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THE EFFECTS OF DIVORCE ON AMERICA

PATRICK F. FAGAN AND ROBERT RECTOR

Each year, over 1 million American children suf-
fer the divorce of their parents; moreover, half of
the children born this year to parents who are
married will see their parents divorce before they
turn 18. Mounting evidence in social science jour-
nals demonstrates that the devastating physical,
emotional, and financial effects that divorce is hav-
ing on these children will last well into adulthood
and affect future generations. Among these broad
and damaging effects are the following:

 Children whose parents have divorced are
increasingly the victims of abuse. They exhibit
more health, behavioral, and emotional prob-
lems, are involved more frequently in crime
and drug abuse, and have higher rates of sui-
cide.

 Children of divorced parents perform more
poorly in reading, spelling, and math. They
also are more likely to repeat a grade and to
have higher drop-out rates and lower rates of
college graduation.

» Families with children that were not poor
before the divorce see their income drop as
much as 50 percent. Almost 50 percent of the
parents with children that are going through a
divorce move into poverty after the divorce.

* Religious worship, which has been linked to
better health, longer marriages, and better
family life, drops
after the parents
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parents, even if it is
amicable, tears apart
the fundamental
unit of American
society. Today,
according to the
Federal Reserve
Board’s 1995 Survey
of Consumer Finance,
only 42 percent of
children aged 14 to
18 live in a “first
marriage” family—an intact two-parent married
family. It should be no surprise to find that divorce
is having such profound effects on society.
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Restoring the importance of marriage to society
and the welfare of children will require politicians
and civic leaders to make this one of their most
important tasks. It also will require a modest com-
mitment of resources to pro-marriage programs.
Fiscal conservatives should realize that federal and
state governments spend $150 billion per year to
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subsidize and sustain single-parent families. By
contrast, only $150 million is spent to strengthen
marriage. Thus, for every $1,000 spent to deal
with the effects of family disintegration, only $1 is
spent to prevent that disintegration. Refocusing
funds to preserve marriage by reducing divorce
and illegitimacy not only will be good for children
and society, but in the long run will save money.

Among its efforts, the federal government
should:

* Establish, by resolution, a national goal of
reducing divorce among families with children
by one-third over the next decade.

 Establish pro-marriage demonstration pro-
grams by diverting sufficient funds from exist-
ing federal social programs into programs that
provide training in marriage skills.

* Mandate that surplus welfare funds be used to
strengthen marriages and slow the increase in
family disintegration.

* Rebuild the federal-state system for gathering
statistics on marriage and divorce, which
ended in 1993. Without such data, the nation
cannot assess the true impact of divorce on the
family, the schools, the community, and the
taxpayer.

* Create a public health campaign to inform
Americans of the risks associated with divorce
and of the long-term benefits of marriage.

* Give a one-time tax credit to always-married
couples when their youngest children reach
18. This small reward for committing one’s
marriage to nurturing the next generation into
adulthood would help to offset the current
marriage penalty in the tax code.

State laws govern marriage. Among their
efforts, the states should:

 Establish a goal to reduce the divorce rate
among parents with children by one-third over
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the next decade and establish pro-marriage
education and mentoring programs to teach
couples how to develop skills to handle con-
flict and enhance the marital relationship.

* Require married couples with minor children
to complete divorce education and a mediated
co-partnering plan before filing for divorce.

* Promote community-wide marriage programs
for couples planning to get married and mar-
riage-mentoring programs for couples in trou-
bled marriages.

* End “no-fault” divorce for parents with chil-
dren under age 18, requiring them to prove
that grave harm will be visited upon the chil-
dren by having the marriage continue.

* Make the Covenant Marriage option available
to engaged couples as a way to bind them to a
marriage contract that lengthens the process
for obtaining of a divorce by two years.

If the family is the building block of society,
then marriage is the foundation of the family.
However, this foundation is growing weaker, with
fewer adults entering into marriage, more adults
leaving it in divorce, and more and more adults
eschewing it altogether for single parenthood or
cohabitation.

American society, through its institutions, must
teach core principles: that marriage is the best
environment in which to raise healthy, happy chil-
dren who can achieve their potential and that the
family is the most important institution for social
well-being. To set about the task of rebuilding a
culture of family based on marriage and providing
it with all the protections and supports necessary
to make intact marriages commonplace, federal,
state, and local officials must have the will to act.

—Patrick E Fagan is William H. G. FitzGerald
Senior Fellow in Family and Cultural Issues and
Robert Rector is Senior Research Fellow in Domestic
Policy Studies at The Heritage Foundation.
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THE EFFECTS OF DIVORCE ON AMERICA

PATRICK F. FAGAN AND ROBERT RECTOR

American society may have erased the stigma
that once accompanied divorce, but it can no
longer ignore its massive effects. As social scien-
tists track successive generations of American chil-
dren whose parents have ended their marriages,
the data are leading even some of the once-
staunchest supporters of divorce to conclude that
divorce is hurting American society and devastat-
ing the lives of children. Its effects are obvious in
family life, educational attainment, job stability,
income potential, physical and emotional health,
drug use, and crime.

Each year, over 1 million American children suf-
fer the divorce of their parents (see Chart 1).
Moreover, half of all children born to married par-
ents this year will experience the divorce of their
parents before they reach their 18th birthday. This
fact alone should give policymakers and those
whose careers focus on children reason to pause.

But the social science research also is showing
that the effects of divorce continue into adulthood
and affect the next generation of children as well.
If the effects are indeed demonstrable, grave, and
long-lasting, then something must be done to pro-
tect children and the nation from these conse-
quences. Reversing the effects of divorce will entail
nothing less than a cultural shift in attitude, if not
a cultural revolution, because society still
embraces divorce in its laws and popular culture,
sending out myriad messages that “It’s okay.”

It is not. Mounting evidence in the annals of sci-
entific journals details the plight of the children of
divorce and clearly
indicates not only
that divorce has
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parents have
divorced are
increasingly the
victims of abuse
and neglect.
They exhibit
more health
problems, as well as behavioral and emotional
problems, are involved more frequently in
crime and drug abuse, and have higher rates of
suicide.
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* Children of divorced parents more frequently
demonstrate a diminished learning capacity,
performing more poorly than their peers from
intact two-parent families in reading, spelling,
and math. They also are more likely to repeat a



L\

A
No. 1373 ritage Foundati June 5, 2000
Baci_?gmuﬁ“ﬂer
B Chart 1 B1373 The effects of divorce are

1950-1996

Millions of Children

Number of Children Affected Each Year by Divorce,

immense. The research
shows not only that it per-
manently weakens the rela-
tionship between a child and
his or her parents, but also
that it leads to destructive
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ways of handling conflict
and a poorer self-image.
Children of divorce demon-
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0.4 -
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strate an earlier loss of vir-
ginity, more cohabitation,
higher expectations of
divorce, higher divorce rates
later in life, and less desire to
have children. These effects
on future family life perpetu-
ate the downward spiral of
family breakdown.

1950 1960 1970 1980

Note: 1994 to 1996 data estimated.

Source: National Center for Health Statistics, Monthly Vital Statistics Reports.

1990
The effects of divorce on

children can range from mild
to severe and from short-

term to long-term. Though

grade and to have higher drop-out rates and
lower rates of college graduation.

» Divorce generally reduces the income of the
child’s primary household and seriously
diminishes the potential of every member of
the household to accumulate wealth. For fami-
lies that were not poor before the divorce, the
drop in income can be as much as 50 percent.
Moreover, decline in income is intergenera-
tional, since children whose parents divorce
are likely to earn less as adults than children
raised in intact families.

* Religious worship, which has been linked to
health and happiness as well as longer mar-
riages and better family life, is less prevalent in
divorced families.

Such evidence should give all Americans reason
to speak out on this problem. If nothing is done,
America will continue the downward spiral into
social decay.

none of the effects necessar-
ily applies to every child of divorced parents, mil-
lions of children who see their parents divorce are
nonetheless affected in serious ways by that act of
rejection. There is no way to predict how each
individual child will be affected or to what extent,
but it is possible to demonstrate and predict the
numerous and serious effects that divorce is hav-
ing on society. Thus, the issue for researchers is no
longer to determine what divorces ill effects are,
but rather to understand the depth and persistence
of these effects on children, their children, and
even their grandchildren.

Policymakers at the federal and state levels have
ample evidence to lend weight to efforts to change
the culture of divorce. Even the legal system seri-
ously neglects the interests of children. State offi-
cials should greatly expand effective marriage
education and divorce prevention programs. They
also should end the legal status of “no fault”
divorce for parents who have children under the
age of 18.
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who can achieve their poten-

Divorces Per 100 Marriages

Divorces per 100 Marriages

tial, and that the family is the
most important institution
for social well-being.

THE GROWTH OF

60

DIVORCE

Divorce has grown signifi-
cantly over the past half cen-
tury, as Chart 2 shows. In
1935, there were 16 divorces
for each 100 marriages. By
1998, the number had risen
to 51 divorces per 100 mar-
riages. As noted previously,
over 1 million children expe-
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Source: Jan Crouse, Beverly LaHaye Institute, from National Center for Health Statistics data.

rience parental divorce each
year, and over 8 million chil-
dren currently live with a
divorced single parent.

19551
1960 [
1965
1970
19751
1980
1985
19901
19951
19981

Federal officials can assist them in this effort by
establishing the importance of marriage in federal
policies and programs. For example, Washington

could require the states to col-
lect and provide accurate data
on marriages and divorces,
noting in each case the ages of
the children involved. Con-
gress could create demonstra-
tion grants, by diverting
existing funding, to enable
local community groups to
provide marriage education
and divorce prevention pro-
grams. Finally, Congress could
establish a one-time tax credit
for married parents who keep
their marriage intact at least
until their youngest child
reaches age 18.

American society, through its
institutions, must teach core
principles: that marriage is the
best environment in which to
raise healthy, happy children

The combined effect of divorce and out-of-wed-
lock childbearing means that more than half of
America’s children will spend all or part of their
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Family Structure for Children Ages 14 to 18

Single Parent,
Never Married

6%

Single Parent, Widowed
3%

Single Parent, Divorced First Marriage/
or Separated Intact Two-Parent
21% Family
42%
Cohabiting Couple

6%

Second Marriage/
Two-Parent Step Family
22%

Source: 1995 Survey of Consumer Finance, Federal Reserve Board.
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Family Structure for Children by Ethnic Background
Always Single Parent
2% ) .
) . First Marriage/
Widowed Slrggle Parent Intact Two- . Always First Marriage /
Divorced/ Separated Parent Family Single Parent Intact Two-
Single Parent 50% 32% Parent Family
5% 27%
Cohabiting Couple
6%
Second Marriage
Two-Parent
Second Marriage/ Widowed Single Step Family
Two-Parent Parent 7%
Step Family 5% Cohabiting
25% Divorced/ Separated Couple
Single Parent 9%
20%
White Black
; Always Single Parent
Always Single Parent
4 S%ng craren Widowed Single Parent 2%

19

Widowed Single Parent Divorced/ Separated Single Parent
7%

3%

(e}
Divorced/ Separated Cohabltm§ Couple
Si 2%
ingle Parent
| 4% Second Marriage . .
- ° Two-Parent / First Marriage,/
Cohabiting Couple Step Family Intact qu—
5% 139 Parent Family
75%
Second Marriage/
Two-Parent First Marriage/
Step Family Intact TWO_'
23% Parent Family
Hi . 50%
Ispanic Other (Mainly Asian)
Source: Heritage Center for Data Analysis calculations based on data from 1995 Survey of Consumer Finance,
Federal Reserve Board.
childhood living in a single-parent, divorced, or 42 percent of children aged 14 to18 live in a “first

remarried family. The Federal Reserve Board’s

marriage” family, generally an intact two-parent
1995 Survey of Consumer Finance shows that only

married family with both biological parents.

1. Due to the impreciseness of Survey of Consumer Finance definitions, these figures must be treated as rough estimates only.
The Survey of Consumer Finance divides married-couple households into first- and second-marriage households. Although
we have counted all children in first-marriage households as living with both biological parents, a small number of these

children may have been born out of wedlock before the mother’s marriage to another man; such children would not be
residing with both biological parents.
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Some 21 percent of teenage |[& chars
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children live with a single
parent who is divorced or
separated, while 22 per-
cent live in a two-parent
household with one step-
parent.2 The remaining

In Wisconsin, Juvenile Incarceration Rates for
Children of Divorced Parents Are 12 Times
Higher than for Children in Two-Parent Families

teenagers live with a never-
married single parent (6
percent), a widowed single
parent (3 percent), or
cohabiting adults (6 per-
cent).3 (See Chart 3.) 15+

20+

Chart 4 shows that fam- 10t
ily structure varies consid-
erably by ethnic group.
Three-fourths of Asian—
American teenagers live in 1

5 uvenile Incarceration Rate, Two-Parent Family Rate=|

22.0

4.8

an intact-married-couple —
. . . . Two-Parent

family with both biological Family

parents. Among whites and

Hispanics, the number is

50 percent; among blacks,

Currently Separated

Married Parents, Single Parent,

Divorced

Single Parent,
Never Married

Source: Heritage calculations, based on 1993 data from Wisconsin Department of Health and
Human Services and U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey.

it is 25 percent.
HOW DIVORCE AFFECTS SOCIETY

The divorce of parents, even if it is an amicable
decision, tears apart a family—the fundamental
unit of American society. It should be no surprise
to find, then, that the prevalence of divorce is hav-
ing profound effects on society. What may surprise
many policymakers and other Americans is how
strong the relationship is between family back-
ground and such problems as crime, abuse and
neglect, and addictions.

Divorce and Crime

To understand the significant relationship
between the rate of crime in a community and
family background, one need only look at the evi-
dence. For example, Robert Sampson, professor of
sociology at the University of Chicago, found that
the divorce rate predicted the rate of robbery in
any given area, regardless of economic and racial
composition. Sampson studied 171 U.S. cities
with populations of more than 100,000. In these
communities, he found that the lower the rates of
divorce, the higher the formal and informal social
controls (such as the supervision of children) and
the lower the crime rate.”*

2. These figures treat all children in “second marriage” families as residing in stepparent families; however, some of these chil-
dren will have been born during the second marriage and actually be residing with both biological parents.

3. Generally, these cohabiting families will consist of the biological mother cohabiting with a boyfriend who is not related to

the child.

4. Robert J. Sampson, “Crime in Cities: The Effects of Formal and Informal Social Control,” in Michael Tonry and Norval
Morris, eds., Crime and Justice (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), pp. 271-301.
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Moreover, data from Wisconsin dramatically
illustrate that the rates of incarceration for its juve-
nile delinquents are 12 times higher for children of
divorce than for children living with married par-
ents.” (See Chart 5.)

Different studies confirm the general conclu-
sions from the Wisconsin data. For example:

 Children of divorced parents are significantly
more likely to become delinquent by age 15,
regardless of when the divorce took place, than
are children whose own parents are married.®

* A 1985 study tracked 1,000 families with chil-
dren aged 6 to 18 for six years and found that
children living in intact married families
exhibited the least delinquency, while children
with stepfathers were more likely to demon-
strate the most disruptive behaviors.’

 In a British longitudinal study of males aged 8
to 32, David P. Farrington, professor of crimi-
nology at Cambridge University, found that the
divorce of parents before a child reached age
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10 is a major predictor of adolescent delin-
quency and adult criminality.®

* Arecent U.S. longitudinal study which tracked
over 6,400 boys over a period of 20 years (well
into their adult years) found that children
without biological fathers in the home are
roughly three times more likely to commit a
crime that leads to incarceration than are chil-
dren from intact families.”

Moreover, as a major review of literature on
divorce conducted by the government of Australia
found, divorce increases the likelihood that a child
will feel hostility and rejection. !° Further research
on the relationship between family background
and crime indicates that rejection by peers can
lead hostile children to join delinquent gangs.'! It
is worth noting that these findings on delinquency
are not confined to boys: Among adolescent girls,
there is a strong correlation between family struc-
ture, delinquency,12 hostile behavior,13 drug use,
larceny, skipping school,'* and alcohol abuse. !

5. Wisconsin Department of Health and Social Services, Division of Youth Services, “Family Status of Delinquents in Juvenile

10.

11.

12.

13.

Correctional Facilities in Wisconsin,” April 1994. The data were merged with data from the Current Population Survey on
family structure in Wisconsin for that year to derive rates of incarceration by family structure.

Abbie K. Frost and Bilge Pakiz, “The Effects of Marital Disruption on Adolescents: Time as a Dynamic,” American Journal of
Orthopsychiatry, Vol. 60 (1990), pp. 544-555. Others have found that children of divorced parents are up to six times more
likely to be delinquent than children from intact families. See David B. Larson, James P. Swyers, and Susan S. Larson, The
Costly Consequences of Divorce (Rockville, Md.: National Institute for Healthcare Research, 1995), p. 123.

Annette U. Rickel and Thomas S. Langer, “Short-Term and Long-Term Effects of Marital Disruption on Children,” American
Journal of Community Psychology, Vol. 13 (1985), pp. 599-661. (In this study, children of single parents fell between these
two groups in delinquency.)

David P, Farrington, “Implications of Criminal Career Research for the Prevention of Offending,” Journal of Adolescence, Vol.
13 (1990), pp. 93-113.

Cynthia Harper and Sara S. McLanahan, “Father Absence and Youth Incarceration,” presented at the annual meeting of the
American Sociological Association, 1998,

Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs, House of Representatives, Parliament of the Commonwealth of
Australia, To Have and To Hold (Canberra: Parliament of Australia, 1998), p. 36.

Patrick E Fagan, “The Real Root Causes of Violent Crime: The Breakdown of Marriage, Family, and Community,” Heritage
Foundation Backgrounder No. 1026, March 17, 1995.

Karen Heimer, “Gender, Interaction, and Delinquency: Testing a Theory of Differential Social Control,” Social Psychology
Quarterly, Vol. 59 (1996), pp. 39-61.

Bilge Pakiz, Helen Z. Reinherz, and Rose M. Giaconia, “Early Risk Factors for Serious Antisocial Behavior at Age 21:
A Longitudinal Community Study,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, Vol. 67 (1997), pp. 92—100.
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ences in the rates of fatal child
abuse accompany family struc-
ture. After a divorce, mothers
may marry again or acquire
new boyfriends, but the pres-
ence of a stepfather or a boy-
friend increases the risk of

In Britain, the Serious Abuse of Children in
Stepfamilies Was Six Times More Likely than for
Children of Intact Married Parents

Comparative Risk Ratios for Serious Abuse, 1982—-1988

35 33
abuse, though at significantly
30 ¢ different rates.
25 . .
* Serious abuse is much
20 - 20 20 higher among stepchil-
dren than among children
157 14 of intact families, and
| adults who were sexually
10 .
6 abused as children are
5 F more likely to have been
! raised in stepfamilies than
L s

in intact married fami-

Biological ~ Mother Biological  Biological  Biological  Biological
Parents Marriedto  Mother Parents Father Mother lies. 17
Married  Stepfather Alone Cohabiting Alone Cohabiting
Family Structure » The rate of sexual abuse of

Note: No U.S. data by family structure available.
Source: Robert Whelan, Broken Homes and Battered Children, 1994.

girls by their stepfathers is
at least six or seven times

Divorce and Abuse

Child abuse is closely related to delinquency
and violent crime, and divorce is a relevant factor
in an abused childs background.'® Not only do

higher levels of divorce accompany higher levels of o

child abuse, but remarriage does not reduce the
level of child abuse and may even add to it. (See

higher,'8 and may be as
much as 40 times greater,'” than sexual abuse
of daughters by their biological fathers who
remain in intact families.

Margo Wilson and Martin Daly, professors of
psychology at McMasters University in Can-
ada, report that children two years of age and

14. Neil Kalter, B. Reimer, A. Brickman, and J. W. Chen, “Implications of Parental Divorce for Female Development,” Journal of
the American Academy of Child Psychiatry, Vol. 25 (1986), pp. 538-544.

15. Frost and Pakiz, “The Effects of Marital Disruption on Adolescents,” pp. 544-555.

16. Patrick E Fagan: “The Child Abuse Crisis: The Disintegration of Marriage, Family, and the American Community,” Heritage
Foundation Backgrounder No. 1115, June 3, 1997.

17. David M. Fergusson, Michael T. Lynskey, and L. John Horwood, “Childhood Sexual Abuse and Psychiatric Disorders in
Young Adulthood: I. Prevalence of Sexual Abuse and Factors Associated with Sexual Abuse,” Journal of the American Acad-
emy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, Vol. 34 (1996), pp. 1355-1364.

18. Diana E. H. Russell, “The Prevalence and Seriousness of Incestuous Abuse: Stepfathers vs. Biological Fathers,” Child Abuse
and Neglect, Vol. 8 (1984), pp. 15-22.

19. Margo Wilson and Martin Daly, “The Risk of Maltreatment of Children Living with Stepparents,” in Richard J. Gelles and
Jane B. Lancaster, eds., Child Abuse and Neglect: Biosocial Dimensions, Foundations of Human Behavior (New York: Aldine de
Gruyter, 1987), p. 228.
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younger are 70 to 100 times more likely to be
killed at the hands of their stepparents than by
their biological parents.?” (Younger children,
because of their small size, are much more vul-
nerable.)

* The data from Britain predict a smaller risk,
but this research is not as rigorous as the Cana-
dian study. The British study reports that fatal
abuse of children of all ages occurs three times
more frequently in stepfamilies than in intact
married families.?!

When parents divorce, most children suffer. For
some, this suffering turns into long-lasting psycho-
logical damage. Neglect of children, which can be
psychologically more damaging than physical
abuse,?? is twice as high among separated and
divorced parents.>

Stepparents have a difficult time establishing
close bonds with their stepchildren—a common
theme in literature that is confirmed in the
research literature. The rate of bonding between
stepparents and stepchildren is rather low. One
study found that only 53 percent of stepfathers
and 25 percent of stepmothers have “parental feel-
ings” toward their stepchildren, and still fewer
report having “love” for them.*

Divorce and Addiction

Children who use drugs and abuse alcohol are
more likely to come from family backgrounds
characterized by parental conflict and parental

June 5, 2000

rejection. Because divorce increases these factors,
it increases the likelihood that children will abuse
alcohol and begin using drugs. Adolescents whose
parents recently divorced are found to abuse drugs
and alcohol much more often than do adolescents
whose parents divorced during their early child-
hood. When they are compared with children
whose parents are still married, the difference
grows even greater.>> Comparing all family struc-
tures, drug use in children is lowest in the intact
married family.2°

HOW DIVORCE AFFECTS EDUCATIONAL
ACHIEVEMENT

Throughout a child’s educational experience,
the divorce of parents has an impact on learning
and achievement.

Divorce and the Capacity to Learn

Divorce impedes learning by disrupting produc-
tive study patterns as children are forced to move
between domiciles, and by increasing anxiety and
depression in both parents and children. Because
of its impact on stable home life, divorce can
diminish the capacity to learn—a principle dem-
onstrated by the fact that children whose parents
divorce have lower rates of graduation from high
school and college and also complete fewer college
courses.

* In the “Impact of Divorce Project,” a survey of
699 elementary students nationwide con-

20.1bid., pp. 215-232.
21.Fagan, “The Child Abuse Crisis.”

22.Richard Emery, “Abused and Neglected Children,” The American Psychologist, Vol. 44, No. 2 (1989), pp. 321-328.

23. Yuriko Egami, “Psychiatric Profile and Sociodemographic Characteristics of Adults Who Report Physically Abusing or
Neglecting Children,” American Journal of Psychiatry, Vol. 153 (1996), pp. 921-928.

24. David Popenoe, Life Without Father (New York: Martin Kessler Books, 1995), p. 57, quoting Lucile Duberman, The Recon-
stituted Family: A Study of Remarried Couples and Their Children (Chicago: Nelson—Hall, 1975).

25. William J. Doherty and R. H. Needle, “Psychological Adjustment and Substance Use Among Adolescents Before and After a
Parental Divorce,” Child Development, Vol. 62 (1991), pp. 328-337.

26.John P Hoffman and Robert A. Johnson, “A National Portrait of Family Structure and Adolescent Drug Use,” Journal of
Marriage and the Family, Vol. 60, No. 3 (1998), pp. 633—-645; Robert L. Flewing and K. E. Baumann, “Family Structure as a
Predictor of Initial Substance Use and Sexual Intercourse in Early Adolescence,” Journal of Marriage and the Family, Vol. 52

(1990), pp. 171-181.
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ducted by Kent State University in & Ctare7 iE7E

Ohio, children from divorced homes ) » ) )
performed more poorly in reading, Impact of Divorce on Income of Families with Children

spelling, and math and repeated a
grade more frequently than did chil- | $50,000
dren from intact two-parent fami- -
lies 2 40,000 -

1993 Average Annual Income

$43,600

The absence of the father lowers cog- 30,000
nitive test scores for young children in L
general 8 especially the math scores of 20,000 -
daughters.? By comparison, a girl’s ver-
bal capacities increase when the father is
present, especially when he reads aloud
to her when she is young.>® By age 13,
there is an average difference of half a Two-Parent Custodial Parent
year in reading abilities between children Household Household

Before Divorce After Divorce
of divorced parems and those who have Family Status

intact families.>! Even the most effective Source: Mary E. Corcoran and Ajay Chaudray, “The Dynarics of Childhood Poverty,”

preventive work on reading and math Future of Chidren 1997

skills does not eliminate the drop in per-

formance at school among children of divorce.>? families—whether they have divorced parents or

stepparents, or even an always- smgle parent—

Frequent relocation of these children appearsto ~ move about much more frequently.** Such moves

play a large role in their poorer performance, tend to increase the incidence of behavioral, emo-

regardless of family background.>* Compared tional, and academic problems for all adolescents,

with children of intact families, children of broken  regardless of family structure.?” Very young chil-

$25,300

10,000

27.Popenoe, Life Without Father, p. 57. June O'Neill and Anne Hill, professors of business and government at Baruch College,
City University of New York, also found that growing up with a divorced parent has a significant, negative effect on chil-
dren test scores. See M. Anne Hill and June O’Neill, “Family Endowments and the Achievement of Young Children with
Special Reference to the Underclass,” Journal of Human Resources, Vol. 29 (1994), pp. 1064-1100.

28.Mary Ann Powell and Toby L. Parcel, “Effects of Family Structure on the Earnings Attainment Process: Differences by
Gender,” Journal of Marriage and the Family, Vol. 59 (1997), p. 419, reporting on unpublished research by Frank Mott
(1993), prepared for NIH/NICHD.

29. Popenoe, Life Without Father, p. 148, reporting on the findings of Goldstein (1982).
30. Ibid., reporting on the findings of Bing (1963).

31.Jim Stevenson and Glenda Fredman, “The Social Correlates of Reading Ability,” Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry,
Vol. 31 (1990), pp. 689-690.

32.Linda J. Alpert-Gillis, JoAnne L. Pedro-Carroll, and Emory L. Cowen, “The Children of Divorce Intervention Program:
Development, Implementation, and Evaluation of a Program for Young Urban Children,” Journal of Consulting and Clinical
Psychology, Vol. 57 (1989), pp. 583-589.

33. See William S. Aquilino, “The Life Course of Children Born to Unmarried Mothers: Childhood Living Arrangements and
Young Adult Outcomes,” Journal of Marriage and the Family, Vol. 58 (1996), pp. 293-310.

34. Frances K. Goldscheider and Calvin Goldscheider, “The Effects of Childhood Family Structure on Leaving and Returning
Home,” Journal of Marriage and the Family, Vol. 60 (1998), p. 751.

35. Hoffman and Johnson, “A National Portrait of Family Structure and Adolescent Drug Use,” p. 635.
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& Charts 373 | Divorce and Graduation
Rates

Median Household Wealth

of Persons Aged 51-61, by Marital Status Divorce affects the grade
level that children attain:

1993 Household Capital Wealth High school dropout rates

$140,000 I~ $132,000 are much higher among
children of divorced parents
120,000 - than among children of
always-married parents.>’
100,000 - Even if the childrens pri-
80.000 - mary parent remarries, step-
’ family life does not wipe out
60.000 - the educational losses gener-
$42.275 ally experienced by these
40,000 - $35,000 $33,670 children. Schools may expel
as many as one in four step-
20,000 children,*8 though this ratio
w can fall to one in 10 if step-

parents are highly involved
in their children’s school.>”
Children raised in intact
families complete more total
years of education and have
higher earnings than children from other family

Married Widowed Never Divorced Separated
Married

Source: James P. Smith, Marriage, Assets, and Savings, Rand Corporation, 1995.

dren are especially susceptible, since they are usu-  structures.* The advantage given by an intact
ally more attached to their home than older family also holds for children in poor inner-city
children are. Leaving their family home for communities.*!

another after their parents’ divorce becomes even

more traumatic because they tend to become more The divorce of parents also reduces the likeli-
attached to their home during the breakup of their ~ hood that a child will attain a college education.
parents.>° The college attendance rate is about 60 percent

lower among children of divorced parents com-
pared with children of intact families. *?

36. Ruth Stirtzinger and Lorraine Cholvat, “Preschool Age Children of Divorce: Transitional Phenomena and the Mourning
Process,” Canadian Journal of Psychiatry, Vol. 35 (1990), pp. 506-514.

37.Sara McLanahan and Gary D. Sandefur, Growing Up With a Single Parent: What Hurts, What Helps (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1994), p. 67.

38. Deborah A. Dawson, “Family Structure and Children’s Health and Well Being: Data from the 1988 National Survey of Child
Health,” Journal of Marriage and the Family, Vol. 53 (1991), pp. 573-584.

39.Larson et al., The Costly Consequences of Divorce, p. 167, reporting on the findings of Zill and Nord (1994) and Lee (1993).
40. Powell and Parcel, “Effects of Family Structure on the Earnings Attainment Process,” p. 425.

41.Janet B. Hardy et al., “Self-Sufficiency at Ages 27-33 Years: Factors Present Between Birth and 18 Years that Predict
Educational Attainment Among Children Born to Inner-City Families,” Pediatrics, Vol. 99 (1997), pp. 80-87.

42. Hillevi M. Aro and Ulla K. Palosaari, “Parental Divorce, Adolescence, and Transition to Young Adulthood: A Follow-Up
Study,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, Vol. 62, No. 3 (July 1992), pp. 421-429.
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Judith Wallerstein, a clinical ~ [& chars

B1373

psychologist from San Francisco,
found that of the college-age stu-
dents who went to the same high
schools in affluent Marin County

Median Income of Families with Children

1994 Annual Income

by Family Structure

near San Francisco, only two- $60,000
thirds of children from divorced
families attended college com-
pared with 85 percent of stu-
dents from intact families.*> The
well-known high rates of col-
lege attainment by Asian—Ameri-
can children illustrate this point.
Asian—Americans also seem to
have the highest levels of intact
family life of all American ethnic
groups. (See Chart 4.)

50,000 -

40,000 r

30,000 r

20,000 -

10,000

$48,000

$45,900

$25,000
$18,500

$15,000

Family income may make a
difference in college attendance,
and income in the custodial fam-
ily falls after a divorce.™ Accord-

First
Marriage

Note: Figures do not include transferred income.
Source: Heritage Center for Data Analysis calculations based on data from 1995 Survey
of Consumer Finance, Federal Reserve Board.

Never
Married
Single Parent

Step- Cohabiting
Family Couple

Divorced/
Separated

ing to data reported in 1994 by

Mary Corcoran, professor of political science at the
University of Michigan, “During the years children
lived with two parents, their family incomes aver-
aged $43,600, and when these same children lived
with one parent, their family incomes averaged
$25,300.7% (See Chart 7.) In other words, the
household income of a child’s custodial family
dropped on average about 42 percent following
divorce.* Furthermore, parents’ accumulated
wealth is different across family structures and will
affect the level of financial support available from
parents for their children’s college education. (See
Chart 8 and Chart 9.)

HOW DIVORCE AFFECTS FAMILIES
ECONOMICALLY

As the above information demonstrates, divorce
has significant negative economic consequences
for families. The breakup of families leaves one
parent trying to do the work of two people—and
one person cannot support a family as well as two
can. Because of this, divorce has been shown to
lead to decreased household income and a higher
risk of poverty. It is a factor in a child’s diminished
level of academic achievement, which translates
into lower earnings as an adult.*’

43. Judith Wallerstein, “The Long Term Effects of Divorce on Children: A Review,” Journal of the American Academy of Child Ado-

lescent Psychiatry, Vol. 30 (1991), pp. 349-360.

44. Powell and Parcel, “Effects of Family Structure on the Earnings Attainment Process,” p. 419, reporting on the findings of

Steelman and Powell (1991).

45.Mary E. Corcoran and Ajay Chaudry, “The Dynamics of Childhood Poverty,” Future of Children, Vol. 7, No. 2 (1997), pp.

40-54, reporting on Duncan et al. (1994).

46.Peggy O. Corcoran, unpublished paper, Survey Research Center, University of Michigan, May 1994.

47.See Patrick E Fagan, “How Broken Families Rob Children of Their Chances of Future Prosperity,” Heritage Foundation

Backgrounder No. 1283, June 11, 1999.
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(GNP) went from $203 billion

by Family Structure

Percent of Families with Children Living in Poverty

to $141 billion (in constant
1958 dollars).48 Yet in each of
the past 28 years, the house-
holds of over 1 million children

Consumer Finance, Federal Reserve Board.

Single Parent

Source: Heritage Center for Data Analysis calculations based on data from 1995 Survey of

70% have experienced an even
o | 59.6% greater contraction in income—
with an average drop of
between 28 percent to 42 per-
50 49 s
cent.”” For families that were
40 L not poor before a divorce, the
. o :
2530 30.5% 32.4% drop in income can be as high
30 iy as 50 percent.
20 | .
Although the custodial par-
10 [ 7.7% 6.6% ents household after a divorce
J - will contain fewer persons than
the pre-divorce home, the
First Step Cohabiting  Widowed  Divorced/ Never- . 1 f h dial
Marriage Family Couple Separated Married Income Loss for the custodia

Single Parent parent’s home is generally great
enough to cause the per capita

income to fall when compared

with pre-divorce conditions.

Lower Income and Higher Incidences of
Poverty

Divorce has a greater effect on the household
income of the custodial parent than the Great
Depression had on the American economy.
Between 1929 and 1933, the economy contracted
by 30.5 percent and the gross national product

Moreover, divorce causes both parents to lose the
economies of scale that are implicit in the larger
pre-divorce household.

Almost 50 percent of households with children
undergoing divorce move into poverty following
the divorce.”! Some 40 percent of families on Aid
to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) are
divorced or separated single-parent households.’?

48.U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United States, Bicentennial Edition, Colonial

Times to 1970, Part I (Washington, D.C., 1976), p. 228.

49. Divorces immediate effects can be seen in data reported in 1994 by Mary Corcoran, professor of political science at the
University of Michigan: “During the years children lived with two parents, their family incomes averaged $43,600, and
when these same children lived with one parent, their family incomes averaged $25,300.” In other words, the household
income of a childs family dropped on average about 42 percent following divorce. See Corcoran and Chaudry, “The
Dynamics of Childhood Poverty,” pp. 40-54, quoting from G. J. Duncan et al., “Lone-Parent Families in the United States:
Dynamics, Economic Status, and Developmental Consequences,” unpublished paper, Survey Research Center, University

of Michigan, May 1994.

50. McLanahan and Sandefur, Growing Up With a Single Parent, p. 24.

51.Julia Heath, “Determinants of Spells of Poverty Following Divorce,” Review of Social Economy, Vol. 49 (1992), pp. 305-315.

52. Committee on Ways and Means, U.S. House of Representatives, 1998 Green Book: Background Material and Data on Programs
Within the Jurisdiction of the Committee on Ways and Means, May 19, 1998, p. 540. The AFDC program became the Tempo-

rary Assistance for Needy Families program in 1996.
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As Chart 10 shows, based on data from the Fed-
eral Reserve Boards 1995 Survey of Consumer
Finance, the differing ratios of poverty among dif-
ferent family structures tell the story of the impact
of marriage on income.

* Compared with the poverty rate of the always-
intact married family, a widowed family expe-
riences a poverty rate that is 3.9 times higher;
the cohabiting-couple household’s poverty rate
is 3.7 times higher; the rate for divorced sin-
gle-parent families is 4.2 times higher; and the
rate for always-single-parent families is 7.7
times higher. The stepfamily has a lower pov-
erty rate, most likely because the remarriage
often takes place later in the life of parents,

when their incomes will be somewhat
higher.”>

Particularly for women whose pre-divorce fam-
ily income was below the median family income
level, the research shows that divorce is a primary
factor in determining the length of a “poverty
spell.”>* Understandably, mothers who are
employed at the time of a divorce are much less
likely to become welfare recipients than mothers
who do not work at the time of divorce. Mothers
in this latter group go on welfare as frequently as
single mothers who lose their jobs.”>
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HOW DIVORCE AFFECTS PERSONAL
WELL-BEING
Harmful Mental and Physical Health Effects

It is increasingly clear that divorce affects the
health of children in broken families in many
ways. Most significantly, divorce leads to:

* Increased behavioral, emotional, and psychiat-
ric burdens;

¢ Increased rates of suicide; and

Increased risks for health problems.

Divorce wreaks havoc with the psychological
stability of many children.’® Immediately upon
the breakup of their families through divorce, chil-
dren experience reactions ranging from anger, fear,
and sadness to yearning, worry, rejection, conflict-
ing loyalties, anger,” lowered self-confidence,
heightened anxiety and loneliness, more depressed
moods, more suicidal thoughts, and even more
attempts to commit suicide.’® Many of these feel-
ings persist for years. For example:

* A major national survey of 20,000 adolescents
found that the adolescent children of divorced
parents did worse than their peers from intact
families on such measures of satisfaction with
life as happiness, sense of personal control,
trust, and friendship.””

53. The Survey of Consumer Finance underreports income in general, relative to the Current Population Survey of the U.S. Bureau
of the Census. The undercount of income in the Survey of Consumer Finance yields higher overall poverty rates, but there is
no reason to believe that the income undercount is biased in a manner that would significantly affect the relative probabil-

ities of poverty by family type as represented in the text.

54. Committee on Ways and Means, 1998 Green Book, p. 540.

55. Philip K. Robins, “Child Support, Welfare Dependency, and Poverty,” American Economic Review, Vol. 976 (1986),

pp. 768-786.

56. Peter Hill, “Recent Advances in Selected Aspects of Adolescent Development,” Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry,

Vol. 34 (1993), pp. 69-99.

57.Judith S. Wallerstein and Joan Berlin Kelly, Surviving the Breakup: How Children and Parents Cope with Divorce (New York:

Basic Books, 1980).

58. Nadia Garnefski and Rene E W. Diekstra, “Adolescents from One Parent, Stepparent and Intact Families: Emotional
Problems and Suicide Attempts,” Journal of Adolescence, Vol. 20 (1997), pp. 201-208.

59.Alan C. Acock and K. Hill Kiecolt, “Is It Family Structure or Socioeconomic Status? Family Structure During Adolescence
and Adult Adjustment,” Social Forces, Vol. 68 (1989), pp. 553-571. This held true even after taking the effects of reduced

income into account.
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* The National Surveys of Children, a major lon-
gitudinal federal study done in three waves
during the 1980s, found that divorce was asso-
ciated with a higher incidence of several men-
tal health problems in children: depression;
withdrawal from friends and family; aggres-
sive, impulsive, or hyperactive behavior; and
either withdrawing from participation in the
classroom or becoming disruptive.®”

* Researchers from Johns Hopkins University
and the University of Chicago found that the
adult children of divorced parents experience
mental health problems significantly more
often than do the adult children of intact fami-
lies. 0!

* The General Social Surveys of 1996 and 1998
show that the incidence of adults not being
“too happy” varies significantly, depending on
the type of family in which they grew up:
Those whose parents divorced have reported
being not “too happy” at twice the rate of those
who grew up with both of their parents. Those
who had a parent die during childhood fall
halfway between these happiness rates.®?

* The British National Longitudinal Study, which
continuously tracked a national sample of chil-
dren born in 1958, has shown that divorce is
associated with a substantial 39 percent
increase in the risk of psychopathology.®?

June 5, 2000

Children younger than five years of age are
found to be particularly vulnerable to the emo-
tional conflicts occurring during the separation
and divorce of their parents.®* They cling more to
their parents and regress more often to problems
that are characteristic of younger children, such as
bedwetting. Older children frequently withdraw
from home life and seek intimacy away from
home. %

Judith Wallerstein’s study suggests that when
divorce occurs in mid-childhood (between ages six
and eight), a large portion of children experience
persistent feelings of sadness and a need for con-
stant reassurance about their performance in many
of life’s tasks. For these children, anxieties run very
high about their relationships with the opposite
sex, personal commitments later in life (particu-
larly during the late high school years), and mar-
riage. These young adults are most acutely
concerned about betrayal in romantic relation-
ships, both present and future; they also are con-
cerned about being hurt or abandoned by a fiancé
or spouse.® Other studies have found the same
pattern of “attachment insecurities” and low self-
esteeén among college students with divorced par-
ents.

If divorce occurs when the children are teenag-
ers (12 to 15 years of age), they tend to react in
two very different ways: by attempting to avoid
growing up or by attempting to “speed through”

60. Popenoe, Life Without Father, p. 62, reporting on the work of Wells, Rankin, Demo, and Acock.

61. Andrew J. Cherlin, P Lindsay Chase-Lansdale, and Christine McRae, “Effects of Parental Divorce on Mental Health
Throughout the Life Course,” American Sociological Review, Vol. 63 (April 1998), pp. 245-246.

62. Personal communication from Thomas Smith, Ph.D., NORC, University of Chicago, reporting on data from the General
Social Survey on “not too happy,” which found that 8.8 percent lived with both parents; for 12.7 percent, a parent had

died; for 15.7 percent, parents were divorced.

63. P Lindsay Chase-Lansdale, Andrew J. Cherlin, and Kathleen E. Kiernan, “The Long-Term Effects of Parental Divorce on the
Mental Health of Young Adults: A Developmental Perspective,” Child Development, Vol. 66 (1995), pp. 1614-1634.

64. Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs, To Have and To Hold, p. 35.

65.1bid., p. 34, reporting on the research of M. P. Richards and M. Dyson.

66.Judith S. Wallerstein, “Children of Divorce: Report of a Ten-Year Follow-Up of Early Latency-Age Children,” American

Journal of Orthopsychiatry, Vol. 57 (1987), pp. 199-211.

67.Julie J. Evans and Bernard L. Bloom, “Effects of Parental Divorce Among College Undergraduates,” Journal of Divorce and

Remarriage, Vol. 26 (1997), pp. 69-88.
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adolescence.®® Other disturbing outcomes for
teenagers include increased aggression, loss of self-
confidence,®® and particularly a sense of loneli-
ness.’® Boys are much more likely to be depressed
than girls.”! Early sexual activity, substance abuse
or dependence, hostile behavior, and depression
also are more likely following a divorce. These
reactions are more likely if the parents divorce
before the child reaches age five, slightly less likely
if they divorce after the child reaches age 10, and
seemingly least likely during the years in
between—a period sometimes called “the latency
phase” by psychologists.”?

Unlike the experience of their parents, the
child’s suffering does not reach its peak at the time
of the divorce and then level off. Rather, the emo-
tional effects of the parents’ divorce can be played
and replayed throughout the next three decades of
a childs life.”> For instance, one longitudinal
study tracked children whose parents divorced in
1946 and tested them two and three decades later.
Even 30 years after the divorce, negative long-term
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effects were clearly present in the income, health,
and behavior of many of the grown offspring.’*

These long-lasting effects are found in country
after country. The British National Longitudinal
Study cited above found a strong link between
parental divorce during the middle and late child-
hood years (ages seven through 16) and signifi-
cantly lower mental health status in young
adulthood, with a 39 percent increase in the risk
of psychopathology.”> A large Finnish study found
that at age 22, children of divorced parents experi-
enced more frequent loss of jobs, more conflict
with their bosses, and more separation and
divorce; they also had more abortions.”® A large
Swedish sample (over 14,000) confirms again the
negative mental health effects of parents’ divorce
on children, no matter what the socioeconomic
status of the family may be.’” German research
yields similar findings,’® and a recent Australian
parliamentary report reached similar conclu-
sions.”?

68. Murray M. Kappelman, “The Impact of Divorce on Adolescents,” American Family Physician, Vol. 35 (1987), pp. 200-206.

69. Michael Workman and John Beer, “Aggression, Alcohol Dependency, and Self-Consciousness Among High School Students
of Divorced and Non-Divorced Parents,” Psychological Reports, Vol. 71 (1992), pp. 279-286.

70.Randy M. Page, “Adolescent Loneliness: A Priority for School Health Education,” Health Education Quarterly, Vol. 15

(1988), pp. 20-23.

71.Ronald L. Simons, Khui-Hsu Lin, Leslie C. Gordon, Rand D. Conger, and Frederick O. Lorenz, “Explaining the Higher
Incidence of Adjustment Problems Among Children of Divorce Compared with Those in Two-Parent Families,” Journal of

Marriage and the Family, Vol. 61 (1999), pp. 1020-1033.

72.David M. Fergusson, John Horwood, and Michael T. Lynsky, “Parental Separation, Adolescent Psychopathology, and
Problem Behaviors,” Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, Vol. 33 (1994), pp. 1122-1131.

73. Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs, To Have and to Hold, p. 39.

74.1bid., p. 35.

75. Chase-Lansdale et al., “The Long-Term Effects of Parental Divorce on the Mental Health of Young Adults,” pp. 1614-1634.

76. Aro and Palosaari, “Parental Divorce, Adolescence, and Transition to Young Adulthood,” pp. 421-429.

77.Popenoe, Life Without Father, p. 58, reporting on the findings of Duncan W. T. G. Timms, “Family Structure in Childhood
and Mental Health in Adolescence,” research report, Project Metropolitan, Department of Sociology, University of Stock-

holm, Sweden, p. 93.

78. Hans-Christoph Steirthausen et al., “Family Composition and Child Psychiatric Disorders,” Journal of the American
Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, Vol. 26 (1987), pp. 242-246.

79. Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs, To Have and To Hold, p. 35, reporting on Wadsworth (1984) and

Kuh and Maclean (1990).
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Increasing Rates of Suicide

Higher divorce rates in a society lead to higher
suicide rates among children. As the work of Patri-
cia McCall, a sociology professor at North Carolina
State University, shows, the most frequent back-
ground characteristic among adolescents who

commit suicide is the divorce of their parents.5°

This link between the rise in adolescent suicide
in the past three decades and parental divorce can
be found again and again in the literature;%! and in
cross-cultural studies of Japan and the United
States,®? as well as Holland, the link between
divorce and the frequency of thoughts of suicide is
clear.®?

Suicide is often triggered by the child’s thoughts
that his 8parents have rejected him®* or lost interest
in him.®> Such a perception on the part of the
child is sometimes based in reality.

Increased Health Risks

Divorce affects not only the emotional and men-
tal life of the child, but also his physical health—
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even the length of his life. According to one study,
the life spans of children whose parents divorce
before the children have reached their 21st birth-
day are shortened by an average of four years.5°

* Alongitudinal study that tracked over 1,500
privileged middle-class children with high 1Qs
over their life span found a significantly higher
mortality rate for those whose parents
divorced, compared with those from intact
families.8” Another study found that these
mortality rates increase when the divorce
occurs before the childs fourth birthday®

Health effects during childhood include a dou-
bling of the risk of asthma and a significant
increase in injury rates.®” A separate study con-
firmed these findings and went on to note that the
negative health effects of divorce did not abate
when the mother remarried.”® Swedish research-
ers have found that, even in early adulthood, dif-
ferences in health risk and rates of hospitalization
are apparent after controlling for family and social
background. (They also found the increased mor-
tality rates mentioned above.)”?!

80. Patricia L. McCall and Kenneth C. Land, “Trends in White Male Adolescent, Young-Adult, and Elderly Suicide: Are There
Common Underlying Structural Factors?” Social Science Research, Vol. 23 (1994), pp. 57-81.

81.Larson et al., The Costly Consequences of Divorce, p. 124; Carmen Noevi Velez and Patricia Cohen, “Suicidal Behavior and
Ideation in a Community Sample of Children: Maternal and Youth Reports,” Journal of the American Academy of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry, Vol. 27, (1988), pp. 349-356; Franklyn L. Nelson et al., “Youth Suicide in California: A Comparative
Study of Perceived Causes and Interventions,” Community Mental Health Journal, Vol. 24, (1988), pp. 31-42.

82. David Lester and Kazuhiko Abe, “The Regional Variation of Divorce Rates in Japan and the United States,” Journal of Divorce

and Remarriage, Vol. 18 (1993), pp. 227-230.

83. Spruijt and de Goede, “Transition in Family Structure and Adolescent Well-Being,” pp. 897-911.

84. Larson et al., The Costly Consequences of Divorce, p. 126.

85.John S. Wodarski and Pamela Harris, “Adolescent Suicide: A Review of Influences and the Means for Prevention,” Social

Work, Vol. 32 (1987), pp. 477-484.

86.Joseph E. Schwartz et al., “Sociodemographic and Psychosocial Factors in Childhood as Predictors of Adult Mortality,”
American Journal of Public Health, Vol. 85 (1995), pp. 1237-1245.

87.Joan S. Tucker et al., “Parental Divorce: Effects on Individual Behavior and Longevity,” Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, Vol. 73 (1997), pp. 385-386.

88. Gopal K. Singh and Stella M. Yu, “U.S. Childhood Mortality, 1950 through 1993: Trends and Socioeconomic Differentials,”
American Journal of Public Health, Vol. 86 (1996), pp. 505-512.

89. Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs, To Have and To Hold, p. 35.

90.Jane Mauldon, “The Effect of Marital Disruption on Children’s Health,” Demography, Vol. 27 (1990), p. 439.
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HOW DIVORCE AFFECTS THE FAMILY

Divorce affects all the major institutions of soci-
ety, but none more than the family itself and the
child’s capacity to sustain family life as an adult.
The severing of the relationship between mother
and father rends the hearts of most children, mak-
ing their own capacity to have deep and trusting
relationships more tenuous. For many children,
the divorce of their parents is the beginning of an
intergenerational cycle of family fracturing that is
passed on to their children and grandchildren.

Because of the negative impacts that divorce has
on educational attainment, health, community life,
and (as will be shown below) religious worship, it
is particularly troubling that divorce seems to per-
petuate itself across successive generations. The
negative impact of divorce on home life is so
strong that children of divorced parents struggle as
adults to create a positive, healthy family environ-
ment for their own children. All too often, adults
who experienced divorce as children prove less
capable of breaking the cycle and instead pass on a
legacy of tragedy to their children and their chil-
dren’s children.

Specifically, divorce leads to the following:
*  Weaker parent—child relationships;

» Destructive ways of handling conflict within
the family;

* Diminished social competency with peers;

* A diminished sense of masculinity or feminin-
ity in adolescence;

* Troubled courtships;
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Increases in premarital teenage sexual activity,

number of sexual partners during adolescence,
and out-of-wedlock childbirths;

* Higher numbers of children leaving home ear-
lier, as well as higher levels of cohabitation for
these children; and

* Higher divorce rates for the children of
divorced parents.

Weakened Parent—Child Relationships

Not only do parents divorce each other, but they
in effect divorce or partially divorce their children.
The primary effect of divorce (and of the conflicts
that lead to divorce) is the deterioration of the rela-
tionship between the child and at least one par-
ent.”? Often, a deterioration of relations occurs
between the child and both the custodial and non-
custodial parents. Divorced mothers, despite their
best intentions, are less able than married mothers
to give the same level of emotional support to their
children.”? Divorced fathers are less likely to have
a close relationship with their children; and the
younger the children are at the time of the divorce,
the more likely the father is to drift away from reg-
ular contact with the children.”

Divorce presents most parents with two sets of
problems: their personal adjustment to the divorce
and their adjustment to the new and different role
of divorced parent. As many as 40 percent are so
stressed by the divorce that their child-rearing
behavior suffers.”® They frequently change from
rigid to permissive behavior, and from emotionally
distant to emotionally dependent.”®

91. Family in America Digital Archive (Rockford, Il1.: Rockford Institute, 1996), p. 854, reporting on Anders Romelsjo et al.

(1992).

92.Elizabeth Meneghan and Toby L. Parcel, “Social Sources of Change in Children’s Home Environments: The Effects of
Parental Occupational Experiences and Family Conditions,” Journal of Marriage and the Family, Vol. 57 (1995), pp. 69-84,
and Spruijt and de Goede, “Transition in Family Structure and Adolescent Well-Being,” pp. 897-911.

93.Jane E. Miller and Diane Davis, “Poverty History, Marital History, and Quality of Children’s Home Environments,” Journal of

Marriage and the Family, Vol. 59 (1997), pp. 996-1007.

94. Yoram Weiss and Robert J. Willis, “Children as Collective Goods and Divorce Settlements,” Journal of Labor Economics,

Vol. 3 (1985), pp. 268-292.

95. Wallerstein and Kelly, Surviving the Breakup, pp. 224-225.
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After divorce, children tend to become more
emotionally distant from both the custodial and
non-custodial parent.®’ This distancing effect is
stronger than the similar effect that occurs among
children living with parents who are married but
unhappy and quarreling with each other.®

Compared with continuously married mothers,
divorced mothers—whether custodial or non-cus-
todial—are likely to be less affectionate and less
communicative with their children and to disci-
pline them more harshly and more inconsistently,
especially in the first year after the divorce.”” In
particular, divorced mothers have problems with
their sons, though their relationship is likely to
improve within two years' %" even when some dis-
cipline problems persist up to six years after the
divorce. 10}

Children’s contact with their fathers does not
fare well, especially for non-custodial fathers.
Their contact declines over time, though this pat-
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tern is less pronounced the older the child is when
the divorce occurs.'0?

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the National
Survey of Families and Households found that
about one in five divorced fathers had not seen
their children in the past year, and less than half
the fathers saw their children more than a few
times a year.'9> By adolescence (between the ages
of 12 and 16), less than half of children living with
their separated, divorced, or remarried mothers
had seen their fathers at all in more than one year,
and only one in six saw their fathers as often as
once a week.'%% In addition, paternal grandpar-
ents frequently cease to see their grandchildren as
their son’s contact with his children diminishes. %>

The quality of the relationship that divorced
fathers have with their sons, often troubled before
the divorce, tends to become significantly worse
after the breakup. % Finally, the higher the level of
conflict during the divorce, the more likely the dis-
tance between father and children afterwards.'?”

96. Robert Emery, Marriage, Divorce, and Childrens Adjustment (Newbury Park, Cal.: Sage Publications, 1988), pp. 81-86.

97.Paul R. Amato and Alan Booth, A Generation at Risk (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997), p. 69, reporting

the findings of Rossi and Rossi (1991).

98.1bid., p. 73. Such unhappy but married families frequently exhibit many of the effects of divorce. See Paul R. Amato and
Alan Booth, “Consequences of Parental Divorce and Marital Unhappiness for Adult Well-Being,” Social Forces, Vol. 69

(1991), pp. 895-914.

99. E. Mavis Hetherington, Roger Cox, and Martha Cox, “Effects of Divorce on Parents and Children in Nontraditional
Families,” in Michael E. Lamb, ed., Parenting and Child Development (New York: L. Erlbaum Associates, 1982), pp. 223—
288. There is increasing evidence that many divorced families had these patterns long before the divorce. See Paul R.
Amato and Alan Booth, “A Prospective Study of Divorce and Parent—Child Relationships,” Journal of Marriage and the
Family, Vol. 58 (1996), p. 357, and Miller and Davis, “Poverty History, Marital History, and Quality of Childrens Home

Environments,” p. 1004.

100. Hetherington et al., “Effects of Divorce on Parents and Children,” pp. 223-288.

101. E. Mavis Hetherington, Roger Cox, and Martha Cox, “Long-Term Effects of Divorce and Remarriage on the Adjustment of
Children,” Journal of the American Academy of Child Psychiatry, Vol. 24 (1985), pp. 518-530.

102. Judith A. Seltzer, “Relationships Between Fathers and Children Who Live Apart: The Father’s Role After Separation,
Journal of Marriage and the Family, Vol. 53 (1991), pp. 79-102.

103. This federally funded survey of 13,000 respondents was conducted by the University of Wisconsin in 1987-1988 and
again in 1992-1994. See Seltzer, “Relationships Between Fathers and Children Who Live Apart.”

104. Popenoe, Life Without Father, p. 31, reporting on the findings of the National Survey of Children.

105. Janet Finch and Jennifer Mason, “Divorce, Remarriage and Family Obligations,” Sociological Review, Vol. 38 (1990),

pp. 231-234.

106. Nicholas Zill, Daniel Morrison, and M. J. Coiro, “Long Term Effects of Parental Divorce on Parent—Child Relationships,
Adjustment, and Achievement in Young Adulthood,” Journal of Family Psychology, Vol. 7 (1993), pp. 91-103.
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These facts do not bode well for the lifetime
happiness of children of divorce. Young adults
who feel emotionally close to their fathers tend to
be happier and more satisfied in life, regardless of
their feelings toward their mothers.'%® These
effects are somewhat mitigated the older the child
is when the divorce takes place, the closer the chil-
dren live to the father, and the more frequently
they see him. %

The relationships of father to daughter and
mother to son have their own special twists: Boys,
especially if they are living with their mothers,
respond with more hostility to parental divorce
than girls do, both immediately after the divorce
and for a period of years thereafter. Girls often fare
worse when living with adult men, either their
father or a stepfather.''” By the time children—
particularly daughters—attend college, their affec-
tion for their divorced father has waned signifi-
cantly. 1

Stepfamily life does not solve these problems.
The level of contact between the children and their
natural parents is not restored to the level enjoyed
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by children in intact families.''? Nor does remar-
riage restore the enjoyment of the role of parent for
most divorced parents. They have fewer enjoyable
times with their children, more disagreements

with them, and more altercations than intact fami-
lies do.113

Moreover, children of divorced parents rate the
support they receive from home much lower than
do children from intact homes.'!* These negative
ratings become more pronounced by the time they
are in high school'!® and college.!'°

Even older young adults whose parents divorce
report turmoil and disruption. They deeply dislike
the strains and difficulties that arise in daily ritu-
als, family celebrations, family traditions, and spe-
cial occasions and see these losses as major.'

Grown children continue to view their parents’
divorce quite differently than the parents do. Psy-
chologist Judith Wallerstein was the first to disturb
the nation with her widely reported research on
the effects of divorce on children.!'® Her research
continued through many follow-up studies on the

107. Janet Johnston, “High Conflict Divorce,” The Future of Children, Vol. 4 (1994), pp. 165-182, and Amato and Booth,
A Generation at Risk, p. 68, reporting the findings of numerous authors.

108. Paul Amato, “Father—Child Relations, Mother—Child Relations and Offspring Psychological Well-Being in Early
Adulthood,” Journal of Marriage and the Family, Vol. 56 (1994), pp. 1031-1042.

109. Amato and Booth, A Generation at Risk, p. 80.

110. Martha J. Zaslow, “Sex Differences in Children’s Response to Parental Divorce: Two Samples, Variables, Ages, and
Sources,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, Vol. 59 (1989), pp. 118-141.

111. Theresa M. Cooney, Michael A. Smyer, Gunhild O. Hagstad, and Robin Klock, “Parental Divorce in Young Adulthood:
Some Preliminary Findings,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, Vol. 56 (1986), pp. 470-477.

112. Diane N. Lye, Daniel H. Klepinger, Patricia Davis Hyle, and Anjanette Nelson, “Childhood Living Arrangements and
Adult Children’s Relations with Their Parents,” Demography, Vol. 32 (1995), pp. 261-280.

113. Alan C. Acock and David H. Demo, Family Diversity and Well-Being (Thousand Oaks, Cal.: Sage Publications, 1994),

Chapter 5.

114. Miller and Davis, “Poverty History, Marital History, and Quality of Children’s Home Environments,” p. 1002.

115. Thomas S. Parish, “Evaluations of Family by Youth: Do They Vary as a Function of Family Structure, Gender and Birth

Order?” Adolescence, Vol. 25 (1990), pp. 354-356.

116. Thomas S. Parish, “Evaluations of Family as a Function of One’s Family Structure and Sex,” Perceptual and Motor Skills,

Vol. 66 (1988), pp. 25-26.

117. Marjorie A. Pett, Nancy Long, and Anita Gander, “Late-Life Divorce: Its Impact on Family Rituals,” Journal of Family

Issues, Vol. 13 (1992), pp. 526-552.

118. From research on children from families in the affluent Marin County near San Francisco.
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children. Wallerstein found that 15 years after the
divorce, while 80 percent of divorced mothers and
50 percent of divorced fathers felt that the divorce
was good for them, only 10 percent of the children
felt positive about it.! 1

This emotional distance between children and
parents lasts well into adulthood and may become
permanent. As adults, children of divorced parents
are half as likely to be close to their parents as are
children of intact families. They have less frequent
contact with the parent with whom they grew
up'?? and much less contact with the divorced
parent from whom they have been separated.'?!
The financial assistance, practical help, and emo-
tional support between parents and children
diminish more quickly than they do in intact fami-
lies. 122

Also, children of divorce are less likely to think
they should support their parents in old age. 123
This finding alone portends a monumental prob-
lem for the much-divorced baby-boom generation
that will become the dependent generation of eld-
erly during the first half of this new century.
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Destructive Ways of Handling Conflict

Divorce diminishes the capacity of children to
handle conflict. One important difference between
marriages that stay intact and those that end in
divorce is the couples ability to handle conflict
and move toward agreement. Children of divorced
parents can acquire the same incapacity to work
through conflict from their parents.

For instance, compared with students from
intact families, college students from divorced
families use violence more frequently to resolve
conflict. They are more likely to be aggressive and
physically violent with their friends, both male
and female.!2* In their own marriages, children of
divorced parents are more likely to be unhappy, to
escalate conflicts, to reduce communication with
their spouses, to argue, to shout when arguing,
and to assault their spouses physically when they
argue.'?> Thus, the destructive ways of handling
conflict that lead to divorce can be transmitted
across generations. 1%°

Diminished Social Competence

Adolescents who have the ability to get along
with peers have acquired a significant social skill
that can lead to greater happiness in their adult

119. As reported in Larson et al., The Costly Consequences of Divorce, p. 42.

120. Amato and Booth, “Consequences of Parental Divorce and Marital Unhappiness for Adult Well-Being,” pp. 895-914, and
Theresa M. Cooney, “Young Adults’ Relations with Parents: The Influence of Recent Parental Divorce,” Journal of Marriage

and the Family, Vol. 56 (1994), pp. 45-56.

121. Lye et al., “Childhood Living Arrangements and Adult Children’ Relations with Their Parents,” pp. 261-280, and Will-
iam S. Aquilino, “Later-Life Parental Divorce and Widowhood: Impact on Young Adults’ Assessment of Parent—Child
Relations,” Journal of Marriage and the Family, Vol. 56 (1994), pp. 908-922.

122. Amato and Booth, A Generation at Risk, p. 69, and Teresa M. Cooney and Peter Uhlenberg, “Support from Parents over the
Life Course: The Adult Child’s Perspective,” Social Forces, Vol. 71 (1991), pp. 63-83.

123. Aquilino, “Later-Life Parental Divorce and Widowhood,” pp. 908-922.

124. Robert E. Billingham and Nicole L. Notebaert, “Divorce and Dating Violence Revisited: Multivariate Analyses Using
Straus’s Conflict Tactics Subscores,” Psychological Reports, Vol. 73 (1993), pp. 679-684.

125. Pamela S. Webster, Terri L. Orbuch, and James S. House, “Effects of Childhood Family Background on Adult Marital
Quality and Perceived Stability,” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 101 (1995), pp. 404-432.

126. Researchers have found that children of violent parents fare better in general if their parents separate rather than stay
together. However, if the parents’ conflict is not violent or intense, children fare better in their own marriages if the parents
stay married rather than divorce. See Amato and Booth, A Generation at Risk, p. 115. The best solution to restore family
harmony would be for parents to learn how to handle conflict and for violent spouses to become nonviolent and learn to

cooperate.
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family life and in the workplace. & Charc 11 B1373
The parental conflicts that sur-
round divorce and the social dis- Problem Behaviors of Children by Parents’ Marital Status

ruption that accompanies it place

this Competence at risk. Number of Incidents During Measured Time

20| 186
. L Il Divorce
When parents are in the throes 18 [ Intact Marriage
of a divorce, the conflict is often 16
accompanied by less affection, less 14l
responsiveness, and more punitive i
_ 12

acts toward the children—all of
which leaves the children feeling 10
emotionally insecure!?” and more 8| 6.6
likely to believe that their social 6 47 5.2 5.2
milieu is unpredictable and 4t )8 3.1

128 2.5 2.5 2
uncontrollable.*“® The worst trou- . 1.4 0 11
blemaker in school, the child who ' .—\
engages in flghtmg and Steahng, is Lied About  Stole Damaged  Gotten Hurt Had to Skipped
far more hkely to come from a bro- Something  From a School Drunk  Someone Bring School

. . Important  Store Property Enough to Parents without
ken hom%tglan is one that is well- Needa  toSchool  Permission
behaved. “” (See Chart 11.) Doctor

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1996.

Gerald Patterson of the Oregon
Social Learning Center says that

“[ploor social skills, characterized by aversive or The faculty at Kent State University conducted a
coercive interaction styles, lead directly to rejec- major national study on the effects of divorce. The
tion by normal peers.»l30 Fear of peer rejection is fil’ldil’lgs: Compared with children in intact fami-
twice as likely among adolescents of divorced par-  lies, the children of divorced parents do more
ents. 3! They are likely to have fewer childhood poorly in ratings by their parents and teachers on
friends and to complain more about the lack of their peer relationships, hostility toward adults,

support they receive from the friends they have.'>?

127. Amato and Booth, A Generation at Risk, p. 137, reviewing the findings of Davies and Cummings (1994).
128. Ibid.

129. Rex Forehand, “Family Characteristics of Adolescents Who Display Overt and Covert Behavior Problems,” Journal of
Behavior Therapy and Experimental Psychiatry, Vol. 18 (1987), pp. 325-328.

130. John M. Gottman and John T. Parkhurst, “A Developmental Theory of Friendship and Acquaintanceship Processes,” Min-
nesota Symposium on Child Psychology, 1978, cited in Gerald R. Patterson and Thomas J. Dishion, “Contributions of Families
and Peers to Delinquency,” Criminology, Vol. 23 (1985), pp. 63-79.

131. Dorothy Tysse Breen and Margaret Crosbie-Burnett, “Moral Dilemmas of Early Adolescents of Divorced and Intact
Families: A Qualitative and Quantitative Analysis,” Journal of Early Adolescence, Vol. 13 (1993), pp. 168-182.

132. Sylvie Drapeau and Camil Bouchard, “Support Networks and Adjustment Among 6 to 16-Year-Olds from Maritally
Disrupted and Intact Families,” Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, Vol. 19 (1993), pp. 75-94. Daughters of divorced
parents in a University of Michigan study had significantly greater difficulty in having and keeping friends and were more
frequently depressed when at college. See Kristen M. McCabe, “Sex Differences in the Long-Term Effects of Divorce on
Children: Depression and Heterosexual Relationship Difficulties in the Young Adult Years,” Journal of Divorce and Remar-
riage, Vol. 27 (1997), pp. 123-134.
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anxiet%/, withdrawal, inattention, and aggres-
sion. >3

Diminished Sense of Femininity or
Masculinity

Many teenagers struggle with feelings of inade-
quacy and frequently turn these feelings into erro-
neous judgments of peer rejection. Daughters of
divorce find it more difficult to value their femi-
ninity or to believe that they are genuinely lovable.
Sons of divorced parents frequently demonstrate
less confidence in their ability to relate with
women, either at work or romantically. ' >*

Children, especially pre-teen children (ages nine
to 12), who maintain a good relationship and fre-
quent contact with their fathers after a divorce are
better able to maintain their self-confidence.!3
Attachment to their mothers alone does not suffice
to build self-confidence.'3® As pointed out above,
however, contact with fathers generally diminishes
over time.

Increased Trouble in Courtship

The divorce of parents makes romance and
courtship more difficult and tenuous for the chil-
dren as they reach adulthood.!>” Older teenagers
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and young adults date more often, have more
failed romantic relationships, and experience a
more rapid turnover of dating partners.'>8 Not
surprisingly, this leads to a greater number of sex-
ual partners,'® which in itself creates a grave risk
that one will acq4uire an incurable sexually trans-
mitted disease.!*°

These effects on dating seem to be the strongest
when the divorce takes place during the child’s
teenage years,' ™ but they also carry into adult-
hood. Young adult children of divorced parents
trust their fiancés less (they expect them to give
less and to be less committed) and tend to love
their partners less altruistically (they give less and
are not to be expected to give as much).'*? They
fear being rejected, and the lack of trust frequently
hinders a deepening of their relationships.'*?

The divorce of parents changes the marriage
expectations of their children. Compared with
children of always-married parents, children of
divorced parents have more positive attitudes
toward divorce,!** have less favorable attitudes
toward marriage,'*> are less likely to insist on a
lifelong marital commitment,'*© and are less likely
to think positively of themselves as potential par-
ents.1*” These differences in attitudes among chil-

133. John Guidubaldi, Joseph D. Perry, and Bonnie K. Nastasi, “Growing Up in a Divorced Family: Initial and Long Term
Perspectives on Childrens Adjustment,” Applied Social Psychology Annual, Vol. 7 (1987), pp. 202-237.

134. Neil Kalter, “Long-Term Effects of Divorce on Children: A Developmental Vulnerability Model,” American Journal of

Orthopsychiatry, Vol. 57 (1987), pp. 595-597.

135. See Elizabeth S. Scott, “Rational Decision Making About Marriage and Divorce,” Virginia Law Review, Vol. 76, No. 9

(1990), pp. 28-38.

136. Susan J. McCurdy and Avraham Scherman, “Effects of Family Structure on the Adolescent Separation-Individuation

Process,” Adolescence, Vol. 31 (1996), pp. 307-318.

137. Spruijt and de Goede, “Transition in Family Structure and Adolescent Well-Being,” pp. 897-911.
138. Medical Institute for Sexual Health, Sexual Health Today (Austin, Tex.: Medical Institute of Sexual Health, 1997), p. 105.

139. Amato and Booth, A Generation at Risk, p. 107, summing up the findings of Booth, Brinkerhoff, and White (1984);
Furstenberg and Teitler (1994); Hetherington (1972); Newcomer and Udry (1987).

140. Institute of Medicine, The Hidden Epidemic (Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press, 1997), Chapter 3 and Chapter 4.

141. Amato and Booth, A Generation at Risk, p. 111.

142. Heather E. Sprague and Jennifer M. Kinney, “The Effects of Interparental Divorce and Conlflict on College Students’
Romantic Relationships,” Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, Vol. 27 (1997), pp. 85-104.

143. Stacy Glaser Johnston and Amanda McCombs Thomas, “Divorce Versus Intact Parental Marriage and Perceived Risk and
Dyadic Trust in Present Heterosexual Relationships,” Psychological Reports, Vol. 78 (1996), pp. 387-390.
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dren of divorced parents are noticeable even as
early as kindergarten.'*®

To avoid divorce,149 some children of divorced

parents become more selective in choosing a mar-
riage partner, while some remain very uncertain of
marriage and their own ability to handle it.*>°
Judith Wallerstein, in studying the children of
divorced parents in Marin County, California,
found that even a decade after a divorce, children
experienced persistent anxiety about their own
chances of having a happy marriage. This anxiety
interfered with their ability to form a lasting mar-
riage; some failed to form satisfying romantic ties,
while others rushed into impulsive unhappy mar-
riages. 151

Men whose parents have divorced are more
inclined to be simultaneously hostile and a “res-
cuer” of the women to whom they are attracted
than are the men raised by parents of an intact
marriage. The latter group’ style is more open,
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affectionate, and cooperative.'>> Women whose
parents divorced are more likely to be hampered
or even overwhelmed by anxiety when it comes
time to decide on marriage.'>> The problem of
being overly meek or overly dominant, both of
which indicate a lack of capacity to arrive at con-
sensual agreement with others, is much more
prevalent in the romantic relationships and mar-
riages of the children of divorced parents than it is
among children of intact marriages. !>

Increase in Teen Sex, Multiple Partners, and
Out-of-Wedlock Births

When parents divorce, their children’s attitudes
about sexual behavior change. Children’s approval
of premarital sex and cohabitation and divorce
rises dramatically, while their endorsement of mar-
riage and childbearing is reduced. !>’

American'”® and British!>’ studies show that
daughters of divorced parents will be more likely

144. Paul R. Amato and Alan Booth, “The Consequences of Divorce for Attitudes Toward Divorce and Gender Roles,” Journal of

Family Issues, Vol. 12 (1991), pp. 306-322.

145. A. Marlene Jennings, Connie J. Salts, and Thomas A. Smith, Jr., “Attitudes Toward Marriage: Effects of Parental Conflict,
Family Structure, and Gender,” Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, Vol. 17 (1992), pp. 67—-78.

146. Kristen A. Moore and Thomas M. Stief, “Changes in Marriage and Fertility Behavior: Behavior Versus Attitudes of Young
Adults,” unpublished study, Child Trends, Inc., Washington, D.C., July 1989.

147. Jennifer Langhinrichsen-Rohling and Colleen Dostal, “Retrospective Reports of Family-of-Origin Divorce and Abuse and
College Students’ Pre-Parenthood Cognitions,” Journal of Family Violence, Vol. 11 (1996), pp. 331-348.

148. Elizabeth Mazur, “Developmental Differences in Children’s Understanding of Marriage, Divorce, and Remarriage,” Journal
of Applied Developmental Psychology, Vol. 14 (1993), pp. 191-212.

149. Paul Amato, “Explaining the Intergenerational Transmission of Divorce,” Journal of Marriage and the Family, Vol. 58
(1996), p. 628, reviewing the findings of Amato (1987); Amato and Booth (1991); Thornton and Freedman (1982).

150. Judith Wallerstein and Sandra Blakeslee, Second Chances: Men, Women, and Children a Decade After Divorce (Boston:

Houghton Mifflin Company, 1996), Part IIL.
151. Ibid., pp. 169-172.

152. Silvio Silvestri, “Marital Instability in Men from Intact and Divorced Families: Interpersonal Behavior, Cognitions and
Intimacy,” Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, Vol. 18 (1992), pp. 79-106.

153. Wallerstein and Blakeslee, Second Chances, pp. 297-307.

154. Robert Bolgar, Hallie Zweig-Frank, and Joel Paris, “Childhood Antecedents of Interpersonal Problems in Young Adult
Children of Divorce,” Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, Vol. 34 (1995), pp. 143-150.

155. William G. Axinn and Arland Thornton, “The Influence of Parents’ Marital Dissolutions on Children’s Attitudes Toward

Family Formation,” Demography, Vol. 33 (1996), pp. 66-81.

156. Hetherington et al., “Long-Term Effects of Divorce and Remarriage on the Adjustment of Children,” pp. 518-530, and
Larson et al., The Costly Consequences of Divorce, p. 165, reviewing the findings of Kinnaird and Gerrard (1986).
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to endorse premarital sex'>® and engage in early
sexual intercourse outside of marriage.'>® Accord-
ing to the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,
African—American girls are 42 percent less likely to
have sexual intercourse before age 18 if their bio-
logical father is present at home. For Hispanic—
American girls, the stepfather’s presence increases
the likelihood of sexual intercourse before age 18
by 72 percent.'® Furthermore, any sexual permis-
siveness on the part of divorced parents signifi-
cantly increases permissive attitudes and behavior
in both sons and daughters.'®! As with other fam-
ily behaviors, children learn sexual permissiveness
from their parents.

The rate of virginity among teenagers at all ages
is highly correlated with the presence or absence
of married parents.t®? Indeed, each change in
family structure during adolescence (from married
to divorced, from single to married, or from
divorced to stepfamily) increases the risk of initia-
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tion of sexual intercourse by one-third among the
teenage children of these unions.'® In Britain,
children of divorced parents are three times as
likely to have a child out of wedlock, com;.r)ared
with children of intact married families.'©

Following a divorce, most mothers have to work
full-time; this combination of divorced and full-
time working mothers leads to the highest levels of
sexual activity'® in teenage children and is signif-
icantly correlated with having multiple sexual
partners after a teenager becomes an adult.'°°

Leaving Home Earlier and Cohabiting More

The less happiness there is in their parents’ mar-
riage, the earlier children leave their parents” home
to move out on their own, cohabit, or get mar-
ried.'®” Children of divorced parents move away
from their families of origin in greater propor-

. 168 ;169 : .
tion=>° and earlier >~ than do children of intact

157. Kathleen Kiernan, “The Impact of Family Disruptions in Childhood on Transitions Made in Young Adult Life,” Population

Studies, Vol. 46 (1992), pp. 213-234.

158. Axinn and Thornton, “The Influence of Parents’ Marital Dissolutions,” pp. 66-81.

159. Arland Thornton, “The Influence of the Family on Premarital Sexual Attitudes and Behavior,” Demography, Vol. 24, 1987,
pp. 329-337. These findings hold regardless of ethnic background. See Carolyn A. Smith, “Factors Associated with Early
Sexual Activity Among Urban Adolescents,” Social Work, Vol. 42 (1997), pp. 334-346.

160. Robert Day, “The Transition to First Intercourse Among Racially and Culturally Diverse Youth,” Journal of Marriage and the

Family, Vol. 54 (1992), pp. 749-762.

161. Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs, To Have and To Hold, p. 36, reporting on the findings of

Whitbeck, Simons, and Kao (1994).

162. Deborah M. Capaldi, Lynn Crosby, and Mike Stoolmiller, “Predicting the Timing of First Sexual Intercourse for At-Risk
Adolescent Males,” Child Development, Vol. 67 (1996), pp. 344-359, and recently found by Robert Lerner, consultant on
national social surveys for The Heritage Foundation, in an unpublished analysis of the National Longitudinal Survey of

Adolescent Health.

163. Brent C. Miller, “The Timing of Sexual Intercourse Among Adolescents: Family, Peer, and Other Antecedents,” Youth and

Society, Vol. 29 (1997), pp. 54-83.

164. Andrew J. Cherlin, Kathleen E. Kiernan, and P. Lindsay Chase-Lansdale, “Parental Divorce in Childhood and Demo-
graphic Outcomes in Young Adulthood,” Demography, Vol. 32 (1995), pp. 299-316.

165. Larson et al., The Costly Consequences of Divorce, p. 131, reviewing the findings of John O. Billy et al. (1994).
166. Ibid., p. 131, reviewing the findings of Seidman, Mosher, and Aral (1994).

167. Powell and Parcel, “Effects of Family Structure on the Earnings Attainment Process,” p. 421; Kathleen Kiernan, “Teenage
Marriage and Marital Breakdown: A Longitudinal Study,” Population Studies, Vol. 40 (1986), p. 35.
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marriages. Stepchildren are 40 |& Chart12 B1373
percent more likely than chil-
dren of intact marriages to Cohabitation Rates of Young Adults by Parents’ Marital Status

leave home at any particular

age to get married, and about
80 percent more likely to leave 60%
home early to cohabit or to set E [ntact Stable Parent Marriage

up their own independent resi- 50 |- B Unstable Parental Marriage 48%
dence. 170 [ Divorced Parents

Percent Ever Cohabited

40 - 38%
Children of divorced par-
ents, as noted above, are more
likely than children of always-
married parents to have more

positive attitudes toward
cohabitation and more negative 13% 13%
attitudes toward marriage.'’! 10
(See Chart 12.) They are twice
to three times as likely to
cohabit and to cohabit ear- Age 20 Age 23 Age 26
lier,! 7% especially if their par- Age Of Young Adults

ents divorced during their
teenage years.! >

20 -

Source: Paul Amato and Alan Booth, A Generation at Risk, 1997, p. | 12.

However, when children of an intact marriage

ioh i .
have a poor relationship with a parent, they often Higher Probability of Divorce

act in ways that are quite similar to children of From the empirical evidence, it is clear that, to a
divorced parents. In one study, for example, large degree, the marital instability of one genera-
almost all daughters of divorced parents antici- tion is passed on to the next.'”> There are different
pated cohabiting before marriage, regardless of the ~ estimates for the probability of divorce for children
level of affection between them and their fathers; of divorced parents. Some have found the risk to
but among daughters of intact marriages, it was be more than twice the risk for children of intact
those who had poor relationships Wligrl their families.! 7

fathers who anticipated cohabiting.

170. Goldscheider and Goldscheider, “The Effects of Childhood Family Structure on Leaving and Returning Home,” p. 752.
171. Axinn and Thornton, “The Influence of Parents’ Marital Dissolutions,” pp. 66-81.

172. Cherlin et al., “Parental Divorce in Childhood and Demographic Outcomes in Young Adulthood,” pp. 299-316, and
Amato and Booth, A Generation at Risk, p. 112.

173. Amato and Booth, A Generation at Risk, p. 112.

174. Suzanne Southworth and J. Conrad Schwarz, “Post-Divorce Contact, Relationship with Father, and Heterosexual Trust in
Female College Students,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, Vol. 57 (1987), pp. 379-381.

175. Amato, “Explaining the Intergenerational Transmission of Divorce,” p. 628, reviewing the findings of Bumpass, Martin,
and Sweet (1991); Keith and Finlay (1988); Kulka and Weingarten (1979); Mueller and Pope (1977); Pope and Mueller
(1976). See also Joan S. Tucker et al., “Parental Divorce: Effects on Individual Behavior and Longevity,” Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, Vol. 73 (1997), pp. 385-386.
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Daughters of divorced parents tend to divorce
more frequently than do the sons of divorced par-
ents,'’7 with the risk as much as 87 percent
higher during the earlier years of marriage! ’® for
daughters of divorced parents than for those from
intact marriages.! > When the parents of both
spouses have divorced, the risk of divorce is
increased by as much as 620 percent in the early
years of marriage, which declines to 20 percent by
the 11th year of marriage.18°

Given the effects of divorce as already enumer-
ated, this lowered quality of marriage for children
of divorce should not be surprising. '8! It is evi-
denced in higher levels of jealousy, moodiness,
infidelity, conflicts over money, and excessive
drinking and drug use.'8?

Conversely, the continued presence of a married
father in the home strongly predicts the happy
marriage of the child. A 35-year longitudinal study
found that the children of affectionate fathers were
much more likely in their forties to be happily
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married and mentally healthy and to report good
relationships with their friends.'®> The child with
a father present in the early and adolescent years is

more companionable and responsible as an
adult. 18

HOW DIVORCE AFFECTS RELIGIOUS
PRACTICE

When a family breaks apart, the rhythm of fam-
ily life is deeply affected, and this often means that
religious practice is disrupted. The diminished
practice of religion, in turn, can have negative con-
sequences.

The data clearly show that parents and children
in intact families are much more likely to worship
than are members of divorced families or stepfami-
lies. 185 Moreover, following a divorce, children are
more likely to stop practicing their faith.'8® Even
when they enter a new stepfamily, their frequency
of reh%ious worship does not return to its prior
level. 1

176. Pamela S. Webster, Terri L. Orbuch, and James S. House, “Effects of Childhood Family Background on Adult Marital
Quality and Perceived Stability,” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 101 (1995), pp. 404-432, and Amato and Booth, A
Generation at Risk, p. 109, summing up the findings of Amato (1995); Bumpass, Martin, and Sweet (1991); Glen and
Kramer (1987); Keith and Finlay (1988); Kulka and Weingarten (1979); Pope and Mueller (1976).

177. Norval D. Glenn and Kathryn B. Kramer, “The Marriages and Divorces of the Children of Divorce,” Journal of Marriage and

the Family, Vol. 49 (1987), pp. 811-825.

178. Amato “Explaining the Intergenerational Transmission of Divorce,” p. 628.

179. According to Amato and Booth’s research, the risk is highest when the divorce occurs before the child reaches age 13; the
risk decreases significantly when the parents’ divorce takes place in the child’s teen years; finally, the divorce of parents
when offspring are in their twenties may keep the offspring from divorcing their spouses later in life. See Amato, “Explain-
ing the Intergenerational Transmission of Divorce,” p. 638.

180. Ibid.

181. Ibid., p. 109, reviewing the findings of Amato and Booth (1991); Glenn and Kramer (1987); Kulka and Weingarten
(1979); McLeod (1991). This effect can also be found among children of unhappy intact marriages. See Alan Booth and
John N. Edwards, “Transmission of Marital and Family Quality Over the Generations: The Effects of Parental Divorce and
Unhappiness,” Journal of Divorce, Vol. 13 (1990), pp. 41-58.

182. Paul R. Amato and Stacy Rogers, “A Longitudinal Study of Marital Problems and Subsequent Divorce,” Journal of Marriage
and the Family, Vol. 59 (1997), p. 621.

183. Carol E. Franz, David C. McClelland, and Joel Weinberger, “Childhood Antecedents of Conventional Social Accomplish-
ments in Midlife Adults: A Thirty-Six Year Prospective Study,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Vol. 60 (1991),
pp. 586-595.

184. John Snarey, How Fathers Care for the Next Generation (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993), pp. 163-164.

185. Scott M. Myers, “An Interactive Model of Religiosity Inheritance: The Importance of Family Context,” American Sociologi-
cal Review, Vol. 61 (1996), pp. 858-866.
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This dl”Op-Off in Worship has R Chart 13 B1373
serious consequences because reli- . )
gious practice has been found to Frequency of Children’s Church Attendance in
have beneficial effects on such fac- Intact and Divorced Families

tors as physical and mental health, oy, Percent Attening Church
(o)

education level, income, virginity, “en

. 1. . . . H 0
marital stability, crime, addiction, 35 - Bl Divorced

. 188 [] Intact Marriage
and general happiness.”®” Church .
attendance is the most significant
predictor of marital stability;'®” it 25 | 22% 1o
. ()
is closely related to sexual o | 20%
restraint in adolescence,lgo as is 16% 145
. 5 L o
the worship of an adolescent’s par- 15 12%
ents.!”! Regular religious wor- 10 L 8% 10%
ship, more than religious attitudes 6%
e . . 5 ¢
or affiliation, is associated with
lower crime rates!®? and lower
f d b f 1 h 1 Not at All Several Times Monthly Two or Three  Once Each

rates ol use an ?93}156 ot alcono per Year Times per Month ~ Week
and illicit drugs.””~ Religious wor- Frequency

ship is associated with better
healthl% and 101’1g€Vi[y.195 And Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, 1995.
religious worship reduces the risk
of suicide, both in America and abroad. %

186. A team of sociologists at Nassau Community College in New York developed a profile of former believers who had
stopped practicing their religions. See William Feigelman, Bernard S. Gorman, and Joseph A. Varacalli, “Americans Who
Give Up Religion,” Sociology and Social Research, Vol. 76 (1992), pp. 138-143.

187. Myers, “An Interactive Model of Religiosity Inheritance,” pp. 858-866.

188. Patrick F Fagan, “Why Religion Matters: The Impact of Religious Practice on Social Stability,” Heritage Foundation Back-
grounder No. 1064, January 25, 1996.

189. David B. Larson, Susan S. Larson, and John Gartner, “Families, Relationships and Health,” in Danny Wedding, ed., Behav-
ior and Medicine (Baltimore: Mosby Year Book, 1990). See also Lee G. Burchinal, “Marital Satisfaction and Religious Behav-
ior,” American Sociological Review, Vol. 22 (1957), pp. 306-310.

190. Michael J. Donahue, “Aggregate Religiousness and Teenage Fertility Revisited: Reanalysis of Data from the Guttmacher
Institute,” paper presented at Society for the Scientific Study of Religion, Chicago, Illinois, October 1988.

191. Arland D. Thornton, “Family and Institutional Factors in Adolescent Sexuality,” in U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, Public Health Services, Summaries of Completed Adolescent Family Life Research Projects on Adolescent Sexual
Behavior, internal staff summary of HHS-funded research papers, 1991.

192. John Gartner, David B. Larson, and George Allen, “Religious Commitment and Mental Health: A Review of the Empirical
Literature,” Journal of Psychology and Theology, Vol. 19 (1991), pp. 6-25.

193. Ibid. See also Steven R. Burkett and Mervin White, “Hellfire and Delinquency: Another Look,” Journal for the Scientific
Study of Religion, Vol. 13 (1974), pp. 455-462; Deborah Hasin, Jean Endicott, and Collins Lewis, “Alcohol and Drug Abuse
in Patients with Affective Syndrome,” Comprehensive Psychiatry, Vol. 26 (1985), pp. 283-295.

194.]. S. Levin and P. L. Schiller, “Is There a Religious Factor in Health?” Journal of Religion and Health, Vol. 26 (1987),
pp. 9-35.

195.]. S. House, C. Robins, and H. L. Metzner, “The Association of Social Relationships and Activities with Mortality: Prospec-
tive Evidence from the Tecumseh Community Health Study,” American Journal of Epidemiology, Vol. 114 (1984), p. 129.
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abuse and neglect, crime, behav-

Share of All Teens

Teenage Virginity (under 17) and Parental Worship

ioral and emotional problems,
health problems, cohabitation,
future divorce, and out-of-wed-

80%

70 68% 69%

61%
60

40 39%

32%

31%
30

10 |

lock births as well as the decrease
in religious worship, educational
attainment, and income potential
should alarm every policymaker
and community leader. The
effects of divorce transcend gener-
ations and contribute to the all-
too-evident cycle of social decay.

76%

24%

Senator Daniel Patrick Moyni-
han (D-NY) was right when he

Neither Mom nor
Dad Worshipped
in Past 4 weeks

Mom Worshipped,
Dad did not in
the Past 4 weeks

Dad Worshipped,
Mom did not in
the Past 4 weeks

[ Virgin I Non-Virgin

National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, 1995.

in the Past 4 weeks

Source: Heritage Center for Data Analysis calculations based on data from

said that “Congress cannot legis-
late useful attitudes,”197 but this
does not mean that politicians
cannot work to change attitudes
that undermine families and soci-
ety. Many great politicians, from

Both Dad and
Mom Worshipped

Data from the National Longitudinal Survey of
Adolescent Health, for example, illustrate well the
effects of family members’ religious worship in
decreasing teenage sexual activity. (See Chart 13
and Chart 14.)

Thus, the negative consequences from a long-
term decrease in religious worship after the
divorce of a childs parents result in weakened fam-
ilies and individuals.

HOW TO REVERSE THESE TRENDS

As the available evidence shows, divorce is bad
for society and very harmful for children. It weak-
ens relationships, communities, cities, states, and
the nation. The increases in the rates of child

Augustus through Ronald Reagan,
have used the podium and the gavel to do exactly
that.*”® But changing America’ attitude toward
divorce will require politicians and civic leaders at
the federal, state, and local levels to make this one
of their most important tasks in the future if Amer-
ica is to protect tomorrow’s children from the
effects of divorce.

Moreover, restoration of marriage will require a
modest commitment of resources to pro-marriage
programs. While fiscal conservatives may balk at
this recommendation, they should consider that
federal and state governments currently spend
$150 billion per year to subsidize and sustain sin-
gle-parent families. By contrast, only $150 million
is spent to strengthen marriage.

196. Charles E. Joubert, “Religious Nonaffiliation in Relation to Suicide, Murder, Rape, and Illegitimacy, Psychological Reports,
Vol. 75 (1994), p. 10. See also Jon W. Hoelter, “Religiosity, Fear of Death and Suicide Acceptability,” Suicide and Life

Threatening Behavior, Vol. 9 (1979), pp. 163-172.
197. Congtressional Record, December 21, 1995, p. 291.

198. Other national leaders are beginning to address marriage stability. Australia, under the leadership of Prime Minister John
Howard, is implementing a program to fund private-sector pre-marriage education projects. See http://search.aph.gov.au/

search/ParlInfo.ASP?action=view&item=1&resultsID=iOIEh.
direction.

Britain, under Prime Minister Tony Blair, is moving in a similar
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Thus, for every $1,000 spent to deal with the

effects of family disintegration, only $1 is spent to
prevent that disintegration. The folly of such mis-
placed priorities should be evident to all. Refocus-
ing funds to preserve marriage by reducing divorce

and illegitimacy will not only be good for children =~ ¢ Use surplus welfare funds to strengthen mar-
and society, but will save money in the long run as riage. In 1996, the federal government
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should be given to pro-family community
groups with historic commitments to tradi-
tional marriage rather than to indifferent gov-
ernment bureaucracies.

What Congress Should Do
Specifically, Congress should:

Establish, by resolution, a national goal of
reducing divorce among families with children
by one-third over the next decade. Setting
such a goal would immediately focus national
attention on the severe problems related to
divorce. It would send a clear signal to parents
that society values marriage and is concerned
about the effects of divorce on children. In
addition, setting a national goal would help to
channel resources into divorce prevention and
foster new approaches to strengthening mar-
riage. Reducing the divorce rate by one-third
would roll back the rate of divorce to roughly
the level that existed in the early 1970s.

Establish pro-marriage demonstration pro-
grams. The federal government should divert
sufficient funds from existing federal social
programs to establish a wide range of demon-
stration programs to provide training in mar-
riage skills. Such programs should provide
young people, dating couples, and married
couples with the information and tools neces-
sary to help them build and maintain a strong
marriage, including an understanding of the
major reasons why marriages break up. The
programs also should seek to develop skills for
handling conflict, dealing with change, and
enhancing the marital relationship. Such pro-
marriage services should be offered in a variety
of venues, such as churches, community cen-
ters, courts, maternity and childbirth clinics,
health centers, welfare offices, military bases,
and high schools. Control over the programs

well. reformed welfare, replacing the old AFDC pro-

gram with a new program called Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF). A prin-
cipal goal of this reform was to strengthen
marriage and slow the increase in family disin-
tegration. Yet despite Congresss formal pro-
marriage goals in enacting these changes, and
despite the fact that state governments now
have nearly $6 billion in surplus TANF funds,
virtually no TANF money has been spent on
pro-marriage activities. Congress should
require that a certain percentage of TANF
funds be devoted to efforts to reduce divorce
and illegitimacy.

Rebuild the federal-state system for gathering
statistics on marriage and divorce. Since 1993,
the gathering of accurate data on divorce has
stopped; and in 1995, the Clinton Administra-
tion ended federal support for this system. The
gathering of data on marriage and divorce
ceased with a little-noticed announcement that
“NCHS [the National Center for Health Statis-
tics] plans to discontinue payments to the
States and other vital registration areas for the
collection of detailed data from marriage and
divorce certificates.”!”” Half the states no
longer compile data from marriage registries
and divorce courts. Without such data, the
nation cannot assess the true impact of mar-
riage or divorce on the family, the schools, the
community, and the taxpayer. Congress has an
opportunity not only to reverse this knowledge
vacuum, but also to establish the template for
collecting such data in the future. Using the
same data template at the local levels would
make the gathering and compilation of the
data simple and fast at the state and national
levels.

199. From data at http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/datawh/datasite/frnotice.htm (March 27, 2000).
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Direct the National Institute on Drug Abuse to
estimate the direct and indirect costs to the
nation since 1970 of the increase in drug and
alcohol abuse among divorced parents and
their children.

Create a public health campaign to inform
Americans of the health and other risks associ-
ated with divorce and the long-term benefits of
marriage. Such a campaign would fit well
within the Department of Health and Human
Services’ Goals 2000 program.

Host a National Marriage Summit in conjunc-
tion with governors who are leading in this
area. Governors Frank Keating of Oklahoma,
Mike Leavitt of Utah, Bill Owens of Colorado,
Mike Huckabee of Arkansas, Jeb Bush of Flor-
ida, and Mike Foster of Louisiana have pub-
licly voiced their interest in reforming marriage
policy. The focus of the summit should be the
next steps that should be taken to restore mar-
riage to its rightful place as the center beam of
this society. 2"

Give a one-time tax credit to always-married
couples when their youngest children reach
age 18. Giving a one-time tax credit of, for
example, $500 to always-married parents
would signal to Americans that an intact mar-
riage is important and fundamental to the
well-being of children and the nation. This
would represent a small reward for those who
commit their marriages to nurturing the next
generation into adulthood, and it would begin
to help offset the marriage penalty in the cur-
rent tax code.

What States Can Do

Marriage and divorce are governed by state law.

States should change their laws to reduce the

impact of divorce on children. Specifically, they
should:

Establish a goal within each state to reduce the
divorce rate among parents with children in

Backsroiiid

June 5, 2000

the state by one-third over the next decade. As
in the case of setting a national goal, establish-
ing a similar goal in each state would focus
attention on the problem of divorce, send a
clear signal to parents that society values mar-
riage, help to channel resources into divorce
prevention, and foster new approaches to
strengthening marriage.

Establish pro-marriage education and mentor-
ing programs. State governments should estab-
lish programs to provide young people, dating
couples, and married couples with the infor-
mation and tools necessary to build and main-
tain strong marriages. Offered in a variety of
venues—churches, community centers, courts,
maternity and childbirth clinics, health cen-
ters, welfare offices, and high schools—these
programs should help couples develop skills
for handling conflict, dealing with change, and
enhancing the enjoyment and intimacy of the
marital relationship. Control over the pro-
grams should be given to pro-family commu-
nity groups with a historic commitment to
marriage.

Require a married couple with minor children
to complete divorce education and a mediated
co-partnering plan before filing for divorce.
Divorce education can help couples resolve
problems and save their marriage; however, it
is most effective when undertaken in the initial
stages of the divorce process. Similarly, many
couples have an illusory view of divorce as a
cost-free escape from their current problems.
Requiring a co-partnering plan enables the
couple to develop a more realistic picture of
what life will be like after divorce and can
serve as an impetus for the couple to make
renewed efforts to save their current marriage.

Promote community-wide marriage policies.
Community-wide marriage policies provide
premarital preparation and education pro-
grams for couples planning to get married, as
well as marriage-mentoring programs for cou-

200. Australian Prime Minister John Howard has launched a National Families Strategy as part of the government’s response to
a major report by the Legal and Constitutional Affairs Committee of the national parliament.
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ples in troubled marriages. A Community Mar-
riage Covenant is a community-wide endeavor
in which all—or most—churches in the com-
munity agree to build and rebuild solid mar-
riages in their community. They conduct
marriage preparation programs, guide couples
through the first years of marriage, and help
couples thinking of divorce to avoid it with the
support of other couples (including couples
whose marriages were threatened by drug
addiction, adultery, workaholism, gambling,
violence, and depression) who once were in
their shoes but learned how to rebuild their
marriages. A well-executed Community Mar-
riage Covenant project can save up to 80 per-
cent of marriages headed toward divorce,
reconcile more than half of the separated cou-
ples, and enable 80 percent of those in step-
families to become successful parents and
partners.”°! Many cities that have undertaken
a Community Marriage Covenant project have
seen divorce rates plunge.?°? For instance, in
Modesto, California, the divorce rate has fallen
35 percent in 10 years; in Kansas City, the rate
dropped 35 percent in two years. Community
Marriage Covenant projects are tangible, prac-
tical, and results-oriented.

End “no-fault” divorce?"> for parents with chil-
dren under age 18. No-fault divorce is a mean-
ingless term for children because of the
damage divorce does. Some states (Arizona,
California, Georgia, Kansas, Massachusetts,
Montana, Virginia, Texas, and Washington)
have introduced legislation to require mutual
consent for a no-fault divorce. In the absence
of such a provision, the spouse petitioning for
a divorce has to prove the other spouse’s
“fault.” The welfare of the children should be the
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threshold for divorce. Married couples with chil-
dren under 18 should have to prove that grave
harm will be visited upon the children by the
continuance of the marriage. Judges who were
petitioners in their own divorces should be
prohibited by law from presiding over divorce
cases.

Make the Covenant Marriage option available
to couples who seek to marry. In a Covenant
Marriage, couples are bound by force of law to
a marriage contract that lengthens the process
for obtaining a divorce by two years, thus
applying a brake on the divorce. Louisiana and
Arizona have enacted Covenant Marriage laws,
and three other states (Oklahoma, Oregon,
and Texas) have come close. In approximately
25 states, such legislation has been introduced
but has not progressed through the legislative
process. Other states propose improvements
on the concept.?*

Make the traditional marriage vow of “till
death us do part” an option in the law. Couples
who choose this option would commit them-
selves to remaining married until death, with
legal separation as their only option if their
marriage had serious problems. The effect of
such a legal commitment would be salutary:
The law is a great teacher, and this legal
emphasis on the seriousness of the marriage
commitment would encourage the ideal of
marriage in society. Couples would undergo
serious preparation before making such a com-
mitment, knowing that it carried the force of
law. This would make for stronger marriages,
since many individuals today get married with
the intention of staying married until death but
find out over time that their spouse had no

201. See http://www.marriagesavers.org/divorcerates.htm (March 27, 2000).
202. Ibid.

203. In “no-fault” divorce, either partner can end the marriage simply by petitioning for the divorce. This “reform” was intro-
duced on the grounds that assigning “fault” caused greater hostility and division in the divorce proceedings. Even some
feminists had pushed for no-fault divorce.

204. The Catholic Church’ hierarchy, once opposed to Covenant Marriage laws, has withdrawn objections to an improved
version. From personal communication with the author of the original and the revised versions, Katherine Spaht of the
Louisiana State University School of Law.
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such intention. The law and government pro-
vide virtually no protections for such individu-
als or for the institution of marriage, and the
legal loophole of no-fault divorce undermines
the meaning of the marriage commitment.

» Follow the lead of Oklahoma, which uses Tem-
porary Assistance to Needy Families funds to
promote marriage among the poor. Because
divorce and out-of-wedlock births are the
major routes into poverty, it should stand to
reason that encouraging, preparing, and main-
taining marriage is sound public policy. To this
end, Oklahoma Governor Keating has directed
the State Secretary of Health and Human Ser-
vices to spend $10 million of the TANF funds
to develop strategies to increase marriage, pre-
vent divorce, and reduce out-of-wedlock
births. Other states should follow this exam-

ple.

» Take a page from the educational outreach
strategy embodied in Floridas 1998 Marriage
Preservation and Preparation Act. This bill
requires marriage education skills classes for
all high school students and offers a marriage
license fee reduction to couples who take a
minimum four-hour marriage education
course.

CONCLUSION

Divorce has pervasive ill effects on children and
the five major institutions of society—the family,
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the church, the school, the marketplace, and gov-
ernment itself. If the family is the building block of
society, then marriage is the foundation. However,
this foundation is growing weaker, with fewer
adults entering into marriage, more adults leaving
it in divorce, and more and more adults eschewing
it altogether for single parenthood or cohabita-
tion.?%”

Given the prevalence of divorce, American chil-
dren today are becoming weaker educationally,
emotionally, and physically. Yet few are willing to
point to divorce as a major contributor to these
problems. Few policymakers like to dwell on the
effects of divorce, but ignoring the problems will
do little to change the culture of divorce.

To set about the task of rebuilding a culture of
family based on marriage and providing it with all
the protections and supports necessary to make
intact marriages commonplace again, federal,
state, and local officials must begin to talk about
the problem and experiment to find sound strate-
gies. America’s forefathers had to rebuff threats
from outside the nation. Today’s generations are
called to counter threats to America from within.
What is required is the will to act.

—Patrick E Fagan is William H. G. FitzGerald
Senior Fellow in Family and Cultural Issues and
Robert Rector is Senior Research Fellow in Domestic
Policy Studies at The Heritage Foundation.

205. Between 1960 and 1990, there was a 41 percent decline in marriage. The number of “never married” people rose from 21
million in 1970 to 46 million in 1996. Cohabitation increased from 430,000 in 1960 to 4.25 million in 1998, a tenfold
increase. But as the social science literature also shows, cohabitation is linked to a serious rise in divorce: Those who
cohabit before marriage divorce at twice the rate of those who do not. Also, 40 percent of cohabitors break up before
marrying; and these former cohabitors, when they do marry, divorce at twice the rate of those who marry their first
cohabiting partner, or at about four times the rate of those who do not cohabit before marriage. See Larry L. Bumpass,
“What’s Happening to the Family? Interactions Between Demographic and Institutional Change,” presidential address to
the Population Association of America, Demography, Vol. 27, No. 4 (November 1990), pp. 483-498, and Janice S. Crouse,
“Strengthening American Families: What Works and What Doesn’t Work,” World Congress of Families II, Geneva,

November 1999, Figure 9.




