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EFFECTS OF PARENTAL DIVORCE ON CHILDREN’S 
PSYCHOSOCIAL SKILLS 

 
ABSTRACT 

 
A large literature suggests parental divorce leads to worse educational and socioeconomic 
outcomes among children.  A recent study by Kim (2011) highlights the role of parental 
divorce in the development of children’s cognitive and noncognitive skills, offering 
probable connections to educational and socioeconomic outcomes.  This prior work treats 
children’s cognitive and noncognitive traits as parallel or symmetrical outcomes of 
family shocks.  However, we contend that the development literature points to important 
asymmetry between these skills.  While cognitive skills stabilize relatively early in 
childhood, psychosocial skills evolve and change through young childhood, thus allowing 
family environments to play a sizeable role in shaping psychosocial skills. Using data 
from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) and the National Longitudinal 
Survey’s Child-Mother file (NLSCM), we assess the effects of parental divorce on 
children’s psychosocial skills.  We study variation in effects by children’s propensity for 
parental divorce and the timing of divorce over childhood.  We then evaluate the degree 
to which psychosocial skills mediate the relationship between parental divorce and 
children’s educational and socioeconomic outcomes. 
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A large literature suggests parental divorce leads to worse educational and socioeconomic 
outcomes among children (Amato 2001; Amato and Keith 1991; Kim 2011; McLanahan 
and Percheski 2008; Mclanahan and Sandefur 1994).  A range of probable mechanisms 
link parental divorce to children’s outcomes, such as economic and emotional hardship 
and geographic dislocation.  A recent study by Kim (2011) highlights the role of parental 
divorce in the development of children’s cognitive and noncognitive skills, again offering 
probable connections to educational and socioeconomic outcomes.  Cognitive skills have 
long been implicated as strong predictors of educational and socioeconomic outcomes, 
and a growing body of research suggests that children’s noncognitive or psychosocial 
skills are similarly important predictors (Cunha and Heckman 2009; Duncan and 
Magnuson 2011; Heckman, Stixrud, and Urzua 2006; Jackson 2006; Lleras 2008; 
Rosenbaum 2001; Wolfe and Johnson 1995).  The work by Kim (2011) treats these two 
factors, children’s cognitive and noncognitive traits, as parallel or symmetrical outcomes 
of family shocks.  However, we contend that the development literature points to 
important asymmetry between these skills.  While cognitive skills stabilize relatively 
early in childhood (Hopkins and Bracht 1975; Schuerger and Witt; 1989), psychosocial 
skills evolve and change through young childhood (Borghans et al. 2008; Cunha and 
Heckman 2009), thus allowing family environments to play a sizeable role in shaping 
psychosocial skills (Roberts, Wood, and Caspi 2008).  

Given the immutability of cognitive skills, we contend that the observed impact of 
family socioeconomic shocks on children’s cognitive skills is driven by measurement 
error, capturing instead the psychosocial components of such tests.  Thus, we assess the 
effects of parental divorce on children’s psychosocial skills. Drawing on the literature on 
the social determinants of divorce, we include a rich set of covariates to construct the 
propensity of parental divorce, including characteristics of parents (e.g., socioeconomic 
background, religion, and education) and whether those characteristics match between 
parents, as well as measures of parental conflict. Conditional on the estimated propensity 
of parental divorce, we then treat parental divorce as a treatment and match children 
whose parents were divorced to children whose parents were not divorced but had the 
same observed propensity for divorce.   

We also study variation in effects of parental divorce.  We apply the propensity-
score approach of Xie, Brand, and Jann (2012) [also see Brand and Simon Thomas 
(2013)]. This method would allow us to find out how the effects of divorce may vary 
systematically with the baseline propensity score based on observed covariates. We also 
incorporate the approach of Almirall, Ten Have, and Murphy (2010) by considering the 
time-varying propensity score, which is an extension of Robins’ (1994) work on the 
structural nested mean model for making causal inferences about the impact of time-
varying causes in the presence of time-varying covariates.  A similar approach for 
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studying variation in effects by the propensity for treatment and by the time of treatment 
were explored for the effects of parental job displacement on children’s outcomes in 
young adulthood in Brand and Simon-Thomas [forthcoming]. 
  We use data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) and the 
National Longitudinal Survey’s Child-Mother file (NLSCM).  The NLSY is a nationally 
representative sample of 12,686 respondents who were 14 to 22 years old when first 
surveyed in 1979; these individuals were interviewed annually through 1994 and 
biennially thereafter.  In 1986, the National Longitudinal Survey began a separate survey 
of the children of NLSY women, the NLSCM.  Data have been collected every two years 
since 1986; new sections were added in 1994 as the children entered young adulthood.  
As of 2010, the 6,283 NLSY 45 to 52 year old women had given birth to about 11,500 
children.  We identify children of the NLSY79 who experienced divorce as the subset of 
children whose parents were marriage at some point before birth, and experienced 
divorce at or before age 17.1 Of those whose parents were married, 32 percent (3,250 
respondents) also experienced divorce by age 17.  
 To address selection concerns of the children whose parents divorce, and how 
factors that influence the probability of parental divorce may also influence outcomes of 
interest, we assess differences associated with experiencing divorce while controlling for 
the probability of experiencing divorce conditional on information known at the child’s 
date of birth. We model the likelihood that a child experiences divorce as an event 
dependent upon demographic variables, parental labor force participation and job quality 
measures, mother’s preferences concerning marriage and children, mother’s beliefs 
concerning a woman’s role, mother’s education and ability measures, measures of 
relationship quality for mother and partner in child’s birth year, and mother/partner 
differences in race, religious heritage, and college completion. We also control for 
whether the mother became sexually active at age 15 or younger, and whether she ever 
reported separation from either biological parent by age 14. A propensity score from this 
divorce model controls for the probability of experiencing divorce. 

Our first set of results corresponds to outcomes measured when the children are 
age 18 and older. We find no significant differences in Pearlin Mastery scale scores 
between children whose parents divorce and those whose parents do not. Results indicate 
no significant difference in feelings of control of one’s own life outcomes. Subscales 
indicate that those who experienced parental divorce were more likely to feel helpless 
and pushed around. However, they were also significantly more likely to believe that they 
can “change things.” However, experiencing parental divorce in childhood is associated 
with increased depression.  A composite measure constructed by summing over 
components of the CESD (Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale) indicates 
that children who experience divorce are more likely to exhibit signs of depression in 
adulthood. According to the subscales, children who experienced divorce are more likely 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  This determination is based upon a comparison of the child’s birth year reported in the NLSCM, 
mother’s marital status as reported in each round of the NLSY, and the reported start and end 
dates of the mother’s first two marriages reported each round of the NLSY. These measures 
provide two avenues for identifying marriage start and divorce dates, and thus two means of 
identifying the children who experienced marriage and divorce. The two measures agreed in 87 
percent of cases concerning who had experienced marriage by age 17, and 90 percent of cases 
concerning who experienced divorce by age 17 conditional on experiencing marriage.	  
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to be sad, unable to focus, depressed, poor in appetite, and restless in adulthood. They are 
also more likely to feel anxious and disorganized. Children who experience parental 
divorce have their sexual debut roughly 8 months earlier than children whose parents 
remain married. They have their first drink 2.2 years earlier, and they claim to drink 
regularly 3.5 years earlier.  They also try marijuana 7 months earlier, and have their first 
cigarette 8 months earlier. Children who experienced divorce are more likely to drive 
while high. They are also more likely to be late to school or work because they are high, 
and they are more likely to feel that being high hurt their employment opportunities on a 
regular basis.  
 We will continue to explore these outcomes, as well as variation in effects. We 
will also incorporate a model to understand the degree to which the influence of parental 
divorce on children’s psychosocial skills mediates the effect on children’s educational 
and socioeconomic outcomes. 
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