or divorced, participated in the study 

which was conducted in Tucson, Arizona during 1993-1994. The results indicated 

that the divorce support group may have significantly decreased the women's 

level of depression. The women's level of self-esteem did increase after 

participating in the divorce support groups; however, the increase was not 

significant. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Divorce is an ever-growing phenomenon in our world today. It may be 

safe to say that it is so widespread that divorce will touch the lives of all of us 

in the United States-either directly or indirectly. 

In 1988 there were 1,167,000 divorces granted in the United States 

(Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1991a). Preliminary findings for 1990 

in the state of Arizona estimated that 25,100 were granted (Statistical Abstract 

of the United States, 1991b). The divorce rate in the United States has doubled 

since 1970, and today 1 out of every 2 marriages ends in divorce (Trafford, 

1982). "The divorce ratio for women was 166 per 1,000, compared with 118 per 

1,000 for men in 1990. Women have higher divorce ratios than men largely 

because of their lower incidence of remarriage" (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 

1991a, p. 3). 

Divorce is considered one of the most stressful life events an individual 

can undergo with the exception of the death of a spouse, according to Holmes 

and Rahe (1967). What can make the divorce process unique is the simul

taneous occurrence of changes in many areas of one's life. 

Some authors have delineated a number of areas of stress specific to the 

divorce process, which can further tax the individual's coping abilities due to the 
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cumulative impact of a number of different stresses or changes occurring in 

different areas of the individual's life within a short period of time (Pledge, 

1992). According to Faust (1987), divorce is a major stress-inducing life crisis. 

It involves an identity crisis, a self-image and self-worth crisis, a financial and 

lifestyle crisis, often a childrearing crisis and a life-goal crisis. Additional 

divorce-related stressors include factors from the following areas and relation

ships: economic, housing, legal, parent-child relationship, and the relationship 

with the former spouse (Buehler, Hogan, Robinson, & Levy, 1985). 

Stapes of Divorce 

Bohannan (1970) reported that divorce is but one stage in the process 

of marital disintegration and personal readjustment. He put forth six stages of 

divorce: 

1. Emotional divorce, which results from the loss of a love object; 

2. legal divorce, which does little more than create opportunities for 

remarriage; 

3. economic divorce, whereby community property has to be divided; 

4. coparental divorce is when children are involved; 

5. community divorce involving the attitudes of and relationships with 

friends and relatives; and 

6. psychic divorce, the process of becoming an autonomous individual. 
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These experiences must be dealt with in one way or another, beginning before 

the point at which a couple physically separate from each other. 

Bowlby's (1961) theory of attachment and loss outlines three phases of 

the process of mourning which incorporates the concept of irretrievability of the 

loss. The first phase in the mourning process was the urge to recover the lost 

object. Phase 2 was a phase of disorganization characterized by mounting disap

pointment and hope of reunion faded while behavior ceased to be focused on 

the lost object. The third phase, according to Bowlby was the process of reor

ganization. 

Divorce Support Groups 

Because of the high level of stress that is associated with the divorce 

process, individuals may seek counseling services. The use of group procedures 

for separation/divorce adjustment has received considerable attention in recent 

years. 

A number of authors (e.g., Bonkowsky & Wanner-Westly, 1979; Fisher, 

1976) have reported that groups are the preferred treatment mode for the 

restructuring and recovery stages of divorce. Divorce adjustment groups are 

seen as an effective vehicle for support for those going through the divorce 

process. Because the chief emotions appear to be loneliness, grieving, and 

anger, the support and feedback provided in a group setting were seen as most 

beneficial. The group members can help one to disentangle from an ended 
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relationship by supporting him/her through the natural stages of divorce 

adjustment. 

Gender Differences in Divorce 

The findings on whether males or females have more difficulty adjusting 

to divorce are contradictory. Weiss (1975) found no differences between males 

and females in experiencing distress after separation or divorce. Brown and 

Fox (1978) concluded in their review of sex differences in divorce adjustment 

that females experience both more conscious feelings of subjective distress and 

situational stress than males during a divorce. 

What does seem apparent in most literature is that women experience 

marital separation differently as it related to issues of role, economics, age, and 

presence of children (Lowenthol, Chiriboga, & Turner, 1975; Myers, 1976; 

Wallerstein, 1986; Weitzman, 1985). According to Marris (1974), when women 

separate, they have lost the role of wife, and the formation of a new identity can 

cause a woman to mourn both her husband and the relationship that defined her 

role as wife. 

Women and Divorce 

This study has targeted women going through the divorce process, specif

ically their self-esteem and level of depression, for further research. The 

theoretical framework for the study was based on the central observation that 

women's sense of self tends to be grounded in the ability to make and maintain 
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relationships with others (Miller, 1976). Most women feel a sense of worth and 

effectiveness if they experience all of their life activities as arising from a context 

of relationships and as leading back into increased sense of connection with 

others, rather than separation from others (Miller & Fedele, 1988). 

Women are socialized to define themselves through their family relation

ships. Divorce often catapults women into an external world where they are 

forced to take on a whole new set of roles for which they are often ill prepared 

(Lund, 1990). 

Women often experience a sense of personal failure and suffer from a 

critical loss of self-esteem, with depression and guilt after a divorce. Burns 

(1980) reported that depression can develop after a loss or a failure to reach 

a goal of great personal importance. Bowlby (1961) stated that depression is the 

subjective aspect of Phase 2 in his theory of mourning. The mourning person 

not only experienced the world as being poor and empty but felt the same about 

self. Bowlby believed this accounted for loss of self-esteem, which is a charac

teristic of depression. 

The stresses of the emotional aftermath of divorce usually last longer for 

women than for men (Rawlings & Carter, 1979). The feelings of failure in the 

case of divorce are exacerbated when women look upon marriage as the single 

most important relationship of their lives. 

This study explored depression and self-esteem in terms of a woman's 

recovery from the divorce process. Specifically, the study examined women 
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participating in a 10-week divorce support group and the outcome of their par

ticipation on self-reported depression and self-esteem. 

Definitions 

For the purposes of understanding this study, the following terms are 

defined: 

Divorce—legal dissolution of a marriage,complete separation. 

Adjustment to divorce—the process of adaptation that occurs as a result of 

legally dissolving one's marriage. 

Divorce support (adjustment) groups—a group of men and women, in all stages 

of the divorce process; typically meeting for 1 to 2 hours a week for 8 

to 10 weeks; the purpose of the group is to help people develop a sense 

of belonging and identity during a critical transition time; generally the 

group is co-facilitated by a male and female leader, . 

Self-esteem—self-approval, self-respect, self-love, self-worth; the measure of how 

much we like and approve of our self-concept (Sanford & Donovan, 

1984). 

Depression-a disorder that includes emotional, cognitive, behavioral, and physical 

symptoms (Beck, Steer, & Garbin, 1988). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to measure self-esteem and depression of 

women recently separated or divorced. Self-esteem and depression levels were 
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measured prior to participation in a divorce support group and again upon com

pletion of the 10-week support group. The goal of this study was to determine 

the effectiveness of the support group in terms of increasing the women's self-

esteem and lowering their level of depression. 

Questions for Study 

The following questions were addressed by this study: 

1. Does a divorce support group ease the levels of depression and increase 

women's self-esteem? 

2. Based on the women's personal data, were there other identifiable fac

tors that indicated increased sense of self-esteem and decreased depres

sion? 

Assumptions of the Research 

In this study, the researcher assumed the following: 

1. Divorce is a stressful transition process. 

2. Women going through the divorce process may suffer from low self-

esteem. 

3. Women going through the divorce process may exhibit signs of depres

sion. 

4. Participation in a divorce support group will be a positive experience. 

5. Participation in the study was on a voluntary basis. 

6. Respondents in the study answered honestly and openly. 
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Limitations of the Study 

The limitations of the study include the following: 

1. A random sample was used. 

2. The sample was small. 

3. The sample was limited to a specific female population in the Southwest. 

4. Only participants who attended a divorce recovery group were surveyed. 

Summary 

This chapter presented the purpose of the study, definition of terms, 

assumptions of the research, questions for study, limitations, and an overview of 

the research. Chapter 2 reviews the literature pertinent to the study. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter provides a background on divorce issues, the stages of the 

divorce process and divorce support groups. It will also review the research 

literature on women and divorce, including women and self-esteem, and women 

and depression. 

Background 

Divorce is a form of social loss that has gone from the unusual and 

suspect to the common and socially acceptable in a time span of less than 30 

years. Divorce is a major issue of adult life in the United States and affects 

directly or indirectly almost all persons in our society (Gray & Shields, 1992). 

In 1985 there were 2,425,000 marriages in the United States-that is, 10.2 

marriages for every 1,000 people. The National Center for Health Statistics 

estimated that in 1985 there were 1,187,000 divorces granted-5.0 for every 1,000 

people. These figures are up slightly from 1984s 1,155,000 divorces (4.9 per 

thousand). 

In Pima County in 1985 there were 5,692 marriages and 3,911 divorces, 

as compared to 6,282 marriages and 3,747 divorces in 1984. This reflects a 

decrease in the number of marriages, but an increase in the number of divorces 
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(Arizona Statistical Review, 1985, 1986). The bottom line is that the divorce 

rate in the United States has doubled since 1970, and that today one out of 

every two marriages end in divorce (Trafford, 1982). 

Stapes of Divorce 

According to Holmes and Rahe (1967), divorce is considered one of the 

most stressful life events an individual can undergo. What may make the 

divorce process unique is the simultaneous occurrence of changes in many areas 

of one's life. 

Goode's (1956) classic study was the first to collect in-depth data on the 

divorce process. She interviewed 425 divorced mothers, 2 to 26 months after 

divorce. Goode concluded the divorce experience can lead to problematic 

behaviors as shown in the personal recounts of sleeping difficulties, physical and 

health-related problems, low work efficiency, and memory difficulties. Goode 

suggested the intensity of emotional stress experienced in divorce is directly 

affected by time in general and by the phase of divorce that one is in, in 

particular. 

Largely through case studies, more recent literature has tended to inten

sify efforts to study divorce as a process. Several authors (Bohannan, 1970; 

Kessler, 1975; Wiseman, 1975) have characterized the process of consisting a 

number of overlapping phases or stages, each with its own emotional responses. 
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Crosby, Gage, and Raymond (1983) found that after marital separation 

a predictable sequence of feelings and behaviors progressed from denial to 

anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. These feelings and behaviors 

were similar to Kubler-Ross's (1963) stages of reaction to death and dying. 

Bowbly (1961) presented three phases of the process of mourning char

acterized by the irretrievability of a loss (i.e., divorce). Phase 1 in the mourning 

process was evidenced by hopes and fantasies that the event had not really 

occurred and the continuance to act as though the lost partner were still present. 

Additional characteristics of this phase were repeated disappointments, accusa

tions, and ingratitude. 

In the disorganization phase (Phase 2), disappointment mounted, the 

hope of reunion faded, and the behaviors usually ceased to be focused on the 

lost object. The main affect, which Bowlby defined in this phase, was that of 

depression. The person in mourning not only experienced the world as being 

poor and empty but felt the same about him/herself. Bowlby believed this 

accounted for loss of self-esteem, which was a characteristic of depression. 

According to Bowlby, the third phase of mourning was the process of 

reorganization. This phase was characterized by some persistence of behavior 

oriented towards the lost object. Additionally, there was some discrimination 

between behavior patterns that were no longer appropriate or productive and 

those patterns that could reasonably be retained. 
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In 1970, Bohannan reported that divorce was but one station/stage in the 

process of marital disintegration and personal readjustment. Stage 1, the 

emotional divorce, was characterized by feelings of disillusionment, anxiety, dis

satisfaction, alienation, and disbelief. Anger, low self-esteem, emptiness, and 

despair may also be present. 

The legal divorce (Stage 2) may be characterized by feelings of depres

sion, detachment, hopelessness, and self-pity. Stage 3, or the economic divorce, 

was characterized by feelings of confusion, fury, sadness, loneliness, relief, and 

vindictiveness. Coparental divorce and the problems of custody was Stage 4. 

Individuals exhibited feelings of ambivalence, numbness, uncertainty, and concern 

for the children. Stage 5, the community divorce, was characterized by feelings 

of indecisiveness, optimism, resignation, excitement, curiosity, regret, and sadness. 

In the final stage (6), psychic divorce, feelings were characterized by acceptance, 

self-confidence, increased energy, self-worth, wholeness, exhilaration, indepen

dence, and autonomy (Bohannon, 1970). 

Divorce Support Groups 

The dissolution of a marriage represents a loss of attachment and there

fore the beginning of a painful and relatively long-term adjustment by the sep

arating couple. When considering the needs of the postdivorce population, the 

question arises as to what specific strategies are most effective in assisting one 

to adjust to life after divorce. 
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According to Gurman and Kniskern (1981), the existence of a broad 

spectrum of treatment approaches about divorce problems reflects the fact that 

there have been essentially no intervention strategies or treatment techniques 

developed that are specific to the emotional, behavioral and interpersonal diffi

culties caused by separation and divorce. Most studies (e.g., Bonkowsky & 

Wanner-Westly, 1979; Fisher, 1976) support a group counseling approach. There 

are several reasons for this. A group can help individuals develop a sense of 

belonging during a time when loneliness and isolation often occur, and can 

provide a safe venue for venting feelings of anger, frustration, grief, and sorrow 

(Lee & Hett, 1990). Numerous studies have found that participation in support 

groups is correlated with lower distress, better adjustment or better coping and 

personal growth (Goode, 1956; Edwards & Klemmack, 1973; Raschke, 1974; 

Weiss, 1975; Brown, 1976; Marroni, 1977; Hynes, 1979; Smith, 1979). 

Welsh and Granvald (1977) suggested that a group approach to divorce 

adjustment can also provide an opportunity for vicarious learning, the benefit of 

peer understanding and support, a motivational force to move individuals toward 

constructive change, and facilitates the development of a social support network. 

Additionally, Fetsch and Surdam (1981) and Salts (1983) suggested that including 

a discussion of the stages of divorce can contribute to improving the divorced 

person's adjustment. 

According to Kessler (1975) the group can provide a setting for an indi

vidual to drain the frustration, anger, joy, grief, and sorrow of divorce. Kessler 
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further stated that the group allows honest and open dealing with the divorce 

process without fear of being further judged for having made the decision to 

divorce. Finally, the nature of the divorce group communicates an acknowledg

ment and acceptance of two facts: the reality that a person is divorcing, and 

that divorce involves adjustment. 

Morris and Prescott (1975) found that participants entered a divorce 

support group with a sense of failure and a fear that something was terribly 

wrong with themselves because of the divorce. Their study revealed that through 

the group process, the participants began to see that the divorce was not a black 

mark, and they eventually accepted responsibility for themselves and dealt with 

the guilt that had been undermining their self-esteem. 

Women and Divorce 

The theoretical framework for this study was based on the central obser

vation that women's sense of self tends to be grounded in the ability to make 

and then to maintain relationships with others (Miller, 1976). Gilligan (1982) 

reported that women's experiences of connectedness to others leads to enlarged 

conceptions of self, morality and visions of relationship. The recognition that, 

for women, the primary experience of self is relational (that is, the self is 

organized and developed in the context of important relationships) is the basis 

for the theoretical framework (Surrey, 1985) . 
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Surrey (1985) summarized the basic elements of the core self in women: 

1. an interest in, and attention to, the other person(s) who form the base 

for the emotional connection and the ability to empathize with the 

other(s); 

2. the expectation of a mutual empathic process where the sharing of 

experience leads to a heightened development of self and other; and 

3. the expectation to interaction and relationship as a process of mutual 

sensitivity and mutual responsibility that provides the stimulus for the 

growth of empowerment and self-knowledge. 

Therefore, the self develops in the context of relationships, rather than as an 

isolated or separated autonomous individual. 

Miller and Fedele (1988) reported that most women feel a sense of 

worth and effectiveness if they experience all of their life activities as arising 

from a context of relationships rather than separation from others. When 

women view their marriage as the single-most important relationship in their 

lives, the emotional aftermath of divorce usually will last longer for them 

(Rawlings & Carter, 1979). 

Kohen (1981) stated that divorce often entails major role and identity 

transitions for women and disrupts women's identities that were previously based 

on marital and family roles. This forces women to redefine themselves in terms 

of their new roles. The trauma of the role transition in the divorce process left 
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over one half the women in one study feeling like "non people" for the first year 

after divorce (Kohen, 1981). 

Women and Depression 

Some of the earliest research on depression clearly indicates that across 

cultures the depressed population is predominately women (Frankel, 1992). 

Weissman & Klerman (1979) reported that twice as many women as men under

go depressive episodes. Their research indicates women have a 20-26% lifetime 

risk for depression and 6% hospitalization rate. This compares with men who 

have only an 8-12% lifetime risk and 3% hospitalization rate. 

Women often experience depression following a divorce. Kaplan (1984) 

reported the following key elements of depression: (1) the experience of loss, 

(2) the inhibition of anger and aggression, (3) inhibition of action or assertive-

ness, and (4) low self-esteem. Because women's relationships and self-concept 

are interconnected, the experience of the loss of a significant other (i.e., divorce) 

can result in depression. 

Women and Self-esteem 

According to Alfred Adler (1958, p. 358), "the supreme law" of life 

should be that "the sense of worth of the self shall not be allowed to be 

diminished." For women, it seems that the sense of worth of the self has not 

been allowed to develop or has been allowed to develop only inadequately. 

Emotional disconnection from another contributes to a basic sense of personal 
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worthlessness (or low self-esteem) and futility of action for women (Kaplan, 

1984). Self-esteem has two interrelated aspects: a sense of efficacy and a sense 

of personal worth; it is the conviction that one is competent to live and worthy 

of living (Branden, 1972). Yalom (1985) defined self-esteem as one's evaluation 

of one's identity. 

Low self-esteem is the underlying cause of feelings of failure, guilt, 

shame, unworthiness, rejection, inferiority, and inadequacy (Osbourne, 1986). It 

is the root of many problems in women, including anger, depression, anxiety, 

loneliness, and hopelessness. 

High self-esteem is a necessary component to a normal and healthy 

development of the individual (Branden, 1992). Self-esteem plays a crucial and 

complex role in the lives of women. It effects their psychological health, rela

tionships, work performance, attitudes toward others and the world in general 

(Sanford & Donovan, 1984). 

Summary 

This chapter presented background information on divorce, a literature 

review on the stages of divorce, divorce support groups, women and divorce, 

women and depression, and women and self-esteem. Chapter 3 addresses the 

method and procedures used in the study. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter discusses the methodology in the current study. It includes 

the purpose, population, and procedures of the study. The two instruments used 

in this study and their reliability and validity are considered, and the methods 

of data analysis are reviewed. 

Population 

The population of this study consisted of adult females, participating in 

Divorce Recovery, ranging in age from 27 to 65. Subjects volunteered for par

ticipation after an oral presentation by the researcher. 

Procedures 

The procedures for this study follow, including subject selection, imple

mentation of research, and time frame. 

Subject Selection 

The researcher targeted women who were recently separated or divorced. 

The subjects were participating in a 10-week divorce support group. No criteria 

was used other than the aforementioned. The researcher made presentations 

to 60 women in seven Divorce Recovery Groups in a southwestern community. 
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Implementation of the Study 

Initial approval for the study was obtained from the University of 

Arizona's Human Subjects Committee (Appendix A). Upon approval of the 

committee, the researcher obtained written approval from the Divorce Recovery 

Coordinator to approach women participating in the Divorce Recovery Groups 

(Appendix B). 

Verbal contact was made with the group leaders for Divorce Recovery 

seeking permission for the researcher to make a presentation to their groups. 

The researcher visited initial sessions of Divorce Recovery to make an oral pre

sentation to the groups. The presentation included the purpose of the study, 

use of study, amount of time required, explanation of confidentiality, voluntary 

participation, and an overview of the instruments used in the survey. 

The women participating in the study completed the survey at the begin

ning of the group meeting. The researcher attended the final divorce support 

session and administered the surveys for a second time to the women. 

Time Frame for Data Collection 

Research began directly after the proposal was approved by the Human 

Subjects Committee in October of 1993 and continued until March, 1994. 

Divorce Recovery 

Divorce Recovery is a part of the Family Counseling Agency (Tucson, 

Arizona), a multidimensional. social agency providing individual and family 



28 

counseling, adult health-related services, and family life education. Divorce 

Recovery is a nonprofit organization, funded by donations from participants and 

from the community at large. Staff includes a coordinator, who volunteers his 

time, and a parttime secretary. 

Divorce Recovery offers 10-week support groups for persons who are 

separated or divorced and are seeking to adjust to a nonmarried lifestyle. Addi

tional programs include an ongoing Crisis Group, Children/Family Groups for 

children and their parent(s) to adjust to the separation or divorce, and New 

Beginnings, a follow-up group for Divorce Recovery participants. All groups are 

led by volunteers who have completed the Divorce Recovery Training Program. 

The cost to participate in the groups is voluntary. 

Instrumentation 

Two instruments were used in the study—the Rosenberg Self-Esteem 

Scale (1965) and the Beck Depression Inventory (1961). These instruments 

measure levels of self-esteem and depression. 

Beck Depression Inventory 

The Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) contains 21 items that assess cog

nitive, behavorial, affective, and somatic components of depression. Higher 

scores represent more reported depression. The BDI was used for the study for 

the following reasons: 
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1. It requires approximately 5 to 10 minutes to complete when self-

administered. 

2. The BDI was devised for the general population. 

3. The BDI revised version (1971) is "test friendly." 

Reliability and Validity: 

The reliability of the BDI is presented in terms of internal consistency 

and stability. In a review of 25 studies by Beck, Steer, and Gargin (1988), the 

internal consistency of the BDI with psychiatric and nonpsychiatric populations 

was analyzed. For psychiatric populations, coefficient alphas ranged from 0.76 

through 0.95 and the mean coefficient alpha was 0.86. In nonpsychiatric sam

ples, the mean alpha was 0.81 and the range was from 0.73 to 0.92. The short 

form of the BDI has a comparable level of internal consistency. 

Additionally, there was shown a consistent relationship between the 

clinician's perceptions and the client's self-report indicating stability. Also, a 

very high degree of consistency was observed at each level of depression (i.e., 

mild, moderate, etc.) (Beck et al., 1988). 

Validity was discussed by Beck et al. Regarding content validity, the 

BDI reflects many of the same criteria for depression contained in the DSM-

III diagnostic categories for depression. 

Beck et al. reported that concurrent validity of the BDI with respect to 

other measures of depression is high. The BDI is not only related to clinical 
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assessments of depression, but it also demonstrates strong positive relationships 

with a variety of instruments measuring depression. Additionally, the construct 

validity is strong. The variables the BDI used to measure validity were biologi

cal, suicide and alcoholism, adjustment, anxiety, and social desirability. 

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale is constructed as a Guttman scale and 

consists of 10 items based on a 4-point Likert-scaling format, ranging from 

"strongly agree" to "strongly disagree." 

The researcher used the scale for the following reasons: 

1. Ease of administration, 

2. economy of time (5 minutes to take test), and 

3. unidimensionality of the instrument. 

Reliability and Validity: 

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (SES) was originally designed as an 

unidimensional measure of self-esteem for use with high school students. The 

original normative sample reported by Rosenberg (1965) included a total of 

5,024 high school students from 10 randomly selected schools. Crandall (1973) 

noted that, although brief, the Self-Esteem Scale is thorough in its measurement 

of global self-esteem. 

Rosenberg (1965) reported a coefficient of reproducibility of .92 with his 

original sample of high school students and a correlation slightly higher with 550 
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British adolescents. Silber and Tippett (1965) found a test-retest coefficient of 

.85 for college students over a 2-week period. 

With regard to convergent validity, Silber and Tippett, using a multitrait-

multimethod matrix analysis, correlated scores from the SES with three other 

measures of self-esteem. They reported correlations of .67, .83, and .56. In 

scoring the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale for Guttman scalability, Crandall (1973) 

found a correlation of .59 with the self-esteem scale. The reliability and validity 

data for this instrument of measurement, according to Byrne (1983), showed the 

reliability at .615, the convergent validity at .584 for Time 1, and .604 for Time 

2. The criterion was met for discriminant validity. 

Demographics 

A Personal Data Form (Appendix C) was designed by the researcher to 

be completed by each participant. The data from these forms were analyzed to 

determine if there was a correlation between demographics and the women's 

self-esteem and level of depression. 

Research Design 

The researcher's goal for the study was objectivity. The study was based 

on the assumption that self-esteem and depression were tangible and measurable 

construct, which every individual possesses to varying degrees of awareness and 

intensity. Therefore, a quantitative approach was used in the research design. 
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Data Analysis 

In order to address the research hypotheses of this study, the following 

statistical procedures were used. Paired t tests were generated in order to 

determine the correlation of mean scores of self-esteem and depression between 

the pregroup and postgroup testing. In addition a correlation matrix was 

designed to examine the demographic variables affecting self-esteem and depres

sion for the pre- and postgroup testing. Data were translated into tables to 

reflect the findings of the study. 

Summary 

This chapter discussed the methodology utilized in the study. It included 

the purpose, population, and procedures of the study. The reliability and validity 

of the two instruments was considered, and the method of data analysis was 

reviewed. Chapter 4 discusses the results of the study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this chapter is to present findings that emerged from the 

methods and procedures described in Chapter 3. The goal of this study was 

to determine the effects of a divorce recovery support group on women's level 

of self-esteem and depression. It also sought to determine if other identifiable 

factors had a significant effect on self-esteem and depression of separated/ 

divorced women. 

Population Description 

The population for this study consisted of women who were recently 

separated or divorced and were attending a divorce recovery support group. 

Demographic data was obtained through a questionnaire filled out by the par

ticipants in the study. The women represented a variety of ages, educational 

levels, economic levels, length of marriage, number of children, and employment. 

Twenty-four women were surveyed before they participated in the support group. 

Together, they are referred to as the "pregroup.1' Seventeen women were sur

veyed after they participated in the support group. They are referred to as the 

"postgroup." 
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The age range for the combined groups ranged from 27 to 65 years. 

The mean age for the pregroup was 41.3, while the mean age for the postgroup 

was 42.1. The number of years married for the combined groups ranged from 

2 to 46 years. The mean for the pregroup was 17.3 years; the mean for the 

postgroup was 18.0. 

In answer to the question "Who made the decision to get divorced?", 

33.3% of the pregroup reported they made the decision, 50% replied that the 

spouse made it, and 17% replied it was a joint decision. The postgroup respon

dents reported 29% of the women initiated the divorce, 47% were initiated by 

the spouse, and 6% responded that it was a joint decision. 

The number of children for the combined groups ranged from 0 to 7 

children. The mean number of children for the pregroup was 1.6 and for the 

postgroup, 1.8. 

The education level of the participants in the study ranged from high 

school graduate to college graduate degree. In the pregroup, 25% were high 

school graduates, and 46% had a college degree. In the postgroup, 18% were 

high school graduates, while 59% had a college degree. In the pregroup, 80% 

were employed, while 88% of the postgroup were employed. 

In the pregroup, 21% of the women had an income under $10,000, 29% 

had an income between $ll,000-$20,000, 21% had income of $21,000-$30,000, 

and 12% had income over $30,000. In the postgroup, 6% had an income of 



under $10,000, 23% had an income between $ll,000-$20,000, 35% had an 

income between $21,000-$30,000, and 18% had an income over $30,000 (Table 

1). 

If a composite profile of the "typical" woman who participated in this 

study were to be complied from averaging the data, the woman would be 41.5 

years old, married for 17.5 years with 1.5 children and currently enrolled in a 

divorce recoveiy support group. The woman would have some college educa

tion, currently employed outside the home, and earning between $15,000 to 

$25,000 annually. The composite woman did not make the decision to divorce, 

but rather her former husband made the decision. The "typical" woman had not 

been previously married and may or may not be currently undergoing counseling. 

Self-esteem Scores 

The instrument used to determine the respondent's level of self-esteem 

was the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. The self-esteem scores for the pregroup 

(n = 24 ) ranged from 19.00 to 40.00 (Table 2). The mean score was 29.125 

(SD = 1.175), which indicates moderate self-esteem. The self-esteem scores 

for the postgroup (n = 17) ranged from 22.00 to 40.00 (Table 3). The mean 

score was 31.647 (SD= 1.465) which indicates moderate self-esteem. 
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Table 1. Demographic profile for pre- and postgroup (N = 44) 

Mean Scores (%) 

Demographic Pregroup Postgroup 
(n = 24) (n = 17) 

Age 41.3 42.1 

Years married 17.3 18.0 

Decision to divorce: 

Self 33 29 
Spouse 50 47 
Joint 17 6 

Number of children 1.6 1.8 

Education: 

High school 25 18 
Some college 21 12 
College Degree 46 60 

Employed 79 88 

Income: 

under $10,000 20 6 
$11,000-20,000 29 23 
$21,000-30,000 21 35 
$31,000 & above 21 29 

Receiving therapy: 

yes 46 41 
no 54 59 
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Table 2. Self-esteem range, 
group (n = 24) 

numbers, and percentage scores for pre-

Range n % 

Hiph self-esteem 

40-34 7 29 

Moderate self-esteem 

33-25 12 50 

Low self-esteem 

24-19 _5 21 

Total 24 100 

Table 3. Self-esteem range, 
group (n = 17) 

numbers, and percentage scores for post-

Range n % 

High self-esteem 

40-34 9 53 

Moderate self-esteem 

33-25 5 29 

Low self-esteem 

24 and under _3 18 

Total 17 100 
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An independent t test was performed to compare the self-esteem level 

of the women between the pregroup and the postgroup. The results indicate 

an increase in self-esteem for the postgroup, t value = -1.35, df = 39, £ — ,184. 

This is not considered significant at the .05 level (Table 4). 

Depression Score 

The Beck Depression Inventory was used to determine the women's level 

of depression prior to attending a divorce support group and again at the end 

of the support group. For the pregroup (n = 24) the scores ranged from 0-

42 (Table 5) with the mean being 18.500 (SD = 2.201) indicating borderline 

clinical depression. The postgroup (n = 17) scores ranged from 0-22 with a 

mean score of 6.235 (SD = 1.439) reflecting normal ups and downs (Table 6). 

Table 4. Comparison of mean self-esteem scores between the pre- and 
the postgroup (N = 41) 

Group n M SD t 

Pre- 24 29.13 5.76 

-1.35 .184 

Post- 17 31.65 6.04 
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Table 5. Depression range, number, and percentage scores for pregroup 
(n = 24) 

Range n % 

Normal ups and downs 

0-10 7 30 

Mild mood disturbance 

11-16 6 26 

Borderline clinical depression 

17-20 2 9 

Moderate depression 

21-30 6 22 

Severe depression 

31-40 2 9 

Extreme depression 

40 and over _1 4 

Total 24 100 
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Table 6. Depression range, number, and percentage scores for post-
group (n = 17) 

Range n % 

Normal ups and downs 

0-10 14 82 

Mild mood disturbance 

11-16 2 12 

Borderline clinical depression 

17-20 0 0 

Moderate depression 

21-30 1 6 

Severe depression 

31-40 0 0 

Extreme depression 

40 and over _0 0 

Total 17 100 
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An independent t test was performed to compare the depression level 

of the women between the pre- and postgroup. The results of the postgroup 

indicate a decrease in the level of the women's depression. The t value = 4.25, 

df = 39, = .001 indicated a highly significant decrease of depression in the 

postgroup (Table 7). 

Table 7. Comparison of mean depression scores between pre- and 
postgroup (N = 41) 

Group n M SD t p 

Pre- 24 18.50 10.78 

4.25 .001* 

Post- 17 6.24 5.93 

Note: < .01 

Research Questions 

The research questions addressed in this study were: 

1. Does a divorce support group ease depression and increase women's 

self-esteem? 
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2. Based on the women's personal data, were there other identifiable fac

tors that indicated increased sense of self-esteem and decreased depres

sion? 

Question 1 sought to determine the effectiveness of a divorce support 

group on women's level of depression and self-esteem. The mean score for the 

pregroup for depression was 18.500, which indicates borderline clinical depres

sion. The mean score for the postgroup was 6.235, which indicates normal ups 

and downs for individuals. The decreased depression level for the postgroup 

approached a factor of 3 from the pregroup. 

The self-esteem scores for the pregroup showed a mean of 29.13. The 

mean self-esteem score for the postgroup was 31.65. These scores reflect an 

increase in the women's level of self-esteem; however, it is not considered 

significant. 

It is concluded that the divorce support group was very effective in 

decreasing the women's depression level, but not effective in increasing the 

women's self-esteem. 

Question 2 sought to determine if there was a relationship between other 

identifiable demographic factors and the women's level of self-esteem and 

depression. For both the pre- and postgroups, partial correlation coefficients 

were calculated for self-esteem scores, depression scores, and 5 demographic 

variables. The resulting matrices are included as Tables 8 and 9. The only 



Table 8. Correlation matrix of Esteem and Depression with demographic variables for pregroup 

Esteem Depression Income Education Employed Therapy Decision 

Esteem 1.0000 

Depression -.6366** 1.0000 

Income .3071 -.0676 1.0000 

Education .0533 .0621 .1193 1.0000 

Employed .4587 -.3299 .3505 -.0345 1.0000 

Therapy .1294 .2359 .1078 .2579 .2197 

Decision -.1527 .2509 .1602 .3536 -.0977 

Note: ** g < .001 



Table 9. Correlation matrix of Esteem and Depression with demographic variables for postgroup 

Esteem Depression Income Education Employed Therapy Decision 

Esteem 1.0000 

Depression -.7455** 1.0000 

Income .4214 -.4481 1.0000 

Education .3664 .3544 .7022 1.0000 

Employed .1242 .0472 .0328 -.2220 1.0000 

Therapy .4303 -.5193 .1311 .1824 .2500 

Decision -.4427 .1635 .1924 .0931 -.0262 

Note: ** jj < .001 

£ 
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coefficients that were statistically significant were between self-esteem and 

depression. Other coefficients were insignificant, but the direction of the rela

tionship was logical. These are discussed below. 

For the pregroup, the income level of the women showed a low correla

tion (r = .3071) between income and self-esteem. The income level of the 

women and the level of their depression were not correlated (r = -.0676). 

Employment outside the home and self-esteem were moderately and positively 

correlated (r = .4587). Employment outside the home and depression were 

negatively correlated, but at a lower level (r = -.3299). All other demographic 

variables for the pregroup indicated low or no correlation on the level of self-

esteem and depression. 

In the postgroup, income and self-esteem were moderately and positively 

correlated (i = .4214). There was moderate negative correlation (r = -.4481) 

between the women's income and level of depression. For women participat

ing in individual therapy at the time of the support group, there was moderate 

correlation on their self-esteem (r = .4303) and moderate negative correlation 

on their level of depression (r = -.5193). There was moderate negative corre

lation (r — -.4427) between level of self-esteem and who made the decision to 

divorce. Self-esteem and depression were not affected by other demographic 

variables for the postgroup. 

Tables 8 and 9 show the correlation between self-esteem and depression 

for the pre- and the postgroup. The pregroup showed moderate negative 
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correlation (r = -.6366) between self-esteem and depression. The postgroup 

showed high negative correlation (r = -.7455) between self-esteem and depres

sion. As mentioned above, the relationship between self-esteem and depression 

was statistically significant. 

Summary 

This chapter gave a description of the population in the study, instru

ments used, data collected, and the results of the data analysis. The results of 

the study indicate that the divorce recovery support group may have significantly 

decreased the women's level of depression. 

On average, women in the pregroup had a depression score indicating 

borderline clinical depression, while those in the postgroup had a level of 

depression reflecting normal ups and downs. The women's level of self-esteem 

did increase after participating in the divorce support group; however, the 

increase was not significant. There were no highly significant relationships 

between demographic variables and the level of depression and self-esteem for 

the women. Chapter 5 examines the results of the study, the limitations, 

conclusions, and recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, 
AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter gives a summary, conclusions, implications, and recommend

ations. The purpose of this study was to determine the effectiveness of a 

divorce recovery support group on women's level of self-esteem and depression. 

Summary 

The population for this study consisted of women who were recently 

separated or divorced and attending a divorce support group. Demographic 

data were obtained through a questionnaire filled out by the participants in the 

study. The women represented a variety of ages, educational and economic 

levels, length of marriage, number of children, and employment. The total 

population identified for the study was 41. 

Two instruments were used in the study: the Rosenberg Self-Esteem 

Scale (1965) and the Beck Depression Inventory (1961). These instruments 

measured levels of self-esteem and depression. 

The results of the study indicate that the divorce recovery support group 

may have significantly decreased the women's level of depression. On average, 

women in the pregroup (n = 24) had a depression score indicating borderline 

clinical depression, while those in the postgroup (n = 17) had a level of 
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depression reflecting normal ups and downs. The women's level of self-esteem 

did increase after participating in the divorce support group, however, the 

increase was not significant. There were no highly significant correlations 

between demographic variables and the level of depression and self-esteem for 

the women. 

Conclusions 

The following conclusions were drawn from this study: 

1. There was a significant relationship between the women's level of 

depression and completion of the divorce support group. 

2. There was no significant relationship between the women's level of self-

esteem and completion of the divorce support group. 

3. There was no significant relationship between demographic variables and 

the level of depression and self-esteem for the women. 

Divorce is considered one of the most stressful life events an individual 

can undergo with the exception of the death of a spouse, according to Holmes 

and Rahe (1967). Faust (1987) found that divorce was a major stress-inducing 

life crisis. It involves an identity crisis, a self-image and self-worth crisis, a 

financial and lifestyle crisis, often a childrearing crisis, and a life-goal crisis. 

The theoretical framework for this study was based on the central obser

vation that women's sense of self tends to be grounded in the ability to make 

and then to maintain relationships with others (Miller, 1976). Miller and Fedele 
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(1988) reported that most women feel a sense of worth and effectiveness if they 

experience all of their life activities as arising from a context of relationships 

rather than separation from others. 

When women view their marriage as the single-most important relation

ship in their lives, the emotional aftermath of divorce usually will last longer 

(Rawlings & Carter, 1979). Because women's relationships and self-concept are 

interconnected, the experience of the loss of a significant other (i.e., divorce) 

can result in depression. 

Therefore, it was not surprising to find that the majority of the women 

entering a divorce support group could be diagnosed as borderline clinically 

depressed as indicated in this study. What this research did find surprising was 

that the women entering the support group had a moderate level of self-esteem 

while research (Kaplan, 1984) reports that a key element of depression was low 

self-esteem. Perhaps a woman needs a reasonable amount of self-esteem in 

order to enroll herself in a support group, therefore accounting for the moderate 

level of self-esteem. 

Morris and Prescott (1975) found that participants entered a divorce 

support group with a sense of failure and a fear that something was wrong with 

themselves because of the divorce. Their study revealed that through the group 

process the participants began to see that the divorce was not a black mark, 

and they eventually accepted responsibility for themselves and dealt with the 
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guilt which had been undermining their self-esteem. This study, therefore, would 

support the literature regarding the effectiveness of divorce support groups. 

Based on the results of this study, the researcher concluded that the 

support group may have effectively lowered the women's depression. This 

researcher believes that depression and self-esteem are intertwined for women, 

and both are necessary for a normal and healthy development. This study may 

indicate that before a woman's self-esteem can increase, she must first lower 

her level of depression. 

For all 7 divorce support groups for which the researcher made a pre

sentation to, there was a high dropout of women during the 10-week program. 

It may be concluded that the women with the highest depression level did not 

believe the group setting was sufficient for their individual needs. 

At the initial presentation to the groups, there was a reluctance by the 

women to fill out the questionnaire. This could be due to the fact that many 

of the women were depressed and uncomfortable in the program. It is possible 

that the researcher may have gotten better response from the women had the 

contact been on an individual basis. 

Basically, the conclusions of this study support the findings in the review 

of literature (Chapter 2) as follows: 

1. Women going through divorce appear to be depressed. 

2. Participation in a divorce support group can be an effective tool for 

recovering from divorce. 
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3. Women's sense of self is tied to relationships with significant others. 

The study did not support the literature findings that women going through a 

divorce have low self-esteem. 

There were certain limitations to this study that should be noted: 

1. The population sample for the study was relatively small. 

2. Only one divorce support group model was studied. 

3. The pre- and postgroup participants in the study were not necessarily the 

same women. 

4. The sample was limited to a specific population in the Southwest and 

cannot be generalized for external validity. 

5. The Beck Depression Inventory and the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

were self-report inventories and may not provide an objective assessment 

of one's self-esteem and depression. 

Implications and Recommendations 

Therapists who are counseling women going through divorce may want 

to recommend a divorce support group for their clients in addition to individual 

counseling. Counselors who are facilitating a-divorce support group should be 

knowledgeable of and apply techniques that may enhance participants' self-

esteem and lower depression. 

This research found that many women who began the support group did 

not complete the 10-week program. While the purpose of this study did not 
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take into account the program make-up, group facilitators may need to 

investigate what are the key elements to effective group retention and 

participation. 

Based on the findings of this study, continued research on the effective

ness of divorce support groups and women's self-esteem and depression offers 

numerous possibilities. It is recommended that a larger sample of women be 

obtained and a variety of divorce support groups be studied in other geographic 

locations. It is further recommended that only women who participate in a 

pregroup study should participate in the postgroup study. A similar study may 

be conducted for both men and women to note the effectiveness of a support 

group between the sexes. 

Divorce support groups alone may not provide a positive recovery from 

the trauma of divorce. However, they provide an individual with the beginning 

step toward future healthy relationships and an improved sense of self and well 

being. 
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THE UNIVERSITY or 

Human Subjects Commitlec 
ARIZONA 1690 N. Warren (Bldp. 526B) 

Tucson, Arizona 85724 
(602) 626-6711 or 626-7575 HEALTH SCIENCES CENTER 

October 12, 1993 

Rosalind S. Breck, Master's Candidate 
c/o Betty J. Newlon, Ed.D., Head 
FCR: Counseling & Guidance 
Esquire Apartments 
1230 N, Park Avenue, Suite 210 
Campus Hail 

RE: THE EFFECTIVENESS OF A DIVORCE SUPPORT GROUP ON WOMEN'S SELF-
ESTEEM AMD LEVEL OF DEPRESSION 

Dear Ms. Breck: 

We received your above-cited research proposal. Regulations 
published by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services [45 
CFR Part 46.101(b)(2)] exempt this type of research from review by 
our Committee. 

Thank you for informing us of your work. If you have any questions 
concerning the above, please contact this office. 

Sincerely yours, 

William F. Denny, M.D. 
Chairman 
Human Subjects Committee 

WFD:rs 

cc: Departmental/College Review Committee 
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FAMILY COUNSHLlNCi ALi±iiNV-i 

rgvO^lCe^^recbvQryl 

209 SOUTH TUCSON BLVD., SUITE F 
TUCSON, ARIZONA 85716 

PHONE 327-4583 

APPROVAL FORM 
by 

DIVORCE RECOVERY 

Rosalind S. Breck has my permission to recruit female Divorce 
Recovery members to participant in her research for her Thesis 
titled "How a Woman's Level of Depression and Self-esteem is 
Affected by a Divorce Recovery Group". 

As Program Coordinator, I understand that those paricipating in the 
survey will only do so on a voluntary basis, there will be no 
monetary gain to participants, all information will be confidential 
and that participants may withdraw from study at their request. 

Rosalind will be responsible to contact Divorce Recovery leaders to 
request time for presentation at the beginning of the 10-week 
group. Rosalind will also take all responsibility for 
administering the survey and collecting the completed forms. 

W± 
L l l i a m s , D i  Divorce Recovery Coordinator 

Rosalind S. Breck, Researcher 

Date 
S~/. 
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PERSONAL DATA FORM 

You will be asked to respond to two surveys dealing with aspects of 
Divorce Recovery. In order to acquire a better understanding of 
your responses to the surveys, please supply the following 
additional information. I understand that my participation in this 
study is voluntary and that I may withdraw at any time. I, also, 
understand that my anonymity and confidentiality has been ensured 
by the researcher. Data will appear in a written study as research 
but no personal identification could be made from it. 
If, while filling out the questionaire, it touches you on a 
personal level, I will be happy to speak with you privately and 
make counseling referrals if necessary. 

PERSONAL DATA 

Birthdate 

Age 

Number of years married 

Who made the decision to divorce? self spouse joint 

Is the divorce final? yes no 

If yes, how long has it been final? 
If no, how long have you been separated? 

Number of children Ages 

Custody of children joint self spouse not 
established NA 

Number of children living with you 

Highest level of education completed high school some 
college college degree graduate degree technical school 

Are you employed outside the home? yes no 

If yes fulltime parttime 

Personal current yearly income: under $10,000 $11,000-
$20,000 $21,000-$30,000 $31, 000-$4 0 , 000 above $41,000 

Are you presently participating in individual therapy? 
yes no. If yes, how long? 

Have you been previously divorced yes no 

Thank you for taking the time and volunteering to answer these 
questions and participating in this study. 
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