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Although the prevalence of divorce in South Korea has
greatly increased since late 1990s, the impact of divorce on
the parents of adult children in Korean families has received
very little attention. This is particularly unfortunate because
of the emphasis in Korean culture on family cohesion and
obligations. To address these issues, we explored in our study
the well-being of the parents of divorced adult children as
well as intergenerational relationships among the members
of Korean families. Total 113 parents participated (39 males
and 74 females), age ranged from 46 to 65. Of the total
participants surveyed, 29% were parents of divorced children
(N=33), with the remainder having children in intact
marriages (N=80). The measures examined four areas: (1)
demographics, (2) parental psychological well-being, (3)
intergeneration relationships, and (3) parental perception of
their adult child’s marital experience. A series of MANOVA
and hierarchical regression analyses were conducted. Our
findings indicate important differences between parents of
divorced children and parents of non-divorced children on
overall well-being, interpersonal relationships, and parental
perception, which is consistent with previous studies. Parents
of divorced children in this study also reported lower level of

intergenerational relationships compared to parents of non-
divorced children. Parent-grandchild relationships seem to
be particularly important for parental well-being. In
addition, we found an unexpected association between
parents and their relationship with their former children in-
laws. More detailed discussion was discussed. 

Over the past few decades, soaring divorce rates have
had a major impact on families in many contemporary
societies, such as North America, Europe, and Asia.
This state of affairs has prompted a vast body of
research examining the impact of divorce on
families. Much of this work has focused on the
children of divorced couples, but relatively little has
specifically addressed the consequences of divorce
on the parents of adult children. This is particularly
the case with regard to the consequences of divorce
across cultures. As in the United States, the
prevalence of divorce in South Korea has greatly
increased since late 1990s (Lee, Kim, Choi, Ham, &
Kim, 2002). 

Unfortunately, the impact of divorce on the
parents of adult children in Korean families has
received very little attention. This is particularly
unfortunate because of the emphasis of Korean
culture on family cohesion and obligations. Since
parent-child relationships are the most important
relationships individuals have, these relationships are
a major contributor to the well-being of both
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generations (Shapiro, 2004). By understanding the
features of the parent-child relationships and the
particular problems which they face in deteriorating
well-being, it may be possible to plan ways to better
help these adult children and their parents in the
future. In relations to the family system, strengthen
of parent-child relationship as a response to the loss
of a central relationship due to divorce can be one of
compensation as well as a way of improving both
parents’ and children’s well-being. To address these
issues, we explored the well-being of parents of
divorced adult-children, as well as divorces’ potential
influence on intergenerational relationships among
Korean family members. However, the study in this
area is exploratory because little has been done in
Korea.

Parents of children who experience divorce may
need to confront a number of divorce related
challenges (Temlock, 2006). For example, in an effort
to provide emotional support for their children,
parents may play a more active role in comforting
them through their stressful transition period. In
addition, parents may give increased instrumental
support by providing material resources and
contributing to their children’s financial well-being
(Hamon & Cobb, 1993; Bachman & Chase-Lansdale,
2005). Parents may also broaden their role by
increasing their responsibilities with respect to their
grandchildren. Not only can parents provide
assistance such as childcare, they may also provide
emotional and communicative support by serving as
mediators between grandchildren and their parents
(Hamon & Cobb, 1993; Johnson, 1985; Johnson &
Barer, 1987; Spitze, Logan, Deane, & Zerger, 1994). 

Unfortunately, parents can suffer from their own
negative outcomes as a result of their children’s
divorce. Initially, parents may experience shock and
surprise because they may have been unaware of the
seriousness of their child’s marital problems. This
may be coupled with a sense of shame and
disappointment, along with feelings of responsibility
and guilt (Brown, 1982; Cherlin & Furstenberg,
1986; Matthews & Sprey, 1984; Stephen, 1985).
Moreover, the additional financial support can lead
to emotional distress, as well as their own financial
difficulty (Hamon & Cobb, 1993). Therefore, it may

be anticipated that parents of divorced adults may
have differences in well-beings and intergenerational
relationships that parents of non-divorced adults. 

Well-being is defined as a relatively stable
attribute that reflects the extent to which people
experience positive affect and possesses favorable
views about themselves and their lives (Dush &
Amato, 2005). Well-being is generally conceptualized
in positive terms and is typically measured by overall
life satisfaction, general happiness, affect, positive
interpersonal relationships, good health and physical
condition (Dush & Amato, 2005; Fry, 2000; Lawton,
1991; Ryff, 1989).

Since marital and parental relationships are
viewed as the basis for social integration (Umberson,
1992), disruptions in these relationships can create
stress that may lead to a decrease in an individual’s
overall well-being and life satisfaction. This decrease
may be short-term or permanent (Lucas, 2007;
Lucas, Clark, Georgellis, & Diener, 2003). In addition,
it has been found that divorced individuals have
reported the lowest level of life satisfaction when
compared to married and unmarried individuals
(Argyle, 1999). Since divorce is followed by structural
and interactional changes in the family system
(Hamon & Cobb, 1993), divorcing individuals are
likely to make adjustments that may lead to a
deterioration of their parents’ psychological well-being.

Parents may also experience negative outcomes
more directly. For example, when children fail to
attain “normative” adult lifestyles and get divorced or
even remain unmarried, parents are more likely to
report ambivalent feelings toward their children
(Kaufman & Uhlenberg, 1998; Johnson, 1998;
Newman, 1999; Pillemer & Suitor, 2002). This
ambivalence has been found to be associated with
intergenerational conflicts, which may have detrimental
effects on parent-child relations (Pillemer & Suitor,
2002). For example, Ryff and colleagues (1994)
found that parents whose offspring turned out
“worse” than expected, reported lower levels of
overall well-being. This diminished sense of well-
being may be a result of parents’ disappointment,
and their own sense of personal failure regarding
their childrearing (Connidis & McMullin, 1993;
Hamon & Cobb, 1993). 
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Research on intergenerational family relationships
has indicated that parents and their children
typically maintain intimate relationships throughout
their lives (Bengtson, 1996; Gray & Geron, 1995;
Shapiro, 2004; Umberson, 1992). Examples include
parents providing instrumental support and
maintaining emotional ties with their adult children
(Fingerman & Bermann, 2000; Pillemer & Suitor,
1991; Pillemer, Suitor, Mueller-Johnson, Sechrist, &
Heidorn, 2006; Umberson, 1992). Positive parent
and adult-child relationships help buffer the negative
effects of stressful events on elderly parents
(Silverstein & Bengtson, 1991). For example, previous
research has suggested that parents who have greater
contact with their children are less likely to
experience depression and have relatively low levels
of alcohol consumption (Umberson, 1992). Similarly,
longitudinal research has shown that elderly parents
who have greater emotional bonds with their adult
children are more likely to live longer, even in the
face of major life catastrophes such as divorce or the
death of a spouse (Koropeckyj-Cox, 2002; Silverstein
& Bengtson, 1991). Conversely, poor parent-child
relationships have been associated with parental
loneliness, depression, and lower life satisfaction
(Koropeckyj-Cox, 2002; Lowenstein, Katz, & Gur-
Yaish, 2007). 

South Korean culture has been greatly influenced
by Confucianism (Kim, Park, Kwon, & Koo, 2005;
Yang, 2003; Yoon, 2000). Confucianism emphasizes
strong harmonious familial relationships and
traditional values such as loyalty, solidarity, filial
piety, and communal life among members (Kim,
1995; Kim, 1997; Yang, 2003). Thus, the well-being
of the family is given priority over that of the
individual (Yang, 2003). According to the traditional
value of filial piety, which is still emphasized in
South Korea, elderly parents should be provided
with protection, care, and financial support
(Maehara, & Takemura, 2007; Sung, 1998). In
addition, parents are expected to practice unselfish
devotion and sacrifice for their children, regardless
of obstacles (Park & Kim, 2004). 

This emphasis on unity and oneness enforces
conformity to social norms among Koreans (Yang &
Rosenblatt, 2001). With respect to marriage, the

stigma of divorce is still widespread. Despite recent
modernization, South Korean society continues to
view divorce as a violation of traditional values that
brings shame upon the family (Bauer, Rodriguez,
Quiroga, & Flores-Ortiz, 2000; Kim & Kim, 2002;
Yang & Rosenblatt, 2001). A 2008 national survey in
South Korea revealed that over 50% of adults
opposed divorce (Korean Statistical Information
Service, 2009). Moreover, older adults viewed
divorce more negatively and skeptically compared to
their younger counterparts (Korean Statistical
Information Service, 2009; Yang & Rosenblatt, 2001).
In addition, due to the strong influence of filial piety,
elderly Koreans see their children’s divorce as their
own failure (Maehara & Takemura, 2007; Yang &
Rosenblatt, 2001). Consequently, divorce may have a
significant negative influence on Korean parents’
well-being. 

The role of women in South Korean culture may
further complicate the relation between divorce and
parental well-being. More specifically, Confucianism
emphasizes female inferiority, women’s submission
to men, and one-sided chastity (Yoon, 2000). This
emphasis on female subordination may exacerbate
the stigmatization of divorced women (Kim & Kim,
2002). For example, before revisions to the Family
Law in 1990, divorced women in South Korea did
not have the right to be the head of a family, to claim
a share of family property, or to be the legal guardian
of their children (Laurel & Peterson, 1983).
Considering the secondary status of women in
marital relationships and social stigma placed on
divorced women, the divorce of a daughter (as
opposed to a son), may bring about more negative
emotional reactions and stress in parents
(Committee of Korean Women’s history, 1992).

Although the negative effects of divorce have
been well established, studies examining the
relationship between children’s divorce and negative
outcomes for parents in South Korea are virtually
non-existent. The purpose of this study is to explore
the relation between parental well-being and their
children’s divorce among Korean families. More
specifically, the present study addresses the following
hypotheses: H1) There are some differences in
parental well-being, parents’ perceptions of their
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children’s (past) marital experience, as well as
interpersonal relationships between parents of
divorced children and parents of non-divorced child.
H2) Divorce has unique impact on the association
between intergenerational relationships and parental
well-being. 

METHOD

Participants 

The total number of participants consisted of 113
adults (39 males, 74 females) aged 46 to 65 (M=
63.53, SD=10.13) who have at least one adult child.
Eighty percent of the participants were married and
living with their spouse, five percent were divorced,
and 13 percent reported being a widow or widower.
Most participants lived in Pohang, a Korean city,
with one of their children residing in the same
household. For majority of the participants, monthly
income (66.3%) was less than 2,000 ($2,000). Of the
total participants surveyed, 29% were parents of
divorced children (N=33), with the remainder
having children in intact marriages (N=80). The
results were presented in Table 1. 

Procedures 

The participants were recruited through five
community churches and three senior citizen centers
in Pohang, South Korea. Letters explaining the
purpose of the study and informed consent forms
were sent to church leaders. Senior center
representatives were asked for their assistance in
recruiting parents for the study. Participants had to
have at least one child aged 20 or older to be
included in the study. 

Measurement

The measures examined four areas: (1) demographics,
(2) parental psychological well-being, (3) intergene-
ration relationships, and (3) parental perception of
their adult child’s marital experience. Because these
instruments were not available in Korean, the first
author and a professional translator translated all
instruments into Korean and then back into English
to increase the accuracy of translation.

Demographics Participants were asked to provide
information about their age, level of education,
occupation, income, and marital status. 

Parental well-being The parental psychological
well-being was assessed along two dimensions:
overall life satisfaction and psychiatric symptoms. 

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) was used
to assess participants’ overall life satisfaction (Diener,
Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985). The SWLS
consists of five items inquiring about individuals’
judgment of their quality of life, for example, “In
most ways, my life is close to my ideal.” Each item
was scored using a Likert scale (1=strongly disagree,
2=disagree, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 4=agree,
5=strongly agree). Item scores were summed to
obtain a total score. High scores indicated more
satisfaction. The instrument appears to have excellent
test-retest reliability, with a correlation of 0.82. In

Table 1. Demographic Information about Participants 

(N=113)

Variables about participants 
(Parent) 

Frequency Percentage (%)

Gender

Male 39 34.5

Female 74 65.5

Education

Completed graduate program 16 14.2

Completed collage program 30 26.5

Completed high school 31 27.4

Completed middle school 9 7.9

Others 27 23.8

Income/month

More than $4,000 15 13.3

$3,000-4,000 10 8.8

$2,000-3,000 10 8.8

$1,000-2,000 24 21.2

Less than $1,000 51 45.1

Marital status

Married 91 80.5

Divorced 6 5.3

Widowed 15 13.3

Others 1 0.9
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this study, internal reliability of the scale was α=0.91.
The Symptoms Checklist (SC) was used to assess

participants’ level of psychiatric symptoms (Bartone,
Ursano, Wright, & Ingraham, 1989). The SC
measures four dimensions of psychopathology
including depression/withdrawal, hyper-alertness,
generalized anxiety, and somatic complaints, for
example, “Hands sweat, feel damp, and clammy,” and
“Taking medication to sleep or calm down.” Each
item was scored using a Likert scale (1=none, 2=a
little, 3=often, 4=very often). Item responses of total
20 items were summed for a total score of
psychiatric symptoms, with higher scores reflecting
more symptoms. In this study, internal reliability of
the scale was a = 0.89. 

Parents’ perceptions about their child’s (past) marital
experience A measure of parents’ perceptions about
their child’s (past) marital experience was developed
to assess perceived parental satisfaction with their
children’s current or past marital lives. The two-item
measure asked, a) “Are (Were) you happy about your
son/daughter’s (past) marriage?” and b) “Do you
think your son/daughter is (was) happy about her/
his (past) marriage?” Each item was scored using a
Likert scale from 1=not at all to 5=absolutely true.
Factor analysis was conducted and items were
loaded between .88 and .87. Item scores were
summed for a total score, with higher scores indicating
more positive perception. Internal reliability of these
items was α=.87.

Intergenerational relationships The following inter-
generational relationships were measured: parent-
adult child, parent-grandchildren, and parent- (ex)
child-in-law. The Quality of Relationships Inventory
(Pierce, Sarason, & Sarason, 1991) was used to assess
the relationships between parents and their adult
children. This inventory is a structured survey that
assesses three specific dimensions of relationships:
(1) social support, for example, “To what extent
could you turn to your child for advice about
problems?,” (2) perceptions of relationships as positive,
important, and secure, for example, “How positive a
role does your child play in your life?,” and (3)
conflict and ambivalence resulting from the

relationship, for example, “How often do you need to
work hard to avoid conflict with your child?” Each
item was scored using a Likert scale (1=not at all,
2=a little, 3=quite a bit, 4=very much) and responses
were summed for a total score of parent-adult child
relationship quality with higher scores reflecting
better relationships. Principal component analysis
revealed that five out of 25 items associated with
social support dimension had low factor loadings,
which were under .30; therefore, these five items
eliminated and 20 items were used for this study.
Internal reliability of the scale in this study was a =
0.85. In order to establishing structural equivalence,
a series of factor analysis was conducted and three
items were determined using principal component
analysis among five: loadings were between .75 to
.89. 

Relationships with their grandchildren were
measured with three items, which were developed by
investigators for the purpose of study, such as a) “Are
you happy with your relationship with your
grandchildren?” b) “Are you emotionally close to
your grandchildren?” and c) “Are you meeting your
grandchildren often?” Item scores were summed for
a total score, with higher scores indicating more
positive relationships. Internal reliability of the scale
of the parent-grandchildren was α=.69. One item
was used to assess relationships with (ex) child-in-
law; “Are you emotionally close to your (ex) son/
daughter-in-law?” Respondents indicated the degree
of their relationships using a 5-point Likert scale
from 1=not at all to 5=absolutely yes. 

RESULTS

The data was first examined for missing data and
inaccuracy. The amount of missing data was small
(less than 1%), hence the missing data were
substituted with the mean values. The data set was
also assessed for any outliers by examining
univariate frequency distributions and bivariate
scatter plots. Normality was tested using Skewness
and Kurtosis statistics and homogeneity of variance
of all key variables was tested using the Levene’s
statistic. As suggested by Brown (1997), the range of
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standard errors of skewness and kurtosis of the
variables in this study were within the expected
range of chance fluctuation. 

A series of preliminary analyses were conducted
to explore the associations among various
demographic and outcome variables. The analyses
showed some significant correlations among
demographic variables and major variables. Parental
income was positively related to life satisfaction (r=
.3, p<.01) and negatively to psychiatric symptoms
(r=-.34, p<.01). On the contrary, parents’ marital
status was negatively related to life satisfaction (r=
-.26, p<.01) and positively to psychiatric symptoms
(r=.38, p<.01). Parents’ gender was negatively related
to life satisfaction (r=-.19, p<.05). Parents’ age was
positively related to psychiatric symptoms (r=.24, p<
.05) and negatively related to relationship with
grandchildren (r=-.26, p<.01). 

These preliminary analyses suggest that parents
with higher levels of life satisfaction were more likely
to be married, male, and have higher incomes.
Similarly, parents with lower levels of psychiatric
symptoms were also more likely to be male and have
higher income, but also married and younger. In
addition, younger parents were more likely to report
better relationships with their children. These
significant demographic variables (parents’ age,

income, and marital status) were controlled throughout
a series of major analysis. The results were presented
in Table 2. 

Next, a one-way multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) was conducted to assess any differences
between parents of divorced children and parents of
non-divorced children on parental well-being (life
satisfaction, psychiatric symptoms), with parental
age, income, and marital status as covariates. The
multivariate analysis indicated a significant main
effect for parental well-being, F (3, 109)=3.03, p=.05.
Subsequent univariate analyses revealed a significant
difference between groups on psychiatric symptoms
(F (1, 111)=5.61, p=.02), indicating that parents of
divorced children (M=1.82, SD=.47) reported higher
level of psychiatric symptoms compared to parents
of non-divorced children (M=1.64, SD=.44).

A second MANOVA was conducted to assess any
differences between parents of divorced children and
parents of non-divorced children on intergenerational
relationships (with adult child, grandchild, and
child-in-law respectively) with parental age, income,
and marital status as covariates. The analysis indicated
a significant main effect for total intergenerational
relationships, F (3, 109)=24.31, p=.00. Subsequent
univariate analyses revealed a significant difference
between groups on intergenerational relationship in

Table 2. Correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Gender -1

Income -.44* -1

Marital status -.20* -.30** -1

Education -.00 -.12 -.02 -1

Occupation -.44** -.62** -.07 -.16 -1

Age -.12 -.33* -.04 -.08 -.22* -1

LS -.19* -.30** -.26** -.01 -.17 -.17 -1

PS -.16 -.34** -.38** -.03 -.16 -.24* -.41** -1

RAC -.05 -.04 -.15 -.03 -.09 -.13 -.22* -.22* -1

RCL -.01 -.11 -.10 -.14 -.08 -.12 -.08 -.11 .34** -1

RGC -.01 -.08 -.12 -.11 -.05 -.26** -.21* -.32** .56** .34** -1

PP -.05 -.18 -.16 -.17 -.10 -.17 -.04 -.19* .32** .86** .39**

Note: LS=Life satisfaction, PS=Psychiatric Symptoms, RAC=Relationship with adult-child, RCL=Relationship with child-in-law, RGC=Rela-

tionship with grandchildren, PP=Parental perception about adult-child’s (past) marital experience

*p<.05, **P<.01.
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all categories, relationships with adult child, F (1,
111)=5.01, p=.02, (ex) child-in-law, F(1, 111)=73.0,
p=.00, and grandchildren, F(1, 111)=3.76, p=.05.
Parents of non-divorced children (M=2.56, SD=.37;
M=3.56, SD=.98; M=2.18, SD=1.01 respectively)
reported more positive relationships with their adult
child, grandchildren, and in-law compared to their
counterparts (M=2.71, SD=.31; M=3.91, SD=.81; M=
3.80, SD=.87 respectively). 

An independent-sample t-test was conducted
between adult-child’s (past) marital experience
(divorced, non-divorced) on parental perception of
adult-child’s (past) marital experience. The analysis

indicated a significant differences between groups, t
(111)=-8.69, p=.00. The analysis indicates that
parents of divorced children reported more negative
perception about their child’s marriage (M=2.11,
SD=1.06) than parents of non-divorced children
(M=3.92, SD=.86). 

Finally, to further investigate the correlates of
parental well-being (life satisfaction, psychiatric
symptoms) three hierarchical multiple regressions
were conducted. Three covariates (parental age,
income, marital status) were entered in the first step.
Intergenerational relationships and divorce variables
were entered into the second step and the interaction

Table 3. Multivariate analysis of variance for parental well-being on child’s marital status (N=113)

Variables Divorced Group M (SD) Married Group M (SD) F (df)

Life Satisfaction 3.14 (.82) 3.08 (.93) .11 (1,111)

Psychiatric Symptoms 1.83 (.47) 1.64 (.44) 4.33 (1,111)*

Note. *p<.05, **p<.01; Multivariate F (3,109)=3.03, p=0.05, Wilks’ Lambda=.95, η
2
=.05

Table 4. Multivariate analysis of variance intergenerational relationships on adult child’s marital status (N=113)

Variables Divorced Group M (SD) Married Group M (SD) F (df)

Relationships with adult child 2.56 (.37) 2.71 (.31) 56.53 (1,111)*

Relationships with grandchildren 3.56 (.98) 3.91 (.81) 54.57 (1,111)*

Relationships with child in-law 2.18 (1.01) 3.80 (.87) 72.46 (1,111)**

Note. *p<.05, **p<.01; Multivariate F (3,109)=24.31, p=0.000, Wilks’ Lambda=.59, η
2
=.40

Table 5. Summary of Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis (N=113)

Relationship with Adult-child Relationship with Grandchildren Relationship with (Ex) Child-in-law

STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3 STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3 STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3

BETA

 Age -.08 -.08 -.09 -.08 -.04 -.04 -.08 -.10 -.14

 Income .25* .27* .28* .25** .27** .25** .25** .26** .27**

 MS -.18* -.17 -.17 -.18* -.17 -.19 -.18* -.20* -.15

 DV -.15 -.14 -.13 -.12 -.19 .09

 IR .21* .26 .20* .22* .10 .11

IR x DV .14 .12 -.38**

R² .11 .15 .16 .12 .17 .19 .11 .11 .17

∆R² .12* .05* .02 .12** .05* .01 .12** .11 .07**

∆F 7.62** 3.54** 2.25** 7.62** 3.30** 1.74** 7.62 1.05** 9.44**

df 2, 110 1, 108 1, 107 2, 110 1, 108 1, 107 2, 110 1, 108 1, 107

Note: Dependent variable=Life Satisfaction. MS=Marital Status, DV=Divorce, IR=Intergenerational Relationships. *p<.05, **P<.01.
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between of intergenerational relationships and
divorce were entered into the last step. Table 3 and 4
summarize the results of the hierarchical regression
analyses. 

Step 1 of the intergenerational relationship
model showed that parental income was a significant
predictor of psychiatric symptoms (β=.25, p<.01)
and life satisfaction (β=.25, p<.01). Also, parental
marital status was a significant predictor of life
satisfaction (β=.18, p<.05). Relationship with adult-
child and grandchildren in step 2 were significant
predictors of life satisfaction (β=.21, p<.05; β=.20, p<
.05 respectively) and psychiatric symptoms (β=.16, p
<.05; β=.20, p<.05 respectively). A significant
predictive function of the interaction between
relationships with Grandchildren and divorce was
showed in psychiatric symptoms (β=-.09, p<.05) and
life satisfaction (β=-.38, p<.01) adding 7% to the
explained variance. 

DISCUSSION

This study explored the effects of adult children’s
divorce on their parents’ well-being, intergenerational
relationships (children, in-laws, and grandchildren),
and parental perceptions of their child’s marital
experience in Korean families. The findings indicate
important differences between the parents of
divorced children and the parents of non-divorced
children on both overall well-being and interpersonal
relationships. We found that parents of divorced
children reported more psychiatric symptoms (such
as depression, anxiety, and physical illness) compared
to parents of non-divorced children. 

The findings regarding the effects of children’s
divorce on parental well-being are consistent with
previous studies conducted in the United States,
which found that parents of divorced children
reported increased disappointment, shame, sadness,
and direct feelings of ambivalence after their child’s
divorce (Pillemer & Suitor, 2002). Moreover, these
parents reported lower levels of well-being and an
increase in mental health symptoms, such as
depression, anxiety, and physical illness (Kaufman &
Uhlenberg, 1998; Johnson, 1998; Newman, 1999;

Pillemer & Suitor, 2002). Despite Korea’s
modernization and cultural change, its value system
continues to emphasize family responsibility, loyalty,
and obligation (Maehara & Takemura, 2007; Kim,
1997). Korean parents seem to form a close
psychological connection with their offspring and
have high expectations for them to succeed. Divorce
may carry a stigma for divorced children as well as
for parents. Parents may perceived themselves as
failing to raise children that follow a “normal”
marital and familial trajectory; in addition, this may
contribute to feelings of depression and anxiety.

Parents of divorced children in this study
reported lower level of intergenerational relationships
compared to parents of non-divorced children.
European researchers also examined social
consequence of divorce and found relational
difficulties between parents and their divorced
children as contacts with friends, families, and
relatives declined significantly after divorce (Kaltthijs
& Uunk, 2007). Feelings of disappointment and/or
embossment may be developed that can result in
emotional distance between parents and their adult
children if parents see an adult child’s divorce as
failure. 

The association between intergenerational
relationships and parental well-being is quite
interesting; in addition, the findings suggest that
parent-grandchild relationships are particularly
important. When parents have a good relationship
with their grandchildren, their life satisfaction tends
to be higher and mental health symptoms are less
severe for divorced and non-divorced groups, even
when taking into account the parents’ relationship
with their adult-child. This is consistent with other
studies that have shown that grandparents and
grandchildren who interact with each other often
tend to be emotionally close and have mutually
satisfying relationships (Smith & Drew, 2002).

Researchers have found that elderly parents
experience a steeper increase in depressive symptoms
when they lose contact with grandchildren due to an
adult child’s divorce or separation (Drew &
Silverstein, 2007). Others have reported that
grandparents experience negative emotional and
physical symptoms, such as intense grief, symptoms



Effects of Adult Children’s Divorce on Parental Well-being, and Intergenerational Relationships: An Exploratory Study among Korean Families 65

of posttraumatic stress disorder, mental health
problems, lower life satisfaction, and depression
when they experience a loss of contact with their
grandchildren (Drew & Smith, 1999; Kruk, 1995).
Thus, a loss of contact with grandchildren due to an
adult child’s divorce could be emotionally devastating,
particularly given the lack of control that parents
possess in remedying the situation. 

We also found an unexpected association
between parents and their relationship with their
former son in-laws or daughter in-laws. We found
an inverse relationship between the level of life
satisfaction and mental-health symptoms for parents
of divorced children and the relationship with their
former son in-law or daughter in-law. When divorce
effect was entered, parents who had poor relations
with their child’s ex-spouse experienced greater
parental well-being. Initially, we found this counter
intuitive because intergenerational relationships and
parental well-being are generally positively associated.
However, divorce is typically associated with high
levels of interpersonal conflicts and an accumulation
of stress factors such as economic difficulties, social
stigma, and feelings of personal failure (Wallerstein
& Blakeslee, 1989). Due to these negative experiences
and emotional distress, divorce often represents an
escape from a stressful situation for the couple
involved. The parents of divorced children may
experience a similar relief and may be “happy” that
the relationship ended. They may maintain “bad
feelings” for their former in-law, blaming them for
their child’s bad marriage. 

The familial relationships among Koreans might
be understood in the context of Confucianism. A
central theme of Confucianism concerns social
relationships (Yoon, 2000). Children owe strong
duties of reverence and service to their parents. In
turn, parents have duties of benevolence and
concern towards juniors and children. Although the
role of Confucianism is less evident in contemporary
Korean families, extensive filial duties toward elders
and great care towards their children are still
practiced in Korean’s daily lives (Park, 1994).
Considering the strong emphasis on familial
relationships and social harmony among Korean
families (Kim, 1995), life events that threaten this

harmony may bring distress and depressive symptoms
for the elderly (Leong, Tseng, & Wu, 1985). 

Collectively, our findings are consistent with
those of researchers in other countries. Among
Koreans, the negative effects of divorce are far
reaching. Adult children’s divorce can negatively
influence their parents’ well-being and family
relationships. We should be cautious, however, in
generalizing our findings. The sample is not
representative because the data were collected from
one specific region. Since the nature of this study is
exploratory, it is hard to actually compare the
findings of this study with results of some previous
studies. This is especially true for association with
relationships with parents. Considering the uniqueness
of Korean culture, the results of this study may differ
according to the cultural context. Continued
investigation is needed to contextualize the research
findings, since the divorced population is increasing.
Given the size of the sample, it may not be
appropriate to extend the findings from the present
study to other populations and circumstances;
therefore, larger samples from diverse settings are
suggested for future research. 

Another limitation of the survey methodology is
that surveys rely on self-reported data and may
introduce a measurement error into the data
(Singleton & Straights, 1999). In some cases,
respondents may report inaccurate information
because of poor memory or a misunderstanding of
the survey questions. In other cases, respondents
may intentionally give false responses because of a
desire to be viewed positively by an unknown
investigator or because of fear related to reporting
sensitive information. This study relied on divorcee’s
parents, which can be considered a sensitive topic in
some families; therefore, intentional inaccurate
answers may be a factor in the measurement errors.
The inclusion of multiple informants is desirable; in
addition, the inclusion of qualitative information,
based on in-depth interviews, contributes to the
picture of the well-being of parents of divorcees.

Additional measures such as the amount of time
that has elapsed since the divorce might provide
important insight into the parents’ psychological
adjustment, since time has been an important factor
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in the psychological adjustment of divorcees and
their children (Munoz-Eguileta, 2007; Stone, 2001;
Ladd & Zvonkovic, 1995). The questions about the
time of divorce were asked; however, only few of
participants answered. Religion/spiritualty should be
included because it may be an important aspect of
Korean life; however, it was not included in this
study although participants were recruited from
local churches. 

Family size can be included. For example, if an
only child got divorced, it may be suspected that the
pressure is greater on the marriage and marital
outcome of the one child and the parents’ investment
in the marriage of this child. In addition, the use of
in-depth interviews regarding the nature of parent-
child relationships and divorce experiences in
Korean society might distinguish important cultural
nuances in this type of marital transition among
various family members.
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