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A B S T R A C T

Experiencing a divorce can be challenging and have a lasting impact on people's lives, but does it change your
personality? By making use of large panel surveys from Australia, Germany, and the United Kingdom, intra-
individual change in the Big Five personality traits of those who separated during a four-year observation, was
compared to that of those who remained married. We tested the replicability of divorce-induced personality
change across the three country samples, while also examining gender differences and separation duration.
Latent difference score models mostly indicated that divorce is not a consistent predictor of personality change,
as only isolated effects were found, and these could not be replicated across samples. Aside from the overall lack
of replicable effects a few isolated effects were detected that offer some support for a modified version of the
social investment principle. Nonetheless, the overall finding of this study suggests that experiencing a divorce is
unlikely to lead to permanent personality change.

1. Introduction

Although personality development stabilizes during adulthood,
change continues throughout the lifespan, albeit to a lesser extent than
during earlier life stages (Roberts et al., 2006). This begs the question of
what causes adult personality change. Some scholars have argued that
the experience of divorce may hold some answers, but relevant studies
remain scarce and divorce has therefore been largely ignored as a po-
tential disrupter of personality stability (but see Allemand et al., 2015;
Asselmann & Specht, 2020; Costa Jr. et al., 2000; Denissen et al., 2019;
Pusch et al., 2019; Specht et al., 2011). Similarly, the literature re-
garding the consequences of divorce has focused on a range of out-
comes, such as well-being (Kalmijn, 2010), income (Gadalla, 2008), or
health (Hughes & Waite, 2009), but overlooked its effect on personality.
The current research aims to combine both fields by addressing the
following research question: ‘Does marital separation lead to changes in
the Big Five personality traits?’ Acknowledging the strengths of the
seminal work of Specht et al. (2011), the latent structure of personality
traits is incorporated into the analysis, using latent growth modelling to
investigate the effect of marital separation on personality change. In
line with more recent research by Denissen et al. (2019) and Asselmann
and Specht (2020) we also examined anticipation and temporary effects

that could influence divorce-induced personality change.
The current study contributes to the existing literature in several

ways. To date, the personality stability of divorcees has only been
compared to those who were recently married (Costa Jr. et al., 2000) or
to all nondivorcees (Asselmann & Specht, 2020; Denissen et al., 2019;
Specht et al., 2011). In contrast to the latter, the current research di-
rectly compares married individuals who divorced during an observa-
tion time of several years, to those who remained married during this
time. Starting from the same married population at the moment of the
first personality measurement leads to a more efficient isolation of the
effect under investigation than regarding the entire population of
nondivorcees as the reference group. The reason for this is that the
latter includes a great variety of individuals, such as widowers, never-
married individuals, students, etc.

A second contribution consists of testing the replicability of divorce-
induced personality change across different samples. This is enabled by
the growing inclusion of the Big Five traits in nationally representative
panel studies. Consequently, the opportunity exists to examine whether
potential effects can be replicated across multiple countries (Dyrenforth
et al., 2010). However, one should note that this examination is re-
stricted to testing the replicability of the effect, rather than a direct
comparison of personality change between different countries, which is
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not appropriate, due to the lack of measurement invariance. Never-
theless, replicability is a pillar of scientific research and therefore the
inclusion of multiple samples constitutes a significant addition to the
existing literature, even when direct comparison is not feasible.

2. Background

2.1. Social investment principle

Personality develops throughout the lifespan, with most change
occurring during the early life stages. Later in life, during adulthood,
personality stabilizes, but not completely. Although moderate levels of
personality stability exist, small changes occur, as people become, on
average, less neurotic, while simultaneously increasing in con-
scientiousness, agreeableness, and social dominance as they move
through adulthood (Roberts et al., 2008, p. 376).1 As these changes can
be interpreted as a sign of greater maturity, researchers have dubbed
this process the maturity principle and demonstrated that it continues
far into adulthood, as was shown in a meta-analysis of 92 studies by
Roberts et al. (2006), consisting of more than 50,000 participants. The
maturity principle is regarded by proponents of essentialist theories as
strict internal maturation due to genetic predispositions (McCrae &
Costa, 1999). By contrast, the neosocioanalytic model acknowledges
these genetic predispositions, but also ascribes special importance to
investment in age-graded social roles (Roberts & Wood, 2006; Roberts
et al., 2005, p. 173). This social investment principle suggests that the
increasing maturity is partially due to individuals' fulfilling normative
social roles, related to work, family, and friends, that come with a set of
societal expectations, which promote and reward mature behaviour
(Roberts & Nickel, 2017). For example, starting a relationship in young
adulthood is associated with lower levels of neuroticism and shyness,
and increased self-esteem, conscientiousness, and extraversion (Neyer
& Lehnart, 2007).

Although the social investment principle can explain the maturation
effect of some social role transitions, such as entering the labour force
or starting a romantic relationship in young adulthood, it has been less
successful to explain personality changes in family roles that occur later
in life, such as marriage and parenthood. Counterintuitively, the tran-
sition into these two social roles (i.e., spouse and parent) is associated
with less mature personality development, as marriage seems to lower
agreeableness, openness, and extraversion (Specht et al., 2011), and
parenthood decreases conscientiousness and openness (van
Scheppingen et al., 2016).2 Consequently, one is left to wonder why
certain life events seem to evoke greater maturation and others do not.
Neyer and Lehnart (2007) argue that the maturation principle reflects
mean level change and thus hides individual differences: a personality
trait may increase for the population on average, while, at the same
time, a group of individuals, who have experienced a specific life event,
stay unaffected or even see that trait decrease. Therefore, it is possible
that certain life events cause a drop in some mature personality traits
when those traits no longer seem rewarding in the new social role. This
is a more economical interpretation of the social investment principle,
whereby maturation is regarded as labour-intensive and therefore be-
comes less attractive to continue this process when the rewards become
too small. This may explain the finding by Specht et al. (2011) that
marriage seems to lead to a drop in agreeableness, extraversion, and
openness, while Lavner et al. (2018) also found a decrease among
newlyweds in those same three traits. We argue that these personality
traits become less rewarding when entering a marriage, because people
tend to spend more time with their partner and less with friends and
peers. Being extraverted, open, and agreeable are traits that are

advantageous when building and maintaining a social network of
friends and peers. Harris and Vazire (2016) reviewed the literature and
concluded that extraversion and openness facilitate the maintenance of
larger social networks, extraverts also tend to select more friends, and
agreeable individuals are themselves more often selected as friends by
others.

2.2. Divorce-induced personality change

Contrary to marriage, divorce is not a normative life event, nor an
age-graded social role since it can occur at any age during the adult
lifespan. Therefore it is even less likely that divorce is part of the
general personality maturation process. Instead, divorce can be inter-
preted as a non-normative ‘loss-based event’ that ‘involves the loss of a
previously held social role’ (Denissen et al., 2019, p. 614). In other
words, divorcees can be regarded as a subpopulation of individuals
(temporary) exiting the social role of marriage. This should be ac-
companied by higher rewards concerning those personality traits that
are useful to connect to new people and strengthen existing relation-
ships (Specht, 2017); therefore one can expect agreeableness, extra-
version, and openness to increase when experiencing marital separation
(Hypothesis 1). Empirical support is offered by the aforementioned
study by Specht et al. (2011), who found divorce to lead to higher
conscientiousness and agreeableness and relationship separation to in-
crease agreeableness and openness for men. Other studies have found
no effect (Denissen et al., 2019; Pusch et al., 2019) or decreases in
mature personality traits (Allemand et al., 2015). However, the design
of these studies varies greatly, with Pusch et al. (2019) focusing on first
separation during emerging and young adulthood, while Allemand
et al. (2015) examined personality change that took place during the
years after divorce. The latter also meant that there was no personality
measurement before divorce.

Some authors argue that divorce changes personality differently for
men and women. Costa Jr. et al. (2000) found an increase in women's
extraversion and openness following divorce, while conscientiousness
seemed to decrease for men. However, this study did not measure intra-
individual change directly but rather compared recently divorced to
recently married individuals. Asselmann and Specht (2020) did study
intra-individual change and their findings showed that following formal
divorce both men and women experience an increase in neuroticism,
but during the first months after marital or relationship separation
women increased in extraversion and openness while men became less
emotionally stable. The researchers argued that women tend to be more
proactive when adjusting to separation and ‘more strongly engage in
novel social activities’, whereas men tend to focus on their partner
(Asselmann & Specht, 2020, p. 1813). In other words, the aforemen-
tioned re-investment into mature traits was only performed by women.
Based on these findings we hypothesized that women are more likely
than men to increase in mature personality traits following a marital
separation (Hypothesis 2).

2.3. Divorce as a process

Treating divorce as a process rather than as a discrete event has
become increasingly popular among researchers studying divorce, as
exemplified by the divorce-stress-adjustment perspective (Amato,
2000). Although this perspective is focussed on stress, we extrapolate
its process approach to personality change and hypothesize that as time
passes, it becomes increasingly likely that divorcees will have re-
partnered or found other ways to adapt to their altered situation. If a
postseparation personality measurement were to happen closer to the
separation date, then the personality change might be more intense,
whereas if the postseparation measurement were to happen several
years after a separation, then there would be a good chance that the
effects have faded out because the divorcee will have already re-
partnered or adapted in other ways. Therefore, when the personality

1 Not all of these changes are linear.
2 We acknowledge that the interpretation of increasing openness and extra-

version as mature development is debatable.

S. Spikic, et al. Personality and Individual Differences xxx (xxxx) xxxx

2



measurements take place matters greatly. Besides the importance of
timing the postseparation personality measurements, the same prin-
ciple applies to preseparation measurements. Based on the process
approach to divorce, it is possible for personality change to start well
before a separation takes place, as anticipation of the event could be a
sufficient motivator. In accordance with our modified version of the
social investment principle this would entail that mature traits can in-
crease before the separation occurs in anticipation of the rewards that
lie ahead, and over time these increases would disappear as people
repartner or adjust their lives (Hypothesis 3). That being said, this
hypothesis is not supported by recent studies that have been able to
examine the trajectory of personality development before and after
separation with the use of more than two measurement moments
(Asselmann & Specht, 2020; Denissen et al., 2019). Denissen et al.
(2019) examined multiple personality measurements with intervals of
only one to two years and detected no anticipation or temporary effects
associated with divorce, although the authors did not implement the
same latent variable analysis techniques as Specht et al. (2011).

2.4. Selection effects

Previous research has also uncovered an effect in the reverse di-
rection: namely, a selection effect of personality on divorce. Personality
traits have been shown to affect divorce and relationship dissolution.
Although this is not the main interest of this study, it is worth ex-
amining. Compared to the scarce literature on the socialization effect of
divorce on personality change, the selection effect of personality on
divorce has been researched as far back as the 1930s (Terman &
Buttenwieser, 1935). Since then, a multitude of studies have examined
the divorce risk associated with the Big Five traits, and although their
findings vary, overall, neuroticism, extraversion, and openness seem to
increase the risk of divorce, whereas conscientiousness and agreeable-
ness have been found to lower it (Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Lundberg,
2012; Roberts et al., 2007; Solomon & Jackson, 2014). Conscientious-
ness, agreeableness, and low neuroticism (i.e., emotional stability) are
signs of greater maturity, which could explain why these traits would
stabilize a marriage. In contrast, extraversion and openness have been
associated with infidelity (Orzeck & Lung, 2005). Based on the findings
of the existing literature, we hypothesize that neuroticism, extraver-
sion, and openness are associated with a higher divorce risk, whereas
conscientiousness and agreeableness should decrease the risk (Hy-
pothesis 4).

3. Materials and methods

3.1. Sample

We based the study on panel data from three countries: first, the
harmonized version of the British Household Panel Study in combina-
tion with the Understanding Society survey in the UK, which contains
approximately 40,000 households (University of Essex, 2019); second,
the Socio-Economic Panel Study, which surveyed about 15,000 German
households over the last 35 years (Goebel et al., 2019; Liebig et al.,
2018); and third, the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in
Australia survey, a nationally representative panel study of more than
7600 Australian households (Watson & Wooden, 2012).

The multitude of measurement moments in the Australian (i.e.,
2005, 2009, 2013) and German (i.e., 2005, 2009, 2013, 2017) samples
enabled the formation of several observation periods (i.e. 2005–2009,
2009–2013, 2013–2017).3 These observation periods were then pooled
together within their country sample, resulting in periods being nested

within individuals. Consequently, some individuals had one observa-
tion period within the sample, whereas others had multiple. Further
aggregation by analysing the three countries within the same model
was impossible, because measurement invariance could not be guar-
anteed due to the Australian Big Five questionnaire differing from the
British and German questionnaire and the British observation time
lasting 2 years longer (i.e., 2005 and 2011). Besides the requirement of
participating in two consecutive personality measurement moments,
the sample selection procedure required participants to be married at
the first personality measurement moment. Individuals who separated
before or in the same year as the first personality measurement were
omitted from their country sample to make sure that personality was
always measured before the separation.

The final three country samples contained 9111 Australian, 23,894
German and 4194 UK observations. The percentage of divorcees varied
between 2.89% (DE), 4.13% (AU) and 4.34% (UK). The average age
was 49.50 years (SD = 13.80) in the Australian sample, 53.84 years
(SD = 13.44) in the German sample and 49.20 years (SD = 13.27) in
the UK sample. The proportion of men and women was about equal,
with the percentage of female respondents ranging from 50.68% (DE)
to 51.72% (AU) and 53.8% (UK). About 35% of the German re-
spondents had received some form of tertiary education. For the British
and Australian samples, this figure was 40% and 39%, respectively.

We used Monte Carlo simulations to calculate which sample size
was needed to detect an effect of divorce on personality change in using
the multiple-indicator latent difference score models (Muthén &
Muthén, 2002). Population estimates were based on previous research's
results, including the variance of the latent change score and the se-
lection effect of divorce on personality, which were derived from
Specht et al. (2011). Furthermore, we set the starting values of the
factor loadings to 0.7 (Losoncz, 2007) and the interitem correlations to
0.3. Specht et al. (2011) showed that the size of the divorce effect on
personality change was small (i.e., b ~ 0.2). The smallest sample in
Table 1 contained 4194 individuals and 4.34% divorcees (i.e., UK
sample), which allowed the detection of small divorce effects on per-
sonality change, with a coverage of 95% and a statistical power of
84.9%.

3.2. Measures

Personality was defined by the traits of the five-factor model
(McCrae & John, 1992). The British and German samples both included
15 indicators from the Big Five Inventory (BFI) survey (Lang et al.,
2011). The Australian sample contained 36 personality indicators,
mostly taken from the TDA-40 questionnaire (Saucier, 1994) and
modified with additional items. Previous research by Losoncz (2007)
had demonstrated that the additional items do no perform as well as
those from the TDA-40 questionnaire. Consequently, we employed the
authors' recommended indicator selection (Losoncz, 2007). All in-
dicators were measured on a 7-point Likert scale. Due to the high
number of categories and large sample size, these indicators were
treated as continuous variables (Bollen & Barb, 1981). Items of traits
with more than five indicators were parcelled into three composite
indicators. Item-to-construct relations were examined in order to create
balanced parcels (Little et al., 2002).

Divorce can be a lengthy process wherein the final change in legal
marital status can occur long after a couple has separated. For this
reason, we chose marital separation as the main predictor instead of
formal divorce. The marital status variables from each wave were used
to construct the divorce occurrence variable. A positive value was given
to those who were married during the first personality measurement
and divorced or separated-but-not-yet-divorced during the years
leading up to the second personality measurement. The age of the re-
spondents was treated as a continuous variable.

3 It would be confusing to label these observation periods as cohorts, for it
would automatically give the impression of a birth cohort and thus imply that
everyone divorces at the same age.
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3.3. Statistical analyses

The measurement models of this study consisted of two latent fac-
tors, namely the personality measurements at the start and end of the
observation window. In line with previous research, we constructed
separate models for each trait (Asselmann & Specht, 2020; Denissen
et al., 2019; Specht et al., 2011). As is often the case when variables are
measured using Likert scales, the personality indicators were slightly
nonnormally distributed. Therefore, a maximum likelihood estimator
with robust standard errors (i.e., MLR in Mplus) was employed, which
was capable of handling nonnormal as well as missing data (Muthén &
Muthén, 2017). As a consequence of the pooling of observation periods
that belong to the same country the data consisted of time periods being
nested within individuals. To account for this, standard errors were
clustered according to ID number.

The differences in personality traits between the measurement
moments needed to reflect true changes in the latent constructs and not
be the result of mere differences in the measurement instrument (Nye
et al., 2016). Consequently, the models were constructed to contain
scalar invariance (i.e., strong invariance). This constrained the models
to have the same number of factors and same patterns of factor–-
indicator relationships in each wave, while holding the intercepts and
factor loadings of the corresponding factor indicators equal (Meredith &
Teresi, 2006). Because the personality indicators were repeated mea-
sures, their measurement errors were allowed to correlate across time
points (McArdle, 2009). We tested scalar invariance by comparing the
hierarchical levels of measurement invariance. Cheung and Rensvold
(2002) cautioned against use of the chi2 difference test because of its
dependence on sample size and advised the adoption of alternative fit
indices in the decision to choose a more restrictive model (Brannick,
1995; Kelloway, 1995).

Afterwards, we constructed latent difference score models. As Fig. 1
shows, this type of model set fixed values so that a personality mea-
surement taking place after a potential separation could be conducted
by adding the initial score and the change in that score (McArdle,
2009). To test whether a significant effect of divorce was not merely a
maturation effect, we first regressed the difference score and initial
score (i.e., first personality measurement) on age. The latter was done
to check the effect on the initial levels of personality. If a statistically
significant age effect was found, we proceeded by examining whether

its higher order polynomial could also be included. Besides age, we also
regressed the difference and initial scores on gender to control for
differences between men and women in general personality levels and
change.

When these demographic variables were set, we continued by re-
gressing the initial and difference scores on divorce occurrence (i.e.,
marital separation). Regressing the difference score allowed us to test
Hypothesis 1, whereas the initial score (i.e., first personality measure-
ment) allowed for examining the validity of Hypothesis 4. In addition,
we also performed multigroup analyses, differentiating on the basis of
gender to check for possible gender effects regarding the personality-
changing ability of divorce (Hypothesis 2).

Finally, we controlled for anticipation effects by examining the
impact of separation duration (i.e., time between separation and the
postseparation personality measurement) on the initial personality
score. This was achieved by replacing the divorce predictor by se-
paration duration in models that only contained divorcees. Similarly,
the presence of short temporary effects hidden within the four-year
observations was examined by regressing the difference score onto se-
paration duration (Hypothesis 3). These analyses could not be per-
formed on the UK sample due to the small number of divorcees
(N = 110).

4. Results

4.1. Measurement models

The fit indices of the longitudinal measurement models containing
scalar measurement invariance achieved adequate fit for the Australian
models (i.e., CFI > 0.985; RMSEA<0.055; SRMR<0.027), the
German models (i.e., CFI > 0.958; RMSEA<0.057; SRMR<0.040)
and the UK models (i.e., CFI > 0.930; RMSEA<0.065;
SRMR<0.040) (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Steiger, 2007). The omega coef-
ficients of the personality traits in the Australian sample demonstrated
sufficient internal consistency: ωN = 0.817; ωC = 0.811; ωO = 0.790;
ωA = 0.786; ωE = 0.724 (McDonald, 1999). The German (i.e.,
ωN= 0.639; ωC = 0.590; ωO= 0.616; ωA= 0.504; ωE = 0.673) and
UK (i.e., ωN = 0.724; ωC = 0.557; ωO = 0.673; ωA = 0.571;
ωE = 0.616) traits showed less adequate levels, which could be at-
tributed to the smaller number of items of the BFI-S used in the UK and

Table 1
Divorce and personality change: initial personality (I) and personality change (C), predicted by divorce occurrence.

Australia Germany UK

b SE p b SE p b SE p

A I ♀ 0.110 0.060 0.068 ♀ −0.023 0.040 0.562 0.035 0.043 0.418
C −0.018 0.049 0.719 0.097 0.040 0.015 ⁎ 0.002 0.048 0.962

♂ −0.098 0.077 0.202 ♂ −0.042 0.055 0.447
0.299 0.064 0.000 ⁎⁎⁎ 0.151 0.060 0.011 ⁎

O I ♀ 0.238 0.078 0.002 ⁎⁎ 0.108 0.041 0.008 ⁎⁎ 0.021 0.100 0.836
C 0.047 0.051 0.352 0.021 0.038 0.582 0.057 0.092 0.532

♂ 0.150 0.085 0.079
0.144 0.056 0.011 ⁎⁎

C I ♀ 0.095 0.073 0.196 −0.039 0.038 0.308 −0.002 0.077 0.983
C −0.116 0.054 0.031 ⁎ 0.005 0.038 0.896 −0.066 0.076 0.387

♂ −0.097 0.088 0.271
0.091 0.064 0.153

E I −0.006 0.066 0.931 0.071 0.030 0.019 ⁎ 0.142 0.048 0.003 ⁎⁎

C 0.021 0.045 0.637 0.005 0.025 0.849 0.000 0.043 0.995
N I 0.193 0.060 0.001 ⁎⁎ 0.012 0.038 0.751 −0.013 0.068 0.854

C −0.086 0.053 0.102 −0.033 0.037 0.372 −0.074 0.067 0.267
N total 9111 23,894 4194
N sep. 376 691 182
% sep. 4.13 2.89 4.34

Note: b = unstandardized effect; control variables of gender, age and higher polynomial age are included in the models but not shown; * = p < 0.05;
** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001; sep. = separated. Multigroup analyses were only reported when a significant effect on the difference score was detected for either
men or women.
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German samples that were chosen to safeguard the validity of the scale.
Nevertheless, Hahn et al. (2012) demonstrated that the BFI-S does
contain sufficient internal consistency, test-retest stability, and con-
vergent and discriminant validity with the facets of the NEO-PI-R.

4.2. Change effect

Table 1 shows the unstandardized effect of marital separation on the
first measurement score — that is, the initial score (= I) — and on the
difference score (= C) when we controlled for gender, age, and sig-
nificant higher-order polynomials (i.e., not shown in table). When ex-
amining the main interest of this study, the difference score, we de-
tected limited change in personality following marital separation. Of
the 15 differences scores, only four proved statistically significant.
These included an increase in openness (i.e., b = 0.144; p = 0.011;
95% CI [0.033, 0.254]), which was limited to men in the Australian
sample. The standardized effect β equalled 0.241, which means that
men who separated increased in openness afterwards by 24.1% of a
standard deviation. Women also reported a divorce-induced change in
the Australian sample, namely a decrease in conscientiousness (i.e.,
b=−0.116; p= 0.031; 95% CI [−0.221, −0.010]; β =−0.214). The
replicability of the significant effects was extremely limited, as only the
agreeableness change effect could be replicated in more than one
sample: the significant effect in the German sample for women (i.e.,
b = 0.097; p = 0.015; 95% CI [0.019, 0.175]) had a standardized effect
of 0.202, and for men (i.e., b = 0.151; p = 0.011; 95% CI [0.034,
0.268]) a standardized effect of 0.270, and the Australian effect for men
was b = 0.299; p = 0.000; 95% CI [0.174, 0.425]; β = 0.455.
Agreeableness was therefore the Big Five trait that showed the strongest
change in experiences of union dissolution. Thus, overall, divorce ap-
peared unable to predict consistent changes in the Big Five personality
traits, and we could only find some slight evidence of a replicable
maturation effect for agreeableness, with two out of three countries
confirmed. Consequently, Hypothesis 1 could not be supported.

Men and women demonstrated a similar divorce-induced change in
agreeableness in the German sample, but not in the Australian sample.
Since the only replicable personality change was found for men, we

concluded that even though there is limited support for divorce-induced
personality change, men seem to show somewhat more consistent
change than women. And because these results indicated an increase of
a mature personality trait (i.e., higher levels of agreeableness) for men
but not for women, Hypothesis 2 was rejected.

4.3. Separation duration

Similar to the findings of Table 1 we found little effect of separation
duration on personality change in Table 2. Significant results were
limited to three isolated effects. Women in the Australian sample whose
separation date and postseparation measurement occurred further apart
in time, and thus had less time between their separation and pre-
separation measurement, were more agreeable (i.e., b = 0.109;
p = 0.038; 95% CI [0.006, 0.211]; β = 0.162). This result could be
interpreted as an anticipatory change where women already increased
their agreeableness when faced with an impending marital separation.
However, one needs to exercise caution when interpreting this finding
because intra-individual change was examined via interindividual dif-
ferences based on a sample size of 352 divorcees. The remaining two
isolated effects consisted of significant effects of the separation duration
on the change in women's openness in the German sample (i.e.,
b =−0.230; p = 0.000; 95% CI [−0.325, −0.136]; β =−0.410) and
in men's neuroticism in the Australian sample (i.e., b = −0.196;
p = 0.007; 95% CI [−0.338, −0.055]; β = −0.261). In both cases
more time between separation and postseparation measurement was
associated with more negative change. In other words, the more recent
the separation the larger the increase in openness and neuroticism for
German women and Australian men respectively. That being said, the
main finding remained the absence of any replicable effect and thus
Hypothesis 3 was not supported.

4.4. Selection effects

With regard to the selection effect of divorce, Table 1 shows that
divorcees were at the start of the observation time more open, extra-
verted and neurotic than those who remained married. Although these

Fig. 1. Multiple indicator latent difference score models,
based on McArdle (2009) and measured separately for each of
the Big Five traits. Each trait was measured before and after a
possible marital separation and based on multiple personality
indicators. This observation period lasted 4 years (6 years for
the UK sample). Scalar measurement invariance was imposed.
In each model, indicator errors were allowed to correlate
across time points. The latent prescore (i.e. initial score) and
latent difference score (i.e., latent change) were predicted by
divorce occurrence, gender, and age in different models.
Higher polynomial functions of age were also included when
significant (p < 0.05).
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isolated effects are in line with Hypothesis 4, similarly to the sociali-
zation effect, they had limited replicability. The higher extraversion
level was found in the German sample and in the UK. The openness
effect was also confirmed in the German and Australian samples. Fur-
thermore, there was a selection effect of neuroticism present in the
Australian sample. Consequently, the findings demonstrated two re-
plicable selection effects, in contrast to only one replicable socialization
effect.

5. Discussion

5.1. The nonnormativeness of divorce

As we mentioned before, comparing countries within the same
model was methodologically unfeasible, because of the lack of mea-
surement invariance across countries. However, this approach did en-
able us to compare the samples separately, which revealed that the
effects were not replicable, and thus we concluded that divorce overall
does not lead to consistent personality change. The only exception
might be agreeableness, which significantly increased in two different
countries. Contrary to these socialization effects of divorce on person-
ality, we found somewhat more consistent selection effects of person-
ality on divorce, although these were also mostly isolated. Still, the
detection of twice as many replicable selection effects as socialization
effects somewhat supports the transactional approach of Neyer et al.
(2013). This approach incorporates the normativeness of the life event
as a deciding factor regarding personality–relationship transactions and
offers an explanation for the inability of divorce to affect personality
change. The authors argued that nonnormative life events such as di-
vorce are more likely to cause selection effects than socialization effects
because such events are less regulated by social expectations. In con-
trast, normative life events should be characterized by socialization
effects rather than selection effects.

5.2. The social investment principle revisited

Although we found no consistent personality change associated with
divorce, we did detect a few isolated effects that were largely positive
changes. These positive personality changes could help explain why
another life event, i.e. marriage, seems to contradict the classical in-
terpretation of the social investment principle as it is associated with a

decrease in mature personality traits. We argued that mean-level ma-
turation can hide diverging intra-individual change and advocated for a
modified version of the social investment approach whereby investment
is halted when the rewards become too small. Empirical evidence has
shown that marriage is a life transition wherein the rewards for some
traits that can be deemed mature disappear (Lavner et al., 2018; Specht
et al., 2011). These traits are mostly beneficial with regard to building
social networks and are therefore less needed in marriage, as the
number of a married person's friends tends to shrink. However, when
marriage ends, these traits become highly rewarding again. The results
of this study partially support this reasoning, as we found some evi-
dence for increases in agreeableness.

Besides modifying the classical social investment principle, the
findings of the current research also dispute other principles of the
neosocioanalytic model. First, it contradicts the role continuity prin-
ciple, according to which stability in personality traits is due to con-
sistent social roles (Roberts & Nickel, 2017). A change in the social role
of being married should have caused consistent change in personality,
which we did not find. Second, the results go against the corresponsive
principle, which is that ‘certain life experiences accentuate the traits
that led to them in the first place’ (Neyer et al., 2013, p. 541; Roberts &
Nickel, 2017). We found replicable selection effects that show that high
extraversion and openness could lead to a higher risk of divorce, yet our
results did not show any replicable effects that divorce increases these
two traits.

5.3. Comparison with previous research

The increase in agreeableness that the current study detected aligns
with the findings of the existing literature, as Specht et al. (2011) found
a similar increase by using the same sample. However, there are some
discrepancies between the findings for the German sample in our study
and those of Specht et al. (2011), who found rising agreeableness and
conscientiousness levels following divorce as well as increased agrea-
ableness and men's openness after respondents separated from their
partner. Although we detected a similar agreeableness effect, we saw no
change in openness or conscientiousness in the German sample. This
could be attributed to the pooling of multiple time periods, or to our
operationalization of divorce as marital separation, which does not
equal formal divorce or relationship separation but can be regarded as
something situated between those two events. Consequently, it is

Table 2
Personality change of divorcees: initial personality (I) and personality change (C), predicted by years since separation in the divorced sample.

Australia Germany

b SE p b SE p

A I ♀ 0.109 0.052 0.038 ⁎ −0.030 0.030 0.327
C −0.067 0.041 0.106 −0.005 0.029 0.850

♂ 0.036 0.064 0.571
0.021 0.051 0.675

O I −0.030 0.058 0.605 ♀ 0.002 0.054 0.968
C 0.030 0.034 0.381 −0.230 0.048 0.000 ⁎⁎⁎

♂ 0.045 0.054 0.408
−0.001 0.054 0.980

C I 0.074 0.050 0.141 −0.016 0.037 0.663
C −0.053 0.035 0.131 0.042 0.040 0.288

E I 0.031 0.061 0.616 −0.017 0.034 0.616
C 0.048 0.040 0.232 −0.037 0.027 0.172

N I ♀ −0.064 0.078 0.412 0.027 0.038 0.476
C 0.013 0.065 0.844 −0.011 0.034 0.745

♂ −0.027 0.077 0.721
−0.196 0.072 0.007 ⁎⁎

N separated 352 641

Note: years since separation = 0–3 years between separation and postseparation personality measurement; b = unstandardized effect; control variables of gender,
age and higher polynomial age are included in the models but not shown; * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001; Multigroup analyses were reported
when a significant effect on either the initial score or difference score was detected for either men or women.
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possible that marital separation entails the common effect of those two
life events (i.e., increased agreeableness). A third explanation for the
divergence from previous findings might be the use of a different re-
ference group (i.e., stable marriages) from that of Specht et al. (2011),
who selected all nondivorcees into their reference group. The overall
finding that divorce does not seem to lead to consistent personality
change resembles the results of Denissen et al. (2019) whose study
contained detailed trajectories of personality development.

5.4. Country discrepancies

Some countries demonstrated personality effects while others did
not. These country discrepancies might be attributed to differences in
personality indicators. Most of the isolated effects of personality change
were found for the Australian samples, which also employed the most
extensive indicator list and were therefore better equipped to capture
the latent traits. A second possible cause is the diversity in observation
duration. The United Kingdom seems the most immune to effects of
marital separation on personality, as it showed the lowest number of
effects, but its observation window was 2 years longer. Since people
remarry on average within 4 years (Wilson & Clarke, 1992), a longer
interval between measurements increases the chance that divorcees will
already have entered a new relationship and thus no longer be moti-
vated by the personality reward. As we mentioned before, most effects
were found for Australian respondents. Because the country's divorce
system has a 1-year waiting period between separation and application
for divorce (Family Court of Australia, 2016), the system could prolong
the process of divorce, slowing down the formation of new relationships
and thus extending the period in which the personality reward remains
active. A fourth possibility is that the differences between countries are
due to distinct national divorce institutions. Even seemingly similar
European countries, such as Germany and the United Kingdom, vary in
their net divorce rates (Kalmijn, 2007). Moreover, the United Kingdom
still has to implement a no-fault divorce law. A direct comparison of
divorce's effect on personality in multiple countries has never been
carried out, but Kalmijn (2009) did find national differences regarding
the effect of divorce on well-being. These differences were limited to
the strength of the effect and not the direction. Future cross-country
research should examine if the same discrepancy applies to personality
change while guaranteeing measurement invariance across all coun-
tries.

5.5. Limitations

This study contains some important limitations. As we mentioned
before, the dissimilarities among measurement instruments and ob-
servation duration prevented direct comparison between countries.
Secondly, the German and UK personality traits did not exhibit the
same level of internal consistency as the Australian traits, which could
have made it more difficult to find replicable effects across multiple
samples.

The lack of sufficient information regarding first-time or higher-
order divorces also poses a severe limitation. Individuals who have
already been divorced once are more prone to separate when problems
arise (Booth & Edwards, 1992), and thus remarriages are known to be
more unstable than first marriages (Zahl-Olsen et al., 2019). When a
second marriage ends, it is not a completely new event for at least one
person who has undergone the divorce process before. Although Specht
et al. (2011) confirmed that first divorces are identical to divorce in
general, they did not directly compare first-time divorcees against
higher order ones. Luhmann and Eid (2009) showed that divorcing a
first time seems to lower life satisfaction more than divorcing a second
time. It is therefore not unreasonable to presume that if divorce changes
personality, such changes should be greater for first-time than for
higher order divorcees. Though the Australian sample differentiated
between these two types of divorcees, the frequencies of higher order

divorces were too low to achieve reliable estimates.
Another limitation is that we could not test whether personality

change might be caused by the loss of a stabilizing spouse. Homogamy
tends to be the norm, and this also seems to apply to personality.
Rammstedt and Schupp (2008) found not only that people are more
likely to marry someone with similar personality traits but also that
married couples grow even more alike with time. Consequently, divorce
could mean the loss of a personality-stabilizing force and thus a higher
chance of personality change. Also, there could be differences in per-
sonality change between partners who initiate divorce and those who
do not, as the former are likely to adapt more quickly to the changes
that will take place (Amato, 2000).

6. Conclusion

Married individuals in Australia, Germany, and the United Kingdom
were observed for 4 to 6 years to examine if marital separation changed
their personality. Latent difference score models that controlled for
gender differences and separation duration offered several noteworthy
findings, which mostly confirmed previous studies that divorce is not
associated with permanent personality change, as we found only iso-
lated effects that could not be replicated across samples. The only trait
that showed some slight replicability was agreeableness, and its effect is
in line with previous research by Specht et al. (2011), demonstrating a
decrease in agreeableness following divorce. This supports a more
economical approach to the principle whereby social investment can be
pulled back when the rewards are small and increased when the gains
are large. We argue that divorce leads to a greater need for rebuilding
one's social network and thus can increase investment in personality
traits, including agreeableness, that facilitate this goal. Nevertheless,
the main finding remains that divorce does not seem to result in any
permanent personality change.
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