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Handout for Week 12 Lecture: DIVORCE (‘MARITAL DISSOLUTION’)

[Some “health warnings”: (i) people cannot divorce after cohabitation if they have not married; (ii) people often separate without divorcing (at least in the short term); (iii) many divorces occur post-remarriage; (iv) ‘marital breakdown’ does not necessarily lead to separation or divorce].

Post-war patterns and trends in divorce in Britain

(See overheads, and see Dormor, 1992, for comparisons with rest of Europe).

Increasing number of petitions for divorce since about 1940, roughly stable 1950-1960, then rapid growth 1960, slowing around 1980. 

Duration, period and cohort effects:

Duration: Peak divorce rate about 3-4 years into marriage, irrespective of period and
 age at marriage.  (Peak has moved earlier as legal constraints have evolved). 
Period: (Local) Peak at end of Second World War.

Cohort: Increasing proportion of divorces in successive marriage cohorts



(by any specific duration of marriage; Coleman and Salt, 1992, 



present findings from Haskey showing a less than 15% rate after



35 years for the 1950 cohort, and projected rates after 35 years



of about 25% for the 1960 cohort and over 35% for the 1987 cohort).

For more recent period/cohort-related findings for England and Wales, see Wilson and Smallwood (2008), and also http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/index.html (search for ‘Divorce’, and then choose Divorces in England and Wales – 2011).
More ‘static’ recent period/cohort rates partly reflect increasing ages at marriage.  

Theoretical and conceptual issues

Gary Becker (1981) provides an economic model of marriage focusing on the utility attached to a marriage; if the utility falls below zero (i.e. if the ‘costs’ outweigh the ‘benefits’) the marriage ends. This model need not be restricted to economic factors, e.g. one might consider ‘emotional costs’, though there are clearly problems in measuring the effects of such factors.

According to Hart (1976) we need to consider:

The value attached to marriage (commitment), and factors that affect it

Conflict between spouses, and factors that generate it

Opportunities to ‘escape’ from marriage, and factors that increase them

Though Hart’s perspective is sociological it is, perhaps, surprisingly consistent with Becker’s model. She also notes different levels of analysis: personal, microsociological and macrosociological.

Dormor (1992) considers that divorce patterns reflect barriers to divorce (including legal and economic constraints), changing values and expectations from marriage, and the circumstances of marriage (the last category is a little vague but seems primarily to relate to the conditions in which the marriage took place).

Brannen and Collard (1982) consider the ways in which ‘critical life events’ can cause marital problems, and as such highlight the relevance of quantum changes as factors affecting the likelihood of marital dissolution (see empirical handout).

Factors affecting the risk of marital dissolution

Socio-demographic research has identified many factors that are related to the likelihood of divorce. [Examples from audience; for a range of relevant factors, see: Thornes and Collard, 1979; Murphy, 1985; Clarke and Berrington/McAllister, in Simons, 1999; Kiernan and Mueller, in McRae, 1999; various other items on the reading list for this week’s topic).

There is a growing tendency to focus on attitudes in addition to socio-economic and demographic factors (Reynolds and Mansfield, in Simons, 1999; Kiernan and Mueller, in McRae, 1999; Halpin and Chan, 2003), though the attitudes examined are not always found to have significant effects on the risk of dissolution. In the Netherlands, Kalmijn et al. (2004) have shown that both women’s paid employment and their adherence to emancipatory norms are related to the risk of divorce; these ‘economic’ and ‘cultural’ effects not only exist independently of each other but also interact with each other.
Several studies have noted a correlation between social class and divorce, with low divorce rates for professional workers and high rates for unskilled manual workers (see Coleman and Salt, 1992, and table on overhead). Other studies have found a correlation between unemployment and divorce (see Lampard, 1994). However, these findings need considerable interpretation. The class relationship might be culturally, economically or behaviourally-rooted. The unemployment relationship might tie in to unemployment as a ‘critical life event’, or might reflect economic deprivation, or might reflect other social characteristics of the unemployed. (Clearly unemployment might be a consequence of dissolution as well as or instead of a cause).

Gittins notes ‘Divorce is... class-specific... While age at marriage varies somewhat by class, it is difficult to ascribe the high divorce rate among the unskilled to this alone... Everyone is supposed to aspire to a certain kind of family life, while the realities of economic inequality make it virtually impossible for the poor to achieve the ideal’ [Gittins, 1993: 161]. (See also US research by Trail and Karney , 2012).
The above quote turns out to be highly pertinent to the relationships between class and marital dissolution, and between unemployment and marital dissolution. The diagram on the last side of the empirical handout shows how the relationship between class and marital dissolution disappears when a number of other factors are taken into account (within a multivariate analysis; Lampard, 1992; Lampard, 1994). The pertinent factors are given on the preceding page of the empirical handout: they include age at marriage, and various socio-economic factors, as well as factors relating to the initial circumstances of the marriage. It is important to note that unemployment and job insecurity explain the residual difference between men in Registrar General’s Social Class V (Unskilled) and other men, once other factors have been taken into account. (The diagram for women is very similar).

The statistical findings on the penultimate page of the empirical handout show that unemployment relates to marital dissolution in more than one way. There is a concrete and striking increase in risk of dissolution following an unemployment ‘event’ (i.e. the start of a period of unemployment) and during unemployment. There is also a residual tendency for people who are have been unemployed in the past but who are not currently unemployed to have a greater risk of marital dissolution. The implication is that unemployment has a direct positive effect on the risk of dissolution (is it, perhaps, an example of a critical life event?), but that in addition the unemployment-prone are also somewhat marital dissolution prone.

Of course, shifting the emphasis from class differentials in the risk of marital dissolution to age at marriage differentials leaves us the difficult task of explaining why age at marriage is negatively correlated with the risk of dissolution! (see Kiernan, 1986; Glenn et al., 2010). Note that early marriage may be associated with a higher risk because of the effect of age at marriage itself, or because of the characteristics of individuals/couples who marry relatively early. (This distinction is relevant to the question of whether or not delaying marriage would decrease the risk for the individuals/couples in question).
Links back to previous topics

(i) 
Pre-marital cohabitation increases the risk of dissolution (presumably because those who do it are less ‘committed’ to the institution of marriage than those who do? [Note that recent work suggests that this effect reflects the earlier cohabitations of some pre-marital cohabitees, which did not end in marriage, i.e. one form of heterogeneity among cohabitees]). Analyses taking account of the complexities of relationship histories are becoming more frequent (e.g. Poortman and Lyngstad, 2007; Teachman 2008).
(ii) 
Heterogamy (differences between spouses) has often been said to/on occasions been found to link in with an increased risk of marital problems, though for any specific type of difference we need to be able to specify a process which justifies this assumption! (See also Amato et al., 2007; Symmetry and asymmetry in terms of paid employment, income, and contribution to domestic work have also been the focus, internationally, of much recent research: e.g. Poortman, 2005; Cook, 2006; Kalmijn et al., 2007). 
(iii) 
Clearly marital dissolution relates to specific ‘problems’ within individual marriages. The ideas of those who intervene into marriage are therefore of relevance to the study of divorce.

Some evidence of reasons for divorce from Ambrose et al. (1983) can be found in the empirical handout (male divorcees’ views).

Davis and Murch (1988: 75-8) show that ‘adultery’ and ‘separation’ are more often stated as grounds for divorce by men, whereas ‘behaviour’ is more often stated by women (who constitute more than two-thirds of petitioners). In addition, moving down the class structure, the balance shifts from ‘adultery’ towards ‘behaviour’, in part because a greater proportion of ‘working class’ petitioners are women. (However, the grounds stated need to be treated with a degree of scepticism).

Qualitative material from the ‘actor’s perspective’ can play a very important role in documenting the storylines of the marital dissolutions of individual couples. Such material clearly falls into Hart’s personal (and perhaps her micro) level of explanation and complements the micro-level material generated by social demographers and the macro-level material generated by social demographers and social historians.

(iv) 
The views of social historians tie in with various issues raised a couple of topics ago in relation to changes over time in marriage patterns/perspectives on marriage (see below)
Links forward to later topics

(i) Teachman (2008) shows that, in the US, women bringing existing children into second marriages experience a greater risk of divorce.
(ii) Boyle et al. (2008) highlight the complex relationships between internal migration and union dissolution, showing the impact to be contingent on numbers and types of moves.

Why the upwards trend in divorce?

Class differentials, etc., cannot explain the upward trend in divorce since the Second World War. The views of social historians provide some illumination:

Stone (1990) notes the increasing demand for gratification within marriage and increased expectations of marriage, in the context of declining social support for married couples. He views declining interdependence within the family unit as of importance, and also the changing position of women within society. Finally, he sees the reduction in the stigma attached to divorce as of significance.

Phillips (1988) also focuses on the greater emphasis on fulfilment within marriage and rising expectations of marriage (hence the rise of marriage-related counselling and therapy). He sees a liberalisation of attitudes as going hand in hand with legal changes, with the latter often reflecting the former as well as making a contribution to the continuation of the upward trend. Finally, he views women’s employment patterns and their increasing economic independence as of importance.

There are similarities between the views of the two authors; taken together, they highlight the diversity of relevant changes: economic, cultural, legal and interpersonal.

A final, cautionary note: Dronkers et al. (2006) highlight variations in the causes of divorce both cross-nationally and over time.
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Divorce can be analysed at a number of different levels/from a number of different perspectives

Factors affecting divorce can be categorised usefully in a number of different ways

Correlations between various factors and the risk of dissolution are often open to different interpretations, necessitating multivariate analyses

