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COMPARISON OF DEPRESSION AMONG MARRIED AND 
DIVORCED PEOPLE IN ETHIOPIA: META-ANALYSIS AND 

SYSTEMATIC REVIEW

Abstract: Background: At a global level, over 300 million people were estimated to suffer from depression 
in 2015, which was equivalent to 4.4% of the world’s population. In Ethiopia, mental illness in particular 
depression is the leading non-communicable disorder in terms of burden. Depression has an impact on 
productivity, motivation to work, sleep behavior of the individual, and outcome of different chronic diseases. It is 
known that in order to set different prevention strategy providing reliable and up-to-date evidence on depression 
is very essential. Therefore, the purpose of this review is to provide latest available comparison of depression 
among married and divorced people in Ethiopia. Methods: This is systemic review and meta-analysis by study 
design. We systematically searched the databases: Google Scholar, Medline and Web of science database for 
studies conducted in Ethiopia on the availability of depression since 2010. The assessment of included studies 
were done using checklist developed by Joanna Briggs Institute which consists of eight points to screen article. 
Combined effect size across the studies using Mantel-Haenszel (MH) statistic (random effect model) and 
moderator analysis by taking prevalence of depression as fixed factor was used. The 𝐼2 statistic was used to 
assess variation across studies and above 50% was considered as significant. Egger’s and Begg’s tests were used 
to assess for publication bias. Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) 
guidelines protocol was used to write and compile the report. Results: We screened a total of 351 articles. From 
these, 20 studies were included in the final systematic review and meta-analysis. In Ethiopia, the combined effect 
size of all studies revealed a statistically significant association between marital status and depression (pooled 
OR = 0.57; 95% CI: 0.37–0.86). Conclusions: We found that divorced people were more likely to have depression 
than married people. Thus, more attention should be paid to strengthen activities which discourage divorce at 
community level and integrating mental health counseling into health extension programme is advisable.
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INTRODUCTION
Depression or depressive disorders are mental illnesses 
characterized by a profound and persistent feeling of sadness 
or despair and/or a loss of interest in things FMOH (2014).

At a global level, over 300 million people were estimated 
to suffer from depression in 2015, which was equivalent to 
4.4% of the world’s population World Health Organization 
(2017). Eventhough, mental health and wellbeing are 
specifically addressed under SDG Target 3.4, an estimate of 
one in 10 people in the world suffer from a mental disorder 
World Health Organization (2015); which make it a barrier 
to sustainable development in all regions. 
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Common mental disorders globally are going up, particularly 
in lower-income countries, because of rapid population 
growth and more people are living to the age when 
depression most commonly occurs. The total estimated 
number of people living with depression increased by 
18.4% between 2005 and 2015 (GBD, 2015); this reflects 
the overall growth of the global population, as well as an 
increase in the age groups at which depression is more 
prevalent. Eighteen-country adult based study reported that 
the life time prevalence of Major Depressive Disorder (MDD) 
was 14.6% in 10 high income countries and 11.1% in 8 low and 
middle income countries (Bromet et al., 2011). Depression was 
also reported as 29.6% in Thai (Maneeton et al., 2012), 47.3% 
in Kathmandu Valley (Kafle et al., 2017), 45.2% in Thailand 
(Louthrenoo, 2013). We also found that depression is highly 
prevalent in Botswana which accounts 25.3% among women 
and 31.4% among men Gupta et al. (2010). 

In Ethiopia, mental illness in particular depression is the 
leading non-communicable disorder in terms of burden. 
Nationwide study using data from the Ethiopian National 
health survey showed depressive episode of 9.1% 
(Hailemariam et al., 2012) and 4.8% (Deyessa et al., 2009) 
among women. Moreover, the life time prevalence of 
depression in general population was reported 2.2% (Fekadu 
et al., 2007).

Depression prevents people from reaching their full 
potential, impairs human capital, and is associated with 
premature mortality from suicide and other illnesses and it 
represents a barrier to sustainable development in all regions 
(Patel et al., 2015; Lund et al., 2018)

Depressive disorders led to a global total of over 50 million 
Years Lived with Disability (YLD) in 2015 and up to 15% of 
individuals with severe depression (about 1 in 7) will die from 
suicide unless they are properly identified, treated and followed 
up (FMOH, 2014; World Health Organization, 2017). 

Although depression can and does affect people of all ages, 
the risk of becoming depressed is increased by chemical 
changes in the brain, poverty, older age, lower educational 
level, unemployment, life events such as the death of a loved 
one or a relationship break-up (divorce), lack of adequate 
support, physical illness and problems caused by alcohol 
and drug use (FMOH, 2014; Hailemariam et al., 2012; Folb 
et al., 2015). 

Providing reliable and up-to-date evidence on depression 
among married and divorced adults especially for country 
having larger populations like Ethiopia is a key ingredient of 
effective health policy, planning, evaluation and intervention 
concerning depression. Additionally, it is useful to indicate 
that whether there is difference in depression among 
married and divorced adults and if there is difference which 
group is at risk for depression so that clinician can use this 
information for patient management. Furthermore, there is 
also inconsistent reporting of association in the previous 
study conducted in Ethiopia. Therefore, this systemic review 

and meta-analysis was aimed at providing latest available 
evidence on comparison of depression among married and 
divorced people in Ethiopia.

METHOD AND MATERIALS

SEARCHING STRATEGY  

The PRISMA guidelines protocol was used to write the 
systematic review (16). The studies were searched in 
Google Scholar, Medline and Web of science database by 
using the following terms: “depression”, “determinants of 
depression” and Ethiopia. The data used for this review were 
extracted from articles published between 2010 and 2020 
(Hailemariam et al., 2012; Amha et al., 2020; Psychiatry 
et al., 2020; Feyera et al., 2015; Seada Seid & Oumer, 
2020; Duko et al., 2019; Edmealem & Olis, 2020; Reta & 
Egziabher, 2019; Yeshaw & Mossie, 2017; Habtewold et 
al., 2016; Azeze et al., 2020; Ejigu et al., 2020; Minichil et 
al., 2019; Fanta et al., 2020; Abadiga, 2019; 31.	
Berhe & Bayray, 2013; Dorsisa et al., 2020; Tilahun et al., 
2018; Tamiru, 2016; Mossie et al., 2016). The reference 
lists of identified studies were also reviewed to find further 
articles to be included. Additionally, the presence of 
previous systematic reviews and meta-analysis on this topic 
was checked so as to avoid duplication of studies.

STUDY DESIGN 

This is systemic review and meta-analysis by study design.

INCLUSION CRITERIA

Studies were included in the review if; (1) the outcome 
of interest was depression, (2) the study reported data on 
married and divorced with respect to depression, and (3) 
both published and unpublished studies conducted between 
2010 and 2020.

EXCLUSION CRITERIA

Studies conducted abroad Ethiopia and studies identified 
depression without tool was excluded.

DATA ITEMS

Studies included in this review use different tool to measure 
depression but all of them dichotomized depression as “yes” 
if there is depression and “No” if there is no depression. 
Married and divorced were considered to be indicators of 
marital status.

DATA EXTRACTION AND SYNTHESIS

Data extraction was made by using data extraction form. We 
developed the data extraction form that meet the objective 
of this study. It included year of publication, the name of 
an author, study design, and number of depression among 
married and divorced.
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QUALITY ASSESSMENT 

The assessment of included studies were done using checklist 
developed by Joanna Briggs Institute which consists of 
eight points to screen article and all studies have acceptable 
quality (Institute, 2017). 

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

We used Review Manager Version 5.3 and Meta essential 
software to calculate combined effect size and associated 
95% confidence intervals so as to compare depression 
among married and divorced population.

We determined combined effect size across the studies using 
Mantel-Haenszel (MH) statistic (random effect model) and 
moderator analysis by taking prevalence of depression 
as fixed factor. The 𝐼2 statistic was used to assess 
variation across studies and above 50% was considered 
as significant (Higgins et al., 2003). Finally, Egger’s 
and Begg’s tests were used to assess for publication bias 
(Borenstein et al., 2010).

RESULTS

SEARCH OUTCOMES

The electronic searching of records results in 351 articles. 
Among 351 research articles, 200 were excluded due to 
duplication and our inclusion criteria and 103 articles were 
excluded because title and abstract did not fit our inclusion 
criteria. 48 of full-text articles assessed for eligibility and 28 
of full-text articles excluded, with reasons of not presenting 
data on depression and marital status. 

Finally, twenty research articles were included to estimate 
pooled odd ratio of depression among married and divorced 
adults in Ethiopia (Figure 1).

STUDY CHARACTERSTICS

The sample size of included studies ranges from 4925 
(Hailemariam et al., 2012) to 264 (Habtewold et al., 2016). 
All included studies were cross-sectional surveys and done 
in different regions of Ethiopia. Four studies from Oromia 
(Yeshaw & Mossie, 2017; Abadiga, 2019; Dorsisa et al., 
2020; Mossie et al., 2016), four studies from Amhara region 
(Amha et al., 2020; Seada Seid & Oumer, 2020; Edmealem 
& Olis, 2020; Dorsisa et al., 2020),  four  studies from  
Addis Ababa (Habtewold et al., 2016; Ejigu et al., 2020; 
Minichil et al., 2019; Fanta et al., 2020), four studies from 
SNNP(Psychiatry et al., 2020; Duko et al., 2019; Azeze et 
al., 2020; Tamiru, 2016), one study from Harari (Tilahun et 
al., 2018), One study from Tigray (Berhe & Bayray, 2013), 
One study is national from Ethiopia (Hailemariam et al., 
2012) (Table 1).

COMPARISON OF DEPRESSION 

In this meta-analysis, we examined the association between 
marital status and depression by using 20 studies. 

As we have seen from the frost plot, there are 9731 
respondents out of which 3280 of them reported having 
depression and 8576 of them are married while 1155 are 
divorced. 

The combined effect size of all studies revealed a 
statistically significant association between marital status 
and depression. Accordingly, married people were less by 

Figure 1. Flow chart of the review process, 2021.
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43% risk of developing depression compared to divorced 
people (OR = 0.57; 95% CI: 0.37–0.86). 

There is a significant heterogeneity across the studies 
included (I2 = 85%) (Figure 2).

SOURCE OF HETEROGENEITY 

To identify the possible source of heterogeneity, we undertake 
moderator analysis by taking prevalence of depression as a 
moderator by using fixed effect model. Accordingly, the 

moderator analysis indicated that as prevalence of depression 
increase the effect size of depression also increase (B= 0.02, 
P-value < 0.001) (Figure 3).

REPORTING BIAS

For this analysis, we also assessed publication bias using 
Begg’s and Egger’s tests, the result of the test statistics 
indicated that there was no possible presence of statistically 
significant publication bias (p = 0.795) and (p = 0.328) 
respectively (Figure 4).

S.no Author Name Publication 
year

Prevalence 
of depression 

(%)
Region Marital 

Status Depression Tool used

Yes No
1 Abadiga(30) 2019 41.7 Oromia Married 51 81

PHQ_9
Divorced 22 27

2 Amha et al.(17) 2020 45.9 Amhara Married 175 369
GDS

Divorced 56 40
3 Azeze et al.(26) 2020 29.3 SNNPR Married 69 195

PHQ_9
Divorced 14 27

4 Berhe et al.(31) 2013 44 Tigray Married 47 82
HAM-D

Divorced 23 14
5 Dorsisa et al.(32) 2020 31 Oromia Married 28 97

PHQ_9
Divorced 28 46

6 Duko B, et al.(21) 2019 32 SNNPR Married 150 38
HADS

Divorced 32 23
7 Duko et al.(18) 2018 48.6 SNNPR Married 88 90

PHQ_9
Divorced 22 23

8 Edemealem et al.(22) 2020 6 Amhara Married 7 234
PHQ_2

Divorced 1 21
9 Ejigu et al. (27) 2020 27.5 Addis Ababa Married 2 6

PHQ_4
Divorced 33 33

10 Fanta et al.(29) 2020 18 Addis Ababa Married 22 128
PHQ_9

Divorced 15 29
11 Feyera et al.(19) 2015 38.3 Somali Married 146 316

PHQ_9
Divorced 50 50

12 Habtewold et al.(25) 44.7 Addis Ababa Married 72 111
PHQ_9

Divorced 16 8
13 Hailemariam et al.(10) 2012 9.1 All regions Married 302 3049

ICD_10
Divorced 34 200

14 Minichil et al.(28) 2019 57.6 Addis Ababa Married 1251 114
PHQ_9

Divorced 72 31
15 Mossie et al.(35) 2016 29 Oromia Married 61 181

BDI-II
Divorced 9 7

16 Reta et al.(23) 2019 44 Amhara Married 51 64
PHQ_9

Divorced 7 5
17 Seid et al.(20) 2020 20 Amhara Married 9 167

PHQ_9
Divorced 8 52

18 Tilahun et al.(33) 2018 59.7 Harar Married 168 146
PHQ_9

Divorced 35 7
19 Tilahune et al.(34) 2016 24.5 SNNPR Married 44 129

PHQ_9
Divorced 4 12

20 Yeshaw et al.(24) 2017 22.9 Oromia Married 24 142
DASS_21

Divorced 9 10

Table 1.
Descriptions of the included studies in the meta-analysis in Ethiopia, 2021.
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Figure 2. Forest plot of the pooled effect size of depression among married and divorced people in Ethiopia, 2021
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Figure 3. Moderator analysis of prevalence of depression and effect size of depression in Ethiopia, 2021.

0.00

0.20

0.40

0.60

0.80

1.00

1.20

1.40

-4.00 -3.00 -2.00 -1.00 0.00 1.00 2.00 3.00

St
an

da
rd

 e
rr

or

Effect size

Studies Combined Effect Size Adjusted CES Inputed data points

Figure 4. Funnel plot of the comparison between depression and marital status in Ethiopia, 2021.
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DISCUSSION
This systemic review and meta-analysis was conducted to 
compare depression among married and divorced peoples 
in Ethiopia. Accordingly, the finding suggests that marital 
status has significant association with depression. Thus, 
married people have lower chance of depression compared 
to divorced people. 

When compared to the available evidences, our finding was 
comparable with other studies carried out in different parts 
of the world like: in India (Kulatunga, 2013), Sri Lanka 
(Arambewela et al., 2019; Sri Lanka, 2019), Botswana 
(Gupta et al., 2010) and South Africa (Padayachey et al., 
2017) that indicated, being married is a protective factor of 
depression. Similarly, the finding is in line with previous 
studies conducted in Ethiopia (Amha et al., 2020; Feyera 
et al., 2015; Ejigu et al., 2020; Tamiru, 2016; Hajure et al., 
2020; Molla et al., 2016) that showed  being divorced was 
positively associated with depression.

Potential explanations for this finding might be attributed to a 
difference in stress coping mechanism between married and 
divorced people as well as perceived loneliness sensation 
and loss of social support in divorced people unlike married 
people who have the opportunity to find emotional support 
and intimacy in one’s partner. 

However, our finding is inconsistent with studies done in 
India (Sengupta & Benjamin, 2015) and Uganda (Hatcher 
et al., 2012) that showed marital status were not found to 
be statistically significantly associated with depression.  
Other study on depression and ART initiation among HIV 
serodiscordant couples in Kenya and Uganda also reports 
marital status has no association with probable depression 
(Velloza et al., 2018). Additionally, our finding is not 
comparable studies conducted in several parts of Ethiopia 
(Psychiatry et al., 2020; Habtewold et al., 2016; Azeze et al., 
2020; Berhe & Bayray, 2013; Dorsisa et al., 2020), which 
suggest that marital status were not found to be predictors of 
depression. The possible reason for this discrepancy might 
be difference in study population, sample size, study setting, 
and prevalence of depression and lifestyle factors such as 
sociocultural characteristics, environmental. 

Finally, this review has some limitations such as the review 
included studies that were published only in the English 
language. Furthermore, the protocol of this manuscript was 
not registered on PROSPERO. Lastly, all of the included 
studies in the final analysis were cross-sectional study 
designs which results difficulty of causal conclusion between 
the outcome variable and its determinants.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
We found that marital status were independent determinants 
of depression. i.e., divorced people were more likely to have 
depression than married people in Ethiopia. Therefore, we 
would like to recommend emotional and psychological 

support by mental health worker for divorced people so 
as to decrease the occurrence of depression. Additionally, 
more attention should be paid to strengthen activities which 
discourage divorce at community level and integrating 
mental health counseling into health extension programme 
is advisable. 
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