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Chapter 17
Floor Effects or Compensation of Social 
Origin? The Relation Between Divorce 
and Children’s School Engagement 
According to Parents’ Educational Level

Nele Havermans, Gray Swicegood, and Koenraad Matthijs

Abstract This chapter uses multi-group structural equation models to investigate 
how the mediators between divorce and school engagement differ according to par-
ents’ educational level. Previous studies have failed to address which processes 
underlie this potential moderating role of parents’ educational level and have 
reported conflicting results. Based on the Leuven Adolescent and Family Study data 
(N = 7035), our results show that children with lower educated parents are more 
negatively affected by divorce than children of highly educated parents and that this 
result cannot be explained by the lower availability of family resources in the group 
of children with lowly educated parents, whereas family resources are important 
mediators for children with medium and highly educated parents. Overall, the find-
ings provide more nuanced evidence on how the experience of divorce varies 
between children of different socioeconomic backgrounds.

Keywords Divorce · Education · Social inequality · Structural equation models · 
Family relationships

17.1  Introduction

Divorce is becoming increasingly prevalent among the lower social classes in most 
Western countries and regions, including Flanders (Belgium) the focal site for this 
study (Härkönen and Dronkers 2006). Because there is a negative association 
between parental divorce and children’s educational outcomes (Amato 2010), 
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divorce can be one of the mechanisms in the intergenerational reproduction of social 
inequality: children of lower educated parents are at a higher risk of experiencing 
parental divorce which in turn may negatively affect their future educational and 
socioeconomic outcomes (McLanahan 2009; McLanahan and Percheski 2008). The 
role of divorce in intergenerational transmission of social inequality will also be 
determined by any moderating effects of parents’ socioeconomic background. 
Some studies find that the consequences of divorce are stronger for children of 
lower educated parents. This implies that divorce deepens existing social divides in 
society (McLanahan 2004). Other studies however, report that divorce affects chil-
dren of higher educated parents more than children of lower educated parents (e.g. 
Martin 2012; Bernardi and Boertien 2016). The latter findings hint that divorce may 
function as an equalizer in society.

In this study, we address how and why the relation between divorce and chil-
dren’s educational outcomes may differ according to parents’ social background. 
We investigate two core research questions: (1) does the relationship between 
divorce and children’s school engagement differ according to parents’ educational 
level; and (2) what factors might explain variation in the relationship between 
divorce and children’s school engagement according to parents’ educational level? 
These research questions are investigated on cross-sectional data of the Leuven 
Adolescent and Family Study data (N = 7035).

This study contributes to the research literature in three ways. First of all, it 
explicitly examines processes that explain why divorce may affect children with a 
certain socioeconomic background more than others. To our knowledge, Martin 
(2012), Augustine (2014), and Bernardi and Boertien (2016) are the only (pub-
lished) studies which investigate these processes. Their findings show that espe-
cially income and parenting characteristics explain heterogeneity in the divorce 
effect between children of different socioeconomic backgrounds. Second, we focus 
on the outcome variable school engagement. This important outcome has not yet 
been studied with respect to the moderating role of parents’ educational level, as 
most studies focus on some variant of academic achievement (Bernardi and Radl 
2014; Martin 2012). Third, this is the first study that uses multi-group structural 
equation models to investigate how the mediators of the relation between divorce 
and child outcomes differ between certain socioeconomic groups. Multi-group 
structural equation models have the advantage that they are more parsimonious than 
models with a large number of interaction effects.

17.2  Literature Review

School engagement is the core dependent variable in this study. This non-cognitive 
educational outcome has received much research attention recently. Studies have 
shown that school engagement is linked to a number of educational outcomes, such 
as school attendance, academic achievement, educational aspirations, and enroll-
ment in higher education (Fredricks et  al. 2004). School engagement is usually 
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defined as a multidimensional concept, consisting of emotional, behavioral and cog-
nitive engagement. Emotional engagement refers to children’s affective reactions to 
class and school in general. Behavioral school engagement relates to conduct in 
school, involvement in learning and academic tasks, and participation in school- 
related activities. Cognitive engagement refers to investments in learning and self- 
regulation (Fredricks et al. 2004). School engagement is a malleable characteristic 
that results from the interaction between individual and context, such as the family, 
school and peers. The correlates of school engagement are very similar to those of 
academic achievement (Fredricks et al. 2004). In this study, we focus on the impact 
of the family context, and more specifically the impact of divorce and family 
resources, on school engagement.

Children with divorced parents tend to have lower school engagement than chil-
dren with continuously married parents (Havermans et al. 2014). In the following, 
we discuss three factors that underpin this relationship. First, there is the direct 
psychological impact when children experience family dissolution. The departure of 
one parent from the household can be painful and stressful for children. They may 
experience feelings of loss, anger and rejection after the initial separation (Kelly and 
Emery 2003). This can interfere with children’s engagement and achievement in 
school. Second, the lower availability of financial and social family resources (i.e. 
quality of family relations) after family dissolution is posited as a strong mediator in 
the relation between parental divorce and the educational outcomes of children (Sun 
and Li 2011). Children with divorced parents tend to have fewer financial resources 
available to them than children with married parents, because the departure of a par-
ent often decreases the total household income. This can interfere with the learning 
activities of children in a number of ways: (1) there is less money to invest in chil-
dren’s educational career (e.g. school, books) (Brooks- Gunn et al. 1995); ( 2) eco-
nomic deprivation can lower parents’ and children’s educational expectations which 
can lead to lower school engagement (Astone and Mclanahan 1991); and (3) eco-
nomic deprivation is often associated with a lower quality of the parent-child rela-
tionship and more parental conflict (Conger et  al. 2010). In addition to financial 
resources, the availability of social resources in families with divorced parents tends 
to be lower. Children with divorced parents have on average less contact with their 
parents than children with married parents (Amato 2010). Moreover, the strength of 
the parent-child relationship may also be lower for children with divorced parents 
(Havermans et al. 2014). Additionally, conflicts between parents do not always end 
after a divorce (Musick and Meier 2010). Parental conflict is related to lower paren-
tal involvement, less effective parenting, and a poorer parent-child relationship. 
These can lower children’s academic success and engagement in school (King and 
Sobolewski 2006; Murray 2009). The third, final factor that underpins the relation 
between divorce and children’s school engagement is selectivity. Certain inherent 
characteristics of parents or children may be direct causes of dysfunctional family 
patterns and divorce, and of lower school engagement (Sigle-Rushton et al. 2014). 
Parents’ educational level (and factors associated with this) is often mentioned as a 
potential selection mechanism, because it is related to both the risk of parental 
divorce and children’s school engagement (McLanahan and Percheski 2008). As the 
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educational gradient of divorce becomes more negative in most western countries, 
children of lower educated  parents are becoming more likely to live in a non-intact 
family (Härkönen and Dronkers 2006). Children of lower educated parents tend to 
have lower academic achievement and school engagement than children of higher 
educated parents (Astone and Mclanahan 1991).

In addition to the evidence that children with divorced parents have more nega-
tive educational outcomes than children with continuously married parents, recent 
studies have investigated whether this relation differs according to parents’ educa-
tional level. Some studies report that especially children of lower educated parents 
are negatively affected by divorce (Albertini and Dronkers 2009; McLanahan 2004). 
This is explained by the ‘social origin compensatory hypothesis’ (Bernardi and 
Radl 2014). Socioeconomic deprivation tends to be stronger among lower educated 
divorced parents, as lower educated parents have fewer opportunities on the labor 
market, obtain a lower income and live in lower-quality housing (McLanahan 2004; 
Musick and Mare 2004; Bernardi and Boertien 2016). Furthermore, lower educated 
parents have on average less interpersonal skills, time and other resources to help 
children cope with divorce-related changes, and to maintain a quality parent-child 
relationship after divorce (Augustine 2014; Cooper et al. 2009; Mandemakers et al. 
2010; McLanahan 2004). Higher educated parents can buffer their children from 
such negative consequences of divorce. Their high educational level helps them to 
minimize the loss of financial resources after divorce and their higher interpersonal 
skills can help them to support children and maintain a good relationship with them.

Conversely, other studies report that negative consequences of divorce are stron-
ger for children whose parents have a high socioeconomic background and thus 
diminishes inequalities between children (Fischer 2007; Martin 2012). This is 
explained by the ‘floor effect hypothesis’ (Bernardi and Radl 2014): children of 
lower educated parents are less affected by divorce as they already start with lower 
levels of academic achievement, parent involvement and financial resources. 
Children of higher educated parents are expected to experience a reduction in time 
and money parents can invest in them (Bernardi and Radl 2014) and a decrease in 
their parents’ educational expectations after divorce (Martin 2012). A divorce can 
thus interfere with the competitive advantage children of higher educated parents 
have in the educational system (Bernardi and Radl 2014).

The extant literature is somewhat inconclusive, with some studies supporting the 
‘floor effect hypothesis’ and other studies supporting the ‘social origin compensa-
tory hypothesis’. These mixed results could be explained by the research context and 
the operationalization of parental socioeconomic background. First, the context of 
the study can influence research findings. Bernardi and Radl (2014) have shown that 
in countries with an early selection into educational tracks (such as Belgium) the 
divorce effect is stronger for children of lower educated parents, whereas in coun-
tries with a different educational system, children of higher educated parents are 
more affected by divorce. However these authors do not formulate an explanation for 
how the educational system might influence the moderating role of parents’ socio-
economic background. Second, the operationalization of parents’ socioeconomic 
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background can also influence research findings (Bernardi and Boertien 2017). 
Fischer (2007) found that the moderating effects of maternal and paternal educa-
tional level diverge when simultaneously included in the analytical model. A high 
level of maternal resources is related to a weaker divorce effect because these mater-
nal resources protect children from the negative consequences of divorce (‘social 
origin compensatory hypothesis’). Conversely, a high level of paternal resources is 
related to a stronger divorce effect because the resources that are ‘lost’ after divorce 
are often the resources of the father (‘floor effect hypothesis’). These findings need 
to be approached with caution, because high multicollinearity in models that include 
maternal and paternal educational levels work against definitive results (Grätz 2015). 
Furthermore, it should be taken into account that children in shared residence 
arrangements have access to both maternal and paternal resources.

This study investigates how and why the relation between divorce and children’s 
educational outcomes can differ according to parents’ social background. Based on 
the literature review, we test two competing hypotheses: the social origin compensa-
tory hypothesis and the floor effect hypotheses. Following the social origin compen-
satory effect hypothesis (H1), we expect that the relation between divorce and 
school engagement is more negative for children of lowly educated parents (H1a) 
and that this can be explained by the stronger negative relation between divorce and 
the availability of financial and social family resources for children of lowly edu-
cated parents (H1b). The floor effect hypothesis (H2) claims that the relation 
between divorce and school engagement is more negative for children of highly 
educated parents (H2a) and that this can be explained by the stronger negative rela-
tion between divorce and the availability of financial and social family resources for 
children of highly educated parents (H2b).

17.3  Data and Methods

17.3.1  Leuven Adolescent and Family Study 2008–2012

The data for our analysis are from the first four rounds of the Leuven Adolescent 
and Family Study (LAFS) 2008–2012. LAFS is a repeated cross-sectional study, 
collected in yearly rounds since 2008 in Flanders, the Northern part of Belgium, by 
the Family and Population Studies research team of the University of Leuven (www.
soc.kuleuven.be/lago). The LAFS sampling strategy has two stages (Vanassche 
et al. 2012). First, secondary schools are selected by a purposive, disproportional 
stratified sampling technique to increase the response rate at the school level. 
Second, classes of pupils in the selected schools are surveyed. The distribution of 
sex (male/female), year (first to seventh year) and educational track (academic 
track, technical track, vocational track) strongly resembles the total school popula-
tion in Flanders (Vanassche et  al. 2012). In total, 7035 pupils between 11 and 
19 years old in 44 secondary schools are surveyed.
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17.3.2  Variables

17.3.2.1  Dependent Variable: School Engagement

The school engagement scale consists of 12 items that are measured on a 5-point 
scale (Brutsaert 1993). Children were asked to what degree they agreed with state-
ments regarding their behavioral, emotional and cognitive engagement with school. 
Behavioral engagement is measured with items such as making the effort to com-
plete homework and being persistent and eager to learn. Emotional items are linked 
to their feelings about school, such as showing interest or disinterest in school and 
being focused or distracted in class. Cognitive items tap the psychological invest-
ment in learning, such as looking up additional information on subject material. 
Because there is a considerable conceptual overlap between the three dimensions, 
an operationalization into separate scales is complicated. Consequently, most stud-
ies use a single general scale of school engagement (without distinguishing between 
the dimensions), or examine only one or two dimensions (often emotional and 
behavioral engagement) (Fredricks et al. 2004). In the operationalization of school 
engagement, we also integrate the three dimensions in one multidimensional con-
cept of school engagement.

17.3.2.2  Grouping Variable: Parents’ Educational Level

We did not include both mother’s and father’s educational level in the models for 
two reasons. Firstly, these two variables are highly correlated (78% of children have 
parents with the same educational level). Secondly, we want to take the residential 
arrangement of the child into account, because this influences the access to parental 
resources after divorce. If parents are still together, we take the highest educational 
level of both parents into consideration (Buis 2013). In case of divorce and sole 
custody, the educational level of the residential parent is considered. In case of a 
divorce and joint custody, the highest educational level of both parents is consid-
ered. The variable measuring parents’ educational level consists of three categories: 
low educational level (<ISCED 3; 4%), medium (ISCED 3–4; 27%), and high 
(>ISCED 4; 59%). Bivariate analyses clearly show that parents’ educational level is 
related to the incidence of parental divorce. Children with a lowly or medium edu-
cated parent are more likely to live in a non-intact family than children with a highly 
educated parent: 42% of children with lowly educated parents have divorced par-
ents, compared to 33% of children with medium educated parents and 21% of chil-
dren with highly educated parents (χ2 = 133.377 df = 2, p = 0.000).1

1 We did robustness tests with other specifications of educational level (mean educational level, 
lowest educational level). They all produced similar findings.
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17.3.2.3  Independent Variables: Family Resources and Divorce

Financial family resources are measured by the frequency of financial problems 
within the family. This frequency is indicated on a four-point scale: 1  =  never; 
2 = seldom; 3 = sometimes; and 4 = regularly. For children with divorced parents, 
this question is asked in relation to both the mother and the father. The financial situ-
ation of the mother is used in the analyses when children are in her custody. The 
financial situation of the father is used when children are in his custody. The mean 
financial situation of both parents is considered for children in joint custody. The 
average score on the financial situation variable is 1.70.

Social family resources are measured via three indicators: the quality of the rela-
tionship between children and their mother; the quality of the relationship between 
children and their father; and parental conflict at the moment of the interview. The 
quality of the relationship between children and their parents is measured by the 
Network Relationships Inventory scale of eighteen items (Furman and Buhrmester 
1985). Parental conflict is measured via the Conflict Awareness Scale (Grych and 
Fincham 1993) which measures the intensity of parental conflict at the time of the 
interview.

The marital status of children’s parents is coded as a set of dummy variables. 
Children are asked whether their parents are (1) married and cohabiting; (2) cohab-
iting, but not married; (3) divorced after marriage; (4) separated after cohabitation; 
(5) married, but not cohabiting; (6) single, never cohabited. Children with at least 
one deceased parent (1.7%) are excluded from the analyses. Only a very small pro-
portion of children have parents who are cohabiting without marriage (1.7%) or 
who have separated after cohabitation (3.6%). Given that the consequences of a 
separation after cohabitation are very similar for children to those of a divorce in 
Europe (Amato 2004), we make no distinction between children with cohabiting 
parents and children with married parents, and between children with divorced par-
ents and children with separated parents. Children whose parents are divorced, 
separated, single or not cohabiting are coded one on the dummy variable ‘parental 
divorce’. The other categories are coded zero. One quarter of the children (26.5%) 
experienced a parental divorce. This proportion corresponds to official estimates of 
the proportion of Flemish children experiencing parental divorce (Lodewijckx 
2005). Other divorce-related characteristics, such as time since divorce, stepfamily 
formation or custody arrangements, are not included in the analyses, because they 
can only be measured for children with divorced parents and would therefore con-
found with the divorce “effect” in the analyses.

17.3.2.4  Control Variables

We include sex, age, educational track, and Belgian nationality as control variables. 
For sex, girls are coded 1 and boys 0.54% of the respondents in the research sample 
are girls. Age is included as a continuous variable centered on its mean of 15. We 
control for educational track by including a dummy variable measuring whether the 
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child follows the academic track in school (57%) or the technical/arts/vocational 
track (43%). The academic track is aimed at academically oriented pupils and pre-
pares them for participation in higher education. Most children start in this track and 
are directed to the technical or vocational track when they do not reach certain 
academic standards. The final control variable is Belgian nationality, as a proxy of 
the migration background of children. This is measured by a dummy variable 
(0 = no, 1 = yes). 8% of the pupils in the sample have a non-Belgian nationality. 
These children are mostly first-generation immigrants, as second-generation immi-
grant children often have the Belgian nationality. A table with descriptive values for 
the dependent, independent and control variables is available on request with the 
authors.

17.3.3  Multi-Group Structural Equation Models

Multi-group structural equation models are performed on the LAFS data. Maximum 
likelihood estimators with robust standard errors are used to correct for the cluster-
ing of the respondents in schools. The estimators use full information maximum 
likelihood estimation to deal with missing value. The models are constructed in two 
steps. First, multi-group confirmatory factor analyses are conducted to specify the 
measurement of the latent concepts (school engagement, mother-child relationship, 
father-child relationship, parental conflict) across the three groups. The factor struc-
ture, factor loadings and item intercepts are constrained to be equal across the three 
groups of children. This ‘scalar equivalent’ model implies that mean differences of 
latent concepts are the result of substantial differences between groups, and not of 
different interpretations of the questions or different response styles (Raju et  al. 
2002). The unstandardized factor loadings (>.40) and fit indices of the null model 
are available on request with the authors. The fit indices of the scalar equivalent 
model (CFI = 0.919; TLI = 0.917; RMSEA = 0.051; SRMR = 0.052) show that this 
model fits the data sufficiently. In a second step, the relations between the latent and 
observed variables are included into the model. The analytical model is presented in 
Fig 17.1. We specify an indirect path via the financial and social family resources. 
Also, a path between financial resources and social resources is included, because 
families with high financial means generally have less parental conflict and better 
parent-child relationships (Conger et al. 2010). Furthermore, the model includes a 
direct path between divorce and children’s school engagement. This estimate should 
pick up the direct psychological impact of divorce, as well as the indirect relation-
ship via omitted mediators and the spurious association due to selectivity. The con-
trol variables are also included in the model. Because we expect these relations to 
differ between the groups, we do not constrain the structural effects to be equal 
across groups. We execute Wald chi-square tests to examine whether effect sizes are 
significantly different between groups. We report this in the results section, the Wald 
chi square test values for all parameter estimates are available on request.
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Fig 17.1 Analytical model of the multi-group structural equation model

17.4  Results

In the group of children with the least educated parents, parental divorce has a nega-
tive direct relationship with children’s school engagement (Tables 17.1 and 17.2). A 
good mother-child relationship is related to more engagement in school. Educational 
track is the only control variable that is significantly related to school engagement 
in this group: children in the technical track are less engaged in school than children 
in the academic track. With regard to the mediating variables, the results show that 
parental divorce is associated with a lower quality of the mother-child and father- 
child relationship and more financial problems. Financial problems are in turn 
related to more parental conflict in this group (Table 17.2). There is a small indirect 
association between divorce and school engagement via a poorer mother-child rela-
tionship, but the total indirect effect is not significant (Table 17.1).

For children with medium educated parents, school engagement is positively 
associated with the quality of the mother-child and father-child relationship. Girls 
with medium educated parents have higher levels of school engagement than boys. 
Furthermore, children in the technical track are less engaged than children in the 
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Table 17.1 Unstandardized estimates and standard errors for direct and indirect effects of parental 
divorce on school engagement in multi-group structural equation model

Low educational 
level

Medium 
educational level

High educational 
level

Est.(S.E.) Est.(S.E.) Est.(S.E.)

Indirect effects of parental divorcea on school engagement via
Relation with mother −0.052 (0.024)∗ −0.020 (0.007)∗∗ −0.010 (0.007)
Relation with father 0.033 (0.036) −0.038 (0.014)∗∗ −0.031 (0.007)∗∗∗
Parental conflict 0.008 (0.011) −0.009 (0.005) −0.008 (0.004)
Financial problems −0.017 (0.015) −0.003 (0.009) 0.015 (0.009)
Financial problems and 
relation with mother

−0.001 (0.003) −0.008 (0.003)∗∗ −0.011 (0.002)∗∗∗

Financial problems and 
relation with father

0.002 (0.003) −0.007 (0.002)∗∗ −0.006 (0.002)∗∗∗

Financial problems and 
parental conflict

0.007 (0.005) −0.006 (0.004) −0.008 (0.003)∗∗

Total of indirect effects −0.019 (0.057) −0.091 (0.019)∗∗∗ −0.058 (0.013)∗∗∗
Direct effect of parental 
divorce on school engagement

−0.304 (0.099)∗∗ −0.029 (0.035) −0.025 (0.027)

Notes: N = 7035. ∗p ≤ 0.05; ∗∗p ≤ 0.01; ∗∗∗p ≤ 0.001
Source: LAFS 2008–2012
aParental divorce: 0 = no, 1 = yes. CFI = 0.88; TLI = 0.87; RMSEA = 0.05

academic track in this group. Children with the Belgian nationality have lower 
school engagement than children with a non-Belgian nationality. This is in line with 
previous studies that have reported that first-generation immigrant children are 
more engaged in school than native children or later-generation immigrant children 
(e.g. Motti-Stefanidi and Masten 2013). With regard to the mediating variables, a 
parental divorce and financial problems both decrease the quality of the mother- 
child and father-child relationship, and they are associated with an increased fre-
quency of parental conflict. Financial problems are higher in non-intact families 
(Table 17.2). The total indirect relation between divorce and school engagement is 
significant in this group, and it operates via poorer father-child and mother-child 
relationships, the indirect link between financial problems and parental conflict, and 
between financial problems and the parent-child relationship variables (Table 17.1).

In the group of highly educated parents, school engagement is positively related 
to the mother-child and father-child relationship. Girls with highly educated parents 
have more school engagement than boys with highly educated parents. Pupils in the 
academic track are also more engaged in school than pupils in the technical and 
vocational track. Finally, children with a non-Belgian nationality report more school 
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Table 17.2 Unstandardized estimates and standard errors for multi-group structural equation 
model

Low educational 
level

Medium 
educational level

High educational 
level

Significant  
differences  
between groups?Est. (S.E.) Est. (S.E.) Est. (S.E.)

Dependent variable: school engagement
Parental 
divorcea

−0.304 (0.099)∗∗ −0.029 (0.035) −0.025 (0.027) Yes, between 
low-high°

Financial 
problems

−0.051 (0.043) −0.008 (0.021) 0.029 (0.018) Yes, between 
three groups∗

Relation 
with mother

0.141 (0.054)∗∗ 0.153 (0.025)∗∗∗ 0.194 (0.022)∗∗∗ No

Relation 
with father

−0.055 (0.057) 0.070 (0.023)∗∗ 0.079 (0.017)∗∗∗ No

Parental 
conflict

0.080 (0.052) −0.054 (0.033)° −0.065 (0.025)∗∗ Yes, between 
low-medium°

Ageb −0.024 (0.018) −0.012 (0.011) −0.008 (0.007) No
Sexc 0.112 (0.078) 0.161 (0.039)∗∗∗ 0.129 (0.022)∗∗∗ No
Educational 
trackd

No

  Technical −0.328 (0.105)∗∗∗ −0.157 (0.057)∗∗ −0.126 (0.037)∗∗∗
  Vocational −0.058 (0.100) −0.070 (0.061) −0.116 (0.042)∗∗
Belgian 
nationalitye

−0.065 (0.169) −0.179 (0.070)∗ −0.167 (0.042)∗∗∗ No

Dependent variable: financial problems
Parental 
divorcea

0.337 (0.090)∗∗∗ 0.439 (0.050)∗∗∗ 0.508 (0.043)∗∗∗ Yes, between 
low-high°

Dependent variable: relation with mother
Parental 
divorcea

−0.367 (0.108)∗∗∗ −0.132 (0.052)∗∗ −0.050 (0.039) Yes, between 
medium-high°

Financial 
problems

−0.024 (0.069) −0.119 (0.027)∗∗∗ −0.108 (0.017)∗∗∗ No

Dependent variable: relation with father
Parental 
divorcea

−0.610 (0.119)∗∗∗ −0.542 (0.072)∗∗∗ −0.388 (0.047)∗∗∗ Yes, between 
three groups∗∗

Financial 
problems

0.270 (0.082) −0.216 (0.021)∗∗∗ −0.147 (0.019)∗∗∗ No

(continued)
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Table 17.2 (continued)

Low educational 
level

Medium 
educational level

High educational 
level

Significant  
differences  
between groups?Est. (S.E.) Est. (S.E.) Est. (S.E.)

Dependent variable: parental conflict
Parental 
divorcea

0.096 (0.138) 0.172 (0.052)∗∗∗ 0.120 (0.046)∗∗ No

Financial 
problems

0.270 (0.082)∗∗∗ 0.261 (0.030)∗∗∗ 0.245 (0.023)∗∗∗ No

Source: LAFS 2008–2012
Notes: N = 7035. °p < 0.10; ∗p ≤  0.05; ∗∗p ≤  0.01; ∗∗∗p ≤  0.001. CFI = 0.88; TLI = 0.87; 
RMSEA = 0.05. Dependent variable of the equation is presented in italics
aParental divorce: 0 = no, 1 = yes
bAge is centered around mean of 15
cSex: 0 = boy, 1 = girl
dEducational track: reference group is academic track
eBelgian nationality: 0 = no, 1 = yes

engagement than Belgian children. Regarding the mediators in the model, parental 
divorce is related to more financial problems and parental conflict, and with a lower 
quality of the father-child relationship. Financial problems have a negative relation 
with the mother-child and father-child relationship and a positive relation with the 
frequency of parental conflict (Table 17.2). The total indirect connection between 
divorce and school engagement is significantly negative in this group. It is mediated 
via the father-child relationship and the indirect effects of financial problems on the 
parent-child relationship and parental conflict (Table 17.1).

Overall, these findings suggest that the pathways of divorce differ according to 
parents’ educational level. The availability of resources after divorce explains the 
relation between divorce and children’s school engagement more in the groups of 
children with medium and highly educated parents, than in the group of children 
with lowly educated parents. Three findings support the ‘floor effect hypothesis’ 
(H1) that claims that the relation between divorce and the availability of resources 
is stronger for children with higher educated parents. First, the relation between 
divorce and financial resources is stronger for children of highly educated parents 
than for children of lowly educated parents. Second, financial problems are signifi-
cantly related to the quality of the mother-child and father-child relationship for 
children with medium and highly educated parents, but less so for children of lowly 
educated parents. Third, there is no significant indirect path in the group of children 
with lowly educated parents via the lower availability of family resources. 
Conversely, the finding that highly educated parents are better at protecting the 
father-child relationship from the negative consequences of parental divorce than 
medium educated parents, supports the ‘social origin compensatory hypothesis’ 
(H2) which claims that higher educated parents have more resources after divorce 
than lower educated parents.

N. Havermans et al.



367

17.5  Conclusion

In this study, we aimed to determine how and why the relation between divorce and 
children’s school engagement differs according to parents’ educational level. A first 
important finding of this study is that the relation between divorce and school 
engagement is significantly more negative for children of lowly educated parents 
than for children of higher educated parents. This finding is in line with the social 
origin compensatory hypothesis (H1a) and supports the idea that divorce is related 
to ‘diverging destinies’ of children: children of lowly educated mothers and fathers 
have a higher risk of experiencing a parental divorce and they experience more 
negative outcomes after divorce than children of highly educated parents 
(McLanahan 2004). Our results appear to contradict those studies that report a 
stronger divorce effect for children of higher educated parents (e.g. Bernardi and 
Radl 2014; Martin 2012). This may be a function of the research context. Flanders 
(Belgium) has a stratified educational system with an early selection into educa-
tional tracks. Bernardi and Radl (2014) demonstrated that in such a system the edu-
cational outcomes after divorce for children of lower educated parents are more 
negative than for children of higher educated parents. Another explanation may be 
found in the operationalization of parents’ educational level: we have chosen to 
focus on the highest educational level of the residential parent, and not on the edu-
cational level of mother and/or father. Boertien and Bernardi (2017) have shown 
that the operationalization of socioeconomic background (mother or father) has a 
strong impact on the research findings regarding the heterogeneity of the divorce 
effect.

The multi-group structural equation models presented above provide insights 
into the group-specific processes linking divorce and school engagement. Given that 
we found that the association between divorce and school engagement is stronger 
for children of lowly educated parents, we expected that the availability of resources 
is a particular important mediator for this group (H1b). This hypothesis is supported 
by the results for the father-child relationship: highly educated parents are more 
successful in buffering the potential negative consequences of divorce in this 
domain. Conversely, three findings support the alternative ‘floor effect hypothesis’ 
(H2b): the effect size of divorce on financial problems is considerably stronger for 
children of medium and highly educated parents than for children with lowly edu-
cated parents; the relation between financial problems and the parent-child relation-
ship variables is only significant for children with medium and highly educated 
parents; and the indirect relation of divorce on school engagement via family 
resources is not significant for children with lowly educated parents.

Overall, the research findings show that the availability of resources is an impor-
tant determinant of school engagement of children in non-intact families with 
medium and higher educated parents. For children with lowly educated parents, we 
find that the association between divorce and school engagement cannot be explained 
by the lower resources availability as for children with medium and highly educated 
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parents. Other mechanisms that may account for this relation in the group of chil-
dren with lowly educated parents, include a direct psychological effect, the opera-
tion of other mediators or selectivity. First of all, the direct psychological effect of 
divorce may be stronger for children of lower educated parents. Children from a low 
socioeconomic background tend to interpret stressful situations, such as parental 
divorce, more often as threatening than do children of a higher socioeconomic back-
ground (Chen et al. 2004). Secondly, other mediating factors may be more suitable 
for explaining the divorce effect in this group. For instance, custody arrangements, 
stepfamily formation and family instability after divorce are in general more prob-
lematic for children of lower educated parents (McLanahan 2009; Sodermans et al. 
2013). These factors are not included in the analyses, as they can only be measured 
for children with divorced parents and would therefore confound with the divorce 
effect. Also, parents’ social network may explain why the negative relation between 
divorce and school engagement is stronger for children of lower educated parents; 
higher educated parents tend to have a larger social network to draw upon when 
confronting problems associated with divorce (Augustine 2014). Thirdly, selectivity 
may also underlie the direct effect of divorce for children of lowly educated parents. 
There may be some confounding selection factors that are related to both parents’ 
educational level, divorce risk and children’s educational outcomes, such as the 
parents’ physical and psychological health (Sigle-Rushton et al. 2014). Exploring 
these mechanisms specifically for children with lowly educated parents can be a 
fruitful direction for future research, especially in the development of policy 
recommendations.

The generalizability of the findings is subject to some limitations. First of all, we 
use cross-sectional data making it more difficult to draw causal inferences. For 
instance, information on family resources is only available at the time of the inter-
view, and there is no information on the loss of resources during the divorce process. 
Longitudinal data could ameliorate this limitation. Second, our data do not include 
an indicator of children’s school performance, a more cognitive dimension of edu-
cational outcomes. Nevertheless, we would expect similar findings, as school 
engagement is strongly correlated to academic achievement.

The findings of this study have some implications for policymakers. First of all, 
policy interventions should take children’s socioeconomic background into account: 
children from different socio-economic positions might have been different needs in 
terms of the implications of parental separation on their school engagement. Second, 
we found that family relationships are important mediators of the relation between 
divorce and children’s school engagement in all socioeconomic groups. Improving 
family relationships after divorce can therefore help children to adjust to their new 
family structure, regardless of their socioeconomic background.
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