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AS RECENTLY as the 1970's, when the American divorce rate began to soar, divorce was thought to be a brief crisis that soon resolved itself.

Young children might have difficulty falling asleep and older children might have trouble at school. Men and women might become depressed or

frenetic, throwing themselves into sexual affairs or immersing themselves in work.

But after a year or two, it was expected, most would get their lives back on track, at least outwardly. Parents and children would get on with new

routines, new friends and new schools, taking full opportunity of the second chances that divorce brings in its wake.

These views, I have come to realize, were wishful thinking. In 1971, working with a small group of colleagues and with funding from San

Francisco's Zellerbach Family Fund, I began a study of the effects of divorce on middle-class people who continue to function despite the stress of

a marriage breakup.

That is, we chose families in which, despite the failing marriage, the children were doing well at school and the parents were not in clinical

treatment for psychiatric disorders. Half of the families attended church or synagogue. Most of the parents were college educated. This was, in

other words, divorce under the best of circumstances.

Our study, which would become the first ever made over an extended period of time, eventually tracked 60 families, most of them white, with a

total of 131 children, for 10, and in some cases 15, years after divorce. We found that although some divorces work well - some adults are happier

in the long run, and some children do better than they would have been expected to in an unhappy intact family - more often than not divorce is

a wrenching, long-lasting experience for at least one of the former partners. Perhaps most important, we found that for virtually all the children,

it exerts powerful and wholly unanticipated effects.

OUR STUDY BEGAN WITH MODEST ASPIRATIONS. With a colleague, Joan Berlin Kelly -who headed a community mental-health program

in the San Francisco area - I planned to examine the short-term effects of divorce on these middle-class families.

We spent many hours with each member of each of our 60 families - hearing their firsthand reports from the battleground of divorce. At the

core of our research was the case study, which has been the main source of the fundamental insights of clinical psychology and of

psychoanalysis. Many important changes, especially in the long run, would be neither directly observable nor easily measured. They would

become accessible only through case studies: by examining the way each of these people processed, responded to and integrated the events and

relationships that divorce brings in its wake.

We planned to interview families at the time of decisive separation and filing for divorce, and again 12 to 18 months later, expecting to chart

recoveries among men and women and to look at how the children were mastering troubling family events.

We were stunned when, at the second series of visits, we found family after family still in crisis, their wounds wide open. Turmoil and distress

had not noticeably subsided. Many adults were angry, and felt humiliated and rejected, and most had not gotten their lives back together. An

unexpectedly large number of children were on a downward course. Their symptoms were worse than they had been immediately after the

divorce. Our findings were absolutely contradictory to our expectations.

Dismayed, we asked the Zellerbach Fund to support a follow-up study in the fifth year after divorce. To our surprise, interviewing 56 of the 60

families in our original study, we found that although half the men and two-thirds of the women (even many of those suffering economically)

said they were more content with their lives, only 34 percent of the children were clearly doing well.

Another 37 percent were depressed, could not concentrate in school, had trouble making friends and suffered a wide range of other behavior

problems. While able to function on a daily basis, these children were not recovering, as everyone thought they would. Indeed most of them

were on a downward course. This is a powerful statistic, considering that these were children who were functioning well five years before. It

would be hard to find any other group of children - except, perhaps, the victims of a natural disaster - who suffered such a rate of sudden serious

psychological problems.

The remaining children showed a mixed picture of good achievement in some areas and faltering achievement in others; it was hard to know

which way they would eventually tilt.

The psychological condition of these children and adolescents, we found, was related in large part to the overall quality of life in the post-divorce

family, to what the adults had been able to build in place of the failed marriage. Children tended to do well if their mothers and fathers, whether

or not they remarried, resumed their parenting roles, managed to put their differences aside, and allowed the children a continuing relationship

with both parents. Only a handful of kids had all these advantages.

We went back to these families again in 1980 and 1981 to conduct a 10-year follow-up. Many of those we had first interviewed as children were

now adults. Overall, 45 percent were doing well; they had emerged as competent, compassionate and courageous people. But 41 percent were
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doing poorly; they were entering adulthood as worried, underachieving, self-deprecating and sometimes angry young men and women. The rest

were strikingly uneven in how they adjusted to the world; it is too soon to say how they will turn out.

At around this time, I founded the Center for the Family in Transition, in Marin County, near San Francisco, which provides counseling to

people who are separating, divorcing or remarrying. Over the years, my colleagues and I have seen more than 2,000 families - an experience

that has amplified my concern about divorce. Through our work at the center and in the study, we have come to see divorce not as a single

circumscribed event but as a continuum of changing family relationships - as a process that begins during the failing marriage and extends over

many years.

Things are not getting better, and divorce is not getting easier. It's too soon to call our conclusions definitive, but they point to an urgent need to

learn more.

IT WAS ONLY AT the 10-year point that two of our most unexpected findings became apparent. The first of these is something we call the

sleeper effect.

The first youngster in our study to be interviewed at the 10-year mark was one who had always been a favorite of mine. As I waited for her to

arrive for this interview, I remembered her innocence at age 16, when we had last met. It was she who alerted us to the fact that many young

women experience a delayed effect of divorce.

As she entered my office, she greeted me warmly. With a flourishing sweep of one arm, she said, ''You called me at just the right time. I just

turned 21!'' Then she startled me by turning immediately serious. She was in pain, she said.

She was the one child in our study who we all thought was a prime candidate for full recovery. She had denied some of her feelings at the time of

divorce, I felt, but she had much going for her, including high intelligence, many friends, supportive parents, plenty of money.

As she told her story, I found myself drawn into unexpected intricacies of her life. Her trouble began, typically, in her late teens. After graduating

from high school with honors, she was admitted to a respected university and did very well her freshman year. Then she fell apart. As she told it,

''I met my first true love.''

The young man, her age, so captivated her that she decided it was time to have a fully committed love affair. But on her way to spend summer

vacation with him, her courage failed. ''I went to New York instead. I hitchhiked across the country. I didn't know what I was looking for. I

thought I was just passing time. I didn't stop and ponder. I just kept going, recklessly, all the time waiting for some word from my parents. I

guess I was testing them. But no one - not my dad, not my mom - ever asked me what I was doing there on the road alone.''

She also revealed that her weight dropped to 94 pounds from 128 and that she had not menstruated for a year and a half.

''I began to get angry,'' she said. ''I'm angry at my parents for not facing up to the emotions, to the feelings in their lives, and for not helping me

face up to the feelings in mine. I have a hard time forgiving them.''

I asked if I should have pushed her to express her anger earlier.

She smiled patiently and said, ''I don't think so. That was exactly the point. All those years I denied feelings. I thought I could live without love,

without sorrow, without anger, without pain. That's how I coped with the unhappiness in my parents' marriage. Only when I met my boyfriend

did I become aware of how much feeling I was sitting on all those years. I'm afraid I'll lose him.''

It was no coincidence that her acute depression and anorexia occurred just as she was on her way to consummate her first love affair, as she

was entering the kind of relationship in which her parents failed. For the first time, she confronted the fears, anxieties, guilt and concerns that

she had suppressed over the years.

Sometimes with the sleeper effect the fear is of betrayal rather than commitment. I was shocked when another young woman - at the age of 24,

sophisticated, warm and friendly -told me she worried if her boyfriend was even 30 minutes late, wondering who he was with and if he was

having an affair with another woman. This fear of betrayal occurs at a frequency that far exceeds what one might expect from a group of people

randomly selected from the population. They suffer minute to minute, even though their partners may be faithful.

In these two girls we saw a pattern that we documented in 66 percent of the young women in our study between the ages of 19 and 23; half of

them were seriously derailed by it. The sleeper effect occurs at a time when these young women are making decisions with long-term

implications for their lives. Faced with issues of commitment, love and sex in an adult context, they are aware that the game is serious. If they

tie in with the wrong man, have children too soon, or choose harmful life styles, the effects can be tragic. Overcome by fears and anxieties, they

begin to make connections between these feelings and their parents' divorce:

''I'm so afraid I'll marry someone like my dad.''

''How can you believe in commitment when anyone can change his mind anytime?''

''I am in awe of people who stay together.''

We can no longer say - as most experts have held in recent years - that girls are generally less troubled by the divorce experience than boys. Our

study strongly indicates, for the first time, that girls experience serious effects of divorce at the time they are entering young adulthood. Perhaps

the risk for girls and boys is equalized over the long term.



WHEN A MARRIAGE breaks down, men and women alike often experience a diminished capacity to parent. They may give less time, provide

less discipline and be less sensitive to their children, since they are themselves caught up in the maelstrom of divorce and its aftermath. Many

researchers and clinicians find that parents are temporarily unable to separate their children's needs from their own.

In a second major unexpected finding of our 10-year study, we found that fully a quarter of the mothers and a fifth of the fathers had not gotten

their lives back on track a decade after divorce. The diminished parenting continued, permanently disrupting the child-rearing functions of the

family. These parents were chronically disorganized and, unable to meet the challenges of being a parent, often leaned heavily on their children.

The child's role became one of warding off the serious depression that threatened the parents' psychological functioning. The divorce itself may

not be solely to blame but, rather, may aggravate emotional difficulties that had been masked in the marriage. Some studies have found that

emotionally disturbed parents within a marriage produce similar kinds of problems in children.

These new roles played by the children of divorce are complex and unfamiliar. They are not simple role reversals, as some have claimed, because

the child's role becomes one of holding the parent together psychologically. It is more than a caretaking role. This phenomenon merits our

careful attention, for it affected 15 percent of the children in our study, which means many youngsters in our society. I propose that we identify

as a distinct psychological syndrome the ''overburdened child,'' in the hope that people will begin to recognize the problems and take steps to help

these children, just as they help battered and abused children.

One of our subjects, in whom we saw this syndrome, was a sweet 5-year-old girl who clearly felt that she was her father's favorite. Indeed, she

was the only person in the family he never hit. Preoccupied with being good and helping to calm both parents, she opposed the divorce because

she knew it would take her father away from her. As it turned out, she also lost her mother who, soon after the divorce, turned to liquor and sex,

a combination that left little time for mother-ing.

A year after the divorce, at the age of 6, she was getting herself dressed, making her own meals and putting herself to bed. A teacher noticed the

dark circles under her eyes, and asked why she looked so tired. ''We have a new baby at home,'' the girl explained. The teacher, worried, visited

the house and discovered there was no baby. The girl's story was designed to explain her fatigue but also enabled her to fantasize endlessly about

a caring loving mother.

Shortly after this episode, her father moved to another state. He wrote to her once or twice a year, and when we saw her at the five-year follow-

up she pulled out a packet of letters from him. She explained how worried she was that he might get into trouble, as if she were the parent and

he the child who had left home.

''I always knew he was O.K. if he drew pictures on the letters,'' she said. ''The last two really worried me because he stopped drawing.''

Now 15, she has taken care of her mother for the past 10 years. ''I felt it was my responsibility to make sure that Mom was O.K.,'' she says. ''I

stayed home with her instead of playing or going to school. When she got mad, I'd let her take it out on me.''

I asked what her mother would do when she was angry.

''She'd hit me or scream. It scared me more when she screamed. I'd rather be hit. She always seemed so much bigger when she screamed. Once

Mom got drunk and passed out on the street. I called my brothers, but they hung up. So I did it. I've done a lot of things I've never told anyone.

There were many times she was so upset I was sure she would take her own life. Sometimes I held both her hands and talked to her for hours I

was so afraid.''

In truth, few children can rescue a troubled parent. Many become angry at being trapped by the parent's demands, at being robbed of their

separate identity and denied their childhood. And they are saddened, sometimes beyond repair, at seeing so few of their own needs gratified.

Since this is a newly identified condition that is just being described, we cannot know its true incidence. I suspect that the number of

overburdened children runs much higher than the 15 percent we saw in our study, and that we will begin to see rising reports in the next few

years - just as the reported incidence of child abuse has risen since it was first identified as a syndrome in 1962.

THE SLEEPER EF-fect and the overburdened-child syndrome were but two of many findings in our study. Perhaps most important, overall, was

our finding that divorce has a lasting psychological effect on many children, one that, in fact, may turn out to be permanent.

Children of divorce have vivid memories about their parents' separation. The details are etched firmly in their minds, more so than those of any

other experiences in their lives. They refer to themselves as children of divorce, as if they share an experience that sets them apart from all

others. Although many have come to agree that their parents were wise to part company, they nevertheless feel that they suffered from their

parents' mistakes. In many instances, conditions in the post-divorce family were more stressful and less supportive to the child than conditions in

the failing marriage.

If the finding that 66 percent of the 19- to 23-year-old young women experienced the sleeper effect was most unexpected, others were no less

dramatic. Boys, too, were found to suffer unforeseen long-lasting effects. Forty percent of the 19- to 23-year-old young men in our study, 10

years after divorce, still had no set goals, a limited education and a sense of having little control over their lives.

In comparing the post-divorce lives of former husbands and wives, we saw that 50 percent of the women and 30 percent of the men were still

intensely angry at their former spouses a decade after divorce. For women over 40 at divorce, life was lonely throughout the decade; not one in

our study remarried or sustained a loving relationship. Half the men over 40 had the same problem.



In the decade after divorce, three in five children felt rejected by one of their parents, usually the father -whether or not it was true. The

frequency and duration of visiting made no difference. Children longed for their fathers, and the need increased during adolescence. Thirty-four

percent of the youngsters went to live with their fathers during adolescence for at least a year. Half returned to the mother's home disappointed

with what they had found. Only one in seven saw both mother and father happily remarried after 10 years. One in two saw their mother or their

father undergo a second divorce. One in four suffered a severe and enduring drop in the family's standard of living and went on to observe a

lasting dis-crepancy between their parents' standards of liv-ing.

We found that the children who were best adjusted 10 years later were those who showed the most distress at the time of the divorce - the

youngest. In general, preschoolers are the most frightened and show the most dramatic symptoms when marriages break up. Many are afraid

that they will be abandoned by both parents and they have trouble sleeping or staying by themselves. It is therefore surprising to find that the

same children 10 years later seem better adjusted than their older siblings. Now in early and mid-adolescence, they were rated better on a wide

range of psychological dimensions than the older children. Sixty-eight percent were doing well, compared with less than 40 percent of older

children. But whether having been young at the time of divorce will continue to protect them as they enter young adulthood is an open question.

Our study shows that adolescence is a period of particularly grave risk for children in divorced families. Through rigorous analysis, statistical and

otherwise, we were able to see clearly that we weren't dealing simply with the routine angst of young people going through transition but rather

that, for most of them, divorce was the single most important cause of enduring pain and anomie in their lives. The young people told us time

and again how much they needed a family structure, how much they wanted to be protected, and how much they yearned for clear guidelines

for moral behavior. An alarming number of teen-agers felt abandoned, physically and emotionally.

For children, divorce occurs during the formative years. What they see and experience becomes a part of their inner world, influencing their own

relationships 10 and 15 years later, especially when they have witnessed violence between the parents. It is then, as these young men and women

face the developmental task of establishing love and intimacy, that they most feel the lack of a template for a loving relationship between a man

and a woman. It is here that their anxiety threatens their ability to create new, enduring families of their own.

As these anxieties peak in the children of divorce throughout our society, the full legacy of the rising divorce rate is beginning to hit home. The

new families being formed today by these children as they reach adulthood appear par-ticularly vulnerable.

BECAUSE OUR STUDY was such an early inquiry, we did not set out to compare children of divorce with children from intact families. Lacking

fundamental knowledge about life after the breakup of a marriage, we could not know on what basis to build a comparison or control group.

Was the central issue one of economics, age, sex, a happy intact marriage - or would any intact marriage do? We began, therefore, with a

question - What is the nature of the divorce experience? - and in answering it we would generate hypotheses that could be tested in subsequent

studies.

This has indeed been the case. Numerous studies have been conducted in different regions of the country, using control groups, that have further

explored and validated our findings as they have emerged over the years. For example, one national study of 699 elementary school children

carefully compared children six years after their parents' divorce with children from intact families. It found - as we did - that elementary-age

boys from divorced families show marked discrepancies in peer relationships, school achievement and social adjustment. Girls in this group, as

expected, were hardly distinguishable based on the experience of divorce, but, as we later found out, this would not always hold up. Moreover,

our findings are supported by a litany of modern-day statistics. Although one in three children are from divorced families, they account for an

inordinately high proportion of children in mental-health treatment, in special-education classes, or referred by teachers to school psychologists.

Children of divorce make up an estimated 60 percent of child patients in clinical treatment and 80 percent - in some cases, 100 percent - of

adolescents in inpatient mental hospital settings. While no one would claim that a cause and effect relationship has been established in all of

these cases, no one would deny that the role of divorce is so persuasively suggested that it is time to sound the alarm.

All studies have limitations in what they can accomplish. Longitudinal studies, designed to establish the impact of a major event or series of

events on the course of a subsequent life, must always allow for the influence of many interrelated factors. They must deal with chance and the

uncontrolled factors that so often modify the sequences being followed. This is particularly true of children, whose lives are influenced by

developmental changes, only some of which are predictable, and by the problem of individual differences, about which we know so little.

Our sample, besides being quite small, was also drawn from a particular population slice - predominately white, middle class and relatively

privileged suburbanites.

Despite these limitations, our data have generated working hypotheses about the effects of divorce that can now be tested with more precise

methods, including appropriate control groups. Future research should be aimed at testing, correcting or modifying our initial findings, with

larger and more diverse segments of the population. For example, we found that children - especially boys and young men - continued to need

their fathers after divorce and suffered feelings of rejection even when they were visited regularly. I would like to see a study comparing boys and

girls in sole and joint custody, spanning different developmental stages, to see if greater access to both parents counteracts these feelings of

rejection. Or, does joint custody lead to a different sense of rejection - of feeling peripheral in both homes?

It is time to take a long, hard look at divorce in America. Divorce is not an event that stands alone in childrens' or adults' experience. It is a

continuum that begins in the unhappy marriage and extends through the separation, divorce and any remarriages and second divorces. Divorce

is not necessarily the sole culprit. It may be no more than one of the many experiences that occur in this broad continuum. Profound changes in

the family can only mean profound changes in society as a whole. All children in today's world feel less protected. They sense that the institution
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of the family is weaker than it has ever been before. Even those children raised in happy, intact families worry that their families may come

undone. The task for society in its true and proper perspective is to strengthen the family - all families.

A biblical phrase I have not thought of for many years has recently kept running through my head: ''Watchman, what of the night?'' We are

not, I'm afraid, doing very well on our watch -at least for our children. We are allowing them to bear the psychological, economic and moral

brunt of divorce. And they recognize the burdens. When one 6-year-old boy came to our center shortly after his parents' divorce, he would not

answer questions; he played games instead. First he hunted all over the playroom for the sturdy Swedish-designed dolls that we use in therapy.

When he found a good number of them, he stood the baby dolls firmly on their feet and placed the miniature tables, chairs, beds and, eventually,

all the playhouse furniture on top of them. He looked at me, satisfied. The babies were supporting a great deal. Then, wordlessly, he placed all the

mother and father dolls in precarious positions on the steep roof of the doll house. As a father doll slid off the roof, the boy caught him and,

looking up at me, said, ''He might die.'' Soon, all the mother and father dolls began sliding off the roof. He caught them gently, one by one. ''The

babies are holding up the world,'' he said.

Although our overall findings are troubling and serious, we should not point the finger of blame at divorce per se. Indeed, divorce is often the

only rational solution to a bad marriage. When people ask whether they should stay married for the sake of the children, I have to say, ''Of

course not.'' All our evidence shows that children exposed to open conflict, where parents terrorize or strike one another, turn out less well-

adjusted than do children from divorced families. And although we lack systematic studies comparing children in divorced families with those in

unhappy intact families, I am convinced that it is not useful to provide children with a model of adult behavior that avoids problem-solving and

that stresses martyrdom, violence or apathy. A divorce undertaken thoughtfully and realistically can teach children how to confront serious life

problems with compassion, wisdom and appropriate action.

Our findings do not support those who would turn back the clock. As family issues are flung to the center of our political arena, nostalgic voices

from the right argue for a return to a time when divorce was more difficult to obtain. But they do not offer solutions to the wretchedness and

humiliation within many marriages.

Still, we need to understand that divorce has consequences - we need to go into the experience with our eyes open. We need to know that many

children will suffer for many years. As a society, we need to take steps to preserve for the children as much as possible of the social, economic

and emotional security that existed while their parents' marriage was intact.

Like it or not, we are witnessing family changes which are an integral part of the wider changes in our society. We are on a wholly new course,

one that gives us unprecedented opportunities for creating better relationships and stronger families - but one that also brings unprecedented

dangers for society, especially for our children.
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