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Highlights

e  The aim of this study was to investigate the factors affecting successful adjustment of women
after divorce using a qualitative thematic analysis method.

e The findings revealed six main themes and eighteen sub-themes, including broad social
support, active and motivational agency, divorce as an opportunity, post-divorce growth and
transformation, hope and vitality, and spiritual-religious reinforcements.

e  Successful adjustment of women after divorce is a multidimensional and dynamic process that
takes shape within the interaction between internal factors (active and motivational agency)
and external factors (social support), and is not merely a return to a normal state but reflects
identity reconstruction, restoration of abilities, and the search for new meaning and direction
in life.

Extended Abstract

Introduction: Divorce is one of the most stressful life events, affecting all individual, legal, economic,
social, and psychological dimensions (Cabilar & Yilmaz, 2022; Farahani, Sadeghi, Mootabi, Ahmadi, &
Bigham, 2023). In collectivist cultures such as Iran, divorce is not only an individual crisis but also
regarded as a form of social norm violation, which places a heavy negative burden particularly on women
(Dehghan Menshadi, Zareei, Asgari, & Naziri, 2017). The psychological harms of divorce are more
severe for women than for men (Manouchehri, 2021), and include social exclusion, family blame,
financial difficulties, depression, reduced self-confidence, and even suicidal ideation (Pachauri & Rathi,
2018; Manouchehri, 2021). This situation can intensify feelings of failure, hopelessness, and anger, and
makes restarting life accompanied by anxiety and uncertainty (Zare, Agular-Vafaie, & Ahmadi, 2014).
While the stress of divorce is usually transient for men, it tends to be chronic for women (Leopold, 2018).
Adjustment to divorce is a time-consuming and multidimensional process that involves recovery from
symptoms of distress, mastery of new roles, and the attainment of independence (Riahi Modavar, 2013).
Women who successfully adapt are typically responsible, competent in fulfilling new roles, and active
in life (Zare Khoffri, 2016). International studies indicate that factors such as social support (Chan Lai
Cheng & Pfeifer, 2015), forgiveness (Yarnoz-Yaben, 2015), spirituality (Rawlins, 2012), independence,
economic status (Boon, 2005), and finding meaning in life (Kulik & Heine-Cohen, 2011) contribute to
successful adjustment. Considering the lack of qualitative research in this area in the city of Qom, the
present study aims to explore the factors influencing women’s successful adjustment after divorce using
a qualitative approach.
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Methodology: This study was conducted using a qualitative approach and thematic analysis method.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling, consisting of 14 divorced women who had
successfully adjusted to divorce. The sampling process continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews (lasting 45 to 60 minutes). Key
questions included: “What was your experience after divorce?”, “What helped you adapt?”, and “How
did you cope with your emotions?”” The interviews were recorded and then transcribed verbatim. Data
analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework: (1) familiarization with the data, (2)
generating initial codes, (3) identifying themes, (4) developing a thematic map, (5) analyzing the themes,
and (6) producing the report. To ensure credibility, variation in participants’ characteristics (age, number
of children, and duration since divorce) was taken into account.
Findings: In this study, 14 divorced women were examined, with an average age of approximately 31
years, an average of two children, and an average duration of about two years since divorce. Data analysis
led to the identification of six main themes and eighteen subthemes:
Extensive Social Support: This included support from the family of origin (mother’s empathy, father’s
financial and emotional support), support from relatives (assistance in legal processes and participation
in family gatherings), support from friends (active listening and creating new opportunities), and support
from children (unconditional love and motivation). Participants reported that family support helped
distract their minds from the divorce and kept them engaged in life.
Active and Motivational Agency: This encompassed engagement in beneficial hobbies (sports, art,
travel), psychological treatments and counseling (talking with a psychologist and reading self-help
books), and pursuing educational and occupational goals (continuing studies, employment, skill
development). Participants stated that these activities contributed to improved mood, better sleep
regulation, and the restoration of self-confidence.
Divorce as an Opportunity: This theme included recognizing the positive dimensions after divorce
(independence, liberation from a harmful relationship, self-discovery) and confronting the pains of
divorce (acceptance of reality, engaging with the lengthy divorce process). Some participants described
divorce not as an end, but rather as the beginning of a new life based on freedom and self-awareness.
Growth and Transformation after Divorce: This encompassed attitude adjustment (redefining values and
identity, reducing self-blame), resilience and restoration of self-confidence (tolerance, flexibility, self-
efficacy), forgiveness (forgiving oneself and the other, letting go of resentment), and improved
relationships with children (healthier parenting, stronger emotional bonds). Participants reported that by
acknowledging their own share in the relationship’s failure, their sense of victimization decreased and
their sense of responsibility increased.
Hope and Vitality: This involved a positive outlook (optimism, focusing on opportunities), hope for the
future (perceiving difficulties as temporary, focusing on strengths), and willpower and motivation for
rebuilding life (goal setting, planning, taking practical steps). Participants believed that no hardship is
permanent, and this conviction helped them to cope with divorce.
Spiritual-Religious Reinforcements: This included religious beliefs and practices (prayer, supplication,
pilgrimage, attending religious ceremonies) and spirituality (gratitude, meditation, belief in God’s
presence and support). Participants stated that faith in God and daily gratitude provided them with peace
and hope.
Discussion: The findings indicate that women’s successful adjustment after divorce is a dynamic and
multidimensional process influenced by the interaction of internal factors (attitudes, spirituality,
resilience) and external factors (social support, employment, counseling). Social support, especially from
family, serves as the cornerstone of adjustment, providing a sense of security and belonging and
preventing social isolation (Zarbakhsh, Ghorbani, & Yaghobi, 2023; Ajam & Doostkam, 2022). Active
agency also highlights the role of individual initiative; constructive and purposeful activities contribute
to identity reconstruction and an increased sense of control (Brown, 2014; Bisagni & Eckenrode, 1995).
Redefining divorce as an opportunity for growth and independence aligns with the findings of Kulik and
Heine-Cohen (2011) and Yarnoz-Yaben (2015). Post-divorce growth—encompassing forgiveness,
attitude change, and enhanced resilience—corresponds with studies by Khojasteh-Mehr, Afshari, and
Rajabi (2012) and Rye, Folck, Heim, Olszewski, and Traina (2004). Hope and positive outlook also align
with the theories of Seligman (2006) and Deci and Ryan (2000), acting as a driving force for adjustment.
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Finally, spiritual-religious factors provided a meaningful framework and coping mechanisms that
contributed to stress moderation (Pargament, 2001; Krumrei, Mahoney, & Pargament, 2009).
Limitations: Generalizability is limited due to geographical and gender restrictions (only women), the
lack of coverage of long-term adjustment, and the absence of quantitative measurement of the impact of
factors.

Suggestions: (1) Compare the experiences of women and men in future research, (2) examine the role of
parenting in adjustment, (3) apply mixed-method designs to prioritize factors, (4) design
psychotherapeutic programs for identity reconstruction, and (5) develop positive psychology and
spirituality-based interventions to strengthen hope and purposefulness.

In conclusion, although divorce is a painful crisis, with appropriate support and the use of internal and
external resources, it can be transformed into an opportunity for growth, independence, and life
reconstruction.
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