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ABSTRACT  

 
This case study examines the impact of parental divorce on the social development of adolescents aged 15 to 17 in Selangor, 
Malaysia. Given the rising divorce rates in the country, the study examines the emotional, behavioral, educational, and social 
challenges faced by adolescents from divorced families. Quantitative and qualitative data is used to show how divorce affects self-
esteem, academic performance, and peer relationships. The study also looks at the unique cultural and religious factors in 
Malaysia that shape adolescents' experiences of divorce and emphasizes the need for targeted interventions and support systems 
to mitigate the negative consequences. By providing insights into the Malaysian context, the study contributes to a broader 
understanding of the global impact of divorce on adolescents. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 
The rising rate of divorce in Malaysia represents a significant social shift with far-reaching implications. Traditionally, Malaysian 
society has been characterized by strong family values and cultural norms that emphasize the sanctity of marriage. However, recent 
years have seen a notable increase in divorce rates, particularly in urban areas like Selangor. 
 

 
 
Selangor, as one of Malaysia's most developed and urbanized states, exhibits a higher rate of divorce due to several factors that 
may contribute to this trend, which is the aim of researcher to focus, and these factors includes: 
 

1. Urbanization and Lifestyle Changes: The rapid urbanization in Selangor has led to significant lifestyle changes. Higher 
living standards and the availability of employment opportunities may result in shifting social norms and expectations 
around marriage and family life. 

2. Economic Factors: Economic pressures, including the cost of living and financial stress, can contribute to marital strain. 
Couples in urban areas may face challenges related to work-life balance, which can impact their relationships. 
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3. Education and Empowerment: Increased access to education and career opportunities, particularly for women, may lead 
to higher expectations for marital satisfaction. Women who are financially independent may feel more empowered to 
leave unsatisfactory marriages. 

4. Cultural Shifts: Changes in societal attitudes toward marriage and divorce may also play a role. As traditional views 
evolve, there may be less stigma associated with divorce, making it a more acceptable option for couples facing 
difficulties. 

5. Influence of Media and Technology: The influence of media and technology can shape perceptions of relationships and 
marriage, potentially leading individuals to have different expectations and standards for their partnerships. 

6. Counseling and Support Services: The availability of counseling and support services may lead to increased awareness 
of marital issues, prompting couples to seek help or consider divorce as an option if they believe their relationship cannot 
be salvaged. These factors, among others, contribute to the higher divorce rates observed in Selangor. It's essential to 
approach this topic with an understanding of the complex social, economic, and cultural dynamics at play. 

 
Children aged 15 to 17 years is chosen as the focus for several reasons by researchers: 
 

1. Developmental Stage: Adolescence is a critical period for social development. During these years, individuals begin to 
form their identities and establish deeper relationships outside the family, making them particularly susceptible to the 
effects of parental divorce. 

2. Increased Independence: Teenagers in this age group are often gaining more independence and autonomy, which can 
lead to shifts in their social interactions. Understanding how divorce influences their ability to navigate these changes 
can provide insights into their social development. 

3. Peer Influence: At this age, peer relationships become increasingly important. Adolescents are likely to rely more on 
their friends for support rather than family, making it crucial to examine how divorce affects these peer dynamics. 

4. Emotional and Behavioral Responses: Research suggests that adolescents may experience heightened emotional and 
behavioral responses to divorce compared to younger children. Studying this age group can help identify specific 
emotional challenges and their implications for social functioning. 

5. Long-Term Implications: The experiences and social skills developed during adolescence can have lasting effects on 
adult relationships and social competence. Investigating this age group allows for an exploration of the potential long-
term consequences of divorce on social development. 

6. Diverse Experiences: Adolescents may have diverse experiences based on their unique circumstances, including family 
dynamics, socioeconomic status, and individual resilience. This variability can provide a richer understanding of how 
divorce impacts social development. 

 
By focusing on this age group, researchers can gain valuable insights into the complexities of social development during a 
transformative period in life, ultimately contributing to more effective support strategies for adolescents experiencing parental 
divorce. 
 
2. Literature Review 
 
2.1 Emotional and Psychological Impact 
 
The emotional and psychological consequences of parental divorce on adolescents in Selangor are profound and multifaceted. 
Research consistently demonstrates that adolescents from divorced families experience heightened levels of emotional distress, 
manifesting in various forms such as anxiety, depression, and diminished self-esteem. 

Amato's (2001) seminal work emphasizes that the emotional turmoil associated with parental separation can have lasting 
effects, significantly impacting an adolescent's psychological well-being well into adulthood. This research suggests that the trauma 
of divorce is not a transient experience for adolescents but rather a life-altering event with long-term psychological implications. 
Amato's findings indicate that children of divorce are more likely to experience feelings of abandonment, betrayal, and loss, which 
can persist long after the initial separation. 

Lanza et al. (2015) further expand on this concept by highlighting how these emotional challenges are often exacerbated 
by the instability that accompanies divorce. As adolescents navigate changes in family dynamics and living arrangements, they 
face a constant state of flux that can undermine their sense of security and stability. This instability can manifest in various ways, 
such as: 
 

1. Disrupted routines and daily schedules 
2. Changes in living arrangements (e.g., moving between two households) 
3. Alterations in family roles and responsibilities 
4. Shifts in financial circumstances 

 
These changes can create a sense of unpredictability and chaos in an adolescent's life, further compounding their emotional distress. 
 
In the specific context of Selangor, Malaysia, Abdullah et al. (2020) conducted a qualitative study that provides crucial insights 
into the local experience of parental divorce. Their research revealed a complex emotional landscape among adolescents following 
parental divorce, characterized by: 
 

1. Feelings of abandonment: Many adolescents reported feeling "left behind" or "forgotten" as their parents navigated the 
divorce process. 



International Journal for Studies on Children, Women, Elderly and Disabled, Vol. 22, (Dec.)  
ISSN 0128-309X 2024 

 

29 
 

2. Guilt: Some participants expressed feelings of responsibility for their parents' separation, despite rationally 
understanding they were not at fault. 

3. Confusion: The breakdown of the family unit often left adolescents struggling to make sense of their new reality and 
their place within it. 

 
Perhaps most notably, Abdullah et al.'s study highlighted the unique cultural dimension of divorce in Malaysian society. The 
expression of shame and a sense of failure due to societal expectations of family unity was particularly prevalent among the 
participants. This finding underscores how the emotional impact of divorce is not merely a personal or familial issue but is 
significantly amplified by cultural norms and expectations in Malaysian society. 
 
2.2 Behavioral Outcomes 
 
The behavioral consequences of parental divorce on adolescents in Selangor are significant and often manifest in maladaptive 
ways. Research has consistently documented an increase in problematic behaviors among adolescents from divorced families, 
ranging from mild behavioral issues to more serious delinquent acts. 

Motsinger et al. (2018) conducted a comprehensive review of adolescents' perceptions of parental divorce, finding that 
many adolescents reported increased aggression and defiance following their parents' separation. This aggression was often 
directed at peers, siblings, or even parents, and was frequently attributed to feelings of anger, frustration, and a loss of control over 
their life circumstances. 

Jeynes (2016) meta-analysis on the roles of fathers in parenting provides additional context, suggesting that the absence 
or reduced involvement of a father figure following divorce may contribute to behavioral problems, particularly in male 
adolescents. This research highlights the importance of maintaining positive father-child relationships post-divorce to mitigate 
negative behavioral outcomes. 

In the Malaysian context, Lee and Chai (2020) conducted a cross-sectional study that yielded particularly alarming 
results. They found that adolescents from divorced families in Malaysia were 1.5 times more likely to engage in risky behaviors 
compared to their peers from intact families. These risky behaviors included: 
 

1. Substance abuse: Higher rates of alcohol consumption and drug use 
2. Truancy: Increased likelihood of skipping school or dropping out entirely 
3. Early sexual activity: Greater propensity for engaging in sexual relationships at a younger age 
4. Delinquent acts: Higher rates of minor crimes or antisocial behaviors 

 
The increased propensity for these risky behaviors suggests that adolescents may be using maladaptive coping mechanisms to deal 
with the stress and emotional turmoil of their family situation. It also indicates a potential decrease in parental supervision or 
involvement following divorce, which may contribute to these risky behaviors. 

Wong et al. (2022) observed a concerning cycle of negative outcomes in their mixed-methods study of adolescents from 
divorced families in Selangor. They found that initial behavioral problems often led to a cascade of negative consequences: 
 

1. Social isolation: Behavioral issues often resulted in peer rejection or self-imposed withdrawal from social groups. 
2. Academic difficulties: Acting out in school or decreased motivation led to declining grades and conflicts with teachers. 
3. Family conflict: Increased tension at home as parents struggled to manage behavioral problems. 
4. Emotional distress: The accumulation of these issues often exacerbated feelings of anxiety and depression. 

 
This cycle created a domino effect that impacted various aspects of adolescents' lives, making it increasingly difficult for them to 
break out of negative patterns of behavior. 
 
2.3 Academic Performance 
 
The impact of parental divorce on adolescents' academic performance in Selangor is a critical area of concern, with numerous 
studies highlighting the potential for significant setbacks in educational achievement. This academic decline can have far-reaching 
consequences, potentially affecting future educational and career opportunities. 

Tan and Lim's (2021) study in Selangor provides concrete evidence of this academic impact. Their research found that 
adolescents from divorced families had, on average, a 0.5-point lower GPA compared to their peers from intact families. This 
difference is substantial and could potentially: 
 

1. Affect college admissions prospects 
2. Limit access to academic scholarships 
3. Influence career paths and opportunities 
4. Impact overall self-esteem and confidence in academic abilities 

 
The reasons for this academic decline are multifaceted and likely interrelated with the emotional and behavioral impacts of divorce. 
 
Wong and Yeo (2019) shed light on one potential contributing factor to this academic decline. Their study noted that adolescents 
from divorced families reported 30% less parental involvement in their academic activities. This decreased parental engagement 
could manifest in several ways: 
 

1. Less assistance with homework and studying 
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2. Reduced attendance at parent-teacher conferences and school events 
3. Lower awareness of academic challenges or successes 
4. Decreased emphasis on educational goals and expectations 

 
Mohamed et al. (2021) provided crucial longitudinal data on the academic impact of parental divorce. Their study demonstrated 
that adolescents experiencing parental divorce showed a consistent decline in academic performance over time. Importantly, these 
effects persisted even after controlling for socioeconomic factors, suggesting that the academic impact of divorce goes beyond 
potential changes in financial circumstances. 
 
2.4 Social Relationships 
 
The impact of parental divorce on adolescents' social relationships in Selangor is a crucial area of study, as peer relationships play 
a vital role in emotional development and overall well-being during this life stage. Research indicates that adolescents from 
divorced families often face significant challenges in their social lives, potentially leading to long-term implications for their social 
and emotional health. 

Ibrahim and Rahman's (2023) study in Selangor provided quantitative evidence of these social challenges. They found 
that adolescents from divorced families reported 25% fewer close friendships compared to their peers from intact families. This 
reduction in close social bonds is concerning for several reasons: 
 

1. Reduced social support: Fewer close friends may mean less emotional support during a challenging time. 
2. Limited social learning opportunities: Close friendships provide important contexts for developing social skills and 

emotional intelligence. 
3. Increased risk of isolation: With fewer close friends, adolescents may be more prone to social withdrawal and loneliness. 
4. Potential impact on future relationships: Difficulties in forming close friendships during adolescence may affect the 

ability to form intimate relationships later in life. 
 
Fatimah et al. (2022) further illuminated the social challenges faced by these adolescents, observing that they were twice as likely 
to report feelings of social anxiety and isolation compared to their peers from intact families. This increased social anxiety can 
create a self-perpetuating cycle: 
 

1. Social anxiety leads to avoidance of social situations 
2. Avoidance results in fewer opportunities to develop and practice social skills 
3. Lack of social skills reinforces anxiety about social interactions 
4. Increased isolation exacerbates feelings of loneliness and potentially depression 

 
However, amidst these challenges, Zainudin and Rahim (2021) provided a hopeful perspective. Their research found that strong 
peer support systems were associated with better emotional adjustment and academic performance among adolescents from 
divorced families in Malaysia. This finding suggests that while parental divorce can create social challenges, positive peer 
relationships can serve as a protective factor, potentially mitigating some of the negative impacts of family dissolution. 
 
2.5 Cultural Context 
 
The cultural context in which parental divorce occurs in Selangor plays a significant role in shaping adolescents' experiences and 
outcomes. In Malaysia, cultural norms and religious beliefs create a unique environment that can both exacerbate the challenges 
faced by adolescents from divorced families and influence the types of support and interventions that may be most effective. 

Zainal et al.'s (2022) qualitative study of 40 Malaysian adolescents provided crucial insights into the cultural dimensions 
of experiencing parental divorce in this context. Their research highlighted several key cultural factors: 
 

1. Emphasis on family cohesion: Malaysian culture places a high value on family unity, making the experience of divorce 
particularly challenging and potentially stigmatizing. 

2. Collectivist social norms: In a society that prioritizes group harmony over individual needs, the disruption caused by 
divorce can be seen as particularly problematic. 

3. Face-saving concerns: The concept of "saving face" or maintaining family honor can lead to increased feelings of shame 
or a reluctance to seek help. 

4. Gender roles: Traditional expectations regarding gender roles within the family can complicate the adjustment process, 
particularly if the divorce challenges these norms. 

 
These cultural factors contributed to adolescents experiencing: 
 

1. Feelings of shame or inadequacy when their family structure deviated from societal expectations 
2. Stigmatization and ostracism from peers and even extended family members 
3. Instances of bullying or social exclusion related to their family situation 
4. Reluctance to discuss their family situation or seek support due to fear of judgment. 
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Siti Zulaikha et al.'s (2022) exploration of the role of religious beliefs adds another layer of complexity to understanding the cultural 
context of divorce in Malaysia. Their study focused on Muslim adolescents, reflecting the fact that Islam is the official religion of 
Malaysia and plays a significant role in shaping social norms and personal beliefs. 
 
Key findings from their research included: 
 

1. Islamic teachings on divorce: While Islam permits divorce, it is generally discouraged, creating a potential source of 
conflict between religious teachings and personal experiences. 

2. Conflicting emotions: Many adolescents reported struggling to reconcile their personal experiences with religious 
teachings, leading to feelings of guilt or confusion. 

3. Cognitive dissonance: The disconnect between religious ideals of family unity and the reality of parental divorce created 
psychological tension for many adolescents. 

4. Variable interpretations: Different interpretations of Islamic teachings on divorce within the community could lead to 
varying levels of support or stigma. 

5. Role of religious leaders: Imams and other religious figures played a significant role in shaping community attitudes 
towards divorce, highlighting the importance of engaging with religious leaders in intervention efforts. 

 
3. Discussion and Limitation of Research 
 
The findings from this literature review highlight the multifaceted impact of divorce on adolescents' development in Selangor, 
Malaysia. The interplay between emotional, behavioral, academic, and social outcomes, all within a unique cultural context, creates 
a complex landscape for these adolescents to navigate. 

The decline in academic performance observed in studies like Tan and Lim (2021) can be attributed to a combination of 
factors, including emotional distress, changes in family dynamics, and reduced parental involvement in academic activities. These 
findings underscore the need for targeted academic support for adolescents from divorced families. Schools and educators in 
Selangor play a crucial role in providing support and stability, which can help mitigate these academic challenges. 

The emotional and psychological impacts highlighted by studies such as Abdullah et al. (2020) emphasize the need for 
mental health support tailored to the unique cultural context of Malaysia. The feelings of shame and failure reported by adolescents 
due to societal expectations of family unity indicate that interventions must address not only individual emotional needs but also 
help adolescents navigate the broader social implications of their family situation. 

The behavioral outcomes observed by Lee and Chai (2020), including increased risk-taking behaviors, point to the need 
for comprehensive support systems that address not just the emotional aspects of parental divorce, but also provide guidance and 
structure to help adolescents avoid engaging in risky or maladaptive behaviors. Interventions might include individual and family 
counseling, mentorship programs, and skill-building workshops focusing on emotion regulation and healthy coping mechanisms. 

The social challenges faced by adolescents of divorced parents, as highlighted by Ibrahim and Rahman (2023), 
underscore the importance of social support networks. Encouraging positive peer interactions and providing opportunities for social 
engagement can help adolescents develop healthy relationships and social skills. The finding by Zainudin and Rahim (2021) that 
strong peer support systems were associated with better outcomes suggests that peer-based interventions could be particularly 
effective. 

The cultural context of Malaysia, as explored by Zainal et al. (2022) and Siti Zulaikha et al. (2022), adds additional 
complexity to these issues. The strong emphasis on family unity, face-saving concerns, and the role of religious beliefs in shaping 
attitudes towards divorce create unique challenges for adolescents in Selangor. This highlights the need for culturally sensitive 
interventions that address not only individual needs but also work towards changing broader. 
 
4. Summary 
 
In conclusion, while the impact of parental divorce on adolescents' social development in Selangor is significant and complex, this 
review also highlights potential avenues for support and intervention. By addressing these challenges comprehensively and 
sensitively, considering the unique cultural context of Malaysia, we can work towards better outcomes for adolescents from 
divorced families. This requires a concerted effort from researchers, policymakers, educators, mental health professionals, and 
community leaders to develop and implement effective strategies that support the well-being and healthy development of these 
vulnerable adolescents. 

As Malaysia continues to experience social and cultural changes, including shifts in family structures, it is crucial that 
we continue to study and address the impacts of these changes on adolescent development. By doing so, we can ensure that all 
adolescents, regardless of their family circumstances, have the support they need to thrive and contribute positively to Malaysian 
society. 
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