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Evidence from several nations has demonstrated that children and adolescents with divorced or
separated parents do on average less well in school compared to those who grow up with
nondivorced parents (Amato, 2014; Raley & Sweeney, 2020). This is the case for school grades
(Mandemakers & Kalmijn, 2014; Nilsen et al., 2020), as well as for academic attainment (Gratz,
2015). The effects of parental separation on children’s educational outcomes are generally
modest, but nevertheless deserve further investigation because educational disadvantage is
associated with lower educational and economic attainments in adulthood (Amato & Keith,
1991). Most previous studies have treated separation as a single event, comparing educational
outcomes prior and after parental separation. However, treating parental separation as a discrete
event neglects that parental separation is often preceded by a continuous process of family
decline as part of the dissolution process. Hence, the negative effects of children’s educational
outcomes may unfold even before the actual separation, putting children at the risk of
developmental setbacks (Amato, 2010). Although scholars agree that marriages that end in
divorce are plagued by dysfunction and conflict even before the formal separation process, this
is rarely explicitly tested. Therefore, | adopt a process-oriented approach, as suggested by
Amato (2010) and Kim (2011) and answer the following research question: Are children's

cognitive abilities already deteriorating in the period before separation?

Such negative pre-separation effects can be explained using two theoretical frameworks: (1) the
resource perspective and (2) the stress perspective. Based on the resource perspective, research
has found that many married women with children increase their labor supply when marital
conflict and the risk of divorce increase (Ozcan & Breen, 2012). This limits the amount of time
they can spend with their children (e.g. help with homework). The stress perspective states that
due to parental conflicts children’s stress increases, which in turn negatively affects their school
success. From this, | derive the following hypothesis: Children's cognitive skills worsen even

before their parents separate (Hypothesis 1).

Prior research examining pre-separation effects on children’s well-being found mixed results.
Goisis et al. (2019) found no anticipation effects prior to parental separation on children’s
physical health in their fixed-effects analysis. Regarding mental health, Strohschein’s (2005)
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growth curve model confirms that children exhibit higher levels of anxiety, depression and
antisocial behavior even before their parents separate than children whose parents remain
married. Studies that analyzed anticipation effects on children’s cognitive abilities (e.g. math
and reading scores) found no negative effects before divorce (Aughinbaugh et al., 2005; Kim,
2011). Kim (2011) used a matching approach with a growth curve model and found negative
effects on children’s math test during and after parental divorce, but no effects before divorce.
However, the comparison was based on a small treated sample size (n=142). Aughinbaugh et
al. (2005) found that children from families with both biological parents had higher reading and
math scores than children from divorced families, but the difference disappeared when they
controlled for pre-divorce characteristics. However, both studies relied on US data all studies
have treated each group as homogeneous. However, | argue that not all children anticipate
parental separation in the same way and want to examine whether there are heterogeneous
effects. Protective factors can mitigate the negative effects of parental separation on children's
well-being. The presence or absence of such "shock absorbers” (Amato, 2000, p. 1272) can lead
to heterogeneous effects of parental separation on children's well-being. Even before parental
separation, it is plausible that protective factors can lead to heterogeneous effects in anticipation
of separation. One moderator in this regard is family’s socioeconomic background. Parents who
have more resources before divorce may be better able to provide a safe and stable environment
for their children (Bernardi, 2014). Following this line of reasoning, I argue that children with
more socioeconomic resources prior to parental separation will experience less negative
outcomes than children with low socioeconomic resources (Hypothesis 2a). However, based on
the more to loose hypothesis (Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997), it is also plausible that parents from
higher socioeconomic backgrounds have fewer opportunities to convey benefits to their
children, as parental conflict and increased work supply limit the amount of time parents can
spend with their children. However, children from higher socioeconomic backgrounds were
accustomed to these resources and now notice a marked difference. This reasoning leads to the
contradictory hypothesis that children with higher socioeconomic resources experience more
negative outcomes before parental separation than children with low socioeconomic resources
(Hypothesis 2b). Heterogeneous effects are also possible with respect to children’s gender, as
previous research shows that the association between marital conflict and child maladjustment
is stronger for boys than girls (Davies & Lindsay, 2001). Thus, I argue that boys' cognitive
abilities deteriorate more than girls' cognitive abilities in the years preceding parental separation
(Hypothesis 3).
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To answer my research question, I utilize Norwegian registry data (2005 - 2017). Using fixed
effects regressions allow me to analyze within changes in the years before and the year of
parental separation. The children in my sample are between 9 and 15 years old. The outcome
variables are math and reading achievement in grades 5, 8, and 9. In 5th grade, all children in
my sample live with their biological parents (n = 196,791). Of these children, 1,096 experience
parental separation in 8" or 9™ grade, allowing me to analyze children's cognitive abilities up
to four, three and one years before separation. For the analysis heterogeneous effects depending
on children’s socio-economic background, I use the highest education of the parents. Parental

income and children’s age serve as my control variable.

Figure 1 shows the results for my first hypothesis. The red vertical line represents children’s

standardized math and reading scores in the year of separation. The results demonstrates that
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Figure 1: Results Fixed-Effects regression. Children's cognitive abilities in the years before
separation. Source: Norwegian register data. Author's own calculation.

children’s cognitive abilities are significantly better three to four years before separation than
in the year of separation. One year before separation, however, the effect on children’s reading
scores is no longer significant. Thus, consistent with my first hypothesis, children’s cognitive

abilities already decline slightly even before the year of formal separation.

Figure 2 displays the results of the analysis of heterogeneous effects in anticipation of parental
separation depending on children’s socioeconomic resources. Four years before separation,
math scores of children of parents with high and low educational backgrounds are significantly
better than in the year of separation. The effect is particularly strong for children of parents with
high levels of education. However, three years before separation, a significant effect is only
observed for children of parents with low educational background. The math scores of children
of middle-income parents do not seem to be affected. The pattern for the analysis of
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heterogeneous effects as a function of parental educational background for reading scores is

puzzling. Therefore, | cannot confirm either hypothesis 2a or hypothesis 2b.
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Figure 2: Results Fixed-Effects Regression. Analysis of Anticipation Effects depending on
socio-economic resources. Source: Norwegian registry data. Author's own calculation.
However, as far as the gender of the children is conserend, the pattern is clear. Boys’ cognitive
abilities are more adversely affected than girls’ in the years before parental separation. Their
math and reading performance is significantly better three to four years before parental
separation than in the year of separation. Consistent with my hypothesis, boys’ cognitive
abilities already deteriorate in the year before parental separation. Girl’s cognitive abilities do
not seem to be impaired in the years before parental separation. Therefore, | can confirm my
hypothesis three that boys' cognitive abilities worsen more than girls' cognitive abilities in the
years before parental separation.
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Figure 3: Results Fixed-Effects Regression. Analysis of anticipation effects depending on
children’s gender. Source: Norwegian registry data. Author's own calculation.

Putting all the results of my study together, I can conclude that children's cognitive abilities
deteriorate slightly even before their parents separate. The pattern is mainly driven by boys.

However, the results of the heterogeneous effects depending on children’s socioeconomic
4
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background do not to conclude whether the cognitive abilities of parents with high or low
socioeconomic status are more affected in the years before their parents’ separation. One
limitation of my study is that | cannot measure the results in grades 6 and 7. Also, | must admit
that not every high-conflict marriage ends in divorce (Hanson, 1999) and that not every divorce
is preceded by a period of marital discord (Amato & Fowler, 2002). Thus, not all children may
experience parental conflict prior to separation. This could also lead to fewer anticipation
effects. Unfortunately, no information on relationship conflict is available in the registry data.
Nonetheless, my findings highlight the importance of accounting for heterogeneous effects and
underscore the relevance of the process-oriented approach rather than treating separation as a

single event.



Extended Abstract

References

Amato, P. R., & Keith, B. (1991). Parental divorce and the well-being of children: A meta-
analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 110(1), 26—46. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-
2909.110.1.26

Amato, P. R. (2000). The Consequences of Divorce for Adults and Children. Journal of
Marriage and Family, 62(4), 1269-1287. https://doi.org/10.1111/}.1741-
3737.2000.01269.x

Amato, P. R. (2010). Research on Divorce: Continuing Trends and New Developments.
Journal of Marriage and Family, 72(3), 650-666. https://doi.org/10.1111/}.1741-
3737.2010.00723.x

Amato, P. R. (2014). The Consequences of Divorce for Adults and Children: An Update.
Drustvena Istrazivanja, 23(1), 5-24. https://doi.org/10.5559/di.23.1.01

Amato, P. R., & Fowler, F. (2002). Parenting Practices, Child Adjustment, and Family
Diversity. Journal of Marriage and Family, 64(3), 703-716.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3599936

Aughinbaugh, A., Pierret, C. R., & Rothstein, D. S. (2005). The impact of family structure
transitions on youth achievement: Evidence from the children of the NLSY79.
Demography, 42(3), 447-468. https://doi.org/10.1353/dem.2005.0023

Bernardi, F. (2014). Compensatory Advantage as a Mechanism of Educational Inequality.
Sociology of Education, 87(2), 74-88. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038040714524258

Breen, R., & Goldthorpe, J. H. (1997). Explaining Educational Differentials:: Twoards a
Foraml Rational Action Theory. Rationality and Society, 9(3), 275-305.
https://doi.org/10.1177/104346397009003002

Davies, P. T., & Lindsay, L. L. (2001). Does Gender Moderate the Effects of Marital Conflict
on Children? In F. D. Fincham & J. H. Grych (Eds.), Interparental conflict and child
development: Theory, research, and applications (pp. 64-97). Cambridge University
Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CB09780511527838.005

Goisis, A., Ozcan, B., & van Kerm, P. (2019). Do Children Carry the Weight of Divorce?
Demography, 56(3), 785-811. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-019-00784-4

Grétz, M. (2015). When Growing Up Without a Parent Does Not Hurt: Parental Separation
and the Compensatory Effect of Social Origin. European Sociological Review, 31(5),
546-557. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcv057

Hanson, T. L. (1999). Does Parental Conflict Explain Why Divorce is Negatively Associated
with Child Welfare? Social Forces, 77(4), 1283. https://doi.org/10.2307/3005877

Kim, H. S. (2011). Consequences of Parental Divorce for Child Development. American
Sociological Review, 76(3), 487-511. https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122411407748

Mandemakers, J. J., & Kalmijn, M. (2014). Do mother's and father's education condition the
impact of parental divorce on child well-being? Social Science Research, 44, 187-199.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2013.12.003

Nilsen, S. A., Breivik, K., Wold, B., Askeland, K. G., Sivertsen, B., Hysing, M., & Boe, T.
(2020). Divorce and adolescent academic achievement: Heterogeneity in the
associations by parental education. PloS One, 15(3), €0229183.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0229183

Ozcan, B., & Breen, R. (2012). Marital Instability and Female Labor Supply.
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-071811-145457



Extended Abstract

Raley, R. K., & Sweeney, M. M. (2020). Divorce, Repartnering, and Stepfamilies: A Decade
in Review. Journal of Marriage and Family, 82(1), 81-99.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12651

Strohschein, L. (2005). Parental Divorce and Child Mental Health Trajectories. Journal of
Marriage and Family, 67(5), 1286-1300. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-
3737.2005.00217.x



