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Abstract
Divorce is associated with a multitude of outcomes related to health and well-being. Data from a
representative community sample (N = 1,241) of St. Louis residents (ages 55–64) were used to
examine associations between personality pathology and divorce in late midlife. Symptoms of the
10 DSM–IV personality disorders were assessed with the Structured Interview for DSM–IV
Personality and the Multisource Assessment of Personality Pathology (both self and informant
versions). Multiple regression analyses showed Paranoid and Histrionic personality disorder
symptoms to be consistently and positively associated with number of divorces across all three
sources of personality assessment. Conversely, Avoidant personality disorder symptoms were
negatively associated with number of divorces. The present paper provides new information about
the relationship between divorce and personality pathology at a developmental stage that is
understudied in both domains.
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Symptoms of personality disorders (PDs) are associated with impairment in functioning
across a variety of interpersonal domains, including marital relationships. Difficulty
interacting with others is a trademark of the disordered personality, and the presence of
personality pathology is associated with a significant increase in the likelihood of romantic
conflict and marital termination (Chen et al., 2004; Emery, Waldron, Kitzmann, & Aaron,
1999; Whisman & Schonbrun, 2009). It has been suggested that the inability to sustain
intimate relationships is a central feature of most forms of personality pathology (Krueger,
Skodol, Livesley, Shrout, & Huang, 2007), yet we are still learning about the working
relationship between personality disorder symptoms and divorce, particularly in individuals
who are middle-aged and older.

Divorce is an important area of study that generates interest because of its well-documented
negative effects on longevity and well-being. Marital termination is associated with
diminished health, increased mortality, lower levels of subjective well-being, higher levels
of depression and anxiety, and higher impairment in functioning (Emery, Shim, & Horn,
2012; Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton, 2001; Pagano et al., 2004). Divorce risks in the United
States are high compared to other Western countries (Schoen & Canudas-Romo, 2006), with
recent societal and cultural changes contributing to changing divorce patterns. The divorce
rate per 1,000 people in the U.S. population rose from 2.2 in 1960 to 5.2 in 1980, an increase
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of 136% (Amato, 2010). Despite the increasingly common occurrence of divorce, few
studies have investigated personality pathology in individuals who have divorced not just
once, but multiple times. This is a particularly important area of study as second marriages
are more likely to end in divorce than first marriages (Bramlett & Mosher, 2001).
Individuals who have one or more prior divorces bring a qualitatively different background
to a new marriage, which potentially includes children from a previous marriage, continued
contact with a former spouse, and personality traits that are negatively suited to marital
longevity or success (Teachman, 2008). Furthermore, negative consequences such as
depression may be more likely following subsequent divorces compared with the first
divorce (Robins & Reiger, 1991), making the study of multiple divorces an important topic.

Using data from a large, nationally representative community sample, Whisman, Tolejko,
and Chatav (2007) found that each of the seven PDs assessed (Paranoid, Schizoid,
Antisocial, Histrionic, Avoidant, Dependent, and Obsessive-Compulsive) was associated
with a significantly increased occurrence of marital disruption. The approximate mean age
of participants in that particular study was 35 years; thus, the cumulative impact of PDs on
divorce across the life span remains open to question. The present study is concerned with
the relation between personality pathology and divorce in a sample of participants between
the ages of 55 and 64. The developmental stage of our sample is particularly beneficial for
analyses on divorce, because these participants have had more time to begin and end
marriages throughout their middle years prior to our assessment.

Relationship instability is expected when personality pathology is present, as PDs are
interpersonal in nature and are associated with social impairment. Previous research has
shown that individuals with multiple divorces exhibit higher global levels of distress,
anxiety, and paranoid ideation than individuals who have divorced one time or not at all,
although this finding held only for females and not for males (Kurdek, 1990). The increased
rate of divorce in second marriages is congruent with the notion that PD symptoms involved
in the dissolution of a first marriage will likely contribute to the dissolution of a second or
third, due to the chronic and pervasive nature of PD symptomatology.

In terms of the relationships between specific types of PDs and marital dissolution,
Borderline PD in particular has been connected to low relationship satisfaction, marital
distress, separation, and divorce (South, Turkheimer, & Oltmanns, 2008; Whisman &
Schonbrun, 2009); Antisocial PD is also associated with these negative outcomes (Afifi,
Cox, & Enns, 2006; Humbad, Donnellan, Iacono, & Burt, 2010; Rogstad & Rogers, 2008).
The association between these two disorders and marital interruption may be produced by
the emotional lability, angry hostility, and impulsivity seen in both disorders. The
interpersonal nature of the other PDs may also present barriers to intimacy and healthy
relationships, however, and the impact on divorce is most likely not limited solely to
Borderline and Antisocial PD. Rather, the wealth of findings attributed to ASPD and BPD
may simply reflect the disproportionate amount of attention that they have received in the
research literature.

Exclusive reliance on self-report in PD assessment introduces a serious risk of inaccuracy
due to the trademark lack of self-understanding and unrealistic self-image so often noted in
PDs (Furr, Dougherty, Marsh, & Mathias, 2007; Klein, 2003; Klonsky, Oltmanns, &
Turkheimer, 2002; Oltmanns, Gleason, Klonsky, & Turkheimer, 2005; Vazire, 2010).
Conversely, use of multiple sources in personality assessment provides a richer and more
detailed portrait of the individual, and can help cancel out idiosyncratic bias coming from
one particular source. Accordingly, the current study implements not one, but three sources
of personality assessment to examine the relationship between divorce rate and personality
disorder symptoms in later middle age.
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Method
Participants

Participants ranging in age from 55–64 were recruited for a longitudinal study of personality
and aging (titled St. Louis Personality and Aging Network; see Oltmanns & Gleason, 2011,
for a more detailed description of study methods). Data reported in this paper are taken from
the baseline assessment, which included a 2-hr interview and a battery of questionnaires. Of
the total number of 1,630 recruited participants, 236 were excluded from analyses because
they had never been married. Sixteen others were excluded because they did not complete
the self-assessment of their own personality, and a further 137 because an informant did not
complete an assessment of their personality. The final sample consisted of 1,241
participants.

Females made up 54% of the final sample (n = 664), with a mean age of 59.6 (SD = 2.7). In
terms of current marital status, 57% of participants (n = 712) were currently married, 33% (n
= 404) divorced, 8.1% (n = 101) widowed, and 1.9% (n = 24) separated. The racial
distribution of the sample is representative of the greater St. Louis area: 67% Caucasian (n =
834), 30% African American (n = 377), and 3% from other racial backgrounds (n = 30).
Regarding education level, 32% (n = 395) had a high school education or less; 16% (n =
204) had education beyond high school but not a bachelor’s degree; 25% (n = 313) had
completed a bachelor’s degree; and 27% (n = 329) had a master’s degree or higher. Mean
household income was between $40,000 and $59,000 annually, with 17% of households
below $40,000 and 14% above $140,000 (47 participants declined to answer).

Measures
Participants were asked about their marital history as part of the Computerized Diagnostic
Interview Schedule (C DIS-IV; Robins et al., 2000). The question of interest to the current
analyses was “Number of times divorced,” which was recorded as a number between 0 and
5 (the highest number of divorces for any one participant in the sample).1 This variable was
log-transformed and used as the dependent measure in the regressions. Gender was used as a
covariate and was centered such that male was coded as 0.5 and female as −0.5.

Symptoms of personality disorders were assessed from three sources: an interviewer, the
participant, and an informant selected by the participant. Trained interviewers administered
the Structured Interview for DSM–IV Personality (SIDP-IV; Pfohl, Blum, & Zimmerman,
1997), which is a semistructured diagnostic interview that comprehensively assesses for the
presence of the 10 personality disorders recognized by the DSM–IV, plus passive-aggressive
PD. Participants were rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 0 (not present) to 3 (strongly
present) for each personality disorder criterion. The mean score across all criteria was
calculated for each disorder. Because this is a community sample, we chose to focus on
personality disorder symptoms as a continuum rather than examining binary personality
disorder diagnoses, in order to investigate the effects of subthreshold pathology on divorce.

Diagnostic interviews are conducted by carefully trained, full-time research assistants and
graduate students in clinical psychology, and all were video-recorded. We randomly selected
265 interviews to be rated blindly again by an independent judge (another member of the
team). The overall reliability (computed using intraclass correlations and the one-way
random model) was .67. The reliability for specific DSM–IV PDs (treated as continuous

1We also considered using a categorical variable, grouping participants by whether they had ever been divorced or whether they had
been divorced one or multiple times; however, preliminary analyses indicated that the continuous dependent variable (number of
divorces) produced more nuanced results and was best suited to our research question.
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scores) ranged from .86 for Avoidant PD to .53 for Paranoid PD. These values compare
favorably to reliability estimates for PD diagnoses in other studies (Zanarini et al., 2000).

Participants and informants also completed the Multi-Source Assessment of Personality
Pathology (MAPP; Oltmanns, Turkheimer, & Strauss, 1998). This instrument consists of
statements corresponding to criteria of the 11 personality disorders but worded more
colloquially. For instance, the Borderline criterion “A pattern of unstable and intense
interpersonal relationships” appears as follows: “In close relationships (with friends and
family members), I often switch back and forth between loving a person and hating him or
her.” Participants indicated to what extent each statement applied to them on a 5-point scale
ranging from 0 (I am never like this) to 4 (I am always like this). Informants filled out the
same questionnaire and were asked to rate the participant’s personality. Mean scores for
each personality disorder were calculated as described above for the SIDP-IV. The SIDP-IV
and MAPP scores for each disorder were centered around zero. Descriptives for the SIDP-
IV and participant/informant MAPP are presented in Table 1. It should be noted that these
are scaled scores, which account for the low means. Rather than being a sum of scores
across all criteria for a particular PD, these numbers indicate the average score the
individuals received across all the criteria for a particular PD, thus the possible range for the
mean scores was 0–3 for the SIDP and 0–4 for the MAPP. The level of personality
pathology represented by the mean scores is in line with what we would expect to see in a
community sample such as ours (vs. a clinical sample).

Results
Divorce Frequency

The number of divorces per participant ranged from 0 to 5, with a mean of 0.7 (SD = 0.8)
across the sample. Approximately half of the sample (44%, n = 547) had never been
divorced, 41% (n = 510) had been divorced once, 12% (n = 146) had been divorced twice,
and 3% (n = 38) had been divorced 3–5 times.

Regressions: Predicting Divorce Frequency From PD Symptoms
Three sources of personality assessment (SIDP, participant’s MAPP, and the informant’s
MAPP) were used to independently predict divorce frequency (log-transformed). Mean
scores for the 10 major types of PD plus passive-aggressive PD from one of the three
personality assessments served as predictors in each regression, with gender included as a
covariate. We chose to use simultaneous (forced entry) regressions for all of our analyses.
Results of the three separate regressions are presented in Table 2, and bivariate correlations
between the personality disorder scores and the DV in Table 3. To avoid committing a Type
I error, we chose to interpret only the findings that were consistent across all three sources of
personality assessment. Across all three regressions, gender had a significant effect on
divorce frequency, with women reporting a higher number of divorces. The presence of
Paranoid and Histrionic PD symptoms was positively associated with the number of
divorces, consistently across all three sources of personality assessment (most strongly for
the SIDP followed by the self-MAPP for both PDs). Conversely, the presence of Avoidant
symptoms was a negative predictor of divorce frequency according to all three sources of
personality. An inspection of the bivariate correlations (see Table 3) reveals that Antisocial
PD is only related to the number of divorces when gender and scores on all other PDs are
held constant. See Figures 1a–1c for predicted divorce frequency for different levels of
Paranoid, Histrionic, and Avoidant symptoms across the three sources of assessment.

In addition to the main results described above, scores on various other disorders were
related to divorce frequency, but not consistently so across all three source of personality
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disorder. Schizoid symptoms were positively related to divorce frequency according to the
SIDP and self-MAPP; Antisocial symptoms were negatively related to divorce frequency
according to the informant MAPP; Borderline symptoms were positively related to divorce
frequency according to the SIDP; Narcissistic and Obsessive-Compulsive symptoms were
negatively related to divorce frequency according to the self-MAPP; and Passive-Aggressive
symptoms were negatively related to divorce frequency according to the informant MAPP.
As discussed previously, we chose not to interpret these findings to avoid committing a
Type I error.

To assess for the presence of multicollinearity, we calculated variance inflation for each
variable in each regression. No variables had a variance inflation of above 3.6 (all tolerances
> .28), indicating that multicollinearity was not a problem in our sample. Finally, we
checked for the possibility of gender moderating the relationship between the three PDs that
produced consistent patterns (Paranoid, Histrionic, and Avoidant), and the number of
divorces. To do this, we reran the three regressions (SIDP, self-MAPP, and informant-
MAPP) with the inclusion of three interaction variables: gender by Paranoid scaled score,
gender by Histrionic scaled score, and gender by Avoidant scaled score. Only the self-
MAPP regression produced a significant interaction between gender and one PD
(Histrionic). Since our criterion for all analyses is consistency across all three sources of
information about personality, we chose not to interpret this interaction.

Discussion
Divorce rates increased with higher levels of Paranoid and Histrionic PD symptoms in our
community sample of middle-aged adults. These findings were consistent across all three
sources of personality assessment (the interviewer, the informant, and the participant).
Conversely, Avoidant PD symptoms were negatively associated with frequency of divorce
across the three sources, with higher levels of these symptoms predicting lower rates of
marital dissolution. In addition, a significant effect of gender on divorce frequency was
demonstrated, with females reporting higher numbers of divorces than males.

With suspiciousness and distrust as their central features, Paranoid PD symptoms are by
definition maladaptive for interpersonal relationships. The angry hostility, suspiciousness,
intense and unfounded jealousy, and unusual (often persecutory) beliefs associated with this
disorder interfere with the maintenance of social relationships. Individuals with Paranoid PD
symptoms are hypersensitive to insults, both real and imagined. These patterns of perception
and behavior create chronic tension that diminishes the social networks of paranoid
individuals (Oltmanns & Okada, 2006). Confirmatory factor analysis has shown that the
construct of Paranoid PD consists of two factors: suspiciousness and hostility (Falkum,
Pedersen, & Karterud, 2009), both of which may hinder an intimate, trusting relationship. In
addition, consistent and frequent negative appraisals, along with the maladaptive attitudes
documented with Paranoid PD (Smith, Grandin, Alloy, & Abramson, 2006) are also likely to
interfere in the building and rapport of a long-term romantic relationship.

Histrionic PD symptoms were also associated with an increased occurrence of marital
dissolution. When a romantic partner displays chronic self-centeredness, attention-seeking
behavior, inappropriate sexual seductiveness, exaggerated theatricality, and rapidly shifting
and shallow emotions, it follows that the levels of equality and reciprocity of a healthy
intimate relationship suffer (Rasmussen, 2005). Histrionic PD is associated with strong
feelings of closeness toward multiple people (Lawton, Shields, & Oltmanns, 2011), to a
pathological extent. This widespread closeness with others may pose a threat to the marital
bond if one spouse is consistently searching for and experiencing intimacy in a nonselective
fashion with other individuals. Additionally, the sexual seductiveness associated with
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Histrionic PD can manifest itself in the behavioral form of inappropriate flirting or in
becoming disconsolate when one is not the center of attention (Kellett, 2007). Because
monogamy is generally considered to be a core component of traditional matrimony,
extramarital flirtatiousness and other attention-seeking symptoms associated with Histrionic
PD can interfere with marriage longevity.

These results are somewhat surprising because Borderline and Antisocial PDs are the two
PDs that are consistently associated with divorce (Afifi et al., 2006; South et al., 2008;
Whisman et al., 2007). The fact that our results did not demonstrate the expected impact of
Antisocial and Borderline raises an interesting issue. Perhaps Histrionic and Paranoid traits
set the stage for serial marriage and divorce in a way that Antisocial and Borderline PDs do
not. For example, Histrionic traits may be particularly appealing and charming in the
beginning stages of a relationship, but then may become difficult to live with over time,
leading to a cyclical pattern of marriage and divorce. In comparison, Borderline traits are
presumably off-putting rather than appealing earlier on in a relationship. These behaviors
could easily lead to divorce, but may be less likely than Histrionic symptoms to generate a
series of marriages.

Another interesting finding was the inverse relationship between Avoidant PD symptoms
and number of divorces. One way to interpret these findings is that Avoidant PD symptoms
are related to marital longevity. It should be noted that marital satisfaction is a separate issue
from marital longevity; what these findings suggest is that Avoidant PD symptoms may
discourage the specific behavior of marital dissolution, though to speak to the satisfaction
levels of these particular marriages is beyond the scope of the present paper. An individual
high on Avoidant PD symptoms may prefer to stay married to a partner, perhaps even
unhappily so, rather than attempt to navigate a new social circle and marital status identity.
Avoidant PD is also associated with a reluctance to criticize others (Arntz, Weertman, &
Salet, 2011), which could assist in maintaining a romantic relationship. In addition, this
particular constellation of symptoms is associated with maladaptive levels of social
inhibition along with a lack of assertiveness (Rodebaugh, Gianoli, Turkheimer, & Oltmanns,
2010). Accordingly, it may be very difficult for individuals with Avoidant PD to go through
with a divorce; rather, they may prefer to “keep the peace” by keeping the marriage intact,
satisfaction levels notwithstanding. The fact that Avoidant PD symptoms are related to a
lower probability of getting divorced is an interesting and important area for future study, as
personality disorder symptoms are generally thought to be maladaptive to the stability of
interpersonal relationships. In addition, it is possible that individuals with more Avoidant
PD symptoms are less likely to marry again after experiencing a divorce, which could
explain why they experience fewer divorces overall.

In addition to symptoms of the three PDs discussed above, we found a significant effect of
gender on divorce frequency, with females reporting higher numbers of divorce than males.
One possible explanation of this intriguing finding is that divorced men in later life have a
higher mortality rate, leaving their former spouses to overrepresent divorced females in our
sample. This idea is congruent with earlier research, which suggests that while divorce is
associated with a variety of detriments to health and well-being, this is particularly true for
males (Amato, 2010; Sbarra, Law, & Portley, 2011). Alternatively, there could be a gender
difference in the likelihood of reporting previous marriages, which is congruent with the
finding that men tend to underreport the number of children they have had outside of their
current marriage (Rendall, Clarke, Peters, Ranjit, & Verropoulou, 1999).

Features of personality disorders are most often long-standing, stable characteristics, and it
seems likely that preexisting PD symptoms could have contributed to the divorces reported
in our study. On the other hand, current features of personality pathology could be
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consequences of divorce and the circumstances that precipitated or surrounded the divorce.
For example, suspiciousness, hypervigilance, and angry hostility might be likely reactions to
repeated infidelity, particularly if more than one previous romantic partner had engaged in
such behavior. One limitation of our study follows from its cross-sectional, correlational
design: specifically, the direction of the relationship between divorce and personality cannot
be determined. In addition, we acknowledge the nonclinical nature of the sample to be a
limitation of the study. Because this was a community sample, most of our participants
displayed minimal personality pathology. Future research could also examine the personality
of participants’ spouses in order to assess for the presence of assortative mating.

This paper is one of the first to examine the relationship between PD symptoms and
frequency of divorces, and our middle-aged sample provides a further unique perspective on
this important issue. Because of the maladaptive nature of PDs, we expected to see a
uniform positive association between divorce rate by later middle age and PD symptoms.
However, while Paranoid and Histrionic PD were positively associated with divorce
frequency, Avoidant PD showed the opposite relationship. This suggests that certain variants
of personality pathology are associated with increased longevity (though not necessarily
increased satisfaction levels) of marriage. This is an understudied yet important
developmental stage in terms of furthering our understanding of the trajectory, stability, and
outcomes of personality disorder symptoms across the life span. Because divorce is
associated with a multitude of negative outcomes, such as increased mortality and lower
levels of happiness and well-being (Amato, 2000; Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton, 2001), future
research on divorce should continue to examine the factors involved in this stressful life
event, particularly in middle age and beyond.
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Figure 1.
Predicted number of divorces, log-transformed, at each level of Paranoid (a), Histrionic (b),
and Avoidant (c) pathology, as defined by each of the three personality assessments (SIDP
clinical interview, participant’s own assessment, and informant’s assessment using the
MAPP). These data relate to the average person in the sample in terms of gender and
severity of other PDs.
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Table 2

Regression Coefficients for Three Regressions With Log-Transformed Number of Divorces as the Dependent
Variable and Personality Disorder Scores From Three Different Sources as the Independent Variables

SIDP (b) Self-MAPP (b) Inf-MAPP (b)

R2 .08 .07 .07

Intercept 0.45 0.45 .45

Gender −.12** −.12** −.09**

Paranoid .12* .09* .08*

Schizoid .17* .06* .00

Schizotypal .04 .04 .04

Antisocial .11 −.02 −.08*

Borderline .17* −.01 .01

Histrionic .29** .24** .18**

Narcissistic −.01 −.11* .01

Avoidant −.09* −.08* −.07*

Dependent .07 −.02 .04

Obsessive-Compulsive −.04 −.06* −.05

Passive-Aggressive −.08 −.07 −.12**

Note. Independent variables were either effect coded (gender) or centered (PD scores). Bolded PDs are those that showed a consistent relationship
with divorce across the three sources of personality assessment. b = unstandardized betas.

*
p < .05.

**
p < .005.
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Table 3

Bivariate Correlations Between the Number of Divorces and Personality Disorder Symptoms According to
Each of the Three Sources of Information About Personality (Self, Other, and Interviewer)

SIDP Self-MAPP Inf-MAPP

Paranoid 12** .08 .09**

Schizoid 08** .05 −.01

Schizotypal 11** .07 .08**

Antisocial 09** .02 .02

Borderline 15** .03 .07

Histrionic 18** .13** .16**

Narcissistic .07 .00 .08**

Avoidant −.01 −.02 .01

Dependent .06 .01 .06

Obsessive-Compulsive .00 .00 .01

Passive-Aggressive .05 .01 .01

Note. We chose a criterion level of p < .005 for the correlations to correct for the number of comparisons under each source of information about
personality.

**
p < .005.
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