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The Contribution of Divorce to Parental-Self Efficacy and 
Perception of Parenting among Divorced Parents: A 
Qualitative Study
Ramone Rix a, Jenny Rosea, and Nicolette Romanb

aDepartment of Psychology, University of the Western Cape, Bellville, Cape Town 7353, South Africa; 
bCentre for Interdisciplinary Studies of Children, Families and Society, University of the Western Cape, 
Bellville, Cape Town 7353, South Africa

ABSTRACT
The study explores the contribution that divorce has on parents’ 
parental self-efficacy. Divorce and self-efficacy of the are areas 
that have been extensively studied in recent decades. Going 
through a divorce has an effect on how parents parent their 
children, which in turn has an effect on the behavioral, emo-
tional, social and academic outcomes of the child. Divorce is 
considered a significant factor in determining emotional and 
social problems that children begin to exhibit. However, limited 
research has been conducted on the relationship between 
divorce and parental self-efficacy and exploring the perceptions 
of parenting among divorced parents in South Africa. This study 
used qualitative interviews to explore the impact of divorce on 
parental self-efficacy and perceptions of parenting among ten 
divorced parents from working to middle class community in 
Cape Town, South Africa. The interviews were analyzed by 
making use of thematic analysis. Although participants experi-
enced an initial period of elevated emotional distress and feel-
ing overwhelmed at becoming a single parent, their confidence 
in their parenting increased over time as they began to adjust to 
their new lives and received adequate and regular support. This 
was accomplished through various techniques and coping 
mechanisms employed by the participants, and with their social 
support structure playing a significant role in contributing to 
their parental self-efficacy. These results suggest that even 
though newly divorced parents feel initially overwhelmed and 
emotionally distressed in the initial stages, if they are given 
sufficient support and time to stabilize while integrating in to 
their new lives, their parent self-efficacy increases and they are 
more confident in their parenting abilities.
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Introduction

Self-efficacy can be defined as an individual’s perception or belief in their 
ability to successfully carry out a certain task or course of action. It is not the 
person’s ability to perform this task, but rather how they feel about how they 
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will perform the task (Sanders & Woolley, 2004). Parental self-efficacy refers to 
a parent’s perception of their parenting capabilities. It does not refer to how 
well they do as a parent, but rather to how they perceive how well they will be 
able to do as a parent. This perception (or their parental self-efficacy) then 
influences their actual parenting practices and thus the outcomes of their 
parenting (Leahy-Warren et al., 2012). One significant factor influencing 
parenting practices is divorce. Many of the negative effects caused by divorce 
also have an effect on parental-self efficacy, such as depression, anxiety and 
stress (Finlayson et al., 2007; Leahy-Warren et al., 2012; Zill et al., 1993). Low 
levels of parental self-efficacy may contribute to the children exhibiting the 
negative consequences associated with divorce. Most of the research that has 
been conducted has looked at either divorce on its own (Fincham & Beach, 
1999; Froman & Owen, 1990; Hall Moran et al., 2006; Reece, 1992; Wilkins, 
2006) or parental self-efficacy on its own (Hurre et al., 2006; Wade & Cairney, 
2000). Limiting what can be known about the interaction between divorce and 
parental self-efficacy. This article reports on a study conducted to explore the 
contribution of divorce to parental self-efficacy by interviewing 10 parents that 
have been through divorce. The data was analyzed by means of a thematic 
analysis in order to astatine which themes and factors influenced the partici-
pants parental-self efficacy the most.

Parental self-efficacy

Parental self-efficacy refers to parents’ perceptions of their parenting capabil-
ities. It does not refer to how well they do as a parent, but rather to how they 
perceive how well they will be able to do as a parent. Parental self-efficacy 
developed from Bandura’s concept of self-efficacy, which he believed influ-
enced three areas: initiation of coping behavior, expended effort, and duration 
that this effort will be expended in the face of problems and adversity 
(Bandura, 1977). Applying this to parenting, it can be deduced that parents 
with high self-efficacy and those with low self-efficacy will act and react 
differently to the responsibilities and challenges of raising their children. 
Therefore, how a parent sees themselves as a parent, i.e., their parental self- 
efficacy is an important factor in how they will parent their children. Parental 
self-efficacy has further been found to affect various other factors within the 
parent-child relationship (Sanders & Woolley, 2004), for example, the quality 
of care provided to the child, quality of the mother-child interactions as well as 
warmth and responsiveness from the parent to the child.

Several factors influence a parent’s self-efficacy, such as maternal ages, 
number of children, depression, fear and one’s self-esteem and confidence. 
It has also been found that mothers tend to peak in their levels of self- 
efficacy earlier than fathers and that in general maternal parental self- 
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efficacy tends to improve over time. This is positively linked to parenting 
competence and reduces levels of depression (Froman & Owen, 1990; Hall 
Moran et al., 2006; Reece, 1992; Wilkins, 2006). Further studies have 
shown that parental self-efficacy affects the quality of parenting that is 
delivered. High self-efficacy was shown to be related to increased quality 
of mother-toddler interactions, sensitivity, warmth and responsiveness 
The converse has also been found to be true of parenting quality in that 
parents with low self-efficacy tend to use coercive discipline more as well 
as discipline practices that are overly harsh, dismissive, too permissive, 
inconsistent and even abusive (Arnold et al., 1993; Feehan et al., 1991; 
Holmbeck et al., 1995; Lamborn et al., 1991; Murdock, 2013; Pettit & 
Bates, 1989; Stifter & Bono, 1998; Teti & Gelfand, 1991; Tucker et al., 
1998; Leahy-Warren et al., 2012).

Divorce

Gigy and Kelly (2008) have identified that some of the main reasons that 
couples divorce is having emotional needs unmet, a high degree of 
(unhealthy) conflict within the marriage, financial stress and strain as 
well as boredom inside the marriage. In a longitudinal study conducted 
by Zill et al. (1993), it was found that among young adults from divorced 
families, 65% of them had an unhealthy relationship with their fathers and 
30% with their mothers, 25% had dropped out of high school, while 40% 
of them had received some form of psychological help. Even after a 
control for demographic and socio-economic differences was conducted, 
youths from divorced families were still twice as likely to exhibit psycho-
logical and developmental problems. Further studies have suggested that 
there is a relationship between divorce and children having depression, 
low academic and educational achievement, high risk behaviors at an early 
age, and an increased risk for attempting suicide (Amato, 2001; Amato & 
Keith, 1991; Chase-Lansdale et al., 1995; Donald et al., 2006; Lizardi et al., 
2009).

Methodology

Rationale

This study will be beneficial in that there is limited research on the current 
topic at hand. With the intended audience being parents who have gone 
through divorce and are now having to learn to deal with and parent through 
that.
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Self-of-the-researcher

The primary researcher is doing this current research as he has always had in 
interest and passion regarding family and divorce, having come from a 
divorced home himself. He was wished to learn and understand these familial 
and relationship dynamics better in order to both help and understand himself 
but also others. He wishes that this research study will accomplish that 
purpose

Research paradigm and approach

The current study was conducted from a qualitative point of view, as this 
method of design provides insights into parents’ perceptions as well as 
their personal conceptualizations of their experiences of being divorced. 
An interpretive approach was made use of, which does not see reality as 
one that is objective or set in one way. Rather, it approaches research with 
the lens that humans construct their own meaning and reality through 
how they perceive their lives and experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
Further, the study in this article was descriptive and exploratory. It aimed 
to provide a detailed, accurate and descriptive account of how the parents 
construct and perceive their divorce and its contribution to their parental 
self-efficacy.

Participants

There were 10 participants in this study. Purposive sampling was used as a 
recruitment method as well as snow-ball sampling until saturation was 
reached. Inclusion criteria included: custodian parents who have been 
divorced only once, they were not to be participating in another study of 
similar nature, and all participants needed to be able to communicate in 
English as this was the first language of the primary researcher.

Data collection

Participants were all from a working to middle class background and were 
between the ages of 32– 54. Nine of the ten participants were female and one 
male. Semi-structured interviews were made use of. Each interview was 45– 
60 minutes in length, conducted at a time and place of the participant’s 
convenience. The interviews were all recorded as well as notes taken with 
the participants’ permission. All ethical considerations were met.
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Data analysis

Interviews were transcribed for analysis. The data was analyzed by making use 
of thematic analysis. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), there are six 
important steps that need to be followed in order to conduct a thematic 
analysis, and these six steps were made use of in this current study. The six 
steps are: Becoming familiar with the data, generating initial codes, searching 
for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the 
report. Once all of the data was transcribed, all themes derived and the report 
written up, it provided a valuable understanding of the experiences of the self- 
efficacy of the parents who had been divorced.

Ethical considerations

Participants were divorced parents which made the study particularly sensi-
tive. It is imperative that ethical standards are strictly followed and maintained 
at all times. There were several measures that were put in place to ensure that 
proper ethical standards were maintained throughout the study. Permission to 
conduct the study was attained from the Human Science Research Ethics 
Council (HSREC) and the Senate Higher Degrees Committee. Participants 
were asked to read the information sheet and complete an informed consent 
form if they chose to take part in the study. With regards to their rights of 
participation and nonparticipation, all participants were informed that they 
were allowed to withdraw from this process at any point if they felt the need to 
do so. In terms of confidentiality and anonymity, it was made clear to each 
participant that their names or personal details will not be disclosed at all. The 
only information that would be used was the data that was extracted from their 
responses that they gave permission to use. This interview protocol was 
created with the guidance of the primary researcher’s supervisor.

Trustworthiness and rigor

Because trustworthiness and rigor are vital components in qualitative research, 
establishing consistency and trust in the study, three mechanisms put forth by 
Thomas and Magivly (2011) were used: Audit trail, which is a step-by-step 
documentation of each and every step taken in the study from beginning to 
end, triangulation, which refers to the data being analyzed and reviewed by 
two other parties in order to attain different perspectives, and, lastly, supervisor 
debriefing, which involved debriefing and talking through any thoughts and 
feelings that the primary researcher may have experienced as a result of doing 
the research. This process further contributed to the reflexivity of the study 
through allowing the primary researcher to actively acknowledge thoughts, 
feelings, personal experiences and viewpoints that are brought into the study. 
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All ethical standards and guidelines were strictly maintained and adhered to. 
Permission to conduct the study was obtained from the Human Science 
Research Ethics Council and the Senate Higher Degrees Committee.

Findings

Using the six steps outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 5) major themes 
were identified from the transcription of the data. These 5 themes were further 
divided into sub-themes. The first theme identified was marriage, which 
explored the couples religious and idealistic views of marriage, problems 
arising within the marriage, and attempts at resolving the marriage. The 
second theme was consequences of the divorce, looking at logistics and 
finances, consequences on the children and consequences on the parent. The 
third theme identified was named parenting after the divorce. What was 
brought forth in this theme was positive and negative effects on parenting, 
openness, honest communication, and importance of discipline. The fourth 
theme identified was emotional awareness and understanding, which explored 
participants seeking professional help, listening to and knowing each child 
individually, allowing their children to make their own decisions, growing 
their parenting style, and child outcomes. The fifth and final theme identified 
was support structure. The main support structures that were identified were 
parents, church, friends and colleagues, ex-partner, and children. Table 1. 
indicates the 5 themes that were identified as well as their relevant sub-themes.

Table 1.
Themes Subthemes
● Marriage ● Religious and idealistic perceptions regarding marriage

● Problems arising within the marriage
● Attempts at resolving the marriage

● Consequences of the divorce ● Logistics and finances
● Consequences on the children
● Consequences on the participant
○ Emotional

● Social
● Behavorial

● Parenting after the divorce ● Positive effects on parenting
● Negative effects on parenting
● Openness and Honest Communication
● Importance of Discipline

● Emotional awareness and understanding ● Seeking professional help
● Listening to and knowing each child individually
● Allowing them to make their own decisions
● Constantly learning and growing their parenting style
● Child outcomes

● Support structure ● Parents
● Church
● Friends and colleagues
● Ex-partner
● Children
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Marriage

The first main theme identified was Marriage. The subtheme religious and 
idealistic perceptions regarding marriage refers to how participants viewed 
their marriage which was largely influenced by their religion and caused theme 
to have an idealistic view of marriage. Problems arising within the marriage 
identifies the various issues that started to develop within the marriage which 
lead to the identification of the third subtheme, attempts at resolving the 
marriage, highlighting how participants tried to solve their marital problems 
before eventually deciding to get divorced.

All of the participants indicated that they adhered to and believed in the 
Christian faith. Because of this, their religious views caused them to see 
marriage as a lifetime commitment with no intention of ever getting divorced. 
The religious beliefs of the participants were so strong that it seemed to be the 
one guiding factor for their marriage. Their views of marriage came about due 
to the combination of two factors, vicarious experience and observational 
learning (Froman & Owen, 1990; Leahy-Warren et al., 2012).

Gigy and Kelly (2008) have identified that the main reasons couples get 
divorced are emotional needs being unmet, couples growing apart, a great 
degree of conflict as well as being bored in the marriage. 

Participant 7: “Well, I don’t think most people go into marriage planning their 
divorce. So you always think it’s gonna have a happy ending.”

Participant 6: “Uhm, I believe that marriage is not an agreement it’s a covenant. 
And covenant is part of God’s plan, so I understood that in covenant you must be 
very careful before you break up a covenant. You have to stick to what you’ve 
promised, it’s a promise that you’ve made before God and before witnesses.”

These, and various other factors, were all prevalent in some way or the other 
with the participants’ marriages before they eventually ended in divorce. Some 
of these include, lack of communication and intimacy, verbal and emotional 
abuse, to what was perceived as more serious issues such as infidelity and 
homosexuality (because of the strong religious viewpoint that were held by the 
participants, these issues were seen as unacceptable).

Consequences of the divorce

Consequences of the divorce refers to how the divorce affected various areas of 
participants’ lives. Logistics and finances refers to how participants living 
situation and finances had to change and how this was managed. Further, 
the subthemes consequences on the children and consequences on the parti-
cipant explains how the divorce affected their lives from an emotional, social 
and behavioral point of view. After going through the divorce, participants 
were now faced with the task of adjusting to their new lives. Finances was one 
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of the main stressors and causes of worry as participants now had to raise their 
children on their own. Several lifestyle and living adjustments needed to be 
made, and pressure and strain were placed on the custodian parent at the 
beginning. In several cases participants went back to live with their parents 
until they were financially able to support themselves and their children. The 
effect that the divorce had on the participants’ children varied mostly with 
regards to how the divorce was handled. In cases where the divorce process 
was handled well, with minimum issues and fighting between the parents, the 
children showed minimum negative effects in their lives. 

Participant 8: “I had to start from zero. The first few months we lived with my 
mom in Pretoria and she supported me and my son 100% financially, like she 
provided for everything. With him I think he only gave us about R1000 which is 
nothing and eventually when I got the job that’s when I moved to Cape Town. I 
had to start with a teaspoon and as you can imagine it was very hard. Ya, I 
didn’t manage it very well, but eventually.”

Alternatively, in the cases where the divorce was a long process, filled with 
tension, back and forth friction and arguing (and sometimes abuse) between 
parents, the parents would have more of a struggle with their children after-
ward in terms of their behavior, emotions and social interactions and aca-
demic performances. As the divorce had a significant effect on the children, it 
too had a significant effect on the parents’ lives, its negative consequences most 
seen in three major areas of their lives: emotional, social, and behavioral.

Parenting after the divorce

This theme focuses on how participants parenting was affected and changed 
after the divorce. Focusing on subthemes negative and positive effects on 
parenting. A further subtheme, open and honest communication was identi-
fied and explains how this became an important aspect in participants new 
parenting style. As was seen with the children, there were also several negative 
outcomes that the divorce had on the parents as well. Participants indicated 
that immediately after the divorce they were overwhelmed with loneliness and 
grief, as well as feeling some doubt as to whether getting a divorce was the right 
decision. They also began to doubt their parenting ability, indicating the direct 
effect that divorce had on their parental self-efficacy. 

Participant 1: “Uhm, so I did feel a great degree of insecurity. I especially felt 
insecure with uhm, with the way I was parenting my younger son . . . And uhm, I 
think, there are many examples, not just one area. I did feel quite insecure, I felt 
as if I was being assessed. Uhm, I was being question like I was being second 
guessed.”
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The final subtheme importance of discipline highlighted the need to arose 
for participants to be disciplined as parents because of their situation. 
Participants also emphasized feeling extremely drained and sometimes over-
looked because of the fact that all of their time, energy and resources were 
being expended on the well-being of their children that sometimes their own 
well-being was neglected. After a while, participants began to draw significant 
strength and confidence from seeing the positive results of their parenting on 
the behavior and lives of their children. The main positive effect that the 
divorce had on participants parenting was on their discipline and routine. 
Even though they mentioned that they became a parent as well as a friend to 
their children, this was not done without great emphasis being placed on 
having a set routine and being disciplined in following it, as participants 
realized that having a set routine is needed for children as well as the discipline 
needed to implement it. 

Participant 5: “I don’t know, just try and do everything in a fun way in a loving 
way without also the same sense, installing that discipline and the borderlines 
that they need to have in their life.”

Emotional awareness and understanding
This theme was developed as it was clear that participants put a substantial 
amount of time and effort into their emotional awareness and understanding 
(themselves as well as their children). Participants put a great deal of emphasis 
and focus on their children’s developmental and emotional well-being after 
the divorce. One manner in which this was done was to seek professional help, 
a subtheme which highlights how participants went about doing this. 
Participants indicated that they had gone for several counseling sessions, 
sent their children for counseling, gone to parenting workshops and were 
constantly reading up on parenting skills in order to make sure that they could 
best understand their children, their needs, and how to best respond to them. 
As the following except shows: 

Participant 2: “So I’ve gone on parenting workshops, and there’s my diploma 
(points at diploma) of completion. Uhm, so I try to do things to better myself in 
being the best mom I could possibly be for him, and support him on every level.”

Emphasis was placed on the next subtheme, knowing each child individu-
ally, which mean learning about who they were as individuals. This meant 
giving them each the right amount of care and attention that they needed. 
Listening to their children, as was mentioned, was vital in being able to know 
exactly what were each child’s needs, wants, likes and dislikes. Participants put 
significant emphasis on actively listening to their children. The listening was 
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taken further in that it was mentioned that participants also actively practiced 
allowing their children to make their own decisions (within reason) and not 
simply dictating to them. 

Participant 7: “So, I’m a constant one for taking my kids out for a coffee or a 
burger. One on one, just one at a time not altogether. We have that too but I’m a 
believer in the one on one and then we just chat. We just chat, uhm, what’s 
happening, what’s going on, how was your day? Who’s your friends? What are 
they doing, what’s the things? Obviously not in a prying kind of manner, but you 
know how to have a conversation with each of your children to draw this 
information out so you can suss out where they are and where they just need 
to be guided.”

Support structure
This theme highlights the various ways in which participants received support 
after the divorce as well as the impact that this support had. The main areas 
identified and thus subthemes created were parents who offered support 
through living arrangements and assisting in looking after and raising the 
children, church was a place of emotional and spiritual support for partici-
pants, friends and colleagues, ex-partner and children. Individuals who have a 
good deal of support after the divorce are found to adjust better to life after the 
divorce and show less negative outcomes than those who do not (Oygard, 
2004). One of the main areas of support for participants came through their 
parents. Most of the participants moved back with their parents after the 
divorce, and all participants’ parents provided some form of emotional as 
well as financial support. The next major support factor came via the church. 
Participants indicated an increase in attending church services and activities, 
as well as attending support groups for what they had been and were going 
through. Once the participants had settled into their new lives, often in new 
residential areas, new friendships were formed with the people around them. 
This was often women who had been through similar circumstances. This 
proved to be very helpful to the participants in that they could share experi-
ences, and learn and exchange parenting advice with each other. This reduced 
anxiety as the participants realized that they were not alone in their experi-
ences. In cases where the ex-partner remained an active parent in the chil-
dren’s lives, i.e. making financial payments on time, spending time with their 
children, being available to pick up and drop off children when needed, 
participants found the weight of single parenting to be lighter. An added 
benefit to the lives of both the participant and the children was having a 
friendly and amicable relationship between the adults. In most cases, this was 
discussed and decided upon for the sake of their children. Out of all these 
helpful and beneficial support structures, none proved to be more powerful 
and present than the children of the participants themselves. Participants 
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indicated that, even though they felt overwhelmed, confused, lonely and 
emotionally distraught, their children would provide them with the motiva-
tion and support needed to better themselves as parents. Their children 
inspired and motivated them to push through the most difficult of times. 
The children of the participants turned out to be the greatest source of 
emotional support. 

Participant 2: “ . . . and definitely good friends that I could call on in times of 
need. Just to have conversations with, to breakaway those kinds of things . . . So 
I’ve had a good support structure, they still a good support to me and my son.” 
Participant 8: “The first few months we lived with my mom in Pretoria and she 
supported me and my son 100% financially, like she provided for everything.”

Participant 2: “ . . . and then looking at my little girl growing up. I think she 
made me the strongest.”

Discussion

This study sought to understand and explore the roll that divorce plays with 
regards to parental self-efficacy of the parents. The study revealed when 
parents are provided with the right support structure, over time their parental 
self-efficacy began to increase as they began to trust themselves more and feed 
off of the positive feedback that they were getting with regards to their 
children’s behavior, their academics and their emotions. However, these 
increases where only prevalent as time went by and parents had gone through 
a very difficult and trying process of firstly grieving for the loss of the marriage 
and then adjusting to their new lives. Support proved to be one of the most 
important factors in the lives of the participants and, consequently, their 
children as well. All of the participants indicated that they felt strong and 
confident in their parenting after going through their adjustment period and 
one of the main reasons for this was the support that they received. A factor 
that was prevalent with all the participants was the effort and degree they went 
to in order to make sure that they were well equipped and supported to be able 
to parent their children well enough so that they would have a healthy and 
fulfilled upbringing. Participants further invested a lot of time and effort into 
understanding their children and being emotionally (as well as physically) 
aware and available for their children if and when this was needed. This took 
the form of seeking professional help, listening to and knowing each child 
individually, allowing them to make their own decisions, constantly learning 
and growing their parenting style and, lastly, child outcomes. This indicated 
that their parental-self efficacy was increasing and getting stronger which was 
the overall trend throughout the study.
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Conclusion

Research on divorce and parental self-efficacy together has been fairly limited 
in a South African context. This study looked at the contribution that divorce 
has to the parental self-efficacy of parents who have been through the divorce. 
While divorce is a traumatic and emotionally difficult time to navigate 
through, the common trend that was shown was that when participants had 
gone through their grieving and adjustment period and were provided with 
proper support, they were able to excel at their parenting, grow in their 
parenting styles and increase their parental self-efficacy.

Limitations

The sample size of this particular study was only ten, and these ten were all 
from a religious (Christian background), thus the results of this study cannot 
be generalized. Further, because the method of snowball sampling was used 
this meant that participants recruited other participants who had similar 
experiences and socio-economic statuses. It is recommended that this study 
be conducted with a larger sample size with a more varying group of partici-
pants when it comes to religious affiliations as well as socio-economic status.
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