Issue 20: Introduction

How Harmful Is Di*mme to Children?

.A.ccording to demographer Andrew

Chedlin of Johns Hopkins University, about

half of recent first marriages will end in dis-
¢ solution. Slightly more than half of ol di-
- vorces involve minor children {ie, under
. the age of 18}, and it is sstimated that about
40 percent of all U.S. children will experi-
 gnce parental divorce before reaching
- adulthood. Therefore, divorce is a common
| experience in our society. It does not seem
"t be an experience that people feel newtral
s about, however, In fact, the issue of divorce
‘has evoked strong emotional responses
| from politicians, scholars, government offi-
cials, and hosts of others.

¢ Paul Amato (2000}, Penn State Univer-
isity socielogist, concluded from his review
of the research on divorce during the 1990s,

on ane side are those who see divorce as
an importast contributor 1o mwany sociyl
problems. On the other side are those
who sex divorce as a largely benign force
that provides adelis with a second
chance for happiaess and rescues chil-
dren froro dysfunctional and aversive
home environments. Based on the acou-
i nudated research of the 1990s—and of
i earlier denades—it is reasonable 16 con-
.- clude that both of these views represent
one-sided accentuations of reality. . . .
Divorce benefits some individuals, Jeads
athers to experience temporary decre-
‘ments in well being that tmprove over
time, and forces athers on a2 dowoward
cycle from which they might never fully
recover {p. 1282)
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ing probiem and his parents are

-

The following two articles zive you a fla-
vor of the sorts of arguments about divos
that are common. As you read look for fe
flamumarary fanguage {as 2 hing, the terms
“broken fanlizs” and “fasdly valuss orisad
ers” are used, both depoting =
though there is certainby rese:
ing that, on average, childy

g
p e

many outeomes {e.g., depressiorn
difficoliies), the differences
probiem comes when the mea
differences 5 pusundersion
ized to all chiddren wiw have o
divoree.

Another problem with the condl
people draw from the Hievaturs on
i5 that we eyl 1o look for “one-vari
luticns”—we wani to find one ©
problems. Forexample, ifa child

the divoree nmrust ba the cause of th
problem. Unfortunately, ane-var
planatons are almost never appl
human behavior Divoree 1s a con
cass. It is obvious that thers is st o
that we need to know sboot divaroe.

Reference

Amate, P (2000). The consequences of dive
for adults sond children. THe fourad o
riage i the Faomiily, 62, 126%- 4287, &



20a

Staying Together for the Sake

of the Children
Walter Kirn

One afrernoon when Juanne was ¢ years
old she came home from schend and notived
something mxssing, Her father's jewelry box
had disappeared from its usual spot on her
parents’ bureau. Worse, her mother was still
in bed. "Daddy’s moved out,” her mother
told her: Joanne panicked, Shebegantosob.
And even though Joanoe 1s 40 now, 2 mar-
ried Los Angeles homemaker with children
of her own, she clearly remembers what she
did next thar day. Her vision blurred by
tears, she searched through the house that
was suddenly not a home for the jewelry box
that wasn’t there.

Tirne heals all wounds, they say. For chil-
dren of divorce like Joanne, though, time
has a way of baring old wounds ton. For Jo-
anne, the fears that her parenis’ split un-
feashed feelings—of abandonment, of oss,
of coming home one day and noticing some-
thing missing from the bedroome—deep-
enad as the vears went by, Bursts of bitter-
ness, jealousy, and doubt sent her intg
psychotherapy. “Before Lmet my hushand,”
she remembers,

I sabotaged all my other relationships
withmen because { assamed they wouiu
fail. There was always something in the
hack of my head. The enly way I can de-
scribe it {3 o void, unfinished business
that I couldn’ get to.

For America’s childreen of divorce—a mil-
lion new cnes every year—unfinished busi-
ness is a way of life, For adults, divorce is a
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conclusion, but for children its the b g m-
aing of urcertainty, Where will {1 ne” '
see my friends sgain? Will my mom’s
boyfriend leave her ton? Going hac
arlv TOs-the vears thay des
mark as the imubnmg of a d*
that has receded oniyv ‘iwhtiq ge
decades of hand wringing
6"5"/ hd\- debai#-d 31&:&’ eﬁ‘

"‘nf*, do B‘; arguing over ﬂ.”s“
heads or L;uarrr??z o out of a;sz«hos', ¥
closed. doors. Whenever concernes
talk ser iously about vwhat's »
dren of divarce, they seen: 1o hok
Cussion in a seiting--3 Couriroont o3
lature or ;mf'versity where v
aren’t allowed.

That’s mangmg The children ars gro
now, and a nuraber ars speaking
stories of pain that didn’t go gwao
ment they turned 18 or even 4. A

new books is fueling a backlash nﬂi a;o::aj.
divorce iusell but agains: the ion g

kids somehow coost through it ‘Qi*z“;‘mrz;
Staal's The Love They Lot (Delacor e Press
written by a child of diverce, is part e ol
and part generational survey, a melancholy
volume about the search for 2
who remember the loss of love 00
The Caze jor Marrigge by Linda Wal
Maggie (maiag}mr (Deanbled:

the positive, arguing hat ey
rages pourish childeen e
practically.
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The most controversial book comes frinm
Judith Wallerstein, 78, a therapist and re-
tired lecturer at the University of California,
Berkeley fn The bnex(zmmgd Legacy of Di-
vorce (Hyperion) she argues that the harm
caused by divoree is graver and longer last-
ing than we suspected. Her work raises a
question that some folks felt was settled
hack in the days of Love dmerican Sivie:
Should parents stay together for the kids?

Listening to children from broken fami-
es is Wallersiein's lifework. For nearly
three decades, in her current book and two
previous omes, she has compiled and re-
Hlevted on the stories of 131 children of di-
vorce. Based on lengthy, in-depth inter-
views, the stories are seldom happy. Some
are tragic. Almost all of them are as muving
as good fiction. There the story of Paula,
who as a girl old Wallerstein, “T'os going tor
find a new mommy,” and as a younyg wimnan
—t00 young, it turned oui—impulsively
married a rman she hardly hoew. Theres
Rilly, born with a heart defect, whose par-
ents parted coolly and amicably but failed
i provide for his pressing medical needs.

It's the rare scademnic who can make a

reader cry. Maybe that’s why, with each new
instailment, Wallerstein’s study has created
shock waves, shaping public opinien and
-even the law. Her attention- -getting style has
Cproved divisive. For experts in the field of
family studies (who tend to guarrel at least
as bitterly as the dvsfunctional clans they
analyze), she's a polariz ivg figure. To her
admirers, this mother of three and gramd-
mother of five, who has been married to the
same man for 53 vears, is a brave, compas-
:sionate voice in the wilderness. To her de-

tractors, she's o melodvamaric docmaayer, a
crank.

What drew someone from such a stable
background to the study of marital distress?
the #nd of the 1960s, Wallerstein, whose
hD. is in clinical psychology, took a job
onsulting at a large community mental
1eaith center in Marin Courty just as the so-

ial dam began to crack. “We started to get
miplaints,” she says, “from nursery sihool

achers and parents: ‘Ohar children are hav-

g avery hard time., What should we do?”

The prevailing view at the time, she
was that divorce was no big deal for Lu 3 55-1:-
much for the power of positive thinking
"‘y‘" ; P § o) }3 }w <, [ -

Ve pegan o get all these guestios 's,
Wallerstein remermbers. “The LI’,, dren

sleepless. The children in the nurs
school were aggressive, They were ot of
eonirol” When Wallerszein hit the library

for answers, she discoversd there
none. The research hardly existed,
decided 0 do ber own, She had o
about what she w a;dd fearn. “Tanw
children very upsu " she savs, "t § ol
expected that it would be Seeting.”

Her hunch was wrong. Paradise for
from raptured families waso't sasily
gained. Once cast our of the domestic ¢
den kids dreamed of getting hack in. 1

eswdt more often than not was frustra
aud anxiety. Children of diviyce sudfer de
pression, learning difficultiss an d oiher
psychological pm? lems moore i
than those of intact familics. 8o
lerstein’s colleaguss, not to menti
less divorced parents, felf they wer
guilt-wipped by a sguare. They u,ci;
t0 hear this somber news.

Now, decades later, some still don't wary
to hear her. For parents, her bo '
finding, to be sure, is hardly upbes
reassuring: children ske a a fong time t
over divorce. Tndeed, its most harmbul
profound «ffects terad 1o show up as the b
dren reach marturity and strug '
their own adult relationships. T he
shy. The slightest vonflict sends them
ning. Expecting disaster; they creuts
tern, “They look ioz love o sirange j
Wallerstein says. "They muake i'z—*n'ib'\: &7
of judgment fns ’«hom they choose.”

Marcie Schwalrm, 26, 2 Bloomingts
legal secretary w those parents spl
she was four, iHestrates Wa, Hersteio’s :_;;
well. As a young wornan she coulddn’t seem
to stick with th«: same boviriend, 1 tha
guys were for di > ard for bros
with a few weeks later,” she says. i
go into a relationship wondering bow i
going toend.” ¥ x.,iih ‘z‘icmzma’«s, Ay
bea: told her she had a probless. She
ried now, and her feelings about o
have a hardline, 19303 rone: “Dive

s

Eg
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something Tam going 1 go through. T would
do whatever it takes to keep the martiage to-
gether”

Krishna Herrndobler, 17, 30t so sure
that harmony can be willed. Now a high
school student in Benton, 1L, she too was 4
whern her parests called it quits. She says
she has no memories of the rauma, just an
abiding skepticism about marriage and a
resolve to setide for nothing less thao the
ideal man. “Idon’t wapt my kius to wind up
in a single- parcnt situation,” she says.

And I don’t want to have kids with 2 man
Idont WLl 1 be married o forever. 1
don’t believe Ui the fairy tale. Thopeitex-
ists, bur I really dont believe it does,

And therein les another problem, ac
cording to Wallerstein: the belief, quite com-
mon in children of d}&»ome, that marriage is
either a fairy sale or nothing. These jitiery,
idealistic children tend to hold out for the
perfect mate—-only to find they have a very
lonig walt., Worse, once thevre convinced
thev've found hirn, they're often let down
H;Uh remantic expeciations tend to give
way, Wallerstein reports, to bitter clisiliiz-
sionents. Children from broken families
tend to marry later, yet divorce more often
than those from intact homes,

So divorce often screws up kids, In itself,
this 1811t news, though many experts feel
Wallerstein overstates the case. That di-
vorce may screw them up for a long, long
time and put them at risk for wuytmncr
from drug abuse 1o a loveless, solitary old
age is more disturhing—and even more de-
batable.

Besides her conclusions on children’s
long-term prospects fo;iuwing divoree,
Wallerstein makes another E"?a.}()l point in
her book—one that may result in talk-shosw
Hstfighis. Here i is: Children don’t nee
their parents to like each other. They dun't
sven need them 10 he especially ctvil. They
need ther to stay together, for better or
warse, This imperative cornes with aster-
isks, of cowrse, but fewer than one might
think. Physicel abuse, substance addiction,
and other severe pathologies cannot be ol-
erated i any home. Absent these, howeves,
Wallersiein stands Firm; a lousy marriage,

ast where the children’s welfare is con-

d peats a great divorce,
The shouiing “has alre ady staried. Fo fw*',:"
historian Stc‘phamﬂ Coontz, author of T
Way We Never Were: American Famifies g
the Nostalgia Trap (Basic} gu estis s
value of papering sver cox 3‘{ fots for the ki
sake. “For many couples.” Coontz savs,

('.'

things only gat worse and “%tr‘(, ,uci
mertmﬁ Iy, five years down the rod.
they ensd up getting divorced anyvw oy, o
ter years of contempt for each other arad
ouiside affairs,

Coontz doesn’t believe in social time ¢
Unlike Wallerstein, whose investign
deep it rather sarrow {the fami
original study wexre all white, af fiu
dents of the same Northern © ai‘fi__,
c:oumy, induding nomwm‘king

ioont/ ta}\f—*s a I wg view of div
1940s the average marrisge end
death of the spouse,” Cooniz savs.

Bt life expectancy is greater today
there s more ;ucteszhzti for wouk
marriage. We have to becoms comio
akle with the complexity and arshi
of every family situaiion and bis o
umqm needs,

Thaat's just a lot of fancy, high-fown
tx Wallerstein and her mﬁnwers. AT
dnesn't put dinner on the able op dyd
kidls 10 soccer prastice ar save for thaw ool
lege education. Parents do, And e ;
tend to have trouble doiog these things
they get divoreed. In nbs;-t:mmg wiy:
wrong for kids when their folks o %
»ph Wallersiein is nothing if nost praciival.
Its notjest the absence of }.rDblﬁ‘i 2T 0 g=
els that hothers her; its the r}c‘pi::m
accounts, the dz«mpted plav-group s
ules, the frozen dinners. }’mcnar 3
parent better, shes Found, when the
pwo of them. Do Kids wane pesce &
DIONY At home? Ofcouarse. ‘m;\,
tor hot meals. o

David Blankenharn, president of the In- &
stitute for American Vi }iuex BEYS i

S .\

Thers was 2 sepse in the iy especially,
and even iota the '80s, that the bapant
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divorce on children was like catching a
cold: they would sutfer for 2 while and
then bounce back,

he says. "More than anvone else in the
coustry, Judith Wallerstein hag shown that
that’s not what happens.” Fine, but does
this oblige couples to pwddle through 1rds-
ery so that Johnny won't fire up a joint
someday or dump his giclfiend out of inse-
curity? Blankenhorn answers with the sort
of certainty one expects from a man with
his imposing title.
If the question is, if unhappily married
parents sitay Eooeth:‘r for the sake of
their kids, will that decision benefit their
children?. the answer is ves.

We can guess bow the moral stalwarts
will answer such guestions. What about or-
dinary earthlings? Virginia Gafford, 36, a
foas pmduu saleswoman in Pawleys Island,
S, first married when she was 19, The mar-
rizge lasted 3 vears. She married again, had

¢ asecond child, Denyse, and divorced again.
¢ Denyse was 14, She developed the classic
 symptorns. Bovirieads jilted her for being
i too needy. She longed for the perfect mas,
who was nowhere 1o be fournd. “T had really
high expectations,” sayvs Denyse. " wanted
Superman, so the}, wouldn’t do what Dad
had done.” Denyse isin college now and get-
ting fine grades, but her mother still has cer-
un regrets. “If { could go hack and hnd any
way to save that marriage, 'd do it/ " she
says. “And I'd tell anvone else to do the
same.”

- For Wallerstein and her supporters, per-
saal growth is a poor excuse for dragging
the little ones through a custody battle that
st iight divide thelr viuluerabie souls into
0 neat, separats halves doorged to spend

ram;l}y }.a w attor ue} in Lo.z.am;m, &if,
has served as an administrative judge in di-
vorce cases. Restless couples who me

noed their space, in ber opinion, had be
think twice and think hard. “If people sre i
vorcing just because of choices they wani 1o
make, [ think at 5 pretiy tough oL the kids”
Watson savs, “Juat because vou're going o
feel better, will they?“

That, of course, is the million-dollar
question. Wallersiein's answer is no, they'l
feet worse. Theyll feel worse for guie o
while, in fact, and may not know why u
they find themselves in court, deciding
where their own kids will spend Christinas.
If's mo wonder Wallerstein's eritics find hey
depressing.

Hear chief message to marrisd parents is
clear: Suck it up it you I}‘U"))l{;gv CAIL, @
stick it out. But even if vou agres with W
lerstein, how realistic is such Spartan
vice? The experts disagree. Then again,
advice is not {for exparts, It's directed :
ple bickering in thebr kirchen and stari
at the ceiling of their bedroom. fts d
at parents who have slready divorced and
are sitting alone in front of the TV, contern-
plating a second try, The wuth and useful-
ness of Wallerstein’s Endings will be t
in bouses and spartments, N parks ar
playgrounds, not in sterile think tacks.
Someday, assaming we'rs in a maood 10 Ha-
ten, miflions of children will give us the ve-
sudts.

R

Kirn, W {Seprember 25, 2000). "Shouid You Stay To-
gether for the Sake of the Kids?” Time, 156 {13} 74~
82 Topyright © 20080 Tima Inc. Reprinted by paris-
sion,
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Divorcing Reality

Stephanie Coontz

Every time it seems America may fnally
be coming 1o terms with how much and
how irrev c:*“sxhiv our families have changed,
anew wave of panic breaks over s, Most re-
cently it's been a rediscovery of the "catas-
trophe” of divorce. This past surmer a new
faw took effect in Louisiana, giving people
the chance to choose a “covenant marriage”
inwhich the state will enforce o agresimers
not to divorce except for adultery, physical
or sexual abuse, alcoholism, or a year’s
abandonment. The sponsor of the bill says
tie has since received calls froom lawmakers
all over the couniry inquiring how to insti-
tute sirpilar laws, At least 19 states already
have legislation pending to “slow down" di-
voree,

Most of the ammumition for this cam-
paign is drawn from Judith Wallerstein’s
longitudinal study of 131 children whose
parents divorced in 1971, In 1989, Waller-
siein published a study claiming that al-
most half had esperienced serious long-
terme psvchelogical problems that iuter-
fered with their love wod work lives, Tids
sumnmer she released an update based on 26
of these voung adulis, all of whom bad been
2 o 4 vears old when their parents sepa-
rated. They had been extremely vulnerable
to drug and aleshol abuse as teens, she re-
ported, and were siill plagued in cheir 20s
arg! 30 by unsiable relationships with their
fathers, low educational achievement and
severs anyieties about commitment.

The media pounced. I found more than
200 newspaper articles and opinion pleces
trumpeting the "new” finding that divores
was “worse than we thought,” a “catastro-

phe” for kids. While Wallersiein herseff op-
poses legal restrictions an divorce, she has
done little to distance herself from those
wheclieherwork in support ﬂf theuswe
sade. “I've been so misguoted in Ames
she told Mother Jones two vears sge. “{oan-
not worry about it anymore.”

But there is good reason o waorry al

the massive publicity accorded Wo Ve
siein’s work. Her estimates of the visks of
vorce are more than bwice as high as thoge
of any other reputable researc sher i the
fizld. Her insistence that the probdems sh
finds were raused by the divorce itself
rather thaa by pre-existing problems i the
mmarriage, represents apn oversiroplified vo-
tion of vause and effect repudiated by mow
souial scientists and contradicted by b
own svidence.

Wallerstein studied 66 Maric Couw
couples, mostly white and atfluent, whe di-
vorced in 1971, Her sample was drawn from
farnilies refarred to her clinic h(sm& &
were already experiencing adiustipernt
problems. Indeed, participanis were e
cruited by the offer of counseling in ex-
change for commitineni 10 a long-temm
study. This in jtself casts serious doubt on
the applicability of Wallerstein’s Sndings.
The people most lkely 10 by attvacied 15 an
offer of lomg-term counseling snd most
tikely to stick with it over many vears age obx
viously those most likelv 1o fecl they need 6.
And after 25 vears in o siudy sbout the «f-
fects of divarce, the children are unlikelv o
consider any altemative Xy danations of the
difficalties they have had in their Hves,

i3,




Wallerstein says she tried to weed out se-
verely disturbed childven, yat the appendix
to her original study, published in 1984, ad-
maits that only one-thivd of the families she
worked with were assessed as having “ade-
guate psychologival funciioning” prior 1o
the divorce. Half the parenis had chronic
depression, severe peurntic difficulties, or
“lomg-standing problems in controlling
their rage or sexual impulses.” Nearly 3
cpaarter of the couples reported that there
had been violence in thelr marriages. It is
thus likely that many of the probleis since
experienced by their children stemued
fronithe parents’ bad marriages rather than
their divarces, and would not have bsen
avertied had the couples staved togsther
Other researchers studying children who do
poorly after divorce have found that behav-
ior problems were often already svident
gight o 12 vears hefore the divorce took
place, suggesting that both the maladjust-
ment and the divorce were syimptoms of
more deep-rocted family and parenting is-
sues.

This is not to say that all the problems
Wallerstein found van be explained by pre-
existing family dynarmics. While children in
intact farnilies with high levels of conflict
usually do worse than children in divorced
or neveriarried families, children’s well-
being often does deterinrate when a mar-
riage not marked by severe conflict comues
10 an el Divorce can trigger new difficad-
ties connected to loss of income, school re-
focation, constriction of extended family
ties, or escalation of hostility over issues
ke custody and finances. (In Wallerstein's
- sample, many women had not heen sro-
-ploved during the mariage; forced entry
~into the workplace increases the risk of de-
pression and distraction, whick can affect
“the quality of parenting.} Intense contlict
" after divoree can be even more damaging to
~children than intense conflict within mar-
dage. .
Siill, more represemtative samples of kids
fromm divorced parents vield much lower es-
imates of risk than Wallarsiein’s. Paul
Amato and Bruce Keith, reviewing nearly
revery single quantitative study that has
‘been dome on divores, found some clear as-
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sociatinns with lower levels of child well-
being. But these were, on averags, “not
large.” And the more carefully controlied
the studies under review, the smaller wers
the differences reported.

Interestingly, children whose parenis di-
varced in more recent generations sre expe-
riencing less severe problems than thoss
whase parents divorced when laws and so
cial stigmas were stricter, Indesd, a just-
published study of 180 Bustop-area fansilies
conducted by psychologist Abigail Stewart
tound that while most voungsters had
slightly poorer than average ruental healtha
few months after the divores, their overall
mental health had rebounded 1o average
lavels after 18 months.

Wallerstein rejects these studies becauss
they do not take accountof what sheternisa
“sleeper effect,” in which problems caused
by divaerce do not show up untl vears later
But larger long-term studies do not suppornt
this claim, though there may be g slesperefs
fect for children whose parents continue o
battle after the separation. Mavis Hether-
ington, who has studied more than 1,500
children of divereed parents, reports that
the large majority grow up socially and psy-
chologivally well-adjusted.

Sorne past studies have condirmed that
children of divorced parents are more Hielv
to get divorced themsselves. Bor another
new study shows that even this so-calied
fnheritability of divorce is also on the de-
cline. UCLA researcher Micholas Wolfioger
found that between 1974 and 1993 there
was a 30 percent decreass in the tendency
for people whose parents had divorced o
get divorced themselves.

Family values crusaders often argus ox-
plicitdy that a Httle bit of exaggeration, or ag
feast a use of worst-zase scenarios, s justh
fied in discussing the effects of divoree be-
cause emphasis oo children’s restlisnce muay
tead couples to wke divorce too Hghtly Ttis
probably true that some people are wrwill-
ing 1o do the hard work of trving o make ¢
relationship succeed, or do not give auifi-
cient thewght o the difficidides they or thelr
children may face after divorce. But rising

rates of divorce and single parenthaocd
come less from me-first individualism than
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from long-term historical forces that are
not going to be reversed by trying to scare or
guile-trip people into staying married.

If vou graph the divorce vate since the
1890s, the current rate is axactly where
you'd expect it to be from the trends during
the first half of the century. The age of mar-
riage s at an all-time high for women; at the
other end of the line, a person who reaches
agz A0 can expect to Hve, on averags, an-
other 20 vears. The institution of marviage
organizes a smaller portion of people’s Hves
and social reles than ever before. The eco-
nonic autonomy of women means that de-
pvndf:rue no jonger preserves niarriages,
and the m«mbe:ra { people who exist com-
fortably and happily outside marriage cre-
ates an ever-present alternative for people
who are unhappy with their mates. No
amount of coercion Is going to put the
roothpaste back in the tube.

In these circumstances, cocrcion would
only make things worse for the very people
the anti-divorce crusaders say they want to
protect, Contrary to conservative rhetoric,
women have historically needed the legal
protection of divorce more than men have.
For centuries, men’s greater sovial and eco-
nomic power forced many wives to put up
with a hushand's affairs or his humiliating
treztmect. Men also had more resources to
fight a divorce or penalize a woman for
“fault” under older laws. The fact that two-
thirds of all divorces today are initiated by
women indicates that MARY WOen are
grateful for the easing of divorce laws.

One gronip of women has been badly hury
by no-fault divorce in the absence of strong
ahm(mv faws: Woemen wheo plaved by the
old female homemaker rujes and whase
husbands threw out the rulebonk alto-
gether. Bur making divorce harder and
more acrimonions Would uot protect thess
women. Would a woman whi doesn't want
a divorce really be better off if the law says
her busband can't divorce her except incase
of adultery or viclence? What would
prevent him from deserting the family, en-
gaging io abuse, provoking her o a com-
promising situation or even fabricating evi-
dence of her adultery? Better to make sure
that steonyg child-support laws are enforced,

Ditvarce v Children?

and that husbands whose wives sac
income and education for the sake o
marriage pay spuwsal support.

Slowing down divorce is not nsg
int the best interests of children eith
couple can repair their marmiage &
vefop an effective parental alliancs ¢
kids wi H certaindy benefit. Buy ;zamrw -
ple to “iry harder and longer” cao make
things worse if the marrisge dees event
fail. Most studies find that divorc
more damaging § ‘
hetween the ages of 11 and 1o than wi
they occur between 7 and 11 This dossy
miean parents should rush into divorce, By 1r
it does mean that we should bewors of
frightaning or pressuring couples into pro-
longing a marriage that may well zod up
being intolerable 1o one v the oihern

We may be able to save more potentially
healthy marriages than we correnthe do, bag
only by modernizing marriage, rai‘ww}“m—
ing up a model based on women's i
fice. Moderndzing marriage roeans getting

men and women o share child care and

housework more equaliy. helpiog c:‘::n_zpi 2
manage confet in less destrucibve
and building familv-friendly workph
that muake iv possible 1o raise ¢ }niuru, with
less stress. (Of course, such measures will
also make it easter for divorsing cmiples,
single parents, and anrnarried pariners o
raise children.)

It may be true, as conservatives cha
that lessening the stigma snd stress at
tached to s‘mg, parenting wiil lead some
peuple 1o hurn jo divorce befors exploriag
other options, but ity alse true that as di-
vorce has goiten roore acceptalde it has also
gottern lesa damaging. In 1978, 3 national
sample found that only 30 percewt of di-
vorved couples were able 1o contaln or con-
trol their anger in a way that sllowed ther
Ly CO-parent gffutzveiy, A m.om recent Call-
formia study of diverving coarples Fovpud *f“,zi
three o four vears alter separation, only
guarter of divorced parents were engag edin
conflici-ridden co-parenting.

Similar progress has cocurred in post-di-
vorce parental comtact. Surveys at the b
ginning of the 8(s found tiut et
percent of children living with




mothers had not seen their fathers in the
preceding vear, while only 17 percent re-
ported visiting their fathers weekly. But a
1988 survey fond that 25 percent of previ-
ously married fathers saw their children at
least once a week, and only 18 percent had
not visited their children during the past
vear As divorce has become more copunon,
more fathers have hegun fo work out ways
of remaining in touch with thelr children,
while roore mothers seeny willing to enconir-
age such involvement. Researchers can help
promote these new trends by explaining
what we know both about how to create
better marriages and how to parent roore et
fectively after a divorce.

Fortunately for the public, a2 national
group of family researchers and clinicians
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has just formed o new crganization to
dinate and disseminate the latast rese

States. The Covnctl on Comdemporary
hies will counter politicized and ove

currert anti-divorcs crusade with a more
muanced account of the changing ciroun
stances and challenges facing todays di-
verse famdlies. In the meantime, parents
and the general public should tabe a hard,
critical fook at the claims of the angi-diverce
crusade. 4

Coontz, S, {1997). "Rivercing Realivy” The Nogen, 285
{16}, 21-24. Reprinted with permission from the Ne-
vember {7, 1997, issue of The Nasion.




