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Abstract 

 This study examined whether divorce-related grief is associated with burnout and 

sickness absence, and whether social support by supervisors and co-workers moderates these 

associations. A total number of 200 Dutch individuals who had children, divorced in the past 

three years, and worked at least 12 hours a week, participated. A cross-sectional survey study 

was used to collect data. Pearson’s correlation, as well as moderation analyses, were conducted, 

and the results showed that divorce-related grief and burnout were positively associated. Next to 

that, it was found that social support by co-workers was beneficial, as it had a negative effect on 

burnout and could buffer the association between divorce-related grief and burnout if the grief 

was low. No relationship was found with sickness absence as an outcome variable or social 

support by one’s supervisor as moderator. The findings highlight that it is important to manage 

divorce-related grief to prevent burnout. Further research is needed to explore these relationships 

more and to find suitable ways for employers to support their employees who are going through 

a divorce. 
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 “We used to marry till death do us part. Today, we marry till love dies”, said 

psychotherapist Esther Perel. There is truth to this statement, as an average of 40% of marriages 

in European countries end in divorce, with a strong increase in the last 20 years (Sheykhi, 2020). 

This is problematic because of consequences, such as decreased health and well-being, but also 

economic drawbacks (Demo & Fine, 2010), especially in the short term (Lansford, 2009). Most 

research on divorce focuses on individual outcomes or factors such as co-parenting or economic 

outcomes (Hald et al., 2020), but research about the potential consequences of divorce at work is 

still lacking. Often people who divorce have a job, and the divorce likely affects more domains 

than just one’s family (Leopold, 2018). Therefore, the focus of this study is to examine the 

association between the consequences of divorce, in terms of divorce-related grief, and work 

outcomes, such as burnout and sickness absence. Although divorce is typically seen as the legal 

termination of a marriage (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2022), this study recognizes divorce 

already from the end of the romantic long-term relationship, as has been the case in most 

previous studies (e.g. Avellar & Smock, 2005; Mortelmans, 2020). Additionally, it is examined 

whether social support within the organization (from a supervisor and co-workers) may serve as 

a protective effect for those work outcomes.  

Although there is some literature on the effects of divorce on health, studying its effects 

in the workplace is quite new and rare (Hald et al., 2020; Wilson, 2019). Work-related variables 

are barely studied in this context, and no study has been found that concretely researched burnout 

in divorcees (Hald et al., 2020). This research is important to get those insights, especially 

because employers often do not know how to deal with the personal life events of their 

employees (Parasuraman & Greenhaus, 2002). Organizations could perhaps see the value in 

supporting their employees who go through a divorce to prevent them from getting burnout 

symptoms, which could be important for work engagement and performance as well as 

presentism. Next to that, individuals who go through a divorce could get an idea of how to adjust 

their working behaviour to lower the risks of burnout themselves, as well as improving their 

divorce-related grief. 

Divorce-Related Grief  

 Since divorce is a major life event, it comes with consequences. Amato (2010) 

emphasizes that a divorce is not one single moment but a long process, commonly longer than an 
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entire year. This marital unravelling typically causes distress, especially short term (Pudrovska & 

Carr, 2008) but also on a chronic level, such as long-term strain (Rote, 2016). This is often 

because of the different types of losses one experiences after a divorce. 

Psychological Loss 

Divorce is frequently associated with negative consequences on physical and mental 

health (Demo & Fine, 2010). Divorcees report higher levels of anxiety, depression, loneliness, 

unhappiness, and feelings of incompetence. They have an increased risk of having a psychiatric 

illness, substance abuse, committing suicide and being involved in motor vehicle accidents 

(Booth & Amato, 1991; Gähler, 2006).   

 One loses their identity as a husband or wife, frequently as a friend to the partners' social 

contacts, and sometimes even their identity as a parent. The stress of this can often lead to the 

negative consequences mentioned above (Zhang & Hayward, 2006). Furthermore, the loss of a 

loved one is typically related to meaning, and grief becomes a process in which one reorganizes 

and changes meaning (Papa & Lancaster, 2015). Hence, it is relevant for one’s well-being that 

this type of loss will be studied. 

Social Loss 

Many divorcees experience a loss in social status (Demo & Fine, 2010). They often need 

to decrease their living standards, change their residence, and experience disruption in their 

social network, which is often connected with a decrease in social support (Zhang & Hayward, 

2006), and thus can lead to lower well-being (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Additionally, they 

also regularly need to adapt to single parenting and single employment. Many divorced parents 

also must get used to seeing their children less frequently (Feijten & van Ham, 2007). These 

consequences are important, and thus important to explore further. 

Economic Loss 

Mortelmans (2020) names economic drawbacks as one of the main negative 

consequences of divorce, especially for women. The economic situation after a divorce is 

important since it also affects the individual's health and well-being and can cause other 

challenges. Financial problems after a break-up often cause more problems, also in one's 

personal and social life. Marriage often provides individuals with financial resources that aid 

social support and health, (Kreyenfeld, 2020), which is why economic loss is an important factor 

to consider during and after divorce.  
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Grief 

 Those losses can be combined and defined as divorce-related grief (Klurfeld et al., 

2020). Many feelings that divorced people have are similar to the feelings of people who 

experience the death of a loved one. Examples are social crises, a decline in self-esteem and a 

struggle to adapt to a new social, marital and economic status (Asanjarani et al., 2017). Divorce-

related grief is often disenfranchised grief (Doka, 2008). Wiseman (1975) includes several steps 

in his model of divorce grieving: denial, loss and depression, anger and ambivalence, 

reorientation of lifestyle and identity, and acceptance and a new level of functioning. The grief 

intensity declines, for most people, to a manageable degree after several weeks to months after 

the most intensive period. 

Nonetheless, some individuals, who might have lower coping skills, show severe 

prolonged grief symptoms for more than six months (Brodbeck et al., 2017). Little research has 

been conducted on grief in the work context (e.g. Tehan & Thompson, 2013; Wilcox et al., 2015, 

Wilson et al., 2019), however, to the researcher’s knowledge, not about divorce-related grief. 

Therefore, again, this study will try to close the research gap in this regard.      

Divorce-Related Grief and Workout Outcomes        

 Although not many studies have focused on the association between divorce and work 

outcomes, it is expected that personal losses probably also affect the workforce (Wanberg et al., 

2022). According to the spillover theory, a person's attitudes, emotions and behaviours in one 

domain can flow, ‘spill over’, into another domain (Lee & Sirgy, 2019). Indeed, several studies 

show that experiences at home are related to experiences at work. For example, relationship 

conflict can impact work outcomes, and having preschool-aged children at home was associated 

with negative work outcomes too (Crouter, 1984; Dilworth, 2004; Stevens et al., 2007). 

Furthermore, divorce-related grief has been studied in the past, but it should also be researched 

concerning work in order to see how impactful the spillover is and how much one’s work 

outcomes can be associated with grief. On the other hand, positive work and work outcomes 

might also spill over into one’s private life, which can help in improving divorce-related grief. 

Burnout 

Burnout complaints are incredibly prevalent in Dutch society these days. In 2021,1,3 

million Dutch people, which is around 17% of the country’s population, had burnout symptoms 

(NOS, 2022). The World Health Organization (2018) defines burnout as energy decrease, 
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exhaustion, increased mental struggles, negativism, or cynicism related to one's work situation. 

Common symptoms are also helplessness, paranoia, insecurity, sleeping problems, fear and loss 

of appetite (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).  

Severe stress, especially after stressful and traumatic life events, can increase the risk of 

burnout (Mather et al., 2014). Often because stress related to traumatic life events is 

accompanied by increased negative emotions and ruminative thoughts (Eisma et al., 2013), 

which are both related, but also risk factors for burnout. It is thus very likely that higher burnout 

symptoms are due to the emotional burden of going through a divorce (Kołodziej-Zaleska & 

Przybyła-Basista, 2016; Symoens et al., 2013). Although no research so far has been done on the 

relationship between divorce and burnout (Daily, 2019), it is expected that burnout symptoms are 

higher when one suffers more from divorce-related grief, and that divorce-related grief increases 

with higher burnout symptoms.     

Absence from Work           

 Another work outcome in this study includes absence from work or sickness absence. 

Sickness absence is a period in which an employee is permitted to stay absent from work while 

still being paid. Divorce increases the probability of taking leave (Couch et al., 2015; Tamborini 

et al., 2016). Next, there was a higher absence found among divorced and separated people than 

among married individuals (Isacsson et al., 1992). It is expected that divorce-related grief and 

absence from work are associated, meaning that one takes more days off from work when they 

suffer from higher grief, but also that one’s grief is higher if they are more absent from work. 

This could have several reasons; marriage has a positive effect on health and well-being. 

For instance, spouses provide each other with emotional support and encourage health-

monitoring and health-promoting behaviours, while discouraging unhealthy behaviours. Dahl et 

al. (2015) also found that there is an increasing sickness absence rate leading up to the divorce; 

that the sickness absence in the year of the divorce is high, and that it decreases again in the 

years after the divorce. This could be the case since sick leave enables the individual to have 

more time for their emotional recovery, but also for appointments, for example, with their 

lawyer, and it permits time for rest and recovery (Vingård et al., 2004). 

 However, sick leave also has various negative consequences. Taking extended periods of 

sickness absence might lead to social isolation, and lower (retirement) income and is related to 

depression and low self-esteem (Kreyenfeld, 2020). This is why more research must be 



6 
 

conducted on which factors might influence sickness absence, and when sickness absence can be 

beneficial and when it is harmful. 

Although there is some research about sickness absence in regard to divorce, these have 

been mainly with Scandinavian samples (e.g. Dahl et al., 2015; Hallberg & Mattsson, 1992; Voss 

et al., 2015) and this research aims to find out whether the findings are similar in the 

Netherlands. This could become important for the employer in order to plan work activities and 

maybe even to find a temporal replacement. Next to that, it might also show whether short-term 

sickness absence can help avoid a long-term absence. Furthermore, divorce-related grief has not 

yet been studied in the context of sickness absence. According to Wilcox et al. (2015) grieving 

death can lead to around 30 days of sickness absence. However, it has not yet been researched 

whether this is also the case for divorce. Due to this and the other factors above, it is relevant to 

research sickness absence in the context of divorce-related grief, as it is expected to be positively 

associated with each other.       

Social Support within the Organization         

 What can organizations do to reduce the impact of divorce on work outcomes? There 

might be moderating factors that buffer the relationship between divorce-related grief and work 

outcomes. An interesting candidate may be organizational support, specifically social support 

from co-workers and supervisors. This can be defined as the individual’s belief that their 

organization values them and cares about their well-being and is making them part of a social 

network (Cobb, 1976). It is important to include this in order to find a protective factor for 

negative work outcomes, as well as help organizations respond to their divorcing employees. It is 

expected that social support can have a buffering effect on the association between divorce-

related grief and negative work outcomes.  Literature shows that social support at work can be 

especially essential when reducing family-to-work conflicts (van Daalen et al., 2006). Social 

support from co-workers and supervisors is also related to lower psychiatric sickness absence 

(Stansfeld et al., 1997) and Nilsson et al. (2013) found that social support at work is related to 

lower sickness absence in breast cancer patients. 

Next to that, social support from one’s supervisor can moderate the association between 

distress and absence (Nielsen et al., 2019). It can also facilitate recovery from psychological 

distress after a traumatic event, such as divorce (Birkeland et al., 2017). Furthermore, social 

support from a supervisor or leader can lead to higher performance (Bhanthumnavin, 2003), but 
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also to more positive job-related communications. There is a buffering effect from the support of 

one’s supervisor which decreases strain from job stressors (Beehr et al., 1990) and might also 

decrease strain from stressors caused by one’s personal life.    

 Besides social support from leaders, one can also receive support from one’s co-workers. 

This can lead, on the one hand, to higher feelings of accomplishment (Greenglass et al.,1997) but 

having at least one intimate relationship at work is related to less distress (Henderson & Argyle, 

1985). Social support from co-workers can also reduce social and work-related burnout (Rogers 

et al., 2016), which is why it is expected that it will also have a buffering effect after a divorce.   

 It is predicted, that social support can buffer the association between divorce-related grief 

and work outcomes, based on those previous studies. Social support is expected to reduce 

psychological and psychosomatic strains and stressors, anxiety and headaches (Robblee, 1997), 

fatigue and even burnout (Cropanzo et al., 1997), as it influences employees’ general level of 

stress (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). Since social support is related to lower levels of burnout 

(Etzion, 1984), organizational support from co-workers and supervisors could be useful too, in 

reducing burnout levels and absence from work after a divorce. Therefore, it is beneficial to 

include social support in this study.  

Present Research         

 The increasing divorce rates, as well as their possible consequences, create the urgency 

for more research on divorce, divorce-related grief and its work outcomes. Therefore, the 

proposed study aims to give insight into how some of those work-related variables, namely 

burnout and absence from work, are associated with divorce-related grief. Furthermore, social 

support within the organization is considered a moderating effect. 

The main research question of this research asks: To what extent does social support by 

the organization moderate the association between divorce-related grief and work outcomes?   

The following hypotheses have been formulated: 

H1a: divorce-related grief is positively associated with burnout symptoms 

H1b: divorce-related grief is positively associated with the absence of work 

H2a: social support from one’s supervisor buffers the association between divorce-related grief 

and burnout symptoms 

H3a: social support from co-workers weakens the association between divorce-related grief and 

burnout symptoms  
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H2b: social support from one’s supervisor buffers the effect of divorce-related grief on sickness 

absence 

H3b: social support from co-workers buffers the effect of divorce-related grief on sickness 

absence 

 These hypotheses were tested in an online survey study among divorced individuals. 

Methods 

Participants and Design 

  For the data collection, the ISO-certified Dutch panel of the research agency Flycatcher 

(www.flycatcher.eu) was used. This panel consists of more than 10,000 Dutch people aged 18 

and older who have volunteered to participate in online surveys. Participants were approached if 

they divorced less than three years ago, had at least one child, worked at least 12 hours a week, 

and were at least 18 years old. Since the study had a cross-sectional design, participants filled in 

a questionnaire at just one moment in time. The final sample consisted of 200 participants, out of 

which 129 completed all important elements for this study. The age ranged from 21 to 67 years, 

averaging 41 years (SD = 9.7). In total, 52% were female. Regarding education level, 19 

participants had no or low education, 84 had medium education, and 94 were highly educated. 

Participants worked in diverse areas (for more details, see Appendix A). 

 Characteristics of the divorce were also assessed. A total number of 127 participants 

(63.5 %) were already officially divorced, and the remaining participants were still in the process 

of getting divorced. Most of the participants lived with their children without a partner (44%) or 

with their children and a partner (26%) or alone (20%), and 115 participants (57.5%) had no new 

partner. The average number of children the participants had with their ex-partners was 1.75. The 

working hours of participants ranged from 0 to 46 hours per week (M=32.15; SD=11.11) before 

the divorce and increased slightly afterwards (M=33.83, SD=13.44).   

Procedure            

 First, participants received an introduction to the online study and had to sign an 

informed consent form (Appendix B). Then they filled in a questionnaire (Appendix C), which 

took approximately 10 minutes to complete. Afterwards, they were debriefed about the study and 

asked to give feedback about the survey. 

Materials             

http://www.flycatcher.eu/
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  All questionnaires were administered in Dutch. The questionnaire used for the study 

included more scales than mentioned here, as it was joint research. However, only the ones 

described here were used for this study.  

  Divorce-Related Grief. To assess divorce-related grief, a combination of the Texas 

Revised Inventory of Grief (TRIG) by Faschingbauer et al. (1977) and the Inventory of 

Complicated Grief Revised Scale (ICG-R) by Boelen et al. (2003) was used. Participants were 

asked to rate their agreement to 14 statements on a seven-point Likert scale (1= completely 

incorrect; 7= completely correct). Example items were Sometimes I miss my ex-partner a lot. 

The internal validity was excellent (α=.94) and the factor analysis revealed one underlying 

component. 

  Burnout. To measure burnout, the 11-item Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) was used. 

Participants had to rate the frequency of the statements on a seven-point Likert scale (0 = never; 

6 = always/daily). Five statements assessed emotional exhaustion (e.g., I feel emotionally 

drained from work) and six items personal accomplishment (e.g., I have the feeling that I do my 

work well). The internal consistency was good (α=.87), and factor analysis revealed indeed two 

underlying components (emotional exhaustion and personal accomplishment).  

  Sickness Absence. Based on Demerouti et al. (2004) sickness absence was assessed 

through three open questions that asked about whether the participant is currently absent due to 

sickness, and how many days they have been absent during the last two months and during the 

last year.  

  Social support within the Organization. First, participants were asked, “Have you 

received help or support from your employer?”. It was also asked by whom specifically they 

received this.      

 Social Support from Supervisors. To measure the social support, one received from their 

supervisor, three statements (e.g. My supervisor tried to really help me when I went through my 

divorce) were assessed on a seven-point Likert scale (1= completely disagree; 7=completely 

agree). The scale had a good internal consistency (α=.82). 

 Participants were also asked whether they talked about the divorce with their supervisor, 

and if yes (66%), how satisfied they were with the supervisors’ response on a scale from 1=not 

satisfied at all to 7=very satisfied.   

 Social Support from Co-workers. The social support participants received from their co-
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workers was measured through three statements too (e.g., I can talk with my co-workers about 

my divorce) that were also assessed on a seven-point Likert scale (1= completely disagree; 

7=completely agree). The scale’s internal consistency is good (α=.89).  

 Financial Disruptions. Financial disruptions were measured through two questions, 

“What was your monthly net income before your separation?” and “What is your monthly net 

income now?”. The difference between those two amounts indicated possible financial 

disruptions. 

Data Analysis 

  IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 26) was used to analyse the data. First, some preliminary 

analyses were conducted (descriptive, reliability, factor, and Pearson’s correlational analyses). 

Next, confirmatory analyses were conducted to test the hypotheses. To test the first and second 

hypotheses, a Pearson’s Correlation test was conducted. To test the third hypothesis, the SPSS 

plug-in “PROCESS macro” was used to conduct a moderation analysis. Six analyses were 

carried out to test the moderation of social support from one’s supervisor and the moderation 

effect of social support from one’s co-workers. Here, the dependent variables were burnout and 

absence from work, and divorce-related grief was the independent variable.  

Results 

Preliminary Research 

  Before the hypotheses were tested, some preliminary research had been conducted. 

Social Support 

  First, the received social support by one’s organization has been measured, and the 

responses can be found in Table 1. In total, 32.5 % of the participants received support.  

Furthermore, participants added that they received further organizational support in the form of 

more flexibility, more free days, good and solution-oriented conversations, and financial support. 

It was also measured, when the participants talked to their supervisors about their divorce, which 

is shown in Table 2. The respondents were generally satisfied with the support they have 

received (M=5.11; SD=1.62) 
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Table 1 

Received Social Support (N=65) 

Item Frequency % 

Support by Employer 3 3.2 

Support by Corporate Social Work 13 9.8 

Support by Confidant 29 22 

Support by Company Doctor 15 11.4 

Support by Absence Case Manager 7 5.3 

Other 13 10.7 

Table 2 

Time of Talking to Supervisor about Divorce (N=132) 

Item Frequency % 

Days after the Decision to Divorce 40 30.3 

Weeks after the Decision to Divorce 19 14.4 

Months after the Decision to Divorce 9 6.8 

“I don’t remember” 64 48.5 

Financial Disruptions 

  Next, financial disruptions were measured by comparing the participant's monthly 

income before and after the divorce (Table 3). In general, the income decreased for most 

participants and the difference was significant (t=41.72; p<.001).  
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Table 3 

Financial Disruptions (N=129) 

Item Category Frequency % 

Gross Monthly Household Income 

Before the Divorce 

   

 
€0-€1000 8 4 

 
€1000-€2000 20 10 

 
€2000-€3000 42 21 

 
€3000-€4000 58 29 

 
€4000-€5000 39 19.5 

 
More than €5000 33 16.5 

Gross Monthly Household Income 

now 

   

 
€0-€1000 10 5 

 
€1000-€2000 37 18.5 

 
€2000-€3000 86 43 

 
€3000-€4000 40 20 

 
€4000-€5000 17 8.5 

 
More than €5000 10 5 
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Table 4 

Means, standard deviations and correlations. 

Variable Range M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Divorce-related 

Grief 

1.00-6.29 3.12 1.39  
      

2. Burnout 1.00-5.36 34.54 0.94 .55**  
     

3. Support by Co-

workers 

2.00-7.00 5.30 1.25 -.37** -.50**  
    

4. Support by 

Supervisor 

2.00-7.00 5.03 1.27 -.16 -.40** .70**  
   

5. Financial 

Disruption 

-2.00-4.00 0.76 1.22 -.12 -.10 .21* .11  
  

6. Current Sickness 

Absence 

  1.05 0.23 -.04 .11 -.00 -.12 .13  
 

7. Sickness Absence 

in the Last Year 

0-365 11.43 40.10 -.03 .08 .06 -.11 .11 .51  

8. Sickness Absence 

in the Last 2 Months 

0-61 3.47 8.35 .04 .18* -.07 -.12 .04 .70** .83** 

Note. M and SD are used to represent mean and standard deviation, respectively. * indicates 

p<.05; ** indicates p<.01. 

Descriptive statistics and correlations can be found in Table 4. Divorce-related grief had a 

slightly higher mean than in a study by Carlsson and Nilsson (2007) (M=2.52), which used the 

TRIG, while still being within the standard deviation. The same was true for a study by Prigerson 

et al. (1995), which used the ICG and had a mean of 1.74. The mean score for burnout was quite 
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high (M=3.14, SD=.94) and was thus considered high burnout (Chiron et al., 2010). Support by 

supervisors, as well as by co-workers was quite high and financial disruptions (M = .76; 

SD=1.22) were rather low. 

Confirmatory Research 

  As expected, a significant association was found between divorce-related grief and 

burnout, (r (180) =0.55, p<.001), such that more divorce-related grief was associated with more 

self-reported levels of burnout. Therefore, H1a can be accepted. Contrary to expectations, the 

association between divorce-related grief and sickness absence was not significant. Hence, H1b 

needs to be rejected. Furthermore, no significant associations were found between financial 

disruption and burnout, sickness absence, or divorce-related grief. Thus, further analyses were 

conducted without taking financial disruption into account. 

 Next, it was tested whether the association between divorce-related grief and burnout was 

moderated by, respectively, support from supervisors and co-workers.  

 Support from Supervisor 

  The model with divorce-related grief as an independent variable, burnout as the 

dependent variable and support from the supervisor as moderator was statistically significant (F 

(3.128) =27,55, p<.001). Support from one’s supervisor had a weak, negative (B= -.32) but 

significant (t=-2.73, p=0.01) main effect on burnout. This means that burnout is slightly lower if 

someone receives support from their supervisor. Divorce-related grief had no significant main 

effect on burnout, and there was also no significant interaction effect. Hence, H2a must be 

rejected. 

 Support from Co-Workers 

  To test H3a, another moderation analysis was conducted. Again, divorce-related grief 

was the independent variable, burnout the dependent variable and support from co-workers 

served as the moderator. The model was statistically significant (F (3.125) =29,18, p<.001). It 

suggested that social support from co-workers had a moderate and negative (B= -0.63) but 

significant (t=-4.53, p<.001) main effect on burnout, while no significant main effect of divorce-

related grief could be found. This indicated that in this sample, burnout was not affected by 

divorce-related grief when social support by co-workers was taken into account as well. 

 In line with the hypothesis, a weak interaction effect of social support by co-workers on 

the relationship between burnout and divorce-related grief (B=.11) was determined, which was 
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significant (t=2.80, p=.01). Post-hoc analysis showed that the association between divorce-

related grief and burnout depends on the level of social support from colleagues. If it was 

medium or high, divorce-related grief and burnout were significantly associated (B=.29, p<.001; 

B=.41, p< .001), and not when it is low (B =.11, p =.14). In other words, the more social support 

one received from co-workers, the less burnout symptoms one experienced. Low support levels 

did not lead to increased burnout scores if someone had high grief. However, high and moderate 

support was not beneficial for the participants if their grief was high, but it was if grief was low. 

This was not in line with the hypothesis, and therefore H3a needs to be rejected.  

Figure 1 

Moderation Effect of Social Support by Co-workers on Divorce-related Grief and Burnout 

 

Exploratory Research 

High and Low Divorce-Related Grief 

  The interaction effect can also be explored from a different perspective, that is, for high 

compared to low levels of divorce-related grief. To do so, a moderated regression analysis was 
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performed. The variables high grief (+1SD from the mean) and low grief (-1SD from the mean) 

were computed, interacted with standardized support values, and regressed onto burnout. Results 

indicated that there was a significant negative effect of support by co-workers on burnout (B=-

.69, SE= .17, p<.001) when grief was low, while there was no significant effect when grief was 

high, (p =0.19). This suggests that support from co-workers was only helpful in reducing burnout 

symptoms when one’s grief was low. 

  Since there were no significant correlations between divorce-related grief and sickness 

absence, no moderation analyses have been conducted with these variables. 

Emotional Exhaustion and Personal Accomplishment 

  As the MBI-11 had two different components for burnout, namely emotional exhaustion 

and personal accomplishment, it was tested whether there would be a difference between the 

factors regarding their association with divorce-related grief. A two-tailed Pearson’s correlation 

analysis was conducted. First, it showed that emotional exhaustion and personal accomplishment 

had a low correlation (r (180) =0.31, p<.001). Moreover, emotional exhaustion was moderately 

correlated with divorce-related grief (r (180) =0.51, p<.001), while personal accomplishment and 

divorce-related grief had a low correlation (r (180) =0.36, p<.001). 

 

      Discussion 

The aim of the study was to assess whether divorce-related grief is associated with work 

outcomes, namely burnout and sickness absence. Next to that, it was tested whether social 

support by one's supervisor and co-workers would have a buffering effect on this relationship. 

This research is important to gain insight into how someone’s work is affected by divorce and 

how employers can support their employees in this situation so that potential negative outcomes 

can be reduced. 

Divorce-related Grief 

  This study is unique as it uses a novel approach to assess divorce-related grief by 

merging two already existing scales (TRIG and ICG-R), that typically measure grief in the 

context of death. This approach is innovative and can set a tone for future research, as present 

research has not yet explored divorce-related grief in the work context, which makes this study 

distinct. Furthermore, in this way, it can be looked at the consequences of divorce differently. 

Commonly, divorce is measured by conflict or by stress, but not so much by the losses one 
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experiences, which can be defined as grief. This study found that grief as one underlying factor 

of divorce is associated with burnout after the divorce.  

Work Outcomes 

 Spillover effects have been studied between family and work outcomes, and it has been 

shown that home situations indeed can affect work outcomes (Crouter, 1984; Dilworth, 2004; 

Stevens et al., 2007). However, spillover in the context of divorce, especially divorce-related 

grief, received less attention. Hence, this research was investigating the potential spillover effects 

of divorce-related grief on work outcomes. The analyses revealed that divorce-related grief was 

positively associated with burnout. This means that if someone had higher grief after their 

divorce, they were more likely to also have higher burnout symptoms. This outcome is in line 

with previous research. For instance, Dahl (2015) found that marriage had a protective effect on 

health and that divorce leads to temporary stress, which makes burnout after a divorce more 

likely. Next to that, previous studies have suggested that married people enjoy better mental and 

physical health than divorced people (Gähler, 2006; Williams et al., 2008). Brüggmann (2020) 

adds that the loss of a spouse includes many aspects, such as loss of social support, that increase 

someone’s burden and stress which will lead to unhealthy behaviours, and often to stress and 

burnout. These are all indications of spillover happening from divorce to work life. 

Additionally, Maslach et al., (2001) found that burnout symptoms were similar to trauma 

symptoms. This also explains the positive relationship between burnout and divorce-related 

grief, since both grief and divorce can be classified as traumatic events. 

 The research shows no relationship between divorce-related grief and sickness absence in 

the past year, past two months and at the time of the study. This is contradicting most research 

that has so far been conducted. For instance, Hald et al. (2020) found sick days were higher in 

people who faced divorce-related characteristics. This is in line with research by Rael et al. 

(1995) who found that separation, but also marital problems, strongly predicted sickness 

absence. One suggestion on why this study found different results could be that most previous 

studies focused on divorced individuals in general and not on divorce-related grief, however, it is 

difficult to find a correct explanation. 

 This research also explored the role of social support within the organization, thus the 

effect of social support by one's supervisor and co-worker was also tested as a moderator on 

burnout. There was a negative effect of social support by co-workers on burnout, which suggests 
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that social support by co-workers can be beneficial for employees who struggle with burnout 

symptoms. An explanation for why there was only a significant effect of support by co-workers, 

could be that one is usually closer with co-workers than with one’s supervisor. Hence, support by 

co-workers could be more comparable to support from friends. Furthermore, it was found that 

there was only an effect if divorce-related grief was low. This suggest that participants, who had 

support from their co-workers and low divorce-related grief, had the lowest burnout scores. This 

main effect is in line with previous research. Previous studies suggested that social support was a 

protective factor for divorcees (McTear, 1990; Schaufeli & Taris, 2013; Wilder, 2016), and 

could have moderating effects of social support on burnout. This is in line with the stress-

buffering hypothesis, which states that social support protects employees from the negative 

pathological consequences of stressful experiences (Cohen & Wills, 1985).  

 However, social support can also increase stress (Kaufmann & Beehr, 1986), since 

discussing emotions and feelings with co-workers was related to more distress (Elfering et al., 

2002). This could be because being shown sympathy may increase the risk of focusing too much 

on the negative aspects of one’s divorce (Beehr, 2014). Similar outcomes have been found for 

sickness absence. Rael et al. (1995) found that high levels of support from a close person predict 

higher levels of sickness absence and suggested that high emotional and social support may 

increase illness behaviours. Next to that, it is possible that if divorce-related grief is high, more 

organisational support is needed than just social support from co-workers. 

 Conclusively, it can be said that research on the effect of social support at the workplace 

differs a lot. This could be because someone with burnout symptoms might be biased about the 

quality of social support they have received. However, it is difficult to give a clear explanation, 

which is why more studies need to be conducted on what makes social support beneficial or not 

for the individual. 

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Research 

  The strength of this study was that many divorced individuals participated and that the 

scales had high psychometrics, which makes the results both more reliable and valid. Next to 

that, as already mentioned, not a lot of research has been conducted on the relationship between 

divorce-related grief and work outcomes, and not with social support as a buffering factor. Most 

of the research is also rather old. Hence, another strength of the study is its uniqueness and 

explorative character. 
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          Nevertheless, the present research comes with some limitations as well. First, the study is 

cross-sectional, which is not ideal, since it cannot determine the causes and effects of 

relationships and cannot be used to analyse effects over a longer period of time (Myin-Germeys 

et al., 2018). Second, although all participants divorced no longer than three years ago, the 

results are based on a self-report. Hence, memory bias, such as hindsight bias or egocentric bias, 

might be involved when filling in the survey (Hogarth et al., 2007).  Next to that, the present 

research asked for sickness absence up to the last year, while some participants were already 

divorced for three years. It could have been the case that some of them had a higher absence 

during the time of their divorce. Furthermore, it might be the case that part of the higher sickness 

absence of divorcing individuals is due to appointments with lawyers, moving or needing more 

time to take care of their children, aspects that usually improve over time. Similarly, divorce-

related grief and distress are common reactions, however, typically, the intensity of the grief 

decreases after several weeks or months (Brodbeck et al., 2019), which is why divorce-related 

grief might be lower in some participants. These limitations could all be avoided by using the 

experience sampling method or a diary study for individuals who are currently going through a 

divorce (Hundt et al., 2013). 

          There is still quite some research that needs to be done in order to understand the topic 

better. Regarding burnout, it would be beneficial to understand which factors of divorce predict 

burnout the most. For instance, does having children, or one’s living situation influence burnout 

symptoms (André et al., 2019)? Further, it could be studied which factors of the divorce might 

actually lead to sickness absence, since there are many different indicators (Donaldson et al., 

1999). There could be influencing factors such as divorce-related stress or having children (Dahl 

et al., 2015). Moreover, variables such as divorce context or reasons for the divorce could be 

taken into account when studying burnout and sickness absence, but one could also conduct a 

partner study, in which both partners of a divorce are interviewed. 

          Next to that, the present study only focused on social support, and it would be beneficial 

for employers to know which other forms of organizational support can be constructive for 

grieving employees. It is expected that offering paid off-time (Goodson, 2016) or counselling 

would have a positive impact (Eyetsemitan, 1998).  However, as already mentioned, sometimes 

support can have a negative effect, so it would be useful to research in which cases support is 

helpful and when it is not. Here it is expected that social support might have negative effects if 
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the support is unwanted, or the receiver is getting different reactions than desired (Palant & 

Himmel, 2019). 

 Conclusion 

  This study examined the relationship between divorce-related grief, burnout, sickness 

absence and social support in the workplace. The findings indicated that higher levels of divorce-

related grief are related to higher levels of burnout. Social support by colleagues can be 

beneficial to decrease burnout symptoms, however, only if one’s grief is low. The ultimate goal 

of the research is to help organizations deal with divorces among their employees. This is 

relevant since divorce rates are increasing. Divorces can have a negative impact on work 

outcomes; hence, it is in the organization’s interest to prevent this. This was the first study which 

focused on work outcomes of divorce-related grief and support seems crucial, but it is suggested 

to conduct more research on this topic and to find more ways in which employers can support 

their employees. 
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Appendix 

Appendix A 

Work Characteristics (N=182)  

Item Category Frequency % 

Working Hours Before Divorce  
  

 
1–5 Hours 5 2.5 

 6–10 Hours 5 2.5 

 11–20 Hours 17 8.5 

 21–30 Hours 25 12.5 

 31–40 Hours 123 61.5 

 More than 40 Hours 8 4 

Working Hours After Divorce  
  

 
1–5 Hours 5 2.5 
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 6–10 Hours 2 1 

 11–20 Hours 12 6 

 21–30 Hours 26 13 

 31–40 Hours 126 63 

 More than 40 Hours 10 5 

Role at Work  
  

 
Leadership Role 53 26.5 

 No Leadership Role 129 64.5 

Work Sector  
  

 
Agriculture 4 2 

 Mineral Extraction 3 1.5 
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 Industry 16 8 

 Electricity, Natural Gas and 

Energy 

5 2.5 

 Water and Waste Management 1 5 

 Construction 7 3.5 

 Car Industry and Repair 16 8 

 Transportation and Trade 5 2.5 

 Logistics, Food and Drink 

Provision 

4 2 

 Information and 

Communication 

11 5.5 

 Financial Institution 17 8.5 

 Real Estate 3 1.5 
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 Advice and Research 12 6 

 Renting Vehicles 2 1 

 Public Boards, Governmental 

Services and Public Insurances 

10 5 

 Education 16 8 

 Health and Wellbeing 30 15 

 Culture, Sports and Recreation 3 1.5 

 Other Services 10 5 

 Other 7 3.5 

Size of Organization  
  

 
1 Person 8 4 

 Less than 5 5 2.5 
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 5-9 7 3.5 

 10-49 43 21.5 

 50-99 34 17 

 100-499 35 17.5 

 500 or more 50 25 

Work Function  
  

 
Owner 12 6 

 Director/Board Member 7 3.5 

 Free Profession 14 7 

 Farmer or Gardener 4 2 

 Higher Job Level 95 47.5 
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 Medium Job Level 43 21.5 

 Lower Job Level 7 3.5 
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