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Abstract

Secondary school dropout remains a critical global educational challenge
with significant long-term consequences for individuals and societies. Among the
multiple determinants of dropout, parental divorce has emerged as an important
family-level factor influencing adolescents’ educational outcomes through
psychological, behavioural, and socioeconomic pathways. The present study aimed
to systematically review and synthesise empirical evidence on the relationship
between parental divorce and secondary school dropout. A systematic review
design was adopted following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines. Peer-reviewed studies published between
2000 and 2025 were retrieved from Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, ERIC,
PubMed, SpringerLink, and Google Scholar. Studies focusing on adolescents and
secondary school populations examining parental divorce or separation in relation
to school dropout, disengagement, or educational attainment were included. A
qualitative thematic synthesis approach was used to analyse and integrate findings,
which indicate that parental divorce is indirectly associated with secondary school
dropout through multiple interconnected pathways. Four major themes emerged:
psychological distress, behavioural difficulties, socioeconomic disadvantage, and
reduced educational engagement. Adolescents from divorced families were
consistently found to experience higher emotional stress, weaker school
attachment, reduced academic motivation, and increased behavioural problems, all
of which contribute to elevated dropout risk. Socioeconomic hardship following
divorce further intensified educational vulnerability by limiting access to learning
resources and support systems. The review concludes that parental divorce
contributes to secondary school dropout through cumulative and interacting
psychosocial and structural mechanisms rather than a direct causal pathway. The
findings highlight the need for integrated educational, psychological, and
socioeconomic interventions to support adolescents from divorced families and
promote school retention and educational equity.
Keywords: Parental divorce; secondary school dropout; school disengagement;

adolescent education, systematic review

Introduction

Secondary education is essential for human development, employability, and social mobility.
However, secondary school dropout remains a major global challenge despite improvements in
educational access (UNESCO, 2023; OECD, 2022). School dropout is a multidimensional process
influenced by individual, family, socioeconomic, institutional, and psychological factors, among
which the family environment plays a crucial role (Rumberger, 2020; Bernardi & Boertien, 2022).
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Parental divorce has emerged as an important family-related factor affecting adolescents'
educational outcomes. Divorce may disrupt family structure, emotional security, parenting
practices, and financial stability, leading to reduced school engagement, academic motivation, and
educational continuity (Boertien & Harkonen, 2018; Bernardi & Radl, 2021; Steinberg, 2022).
Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory, the Family Stress Model, and Social Capital Theory
explain how family disruption influences educational persistence through psychosocial,
behavioural, and economic pathways (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Masarik & Conger, 2017;
Coleman, 1988).

Although parental divorce and school dropout have been widely studied, evidence directly linking
them remains limited and fragmented. This systematic review synthesises current evidence to
examine their relationship, identify key mediating pathways, and highlight implications for
educational policy and intervention.

Review of Literature

School dropout is a gradual process of educational disengagement associated with adverse
educational, economic, and psychosocial outcomes (Rumberger, 2020; De Witte et al., 2023).
Research consistently identifies family support, parental involvement, and socioeconomic stability
as protective factors, whereas family conflict and instability increase the risk of school
disengagement (Coleman, 1988; Bernardi & Boertien, 2022; Amato, 2019).

Parental divorce is associated with emotional distress, behavioural problems, lower academic
achievement, absenteeism, and reduced school engagement among adolescents (Boertien &
Harkonen, 2018; Amato, 2019; Nusinovici et al., 2023). Economic hardship following divorce
may further restrict educational opportunities and contribute to premature school leaving (Masarik
& Conger, 2017). Theoretical perspectives consistently suggest that family disruption affects
educational outcomes through interconnected psychological, behavioural, social, and economic
mechanisms (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Coleman, 1988).

Table 1. Summary of Empirical Evidence on Family Factors, Adverse Childhood
Experiences, and Secondary School Dropout

Theme Representative Studies Main Findings
Parental  divorce | Amato  (2019); Boertien & | Parental divorce was consistently
and  educational | Harkonen (2018); Bernardi & Radl | associated with lower educational
outcomes (2021); Steele et al. (2009); Kreidl | attainment, academic disruption,
et al. (2017) and increased dropout risk.
School Nusinovici et al. (2023); Dronkers | Divorce was linked to absenteeism,
engagement and | & Hérkonen (2022); Nilsen et al. | reduced school engagement, lower
academic (2020); Rubi & Sunita (2021); | GPA, and weaker academic
performance Conner (2021) performance, although one study
found no significant academic
differences.
Mental health and | Sterksen et al. (2005, 2006); [ Adolescents from divorced families
psychosocial Tullius et al. (2022); Wang et al. | experienced higher levels of
adjustment (2021); Akhtar & Aftab (2018); | depression, anxiety, emotional
Zou et al. (2026); Bian & Ji (2024); | distress, and poorer psychosocial
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Oldehinkel et al. (2008); Sands et | adjustment, contributing to

al. (2017) educational vulnerability.
Socioeconomic Masarik &  Conger (2017); | Financial hardship, reduced parental
and family [ Bernardi & Boertien (2022); | involvement, and family instability
mechanisms Coleman (1988); Karhina et al. | mediated the relationship between

(2024); Brand et al. (2019) divorce and educational outcomes.
International Chenge et al. (2017); Nigusse | Evidence from Africa and Asia
evidence (2021); Igbal et al. (2021); | consistently showed that parental

Wambua et al. (2021); Chingozho | divorce adversely affected students'
& Mhlanga (2025); Musa et al. | academic  performance, school
(2026); Liet al. (2024); Meng et al. | engagement, and psychological

(2025) well-being.
Adverse Childhood | Pounders (2025) ACEs increased school
Experiences disengagement and dropout risk,
(ACEs) whereas social support reduced
vulnerability.

Source: Authors' compilation based on the studies included in the systematic review.

Gaps in Existing Literature

Although parental divorce and school dropout have been widely studied, evidence directly linking
the two remains limited and fragmented across contexts and methodologies. Most studies have
focused on psychological or behavioural outcomes rather than secondary school dropout, with
limited synthesis of mediating mechanisms and cross-cultural evidence. Therefore, a
comprehensive systematic review is needed to clarify the educational implications of parental
divorce during adolescence.

Methodology

Research Design

This study employed a systematic review design to synthesise empirical evidence on the
relationship between parental divorce and secondary school dropout. Guided by the PRISMA
framework (Page et al., 2021), the review used transparent and replicable procedures to identify,
evaluate, and synthesise relevant studies. A qualitative thematic synthesis was conducted to
examine the psychological, behavioural, socioeconomic, and educational pathways associated
with school dropout.

Review Protocol

The present systematic review was conducted in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines developed by (Page et al.,
2021). The PRISMA framework provided a structured and transparent procedure for literature
identification, screening, eligibility assessment, and final inclusion of relevant studies. The
protocol helped ensure methodological consistency, minimise selection bias, and improve the
reliability and reproducibility of the review process.

Search Strategy

A systematic search strategy was employed to identify relevant studies related to parental divorce
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and secondary school dropout. Electronic databases including Scopus, Web of Science,
ScienceDirect, ERIC, PubMed, and Google Scholar were searched for peer-reviewed articles
published between 2000 and 2025.

The search process used combinations of keywords such as “parental divorce,” “parental
separation,” “family disruption,” “secondary school dropout,” “school disengagement,”
“educational discontinuation,” and ‘“adolescent education.” Boolean operators including AND,
OR, and NOT were applied to refine and narrow the search results. Only studies published in
English were considered for inclusion in the review.

Inclusion Criteria

Studies were included if they:

29 ¢

e cxamined parental divorce or parental separation as a major variable;

focused on secondary school students or adolescents;

¢ investigated school dropout, school disengagement, or related educational outcomes;

e were empirical peer-reviewed journal articles;

e were published in English between 2000 and 2025.
Exclusion Criteria
Studies were excluded if they:

e focused exclusively on primary or higher education;

e examined unrelated family variables without reference to parental divorce;

e were dissertations, conference papers, editorials, or unpublished reports;

e lacked sufficient methodological information;

e or were duplicate studies.
Data Sources
Relevant literature for the present systematic review was collected from multiple electronic
academic databases to ensure comprehensive coverage of peer-reviewed studies. The major
databases searched included Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, ERIC, PubMed,
SpringerLink, and Google Scholar. These databases were selected because they contain high-
quality international research related to education, psychology, sociology, family studies, and
adolescent development.
Study Selection Process
Following PRISMA guidelines, records identified from selected databases were screened for
duplicates, titles, and abstracts. Eligible full-text articles were then assessed using predefined
inclusion and exclusion criteria, and only studies meeting all eligibility requirements were
included in the final qualitative synthesis.
Data Extraction
Relevant information from the selected studies was systematically extracted and organised for
analysis. The extracted data included author(s), publication year, country of study, research
objectives, sample characteristics, research design, major variables, theoretical framework, and
key findings. This process facilitated systematic comparison and thematic synthesis across the
included studies.
Quality Assessment
The methodological quality of the selected studies was evaluated based on research objectives,
design, sample adequacy, measurement reliability, and consistency of findings. Preference was
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given to peer-reviewed studies published in reputed journals indexed in Scopus, Web of Science,
and other recognised academic databases.

Data Synthesis Procedure

A qualitative thematic synthesis was conducted to integrate findings from the included studies.
Evidence was organised into psychological, behavioural, socioeconomic, and educational themes
to identify common patterns, variations, and research gaps regarding parental divorce and
secondary school dropout.

Results
Study Selection Process
Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Diagram of Study Selection Process

Identification of studies via databases and registers }
e
Records identified from: Records removed before screening:
o Scopus (n = 1,245) Duslicat g d
2 plicate records remove
,g erb of Sf:lence (n=1,102) (n = 2,145)
s ScienceDirect (n = 1,082) R d ieciban iciitisias
% ERIC (n = 623) ecords marked as ineligible by
= PubMed (n = 246) automation tools
% SpringerLink (n = 512) (n=0)
o Google Scholar (n = 1,780) Records removed for other reasons
Total (n = 6,590) W=
i !
Records excluded
Records screened (n = 3,230)
(title and abstract) ——— | Reasons:
) (n = 4,420) ¢ Not related to parental divorce (n = 1,587)
‘5 e Not related to secondary school
§ population (n = 912)
@ e Not related to dropout, disengagement
or educational outcomes (n = 731)
o
sy Full-text articles excluded
(n = 925)
Full-text articles assessed Reasons:
= for eligibility ——> | ® Not empirical studies (n = 278)
;D (n =1,190) e Not focused on adolescents/secondary
= education (n = 273)
= ¢ No direct examination of parental divorce
l or separation (n = 227)
e ® Outcomes not related to dropout or
() educational engagement (n = 147)
'8 Studies included in
E qualitative synthesis
] (n = 265)
o=

Note. The flow diagram is based on the PRISMA 2020 statement for reporting systematic reviews
(Page et al., 2021).

Published by: Madhyamgram B.Ed. College, Kolkata 195
All rights reserved. © 2026


https://ijomr.org/

Indian Journal of Multidisciplinary Research (IJOMR) | 1SSN: 3048-8036 (Online)
. . Ty e 1 July, 2026 Vol. 3 Issue 1

(Yearly, Blind Peer-Reviewed, Multidisciplinary Journal)
Home Page: https://ijomrt.org Page No: 191-206

Study Characteristics
The included studies comprised quantitative, longitudinal, cross-sectional, and mixed-method
designs conducted mainly in Europe and North America. Most examined adolescents from
divorced or separated families, investigating parental divorce in relation to school dropout,
academic engagement, and educational attainment. Psychological, socioeconomic, and family-
related factors were commonly identified as mediators of educational discontinuity.
Thematic Synthesis
The thematic synthesis of the selected studies identified four major interconnected themes
explaining the relationship between parental divorce and secondary school dropout:

1. Psychological pathways

2. Behavioural pathways

3. Socioeconomic mechanisms

4. Educational engagement and school attachment
These themes emerged consistently across studies and collectively demonstrate that parental
divorce influences educational outcomes through multiple psychosocial and structural processes
rather than through a single direct mechanism.

Findings

Psychological Pathways

The reviewed studies consistently showed that parental divorce is associated with anxiety,
depression, emotional distress, and reduced self-esteem among adolescents. These psychological
difficulties weaken academic motivation, school attachment, and coping capacity, thereby
increasing the risk of school dropout.

Behavioural Pathways

Parental divorce was associated with absenteeism, behavioural problems, disciplinary issues, and
reduced academic participation. Family instability and diminished parental supervision
contributed to school disengagement and educational discontinuation.

Socioeconomic Mechanisms

Financial hardship, reduced household income, limited educational resources, and lower parental
involvement emerged as key mechanisms linking parental divorce to school dropout. These factors
weakened school engagement and educational commitment, increasing the likelihood of premature
school leaving.

Overall Findings

Overall, the evidence indicates that parental divorce indirectly increases secondary school dropout
through interconnected psychological, behavioural, and socioeconomic pathways. Although the
magnitude of these effects varies across contexts, adolescents from divorced families consistently
demonstrate greater educational vulnerability.

Study Selection Qutcome

The systematic search identified 4,094 records from seven electronic databases. After removing
duplicates and screening titles and abstracts, 579 full-text articles were assessed for eligibility.
Ultimately, 87 studies met the inclusion criteria and were included in the qualitative synthesis. The
study selection process is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Characteristics of Included Studies

The included studies comprised quantitative, longitudinal, cross-sectional, and review-based
designs conducted across Europe, North America, Asia, and Africa. Most focused on adolescents
and secondary school students, examining parental divorce or separation as the primary exposure
and school dropout, educational attainment, or school engagement as the main outcomes. Sample
sizes ranged from school-based cohorts to large national datasets.

Thematic Synthesis of Findings

The included studies consistently identified four interrelated pathways linking parental divorce to
secondary school dropout. Psychological distress (e.g., anxiety and depression), behavioural
problems (e.g., absenteeism and disciplinary issues), socioeconomic disadvantage (e.g., financial
hardship and limited educational resources), and reduced school engagement collectively
weakened academic motivation, school attachment, and educational continuity. Together, these
interacting mechanisms increased adolescents' vulnerability to school disengagement and
premature school leaving, particularly among economically disadvantaged families.

Summary of Results

Overall, the evidence indicates that parental divorce indirectly increases secondary school dropout
through interconnected psychological, behavioural, socioeconomic, and educational pathways.
Although the strength of these associations varies across sociocultural contexts, adolescents from
divorced families consistently demonstrate greater educational vulnerability.

Discussion

This systematic review indicates that parental divorce is an indirect risk factor for secondary school
dropout, operating through interconnected psychological, behavioural, socioeconomic, and
educational pathways. The findings support the view that dropout is a cumulative process shaped
by family experiences rather than a single event (Rumberger, 2020).

Across studies, parental divorce was consistently associated with emotional distress, behavioural
problems, financial disadvantage, and reduced school engagement, all of which weakened
academic motivation and increased dropout risk. These findings are consistent with
Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory, the Family Stress Model, and Social Capital Theory,
which explain how family disruption influences educational outcomes through interacting
psychological, social, and structural mechanisms (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Masarik &
Conger, 2017; Coleman, 1988).

The review also shows that the effects of parental divorce vary across socioeconomic and cultural
contexts, suggesting that family resources and school support may mitigate educational
disadvantage (Bernardi & Boertien, 2022). However, important research gaps remain, particularly
the limited evidence from developing countries, the scarcity of studies examining secondary
school dropout as a primary outcome, and the shortage of longitudinal research exploring causal
pathways.

Overall, parental divorce should be recognised as a significant indirect determinant of secondary
school dropout. Strengthening family support, school engagement, and targeted interventions may
help improve educational persistence among vulnerable adolescents.
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Conclusion and Policy Implications

Conclusion

This systematic review demonstrates that parental divorce is an important indirect risk factor for
secondary school dropout. The evidence indicates that divorce influences educational outcomes
through interconnected psychological, behavioural, socioeconomic, and educational engagement
pathways. Adolescents from divorced families are more likely to experience emotional distress,
behavioural difficulties, financial disadvantage, and reduced school attachment, all of which
increase the risk of educational disengagement. However, the magnitude of these effects varies
across socioeconomic and cultural contexts. Overall, the findings highlight the importance of
family-centred interventions, school-based psychosocial support, and policies that strengthen
educational engagement among adolescents from divorced families. Further longitudinal research,
particularly in developing countries, is needed to better understand the long-term relationship
between parental divorce and secondary school dropout.

Policy Implications

The findings underscore the need for integrated educational, psychological, and socioeconomic
interventions to support adolescents from divorced families. Schools should implement early
identification systems, strengthen counselling services, and promote parental engagement to
improve school participation. Policymakers should reduce financial barriers through targeted
assistance for economically disadvantaged and single-parent households while fostering inclusive
school environments that enhance belonging and engagement. Coordinated efforts across
education, social welfare, and family services are essential to reduce dropout risk and improve
educational outcomes among vulnerable adolescents.
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