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Introduction

Each year, over a million American children suffer the divorce of their parents.
Divorce causes irreparable harm to all involved, but most especially to the
children. Though it might be shown to benefit some individuals in some
individual cases, over all it causes a temporary decrease in an individual’s quality
of life and puts some “on a downward trajectory from which they might never
fully recover.”

Divorce damages society. It consumes social and human capital. It substantially
increases cost to the taxpayer, while diminishing the taxpaying portion of society.
It diminishes children’s future competence in all five of society’s major tasks or
institutions: family, school, religion, marketplace and government. The reversal of
the cultural and social status of divorce would be nothing less than a cultural
revolution. Only a few generations ago, American culture rejected divorce as
scandalous. Today, law, behavior, and culture embrace and even celebrate it.

Divorce also permanently weakens the family and the relationship between
children and parents.” It frequently leads to destructive conflict management
methods, diminished social competence and for children, the early loss of
virginity, as well as diminished sense of masculinity or femininity for young
adults. It also results in more trouble with dating, more cohabitation, greater
likelihood of divorce, higher expectations of divorce later in life, and a decreased
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desire to have children. Paul Amato, professor of sociology at Pennsylvania State
University summed it up: divorce leads to “disruptions in the parent-child
relationship, continuing discord between former spouses, loss of emotional
support, economic hardship, and an increase in the number of other negative life
events.”?

The last year for accurate numbers on children annually affected by divorce was
1988 when the Center for Disease Control stopped gathering the data. That year
the number was over 1,044,000. However, since then the percent of women who
have been divorced has continued to rise.* Therefore, conservatively, we estimate
the number to be at least 1,000,000 children per year. Should one add the
number affected by the dissolution of “an always intact” cohabitation of natural
parents, the number is significantly greater. We do know that for all U.S.
children, as of the latest data from the 2009 American Community Survey, only
47 percent reach age 17 in an intact married family.”

Divorce detrimentally impacts individuals and society in numerous other ways:

e Religious practice: Divorce diminishes the frequency of worship of God and
recourse to Him in prayer.

e Education: Divorce diminishes children’s learning capacity and educational
attainment.

e The marketplace: Divorce reduces household income and deeply cuts
individual earning capacity.

e Government: Divorce significantly increases crime, abuse and neglect, drug
use, and the costs of compensating government services.

e Health and well-being: Divorce weakens children’s health and longevity. It
also increases behavioral, emotional, and psychiatric risks, including even
suicide.

The effect of divorce on children’s hearts, minds, and souls ranges from mild to
severe, from seemingly small to observably significant, and from short-term to
long-term. None of the effects applies to each child of every divorced couple, nor
has any one child suffered all the effects we will discuss. There is no way to
predict how any particular child will be affected nor to what extent, but it is
possible to predict divorce’s societal effects and how this large cohort of children
will be affected as a group. These effects are both numerous and serious.
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The major issue for researchers is no longer to learn what the ill effects of divorce
are, but to understand the extent of these effects on children and grandchildren
and to identify ways of reversing their intergenerational cycle.

I. Effects on the Family: Cyclical Brokenness

A. Weakened Parent-Child Relationships

When parents divorce each other, another sort of divorce occurs between the
parents and their children. The primary effect of divorce (and of the parental
conflict that precedes the divorce) is a decline in the relationship between parent
and child.® Immediately after a divorce, most parents have two sets of problems:
their adjustment to their own intrapsychic conflicts and to their role as a
divorced parent. The stress of divorce damages the parent-child relationship for
as many as 40 percent of divorced mothers.” The support they receive from home
is rated much lower by children of divorced parents than by children from intact
homes,® and these negative ratings become more pronounced by the time children
are in high school’ and college."’

Children in divorced families receive less emotional support, financial assistance,
and practical help from their parents.'" Divorced homes show a decrease in
language stimulation, pride, affection, stimulation of academic behavior,
encouragement of social maturity, and warmth directed towards the children.
The presence of fewer toys and games is common, as is an increase in physical
punishment.” Though some studies show that parental divorce itself may not
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affect parenting,” it often leads to worry, exhaustion, and stress for parents.
These factors affect both parenting and parental control." Thus, divorce and
separation result in less caring and more overprotective parenting during the
adolescent years."

Though the child’s ability to trust their parents, close friends, and others “is
strongly linked to positive parent-teen relationships regardless of parental
divorce,”™ parental divorce makes it more difficult for children to trust their
parents,'” while a “decline in the closeness of the parent-child relationship
mediates much of the association between parental divorce, marital discord, and
offspring’s psychological wellbeing in adulthood.™®

Though one review of the literature conducted in the United Kingdom found
“that although children are at increased risk of adverse outcomes following family
breakdown and that negative outcomes can persist into adulthood, the difference
between children from intact and non-intact families is a small one, and the ma-
jority of children will not be adversely affected in the long-term,” the rest of this
paper contradicts this conclusion.

B. Weakened Mother-Child Relationships

Children of divorced mothers have poorer and less stimulating home
environments. Furthermore, divorced mothers, despite their best intentions, are
less able than married mothers to give emotional support to their children.”
Divorce also causes a slight decline in children’s trust of their mothers when
parental divorce occurs between birth and age four; however, after controlling for
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the quality of the parent-child relationship, this effect all but disappears.”!
Compared with continuously-married mothers, divorced mothers tend to be less
affectionate and communicative with their children, and to discipline them more
harshly and more inconsistently, especially during the first year following the
divorce.”

Divorced mothers have particular problems with their sons, though their
relationship will likely improve within two years,” even if, as often occurs,
discipline problems persist for up to six years after the divorce.”

C. Weakened Father-Child Relationships

Contact. Divorce leads to a decline in the frequency and quality of parent-child
contact and relationships,” and it becomes difficult for nonresidential parents, 90
percent of whom are fathers, to maintain close ties with their children.*® For
example, children spend significantly more nights with their mother than their
father.”” Nearly 50 percent of the children in one study reported not seeing their
nonresident father in the past year, and the small number that had recently
stayed overnight at the father’s residence did so for a special visit, not as part of
a regular routine.®® An analysis of the National Survey of Families and
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Households” found that about one in five divorced fathers had not seen his
children in the past year, and fewer than half the fathers saw their children more
than a few times a year.” By adolescence (between the ages of 12 and 16), fewer
than half of children living with separated, divorced, or remarried mothers had
seen their fathers at all in more than a year, and only one in six saw their fathers
once a week.*!

Contact with the father declines over time after a divorce, though this pattern is
less pronounced the older the child is at the time of the divorce.” Daughters of
divorced parents were 38 percent less likely than their peers in intact families to
have frequent contact with their fathers, and sons of divorced parents were 20
percent less likely.*

Emotional Closeness and Well-being. Children’s relationships with their
parents worsen after a divorce.*® Marital disruption creates distance between
parents and children,” even compared to children living in married but unhappy
families.”® Divorced parents also report significantly diminished satisfaction with
their former spouse’s relationships with their children,* though parental divorce
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tends to affect the relationship of the child and the opposite-sex parent more
than the child and their parent of the same sex.™

Father Rated Warm and Loving

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health Wave 2, 1996
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Divorced fathers, especially non-custodial fathers, do not fare well with their
children. Children report more distant relationships with their fathers,” and
fathers report “a more negative change in their relationships with their children
than [do| custodial mothers.”™ The pattern of worsening relationships after the
breakup holds for both sons” and daughters,” and more conflict during the
divorce process increases the likelihood of distance between the father and his
children.” However, as time passes after the breakup, conflict between father and
child decreases. Additionally, older children typically experience less conflict with
their nonresident fathers than do younger children.*
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Divorce leads to a decline in children’s ability to trust their fathers,” which does
not bode well for the lifetime happiness of divorced children. Young adults who
feel emotionally close to their fathers tend to be happier and more satisfied in
life, regardless of their feelings towards their mothers."” However, children and
adolescents who do feel close to the father following a divorce experience better
outcomes. "’

Children from divorced families receive less emotional support from their fathers
than children from intact families.”® Divorced fathers are less nurturing,” and
more likely to drift away from younger children if denied legal custody at the
time of the divorce.” Nonresident fathers also “have considerably less opportunity
to influence their children's attitudes and behavior,” a reality of which the
implications this paper will attempt to explore. Ultimately, the proportion of
children who enjoy a consistently close relationship with their father is much
higher among adolescents whose parents remain married (48 percent) than among
those whose parents divorce (25 percent).”

Persisting Effects. Boys, especially if they live with their mother, respond with
more hostility to parental divorce than girls do, both immediately following the
divorce and for a period of years thereafter.” Girls often fare worse than boys
when living with their father or stepfather after a parental divorce.” By the time
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children, particularly daughters, attend college, their affection for their divorced
father wanes significantly.”

D. Weakened Grandparent-Grandchild Relationships

Divorce negatively affects grandparent/grandchild relationships. Paternal
grandparents frequently cease to see their grandchildren as their grandchildren’s
contact with their own father, the grandparents’ son, diminishes.” Furthermore,
compared to never-divorced grandparents, grandparents who were themselves
divorced had less contact with their adolescent grandchildren and engaged in
fewer shared activities with them,”” and divorced grandparents are less likely to
agree that their grandchildren are a valuable part of their lives.”® Divorced
paternal grandparents were less likely to play a mentoring role in the life of their
grandchildren than divorced maternal grandparents.”

E. Children’s View of Divorce

Regardless of age, children of divorce deeply resent the strains and difficulties
which arise in long-held family celebrations, traditions, daily rituals, and special
times, and rate these changes as major losses.”” Grown children continue to see
their parents’ divorce very differently than do the parents. Judith Wallerstein, a
clinical psychologist from San Francisco, was the first to disturb the nation in
1980 with her research on the effects of divorce on children.® She found that 10
percent of children felt positively about their parents’ divorce, but 80 percent of
the divorced mothers and 50 percent of the divorced fathers judged the divorce
good for them 15 years after the divorce.”

Girls. Young men and women react in slightly different ways to their parent’s
divorce. Young women from divorced families will feel a need for love and
attention and yet fear abandonment; they will also be prone to both desire and
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anxiety.” Women whose parents divorce are likely to be hampered or even
overwhelmed by anxiety when it comes time to make decisions about marriage,*
though some “women with no ill effects from paternal divorce, may develop [the]
security of friendship-based love quite well.”™ One study linked parental divorce
to lower relationship commitment and confidence in women but not in men.%

Boys. While parental divorce affects the child’s view of marriage, girls may be
less influenced in their attitudes towards divorce “because they have more role
models of intimacy and marriage as the ideal in their environment than boys do,
especially in the media.” By contrast, boys have fewer role models of intimacy
outside of their families. Hence a father’s modeling if interpersonal skills is more
important for boys.”” Men from father-absent homes also experience less
masculine sexual identification and more feminine sexual identification.”

Men whose parents divorced are inclined to be simultaneously hostile and a
“rescuer” of the women to whom they are attracted, rather than the more open,
affectionate, cooperative partner, more frequently found among men raised by
parents of an intact marriage.” By contrast, the problem of being overly meek or
overly dominant is much more prevalent in the romantic relationships and
marriages of the daughters of divorced families than it is among daughters of
intact marriages.™
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F. Children’s Weakened Ability to Handle Conflict

Divorce diminishes children’s capacity to handle conflict. The difference between
marriages that remain intact and those that end in divorce lies primarily in the
couple’s ability to handle marital conflict and move towards agreement. Parental
modeling clearly diminishes many children’s capacity for stable marriage later in
life, though some children may react by doubling their efforts to ensure stability.

Ever Got Into a Fight by Family Structure

Source: Adolescent Health Survey, Wave |. Adolescents grade 7-12.
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For instance, compared to students from intact families, college students from
divorced families use violence more frequently to resolve conflict and are more
likely to be aggressive and physically violent with their friends, male or female.™
In their own marriages, children of divorced parents are more likely to be
unhappy, to escalate conflict, to communicate less, to argue frequently, and to
shout or to physically assault their spouse when arguing.” Thus, the likelihood of
divorce is transmitted across generations.™
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Multivariate Analyses Using Straus’s Conflict Tactics Subscores,” Psychological Reports 73
(1993): 679-684.
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Background on Adult Marital Quality and Perceived Stability,” American Journal of Sociology
101 (1995): 404-432.

™ Researchers have found that the children of violent parents do better if their parents separate.
However, if the parents’ conflict is not violent or intense, their children fare better in their own
marriages if their parents remain married. Obviously, the best solution for all concerned is that
parents learn how to handle conflict and to cooperate with each other, thereby restoring family
harmony.
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. Children’s Diminished Social Skills

Social Skills. Gerald Patterson of the Oregon Social Learning Center concluded
that “[pJoor social skills, characterized by aversive or coercive interaction styles,
lead directly to rejection by normal peers.”™ Fear of such peer rejection is twice
as likely among adolescents of divorced parents.” Their social relations are likely
to be damaged in several ways”™ and characterized by more problems relating to
peers,” fewer childhood friends, and a greater tendency to complain about lack of
peer support.” Kent State University faculty members conducted a major
national study on the effects of divorce in 1987. The study found that, compared
to children from intact families, children of divorced parents did worse when
rated by both parents and teachers on peer relationships, hostility towards
adults, anxiety, withdrawal, inattention, and aggression.™

Psychological Behaviors. A variety of psychological outcomes are associated
with parental divorce that lead to vulnerability in some children and resiliency in
others.* According to one study, child antisocial behavior decreases after the
dissolution of marriages in highly dysfunctional families,® and “the higher the
level of family dysfunction prior to divorce, the greater the reduction in child
antisocial behavior after the divorce.”™ Nevertheless, children whose parents

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

™ 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 13 (1993) 168-182.

" Paul R. Amato, “Children of Divorce in the 1990s: An Update of the Amato and Keith (1991)
Meta-Analysis,” Journal of Family Psychology 15 (2001): 355-375.

" David H. Demo and Alan C. Acock, “The Impact of Divorce on Children,” Journal of Marriage
and Family 50 (1988): 619-48.

™ Sylvie Drapeau and Camil Bouchard, “Support networks and adjustment among 6 to 11 year-
olds from maritally disrupted and intact families,” Journal of Divorce and Remarriage 19
(1993): 75-97. Daughters of divorced parents, in a University of Michigan study, had
significantly greater difficulty in having and keeping friends and were more frequently depressed
while 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 Remarriage 27 (1997): 123-134.

™ John Guidubaldi, Joseph D. Perry and Bonnie K. Nastasi, “Growing Up in a Divorced Family:
Initial and Long-term Perspectives on Children’s Adjustment,” Applied Social Psychology
Annual 7 (1987): 202-237.

% Lisa Strohschein, “Parental Divorce and Child Mental Health Trajectories,” Journal of Marriage
and Family 67 (2005): 1286.

8! Lisa Strohschein, “Parental Divorce and Child Mental Health Trajectories,” Journal of Marriage
and Family 67 (2005): 1286.

8 Lisa Strohschein, “Parental Divorce and Child Mental Health Trajectories,” Journal of Marriage
and Family 67 (2005): 1297.
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divorce will exhibit more anxiety and depression and antisocial behavior than
children from intact families.®

Children who experience divorce at any age will continue to be affected their
whole lives, tending to “exhibit higher malaise scores at age 33 than their
contemporaries whose parents remained married.”™*

Behavioral Problems. Children of divorced or separated parents exhibit
increased behavioral problems,” and the marital conflict that accompanies
parents’ divorce places the child’s social competence at risk. Even in intact
families that have low to medium levels of conflict, children still have “fewer
behavior problems than those in the high-conflict, disrupted families.™ Another
study suggests that parental conflict affects the outcomes of children’s behavior
problems, regardless of parents’ marital status, and sometimes “there is no
statistical difference in the level of behavior problems observed for children whose
parents separated or divorced and for children whose parents remained
together.™"

During a divorce, conflict between parents is often accompanied by less affection,
less responsiveness, and more inclination to punish their children, which leaves
their children feeling emotionally insecure.® These children are more likely to
perceive their social milieu as unpredictable and uncontrollable.* Children who
engage in fighting and stealing at school are far more likely to come from broken
homes than are well-behaved children.” Other studies have confirmed that
children of divorced parents exhibit more behavioral problems than do children

8 Lisa Strohschein, “Parental Divorce and Child Mental Health Trajectories,” Journal of Marriage
and Family 67 (2005): 1286.

¥ Frank F. Furstenberg and Kathleen E. Kiernan, “Delayed Parental Divorce: How Much Do
Children Benefit?” Journal of Marriage and Family 63 (2001): 452.

% Donna Ruane Morrison and Mary Jo Coiro, “Parental Conflict and Marital Disruption: Do
Children Benefit When High-Conflict Marriages Are Dissolved?” Journal of Marriage and the
Family 61 (1999): 626.

% Donna Ruane Morrison and Mary Jo Coiro, “Parental Conflict and Marital Disruption: Do
Children Benefit When High-Conflict Marriages Are Dissolved?” Journal of Marriage and the
Family 61 (1999): 634.

5 Donna Ruane Morrison and Mary Jo Coiro, “Parental Conflict and Marital Disruption: Do
Children Benefit When High-Conflict Marriages Are Dissolved?” Journal of Marriage and the
Family 61 (1999): 632.

% Patrick T. Davies and E. Mark Cummings, “Marital conflict and child adjustment: An
emotional security hypothesis,” Psychological Bulletin 116 (1994): 387-411. As cited in Paul R.
Amato and Alan Booth, A Generation at Risk, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1997), 137.

¥ Paul R. Amato, Children in Australian Families: The Growth of Competence, (Sydney:
Prentice Hall of Australia, 1987). As cited in Paul R. Amato and Alan Booth, A Generation at
Risk, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 137.

% Rex Forehand, “Family Characteristics of Adolescents Who Display Overt and Covert Behavior
Problems,” Journal of Behavior Therapy and Experimental Psychiatry 18 (1987): 325-328.
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from intact families.” Boys whose parents divorced while they were in elementary
school tend to develop problems in the years following their parents’ separation.
While problem behavior increases immediately following the divorce among boys
whose parents divorced while they were in middle school, their problem behavior
steadily decreases in the year after the divorce.”

Problem Behaviors of Children by Parents’ Marital Status
National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1996
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H. Children’s Early Departure from Home

Children of divorced parents move away from their families of origin in greater
proportions™ and earlier” than do children of intact marriages due to low levels

9 Jeffrey J. Wood, Rena L. Repetti, and Scott C. Roesch, “Divorce and Children’s Adjustment
Problems at Home and School: The Role of Depressive/Withdrawn Parenting,” Child Psychiatry
and Human Development 35, no. 2 (2004): 131.

2 Patrick S. Malone, Jennifer E. Lansford, Domini R. Castellino, Lisa J. Berlin, Kenneth A.
Dodge, John E. Bates, and Gregory S. Pettit, “Divorce and Child Behavior Problems: Applying
Latent Change Score Models to Life Event Data,” Structural Equation Modeling 11, no. 3
(2004): 417.

% Andrew J. Cherlin, Kathleen E. Kiernan, and P. Lindsay Chase-Lansdale, “Parental Divorce in
Childhood and Demographic Outcomes in Young Adulthood,” Demography 32 (1995): 299-316.

9 William S. Aquilino, “The Likelihood of Parent-Adult Child Coresidence: Effects of Family
Structure and Parental Characteristics,” Journal of Marriage and Family 53 (1990): 13-27;
William S. Aquilino, “Family Structure and Home-Leaving: A Further Specification of the
Relationship,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 53 (1991): 999-1010; Frances K.
Goldscheider and Calvin Goldscheider, “Family Structure and Conflict: Nest-Leaving
Expectations of Young Adults and Their Parents,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 51
(1989): 87-97; Frances K. Goldscheider and Calvin Goldscheider, Leaving Home before
Marriage (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1993); Teresa M. Cooney, “Young Adults’
Relations With Parents: The Influence of Recent Parental Divorce,” Journal of Marriage and
Family 56 (1994): 45-56. As cited in Paul R. Amato and Alan Booth, A Generation at Risk
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 69-70.
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of family cohesion and harmony.” The greater the unhappiness in their parents’
marriage, the earlier children leave home to get married, cohabit, or live on their
own.” Some children who experience marital disruption in adolescence may leave
home “at such young ages that it resembles running away from home.™”

Furthermore, compared with children living in intact, two-parent families,
runaway children with stepparents are only 70 percent as likely to return home.”
Stepchildren are over 20 percent more likely to leave home earlier.” According to
Frances K. Goldscheider and Calvin Goldscheider, “children whose families
gained a stepparent while they were adolescents . . . increase their odds of leaving
home to marry by about 100 percent.”"”

I. Children’s Sexual Practices and Attitudes as Adults

Attitudes toward Sexuality. When parents divorce, their children’s attitudes
about sexual behavior change. Children’s approval of premarital sex,
cohabitation, and divorce rises dramatically, while their endorsement of marriage
and childbearing falls.'” Children from divorced families are also more likely to
believe that marriage is not important prior to having children and are more
likely to have a child out of wedlock. This holds true even after controlling for
socioeconomic status.'” Furthermore, sexual permissiveness on the part of

% William S. Aquilino, “The Likelihood of Parent-Adult Child Coresidence: Effects of Family
Structure and Parental Characteristics,” Journal of Marriage and Family 53 (1990): 13-27;
William S. Aquilino, “Family Structure and Home-Leaving: A Further Specification of the
Relationship,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 53 (1991): 999-1010; Kathleen Kiernan, “The
Impact of Family Disruption in Childhood on Transitions Made in Young Adulthood,”
Population Studies 46 (1992): 218-234; Lynn K. White and Alan Booth, “The Quality and
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divorced parents significantly increases permissive attitudes and behavior in both
their sons and daughters.'”

"Ever Had Intercourse at 14 Years of Age or Younger"

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997)
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Children from divorced families have an earlier sexual debut than children from
intact families.'” American'® and British'® studies repeatedly show that
daughters of divorced parents will be more likely to approve of premarital sexual
intercourse'” and teen sexual activity'® and to engage in early sexual intercourse

103 Les B. Whitbeck, Ronald L Simons, and Meei-Ying Kao, “The Effects of Divorced Mother’s
Dating Behaviors and Sexual Attitudes on the Sexual Attitudes and Behaviors of Their
Adolescent Children,” Journal of Marriage and Family 56 (1994): 615-621. As cited in
Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, House of Representatives, Standing Committee
on Legal and Constitutional Affairs, To Have and To Hold: Strategies to Strengthen Marriage
and Relationships (Canberra, Australia: Parliament of Australia, 1998), 36.
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(Rockville, MD: National Institute for Healthcare Research, 1995), 165.
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outside of marriage.'"” The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth reports that
African-American girls are 42 percent less likely to have sexual intercourse before
age 18 if their biological father is present at home."” By contrast, the presence of
a stepfather increases by 72 percent the likelihood of sexual intercourse before age
18 for Latino girls.'"!

In addition to an increased likelihood of being sexually active, girls from divorced
families are more likely to engage in risky sexual behavior, to have more frequent
sexual intercourse, and to have more sexual partners."? In a study comparing
girls from New Zealand and the United States, researchers found that the earlier
a father leaves the home, the higher his daughter’s risk of early sexual activity
and teenage pregnancy. In the United States, girls whose fathers had left before
their daughters were five years old were eight times more likely to become
pregnant while adolescents than were girls whose fathers remained in the home.'”
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For sons, parental divorce is correlated with adolescent sexual intercourse, earlier
sexual debut,'* and the acquisition of a sexually transmitted disease."® Other
studies have confirmed that male children of divorce have more relationships and
more sexual partners than young men from intact families."*

The influences of divorce on sexual behavior extends into adulthood: Adults
raised in divorced families are more likely to engage in short sexual affairs and
also have more sexual partners than adults from intact families.""”

Sexual Behaviors. Virginity among teenagers of all ages correlates closely with
the presence of married parents.""® Each change in family structure during
adolescence (from married to divorced, from single to married, or from divorced
to stepfamily) increases the risk of initiation of sexual intercourse for many of the
teenage children in these unions.'’

The children of divorce date more and thus have a higher turnover of dating
partners and more failed romantic relationships,'” may contribute to a larger
number of sexual partners,”™ a risk factor for the acquisition of sexually
transmitted diseases'” and a host of emotional repercussions. Even without the
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addition of a working mother, divorce leads to an above-average number of
sexual partners for the children of divorce as adults.'”

Following a divorce, most mothers have to work full-time. This combination of
divorce and a full-time working mother leads to the highest level of teenage

sexual activity'?* and is significantly correlated with multiple sexual partners in
adult life.'”

"Ever Had an Unwed Pregnancy" by Structure of Family of Origin

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997)
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Pregnancy. Women whose parents separated during childhood are more likely
to have an out-of-wedlock teenage pregnancy,'”” and men with divorced or
separated parents are more likely to father a child with a teenage mother."”” In
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Britain, the phenomenon of out-of-wedlock pregnancy to children of divorceed
parents has also been found.'®

Abortion. Daughters of divorced parents have more abortions than the
daughters of non-divorced parents, according to a Finnish study.'®

J. Children’s Increased Trouble in Romantic Relationships
Trust in Relationships. Parental divorce often leads to low trust among
children," and those who casually date exhibit “the strongest effects of parental
divorce, suggesting that the repercussions of parental divorce may be in place
before the young adults form their own romantic relationships.”" The divorce of
their parents makes dating and romance more difficult for children as they reach
adulthood. Parental divorce horrifies young adults’ heterosexual relationship
experiences though the connection is more evident for women than for men,
according to one study.'”

The effects carry into adulthood. When compared with women from intact
families, women from divorced families also reported less trust and satisfaction in
romantic relationships."™ Children of divorced parents fear being rejected, and a
lack of trust frequently hinders a deepening of their relationship.” One study
showed that individuals whose parents divorced were more likely than individuals
whose parents remained married to believe that relationships were beset by
infidelity and the absence of trust, and they were also more likely to believe that
relationships should be approached with caution.'®
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Childhood and Demographic Outcomes in Young Adulthood,” Demography 32 (1995): 299-316.
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General Attitudes toward Marriage. One study reported that persons raised
in divorced families have less positive attitudes towards marriage, and more
positive attitudes towards divorce. This negative attitude about marriage leads to
decreased commitment to romantic relationships, which in turn is related to
lower relationship quality."® In Sweden, where parental rejection is very high, no
significant differences were found between individuals from divorced and intact
families in their attitudes towards marriage and divorce.””” Thus the more
common divorce and rejection is among adults, the more the attitudes and
expectations of rejection are mainstreamed among children, even those raised in
intact married families.

Adult male children of divorced parents show more ambivalence than men from
intact families about becoming involved in a relationship,”™ though they invest
more money and tangible goods in casual dating relationships. Women share this
ambivalence and demonstrate even more conflict, doubt, and lack of faith in their
partner’s benevolence and tend to place less value on consistent commitment '*
Unwed teen mothers, who have expectations of rejection and divorce in
relationships, seem to retain negative attitudes towards men instilled by their
parents’ divorce.'"’

Attitudes about Divorce and Marriage. Compared with children of always-
married parents, children of divorced parents have more positive attitudes
towards divorce'! and less favorable attitudes towards marriage."” Specifically,
“adolescents who have experienced their parents’ divorces and remarriages may
feel that marriage is unpredictable and unstable.”* People raised in divorced
families are less likely than those from intact families to believe that marriage is
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enduring and permanent,'* are less likely to insist upon a lifelong marital
commitment,'*” and are less likely to think positively of themselves as parents.'*®

These attitudinal differences among children of divorced parents are noticeable
even as early as kindergarten."” Children from divorced families are more tolerant
of divorce than are children from intact families, though this is only likely if their
parents had remarried. Without remarriage, the effect on their views of divorce
was not significant.'”™ The mothers’ accepting attitudes toward divorce causes
more children to be accepting of divorce themselves."” These positive attitudes
towards divorce affect not only likelihood of divorce, but also overall relationship
quality.

After controlling for age, high levels of post-divorce interparental conflict are
associated with less positive views of marriage among adolescents.”™ One study of
adolescents after a parental divorce reported that many children fear that their
future marriages will lack love, trust, or communication, and that they will be
beset by infidelity, conflict, or abuse. They also worry that their marriages will
fail or that their spouse will abandon them,"” a finding common to another study
published that year (2008)."”

In her study of children of divorced parents from Marin County, California,
Judith Wallerstein found that the children of divorced parents still had persistent
anxiety about their chances of a happy marriage a decade after their parents’
divorce. This anxiety interfered with their ability to marry well: Some failed to
form satisfying romantic ties, while others rushed impulsively into unhappy
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marriages."™ The evidence shows that “adult children of divorce who eventually
wed are more likely to divorce than are adult children from intact families.”™

Expectations to Marry or Divorce. The children of divorced parents,
stepfamilies, or single parents are less likely to expect to marry.'” Children who
have experienced parental divorce are more likely to expect to divorce, compared
with children of intact families."”® Children of divorce also have more negative
attitudes towards marriage'”” and a preference for smaller family sizes, although
the negative attitudes are mitigated by their parents’ remarriage."

Likelihood to Marry or Divorce. Clearly, one generation passes on its marital
instability to the next." Sons of divorced parents with less educated mothers
have an increased tendency to forgo marriage.'® Additionally, parental divorce
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raises children’s likelihood of divorce:'"" Children who have experienced parental
divorce are more than twice as likely to divorce, compared with children of intact
families.'” One study found that adults who experience parental divorce have
chances of divorce 38 percent higher than adults raised in intact families.
Significantly, this increase is not seen in children whose parents’ marriage ended
because of the death of one of the parents.'™

Children of divorce are 39 percent more likely to marry other children of divorce,
after controlling for education. Couples with one spouse from a divorced home are
nearly twice as likely to divorce as couples with both spouses from non-divorced
families. Worse still, couples with both spouses from divorced families over three
times more likely to divorce than couples with both spouses from non-divorced
families.'®*

Children who experience three or more transitions in family structure are much
more likely to divorce later in life, compared to children who did not experience
such family transitions.'® That is, 59 percent of the individuals who have never
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experienced a transition are predicted to never end a marriage, compared to those
who experienced three or more transitions, whose likelihood to never divorce is
about 33 percent.'®

Daughters of divorced parents divorce more than sons of divorced parents do.'®
The risk of divorce in the first five years is 70'® to 76'" percent higher for the
daughters of divorced parents than for daughters of intact marriages.'™

Marital Behaviors. Parental divorce is also associated with lower marital
quality for their children. This manifests itself in arguing more about the
family,'” increased rates of jealousy, moodiness, infidelity, conflicts over money,
excessive drinking, and drug use.'” Analysis of the 1987-1988 wave of the
National Survey of Families and Households showed that children of divorce
whose marriages were less than “very happy” communicated less and were more
than twice as likely to argue frequently and to shout and hit when they argued.'™

The child with an available father, both in the early and the adolescent years, is
more companionable and responsible as an adult.'™ In particular, “boys who feel
close to their fathers, regardless of biological status, have better attitudes about
intimacy and the prospect of their own married lives than boys who do not feel
close to their fathers.”™
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K. Increased Cohabitation among Children as Adults

Children of divorced parents are more likely than children of always-married
parents to have more positive attitudes towards cohabitation'™ and more
negative attitudes towards marriage.'” When they leave home, they are two to
three times as likely to cohabit'™ and to do so earlier,'™ especially if their parents
divorced during their teenage years.'™

Daughters of divorced parents anticipated cohabiting before marriage, regardless
of the amount of affection between them and their fathers. Among daughters of
intact marriages, it was mainly those with poor relationships with their fathers
who anticipated they would cohabit. '*'

II. Effects on Religious Practice: Diminished
Faithfulness

Following a divorce, children are more likely to abandon their faith,"® and they
may be less traditional themselves, with a parental model differing from a lifelong
commitment to marriage.'"™ Adult offspring raised in stepfamilies are less religious
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(especially compared to those raised in happy married homes)."™ Furthermore,
abandoning religious practice deprives children of its beneficial effects in a host of
areas: marital stability, sexual restraint, education, income, crime, addictions,
physical and mental health, and general happiness.'®

ITI. Effects on Education: Capacity and
Achievement

A. Diminished Learning Capacity

Outcomes and Achievements. Divorce and separation correlate positively
with diminished school achievement and performance.'® Daniel Potter of the
University of Virginia found that elementary school children who experience
parental divorce immediately begin performing worse academically than their
peers from intact families. This gap persists through elementary school.'™

GPA English/Math by Family Structure

Source: Adolescent Health Survey, Wave |. Adolescents grade 7-12.
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Children exposed to unilateral divorce are less educated by adulthood.'™ Children
have lower educational aspirations and test scores during the process of their
parents’ marital disruption.’ Children of divorced parents are also more likely to
be held back a grade and have lower GPAs." High school students in intact
families have GPAs 11 percent higher than those from divorced families."" One
study (controlling for parental education, parental occupation, family size, etc.),
found that children whose parents divorce get about seven tenths of a year less
education than children from intact families.'”

Children whose mothers divorced and remained divorced did worse over time on
Peabody Individual Achievement Test reading recognition tests (which gauge
children’s ability to recognize and pronounce words) than children from intact
married families."” By age 13, there is an average difference of half a year in
reading ability between children of divorced parents and children from intact
families.'*

In the Kent State University Impact of Divorce Project, which used a national
sample study of 699 elementary students, children from divorced homes
performed worse in reading, spelling, and math and repeated a grade more
frequently than did children in intact two-parent families. The project’s findings
led the researchers to conclude that children and young adolescents suffered long-
term negative effects following divorce.'” Paternal absence is detrimental to
cognitive test scores for young children,'” and paternal presence influences girls’
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performance in math."” Teenagers who experience parental divorce score lower
than their counterparts from intact families on math, science, and history tests.'”

Some studies show that the correlation between adolescent family disruption and
educational attainment is weaker after controlling for the family’s socioeconomic
status. This finding likely reflects the influence of income on each."” One of
divorce’s attendant problems is the financial instability it inflicts on those who
experience it.*"

Lack of family transitions after divorce does not eliminate the effect of the
divorce on student academic performance, but it does provide their performance
in math and social studies a certain degree of protection, compared to students
who live in unstable families with multiple family transitions.*”

Age at Divorce. Norwegian research found that children who experience
divorce early in life are likely to have lower educational outcomes, finding that
the effect of divorce on education is strongest when the child is young.*” An
American study, by contrast, found that those who had experienced a late
divorce (between grades six and 10) were more likely to get low grades than

children who experienced an early divorce (between kindergarten and grade
five).*”

Consequences of Moving. Residential mobility accounts for 29 percent of the
academic performance gap between children living in stepfamilies and children
living with both biological parents.” Moving tends to increase behavioral,
emotional, and academic problems for adolescents.*”
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Overall, the less instability of an sort in the child’s life following divorce, the less
the impact on the child.

B. Behavior at School

Psychosocial Outcomes. One study found that children in pre-disrupted
families (whose parents’ relationship would later dissolve) exhibit more academic,
psychological, behavioral, and drug-related problems than children whose families
remained intact.*® Daniel Potter, referenced above, also found that the
deleterious effect of divorce on children’s psychosocial well-being is an important
factor in poor math and reading scores.””’

Absence. One study found that children whose parents divorced skipped nearly
60 percent more class periods than children from intact families. Girls appeared
to be more affected than boys.*”

Dropout, Suspension, or Expulsion. Children who experienced their parents’
divorce or separation are less likely to complete high school.” An Australian
study found that children of divorced families are 26 percent more likely to drop
out of secondary school than children raised in intact families, and found that
remarriage did not alleviate the effects of divorce on children’s educational
attainment.*"

C. Less College Attainment for Children

Children whose parents®'' or grandparents®?® divorce tend to have fewer years of
education. Divorce and separation reduces children’s likelihood of attending
college.”” Furthermore, 33 percent of students who have already completed
secondary school but who have experienced their parents’ divorce graduate from
college, compared to 40 percent among their peers from intact families. However,
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it seems that parental divorce has a greater impact on likelihood to complete
secondary school than college.*

College Expectations. Youth living in married stepfamilies and cohabiting
stepfamilies (i.e., with the mother’s live-in boyfriend /partner) and single-parent
families after a divorce or separation have lower college expectations than youth
who have always lived in intact families.*"

"Ever Received a Bachelor's Degree" by Structure of Family of Origin

Source: 1997 National Longitudinal Study of Youth
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IV. Effects on the Marketplace: Financial
Struggle

A. Financial Weakness among Children of Divorce as Adults
Much of the economic impact of divorce on children is mediated through the
parents, as research below demonstrates. However, parental divorce and
separation lead to a greater likelihood of enduring economic hardship,”® as well as
to decreased asset accumulation in adult life,”” eventual lower income®® and
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9 0

occupational status,”’ more materialism and compulsive buying,” and higher

likelihood of living in public housing by age 33.%*'

Among women whose parents divorced, “statistically significant differences exist
in educational attainment, level of household income, [and| receiving
welfare...compared with women raised in intact marriages.”*

Median Income and Net Worth by Family Type

Derived from Fed. Reserve Board Survey of Consumer Finance 2007
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A new concentration of the population into these classes,
A new economy

Family Income. According to 1994 data reported by Mary Corcoran, professor
of political science at the University of Michigan, children of divorced or
separated parents (though better off than children of always-single parent
families) are economically disadvantaged. “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.”* The
household income of a child’s family dropped, on average, by about 42 percent
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following a divorce.” Parents’ accumulated wealth differs widely across family
structures and affects the amount of financial support available for their
children’s college education. Compared with married parents (59 percent),
divorced parents (36 percent) are less likely to pay for all or most of their
children’s college expenses. Divorced parents (29 percent) are actually more likely
than married parents (17 percent) to provide no assistance at all.**

B. Financial Weakness among Divorced Women

Decreased Income. Many women experience a substantial decline in their
financial circumstances after divorce, which in turn affects their children.
Analysis of the 1987-1988 and 1992-1994 waves of the National Survey of
Families and Households found that household income for a mother and children
fell by $13,000 after divorce. Additionally, their standard of living was 20 percent
lower and their odds of owning a home were 12 percentage points lower.**

The detrimental effects of divorce on women’s income vary based on the relative
earnings capacity of the husband and wife. Women who experience the largest
income losses (38.5 percent for a mother with one child) are “the ‘low education’
mother|[s] who [were] married to a ‘high education’ man.”" Conversely, highly
educated mothers who were married to a less educated man experience the
smallest effect of divorce on their equivalent household income (11.2 percent).””

Poverty. High divorce rates mean that the children of poor families have fewer
adults to support them. Nearly 56 percent of poor families with children had only
one adult, but less than 14 percent of non-poor families with children have only
one adult.”” One study goes so far as to assert that “|c/hanges of family structure
[i.e., divorce| are by far the major cause of initial spells of poverty among female-
headed households.”™"
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Most women entering welfare dependency do so because of divorce, particularly
those women whose family’s income (prior to the divorce) was in the bottom half
of the income distribution.”" Seventy-five percent of all women who applied for
welfare benefits in the late 1980s did so because of a disrupted marriage or a
disrupted relationship in which they lived with a man outside of marriage.
Mothers who are employed at the time of the dissolution of their marriage are
much less likely to become welfare recipients than mothers who are not already
employed.*”

There is some question regarding the efficacy of child support in decreasing
poverty. Julia Heath found in 1992 that, particularly for white women, “[t|he
most consistent positive predictor of length of poverty spell is number of
children,” and wrote that this implied “that child support is not being sufficiently
ordered by the courts, that the awards rendered are too small, or perhaps that
the orders are not being enforced.”” Philip Robins found in 1986 that “because
the current legal system establishes such low child support award amounts, it
does not appear to be an effective antipoverty device.™ In general, as Paul
Amato and Alan Booth wrote, “many men appear to view fatherhood as a
package deal, accepting responsibility for children only as long as they are
married to the mother.”*

V. Effects on Government: Increased Crime,
Abuse, and Use of Drugs

A. Increased Crime Rates

Robert Sampson (then professor of sociology at the University of Chicago)
reported, after studying 171 cities in the United States with populations over
100,000, that the divorce rate predicted the robbery rate of any given area,
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regardless of its economic and racial composition. In these communities, he found
that lower divorce rates indicated higher formal and informal social controls
(such as the supervision of children) and lower crime rates.”’ In 1994, it was
reported in Wisconsin that the incarceration rate of juvenile delinquents was 12
times higher among children of divorced parents than among children of married
parents.” In a British longitudinal study of males aged eight to 32, David P.
Farrington, professor of criminology at Cambridge University, found experiencing
parental divorce before age 10 to be a major predictor of adolescent delinquency
and adult criminality.” Adolescents from divorced families (particularly those in
divorced single-father families) display more antisocial and violent behavior than
adolescents in biologically intact families.”” An Australian parliamentary review
of the literature found that divorce increases the likelihood that children will feel
hostility and rejection.*"!
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Children of divorced parents are significantly more likely than children of intact
married families to be delinquent by age 15, regardless of when the divorce took
place.*” A 1985 study that tracked one thousand families with children ages six to
18 for six years found that children living in intact married families exhibited the
least delinquency, while children with stepfathers were more likely to exhibit the
most disruptive behavior. (In this study, the behavior of single-parent children
fell between that of children of intact and stepfather families.)**

Parental divorce contributes to what some studies term “externalizing behaviors,”
which include weapon carrying, fighting, substance abuse, and binge drinking,.***
Another study found that the sons of divorced parents are at no greater risk of
involvement in delinquent behavior than boys living in intact families if the
mother and father “engage in competent parenting.”*

Good parenting on the part of divorced fathers achieved no such effects for the
daughters of divorce, according to this same study. Among adolescent girls, there
is a strong correlation between family structure and delinquency,* hostile
behavior,” drug use, larceny, skipping school,**® and alcohol abuse.” One study
found that parental divorce and maternal nonresidence led to delinquent behavior
in girls if the mother-daughter relationship was satisfying: A stronger relationship
correlated to more frequent exhibition of delinquency.*”
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B. Increased Abuse and Neglect

Child abuse is closely related to later delinquency, violence, and crime,”' and
childhood abuse is more likely in the context of parental divorce.”” Subjection to
pre-pubertal sexual contact is more common among children who have experi-
enced their parents’ divorce,” and individuals who had experienced sexual abuse
were significantly more likely than those who had not experienced sexual abuse to
have experienced an “adverse childhood event,” (such as parental divorce).”
Child neglect, which is frequently more psychologically damaging than physical
abuse,” is much more commonly present in families of separated and divorced
persons than of married persons.”®

Abuse is much higher among stepchildren (divorced and remarried) than among
children of intact families. One study of Brazilian families reported that higher
abuse rates in stepfamilies with stepfathers were attributable to higher incidence
of mothers abusing their children. This study reported that children in
stepfamilies with stepfathers were 2.7 times more likely to be abused than
children in biologically intact households.””
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Relative Rates of Physical Abuse by Family Structure

Source N1S-4, 2010
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Living with a stepfather increases a child’s likelihood of subjection to pre-
pubertal sexual contact.” The rate of sexual abuse of girls by their stepfathers is
at least six or seven times higher,” and may be as much as 40 times higher,*”
than sexual abuse of daughters by their biological fathers who remain in intact
families.

A study of 26 instances of fatal child abuse reported that 62 percent of
perpetrators were the stepfathers of the abused children and that 81 percent of
perpetrators were engaged in cohabiting relationships with the victimized child’s
mother (15 percent of perpetrators were married to the victimized child’s
mother).”" Another study reported that children under age five were 50 times
more like to suffer fatal abuse if they lived in homes with an unrelated adult
(particularly a mother’s boyfriend) than if they lived in a biologically intact
family.?
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Relative Rates of Sexual Abuse by Family Structure

Source NIS-4, 2010
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Margo Wilson and Martin Daly, professors of psychology at McMasters
University, Canada, reported that children two years old and younger are 70 to
100 times more likely to be killed at the hands of stepparents than at the hands
of biological parents.”” (Younger children are more vulnerable because they are
so much weaker physically.) British data are milder, but the research is not as
rigorous as the Canadian research. In Britain, fatal abuse of children of all ages
occurs three times more frequently in stepfamilies than in intact married
families.?**

C. Increased Use of Drugs and Alcohol

Parental divorce (as previously stated) predicts externalizing behavior, such as
tobacco use, alcohol consumption and binge drinking,*” and marijuana use.*”
Parental divorce or separation also predicts increased adolescent use of other
illegal drugs.*”
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Men who experienced their parents’ divorce as children (between ages seven and
16) are more likely to smoke as adults.*® Males who have experienced parental
divorce are also more likely to use alcohol and drugs.”® Women who experienced
parental divorce between ages seven and 16 (but not those whose parents
divorced later) are more likely to smoke and to drink heavily as adults than
women whose parents remained married.”

Ever Used Hard Drugs by Family Structure

Source: Adolescent Health Survey, Wave |. Adolescents grade 7-12.
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VI. Effects on Child Health: Stunted Physical
and Psychological Growth

A. Physical Health and Longevity

Parental divorce affects their children’s physical health and longevity. Those who
experience parental divorce or separation are more likely to have health
problems®™ (often in spite of maternal remarriage*™) such as a significant increase
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in injury rates, a doubled risk of asthma,”™ and increased risk of asthma-related

emergencies.”™ Children whose parents divorce are also more likely to contract
cancer of the upper aerodigestive tract, the esophagus, anus, pancreas, lungs, and
cervix. The authors add, “The results show that offspring of divorced parents
have increased cancer risks at tobacco-related, alcohol-related and sex-related
sites.”” A Swedish study showed that young men with divorced parents had a
slightly heightened risk of hospitalization and significantly increased risk of
mortality.*”

The child of divorced parents has a higher risk of premature death.”” According
to one study, parental divorce before the age of 21 is associated with a mortality
risk increase of 44 percent®™ and a lifespan shortened by an average of 4.5
years.”™ A child’s mortality risk increases when his parents’ divorce occurs before
reaching age four.”

B. Increased Emotional and Psychiatric Burdens

Divorce wreaks havoc on the psychological stability of many children.®® A
ranking generated by seventh and eighth grade students through a study in the
late 1980s ranked parental divorce as the third most stressful life event of a list of
125 life events or experiences. Parental divorce was only ranked as less stressful
than the death of a parent or close family member.” Furthermore, the
psychological effects of divorce are persistent: Children from divorced families
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have more emotional problems™ and negative feelings™ and less psychological
well-being®™ than adults than those from intact families.

Upon the divorce of their parents, children experience a wide range of emotional
reactions, including sadness,” anger,™ loneliness,”™ depression,”™ heightened
anxiety,” worry, lower life satisfaction,” lower self-esteem®” and self-
confidence,” fear, yearning, rejection, conflicting loyalties, and a sense of fault
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Survey of Children found that divorce was associated with a higher incidence of
several mental health problems in children: depression; withdrawal from friends
and family; aggressive, impulsive, or hyperactive behavior; and either behaving
disruptively or withdrawing from participation in the classroom.”” Parental
divorce may also contribute to the development of mood disorders, bipolar I
disorder, dysthymia (mild chronic depression), depression, and post-traumatic
stress disorder.*”

When children experience parental divorce before age five, they are particularly
vulnerable to emotional conflicts at the time of their parents’ separation.”” They
will frequently cling to their parents and “regress” to bedwetting and other
behaviors more characteristic of younger children. Older children, rather than
clinging, frequently withdraw from home life and seek intimacy elsewhere.”® If
divorce occurs while the children are teenagers (12 to 15 years old), they tend to
react in one of two very different ways: by attempting to avoid growing up or by
attempting to “speed through” adolescence.” Finally, early sexual activity,
substance abuse or dependence, hostile behavior, and depression are all more
likely following divorce. These reactions are most likely if the parents divorced
prior to age five, slightly less so if they divorce after age 10, and seemingly least
of all during the five- to 10-year-old phase.*”

Divorce is related to increased depression and anxiety for both boys and girls of
all ages.™ However, boys find parental divorce more emotionally disturbing than
girls do,™ and that “boys with divorced parents tended to be more depressed
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than those from two-parent families regardless of the psychological adjustment,
level of conflict, or quality of parenting manifested by their parents.”"”

Psychological problems are less severe for those whose pre-divorce families were
high-conflict families.*” According to Paul Amato of the Department of Sociology
at Pennsylvania State University, child and adult well-being may actually
improve after the end of an extremely conflicted marriage.*”

International Findings. The British National Longitudinal study of children
born in 1958 found that those who experienced parental divorce between ages
seven through 16 experienced significant increase in their risk of
psychopathology.® A large Finnish study found that 22-year-old children of
divorced parents experienced more job loss, that sons experienced more conflict
with supervisors and teachers, and that daughters experienced more interpersonal
conflict.* A large sample from Sweden (over 14,000 participants) confirms the
negative effects of parental divorce on mental health, no matter the
socioeconomic status of the family.*” German research yields similar findings,*”
as does an Australian parliamentary report.*"
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C. Damaging Behaviors

Suicide. Child suicide is often triggered by thoughts that his divorced parents
reject him®"' or have lost interest in him.* The fact that the suicide rate has
risen along with the divorce rate is no coincidence.”® One study reported that
risk of a suicide attempt was higher in divorced families, though the association
was eliminated after controlling for adverse experiences.”* As the work of Patricia
McCall, a sociology professor at North Carolina State University, shows, the
strongest demographic indicator of suicide is the family structure within which a
person resides: the divorced family structure has the highest suicide rate.*?

Women from divorced families are 1.46 times as likely to attempt suicide as
women from intact families.”® An earlier study by the same author found that
women raised in divorced families are 1.33 times as likely to attempt suicide; this
finding holds true even after adjusting for various confounding factors, such as
age, race, and income.”” This link between parental divorce and the rise in
adolescent suicide has been found again and again in the literature.’”® Cross-
cultural studies of Japan and the United States have clearly demonstrated the
link between divorce and suicidal thought.*"
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Destructive Behavior. A meta-analysis of 72 studies shows that parental
divorce has a very strong effect on the likelihood of engaging in juvenile
delinquent acts.” Boys from divorced families exhibit more risky behavior than
boys from intact families.” Confirming the Amato conclusion referred to
earlier,” children in high-conflict households whose parents remain married
exhibit more severe destructive behavior than children whose parents actually
divorce.*

VII. Research Has Not Yet Found the

Terminus of These Long-term Effects

Unlike the experience of divorced former spouses, a child’s suffering does not
reach its peak at the divorce and then level off. Rather, the effect of the parents’
divorce can be played and replayed throughout the next three decades of a child’s
life.””* For instance, an Australian parliamentary 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 repercussions still clearly affected the
income, health, and behavior of many of the grown children.”® As Paul Amato
writes, “Though some adults and children adjust relatively quickly to
divorce...others exhibit long-term deficits in functioning.”™® Children’s well-being
over the long term is determined by circumstances both prior to and after their
parents’ divorce.**

Intergenerational Effects. Divorce has a profound intergenerational effect.
One study showed that “ever-divorced grandparents live significantly farther
away from the parent and grandchild...report a weaker relationship with the
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parent...and are more likely to be part of a family system where both generations
have divorced (13 [percent| vs. 3 [percent]).””

Paul Amato and Jacob Cheadle studied the long-reaching effects of divorce across
three generations and found that “[d]ivorce in the first (G1) generation was
associated with lower education, more marital discord, weaker ties with mothers,
and weaker ties with fathers in the third (G3) generation. These associations
where mediated by family characteristics in the middle (G2) generation, including
lower education, more marital discord, and greater tension in the early parent-
child relationships.”” This study demonstrates that parental divorce has
consequences for children and subsequent generations. Amato and Cheadle also
reported in this study that “|p]arental divorce doubled the odds of divorce” in the
child’s own life.**

Soon to Come Increase in Costs. Of special note is the finding that children
of divorce are less likely to think they should support their parents in old age.*
This finding portends a monumental public cost problem for the frequently-
divorced baby boom generation as it becomes the dependent elderly generation in
the first half of the 21st century.

Conclusion

The family is the building block of society, and marriage is its foundation.
Divorce has pervasive weakening effects on children and on all of the five major
institutions of society—the family, the church, the school, the marketplace, and
government itself. However, this foundation is growing weaker as fewer adults
marry, more adults divorce, and more adults choose single parenthood or
cohabitation.*”
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Society’s major institutions (family, church, school, marketplace and government)
all have a great interest in reducing divorce to almost zero, for it weakens each
institution by weakening the human capacities of each laborer, citizen, worshiper,
and student that it touches. Leaders of these institutions must shoulder their
responsibility to end the culture of rejection. Policymakers, pastors, and
academics all bear the responsibility to motivate them in that direction.

American children today are weaker than children of previous generations—
intellectually, morally, emotionally, and physically, and our human capital is
decreasing.*® Moreover, the American nation today is socially weaker than in the
past, and the America of tomorrow will be weaker still. For instance, few are
willing to point to divorce as a major contributor to our economic problem.
Americans in the media and in politics are comfortable pointing at a failing
educational system or at teenage unwed mothers and the deleterious effects they
have on children and society, but no one likes to dwell on the pervasive and
broad negative effects of divorce.

It is necessary to know reality and the facts in order that we see and understand
the whole bleak picture and are moved to set about the task of rebuilding a
culture of families based on marriage, a culture of love and belonging, with all the
societal props and protections necessary to make this familial norm normal once
again. Each and every child deserves it. The nation needs it.
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