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How Marital Dissolution Affects Children: Variations by Age and Sex

Paul D. Allison and Frank F. Furstenberg, Jr.
Department of Sociology

University of Pennsylvania

This study estimated the effects of a marital dissolution on several measures of children's well-being
at two points in time using a nationally representative sample of 1,197 children. On the basis of
reports from parents, teachers, and the children themselves, the outcome measures tap aspects of
problem behavior, psychological distress, and academic performance. Regression estimates suggest
that marital dissolution has pervasive and long-lasting effects in all three areas. In magnitude, the
effects are slightly smaller than sex differences but larger than those for many other demographic
variables. There is no evidence that dissolution effects are larger for boys than for girls. In fact, those
differences that are significant show larger effects for girls. There is, however, evidence that effects
are larger for children who are very young at the time of the dissolution.

In a classic review of early research on marital dissolution,
Herzog and Sudia (1973) attacked the simplistic notion that di-
vorce was a unitary event that had a uniform effect on all chil-
dren. Such an approach, they contended, typically yields incon-
sistent results, because critical conditions that mediate the
effects of divorce are overlooked. The importance of identifying
conditions that specify and mediate the effects of marital dis-
ruption on children is now well recognized. In recent years, a
growing number of investigators have begun to identify poten-
tially important family processes that may amplify or dampen
the impact of divorce. The earliest and best known of these stud-
ies are the clinically rich longitudinal studies of Wallerstein and
Kelly (1980) and the careful small-scale observational investi-
gations of Hetherington and her colleagues (1978).

The results of these investigations have been widely circu-
lated in both popular and professional literature (e.g., McCall
& Stocking, 1980; Price & McKenry, 1988). Two findings in
particular have received special attention: The effects of divorce
are more severe for boys than for girls, and divorce is more trau-
matic for children who are younger at the time of separation.
Since these pioneering studies first appeared, there have been
several attempts to replicate and generalize their findings (Em-
ery, 1988).

Recent reviews of divorce studies reveal considerable incon-
sistency with regard to the modulating effects of age and gender
on the consequences of marital dissolution. In a comprehensive
review of gender and divorce, Zaslow (1987) concluded that it
is still unclear whether boys react more negatively to marital
disruption. She suggested that boys and girls may exhibit
different symptoms of distress, and that boys may respond more
negatively to living with an opposite-sex parent. She also hy-
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pothesized that girls may react more negatively than boys to
remarriage of the mother (see also Chase-Lansdale & Hether-
ington, in press).

Similarly, in an extensive summary of the divorce literature,
Emery (1988) argued that age effects may be less clear-cut or
easily interpreted than has been previously supposed. Age of
the child is frequently confounded with age at the time of sepa-
ration, length of time since the separation, and even historical
period. No study to date has attempted to disentangle these
differing temporal dimensions, a task that requires a longitudi-
nal design and a large sample of children exposed to marital
dissolution.

Using longitudinal data from a nationally representative
study, we reexamine age and gender effects, in the hope of clari-
fying the confusing state of empirical knowledge and of broad-
ening our understanding of how characteristics of parents, chil-
dren, and their changing family circumstances mediate the im-
pact of marital disruption.

Method

Subjects

The subjects were participants in a nationwide probability sample of
children in the United States in 1976. This "National Survey of Chil-
dren" (NSC) has been previously described in detail in Furstenberg,
Nord, Peterson, and Zill (1983) and only a brief summary will be given
here. The sample was developed from a household enumeration that
screened families with children in the designated age range of 7 to 11
years. Interviews were obtained for 2,279 children from 1,747 house-
holds, with a completion rate of 80%. Adjustments were made in the
weighting of the data to correct for differential sample attrition by age,
sex, race of child, and residential location so that the sample would
resemble the distribution of children reported in census tabulations.

A second wave of interviews was conducted in 1981 with a subsample
of the original respondents. Interviews were attempted for all children
whose parents had divorced or separated by 1976, all children whose
parents in the initial interview reported that they were experiencing
high conflict, and a random subsample of children who were living in
stable family situations. Sampling weights were constructed to take into
account the differential probability of children being selected in order
to adjust for their true proportion in the original sample. Over 82% of
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the designated sample were reinterviewed, yielding 1,377 children from
1,049 households. From this group, we excluded those children with a
deceased parent as well as children born out of wedlock who had never
lived with their biological father, leaving a total of 1,197 subjects.

Procedure

Personal interviews were conducted in the 1976 wave, whereas the
1981 interviews were by telephone. In both years, interviews were con-
ducted with one or two children in each household, and with the adult
who knew most about them (i.e., the mother in 95% of the cases). These
interviews contained numerous questions about family background,
parent-child relations, and the child's social and psychological adjust-
ment. The typical parent interview lasted more than 1 hr, and the child
interviews averaged about 45 min. After the interviews, a mail question-
naire inquiring about academic performance and classroom behavior
was sent to one teacher for each child. The return rate from teachers
was 75% in 1976 and 85% in 1981.

The second wave interviews were not a strict replication of the first
wave. Many measures from the first interview had been tailored for very
young children and simply were not appropriate for children in early
adolescence. Other items were dropped because they were not suffi-
ciently reliable or had not proven useful in the initial data analysis.

Measures

Drawing from the reports of parents, teachers, and children, we devel-
oped measures of children's well-being in three broad areas: problem
behavior, psychological distress, and academic performance. Table 1
gives the names of the 10 measures of well-being in 1981 and the 9
measures in 1976. Actually, it would be more accurate to call these mea-
sures of "ill-being," because all are constructed so that higher scores
represent less desirable states or behaviors.

With one exception, all the measures of "academic difficulty" are
based on single items measured on a 5-point ordinal scale (treated as
interval in the regression analyses). The exception is the 1981 teacher's
report, which is an average of ratings of verbal ability, mathematical
ability, and overall performance. The remaining measures are all multi-
ple-item scales; the individual items and the estimated reliabilities of
these scales are given in the Appendix.

The multiple-item scales were constructed by drawing on a large pool
of items that had high face validity for measuring some aspect of chil-
dren's well-being. For each type of informant (parent, teacher, or child)
and each interview year, the correlation matrix for that subpool of items
was subjected to the VARCLUS clustering procedure (SAS Institute,
1982) in order to obtain sets of items with high correlations within the
set and low correlations with items in other sets. At this stage, some
clusters were eliminated because the items did not hang together con-
ceptually, and some items were eliminated from some clusters for the
same reason. The resulting clusters were further refined by testing them
for unidimensionality using LISREL V (Joreskog & Sorbom, 1981).
Again, some clusters and some items were eliminated at this stage. The
final step was to dichotomize the responses for each item (Alwin, 1973),
sum the items in each cluster, and divide the sum by the standard devia-
tion of the resulting scale. As a consequence, all scales (including the
single-item measures) have standard deviations of 1.0. It is worth em-
phasizing that neither the scales nor the items of which they are com-
posed were chosen on the basis of their empirical association with mari-
tal dissolution.

An attempt was made to construct identical or similar scales in 1976
and 1981, but this effort was hampered by the limited overlap of ques-
tions asked in the 2 years. As a result, the only multiple-item scales that
are closely replicated across years are the teachers' reports of "problem
behavior" and the child's reports of "dissatisfaction." The single-item
indicators of "academic difficulty" reported by parents and children are
also virtually the same across years. The parent's reports of problem

behavior and the child's reports of distress have some overlap but cannot
be considered replications.

Results

In all the analyses, we compare children from "intact" fami-
lies with the 328 children who experienced a marital dissolu-
tion. Intact families are those in which the child was living with
both biological parents (or both adopted parents if the adoption
occurred in infancy) at the time of the interview. This includes
children born out of wedlock who were living with both biologi-
cal parents in 1981. A dissolution occurred if the child's biologi-
cal or adopted parents separated or divorced prior to the date
of the interview.

Note that the dissolution group includes children who, at the
time of the interview, are living in "reconstituted" families with
one natural parent and one stepparent. Although this classifi-
cation differs from some previous research, we felt that it was
desirable to include all children who had ever experienced the
divorce or separation of their parents. To do otherwise would
bias the dissolution group in such a way that recently disrupted
families would be overrepresented. It would also obscure any
effects of marital dissolution that persist despite remarriage. We
shall, however, report some results regarding the differences be-
tween remarried and single parents.

Bivariate Comparisons

For each of the 19 measures of well-being, Column 1 of Table
1 shows a difference in means: the mean for children who had
experienced a marital dissolution minus the mean for children
from intact families. Thus, positive values indicate that chil-
dren who experienced a marital dissolution were worse off than
those who did not. These differences can be compared across
different outcome measures because each measure has been
scaled to have a standard deviation of 1.0. For example, the
value .35 for the parent's report of delinquency indicates that
the difference between the means for children from dissolved
and intact families was .35 standard deviations on the delin-
quency scale. In computing the 1976 differences, the 83 chil-
dren whose parents were separated or divorced after 1976 were
classified as intact.

For the 1981 measures, marital dissolution is significantly as-
sociated with reduced well-being for all five of the scales that
are based on parent's reports, for two of the four scales that are
based on the child's reports, and for neither of the teacher scales.
The pattern is quite similar for the 1976 measures, although the
differences tend to be somewhat more pervasive. In particular,
a marital dissolution is significantly related to all three teacher's
reports in 1976.

Regression Analyses

The differences in means observed in Column 1 of Table 1
do not necessarily imply that divorce reduces well-being. Fami-
lies in which a divorce occurs undoubtedly differ in many re-
spects prior to the divorce from families that remain intact, and
these prior differences may account for the later differences
in the well-being of the children. To reduce the plausibility of
such alternative hypotheses, we estimated linear regression
equations that included several variables determined prior to
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Table 1
Effects of Marital Dissolution and Other Variables on Children's Weil-Being

Report

Parent
Delinquency
Problem behavior
Distress
Academic difficulty

Teacher
Problem behavior
Academic difficulty

Child
Delinquency
Dissatisfaction
Distress
Academic difficulty

Parent
Hyperactivity
Problem behavior
Academic difficulty

Teacher
Problem behavior
Adjustment
Academic difficulty

Child
Dissatisfaction
Distress
Academic difficulty

Bivariate effect
of dissolution

.35**

.24**

.14*

.24**

.07

.09

.03

.19**

.22**

.07

.27**

.33**

.20**

.46**

.44**

.25**

.29**

.30**

.06

Dissolution

.32**

.23**

.14*

.19**

.03

.03

.06

.11

.19**

.04

.27**

.33**

.16*

.44**

.41**

.20*

.27**

.32**

.09

Regression effects

Sex

1981

.40**

. 3 0 "
- . 2 0 "

.23**

.48**

. 2 0 "

.40**
- .23**
-.24**

.06

1976

.18**

.24**

.26**

.67**

.40**

.31**

- .14*
- .12*

.12

Mother's education

- .06
-.18**
-.22**
- . 4 1 * *

- .06
- . 4 1 * *

-.01
.05
.07

- .33**

-.20**
-.07
-.30**

- .03
-.19**
-.20**

.06

.10

.03

Dissolution Effects

Girls

.25**

.14

.14

.29**

.20a

- .02

.12

. 2 7 " a

.34**a

.09

.15

.25*

.22*

.44**

.41**

.33**

. 2 9 "

. 4 6 "

.17

XSex

Boys

.37**

.31**

.12

.04

- .16 a

.02

.02
-.04"

.05a

- .07

.32**

. 3 1 "

.03

.48**

.37**

.13

.14

.18

.10

Note. For each measure of well-being, the coefficients in Columns 2, 3, and 4 were estimated in the same regression. Similarly, the two coefficients
in Columns 5 and 6 were estimated in the same regression, by including interaction terms between sex and marital dissolution. In addition to
marital dissolution, the regressions included variables describing the child's age, race, sex, birth order, and region of residence, as well as the mother's
education, religious preference, age at birth of the child, age at birth of first child, and foreign or U.S. birth. Significance levels are based on standard
Ordinary Least Squares two-sided t tests.
" The difference between these coefficients in Columns 5 and 6 is significant at the .05 level.
* P < . 0 5 . **p<m.

the occurrence of a dissolution: the child's age, race, sex, birth
order and region of residence; the mother's education, religious
preference, age at birth of the child, age at birth of first child,
and foreign or U.S. birth. It would obviously be desirable to
include many other variables describing the family prior to a
dissolution, but we were severely limited by the fact that most
of the dissolutions occurred prior to the first interview in 1976.
Few questions were asked about the state of the families before
those dissolutions occurred. We did not include household in-
come in 1976, for example, because this is likely to be a conse-
quence of prior divorce rather than a cause.

Coefficients for the dummy variable indicating a marital dis-
solution prior to the interview are shown in Column 2 of Table
1. These coefficients can be interpreted as adjusted differences
in means of the dependent variables and, therefore, can be di-
rectly compared with the bivariate differences in Column 1. As
these coefficients show, the controls for other variables do not
substantially change the pattern observed for the bivariate rela-
tionships. Of the 14 coefficients that were significant in Column
1, only 1 (for child's report of dissatisfaction in 1981) becomes

nonsignificant in the regression analyses. In most cases, more-
over, the magnitudes of the coefficients decline only slightly
when other variables are introduced.

Many of the other variables included in the regressions had
significant effects on one or more outcome measures, but space
is insufficient to display all these coefficients. To get a better
sense of the magnitude of the dissolution effects, however, we do
report the coefficients for sex and mother's education, which
were among the more potent explanatory variables. A positive
coefficient for sex indicates that males scored higher than fe-
males; a negative coefficient for mother's education indicates
that children whose mothers had some college education scored
lower than those whose mothers did not go beyond high school.
Sex differences in our measures of well-being are more perva-
sive than the differences by marital dissolution (only three co-
efficients are not statistically significant) and are usually some-
what larger in magnitude. In fact, the sex effects were frequently
the strongest among all the variables in each equation. Unlike
the marital dissolution coefficients, however, which are always
positive, the male-female differences do not uniformly favor
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one sex or the other. Males always do worse on the behavioral
measures, whereas females do worse on the measures of dissat-
isfaction and psychological distress. Not surprisingly, the effects
of mother's education tend to be somewhat stronger than the
dissolution effects for those variables representing academic
performance and somewhat weaker for the other outcome mea-
sures.

Variations by Current Marital Status and Sex

Many studies of the effects of divorce simply take a cross-
section of households and compare children in two-parent
households with those in single-parent households (Levitan,
1979). This is clearly inappropriate if one's interest is in the
long-term effects of a marital dissolution, because children
whose custodial parent has remarried are treated as though a
dissolution never occurred. Nevertheless, to ensure compara-
bility of our findings with previous results, we divided the chil-
dren who had experienced a marital dissolution into two groups
depending on whether the custodial parent was single or remar-
ried at the time of the interview. In 1976, 46% of the children
who had experienced a dissolution were living in reconstituted
families. In 1981, the figure was 39%.

We then reestimated our regression equations using dummy
variables representing contrasts between (a) children in one-
parent families compared with those in intact families and (b)
children in reconstituted families compared with those in intact
families. The results (not shown) showed little tendency for the
children living with single parents to be any better or worse off
than those in stepfamilies. Only one significant difference ap-
peared: In 1976, remarried parents reported less academic
difficulty for their children than did those parents who had not
remarried.

Now, we turn to a central question of this article: Are there
differences between boys and girls in the consequences of a mar-
ital dissolution? In the last two columns of Table 1, we report
separate regression coefficients for marital dissolution for boys
and for girls. For girls, each coefficient is an adjusted difference
in means between girls who experienced dissolution and girls
who did not (and similarly for boys). The effects of other vari-
ables were held constant across the sexes. In contrast with many
previous studies (Emery, 1988;Zaslow, 1987), our data provide
virtually no support for the hypothesis that marital dissolution
has a greater impact on boys. Of the 19 outcome measures, only
3 (all in 1981) showed significant differences between boys and
girls in the effects of a marital dissolution: teacher's report of
problem behavior, child's report of dissatisfaction, and child's
report of distress. In all three cases, the effects of a dissolution
were greater for girls than for boys. (Exactly the same pattern is
found if the Dissolution X Sex interaction is estimated without
including other control variables.)

An examination of differences between sexes that were not
statistically significant also indicates some tendency for girls to
be more strongly affected than boys. These differences are espe-
cially pronounced in the areas of academic difficulty, distress,
and dissatisfaction. On the other hand, the effects for boys tend
to equal or exceed those for girls in the behavioral areas. Thus,
those areas in which girls do worse than boys (independently of
marital dissolution) are also the areas in which they experience

most of the effects of a marital dissolution (and similarly for
boys).

In a comprehensive review of the literature on sex differences
and divorce, Zaslow (1987) concluded that boys are more nega-
tively affected when they are living with a mother who has not
remarried, whereas girls are more negatively affected when they
are living with their mother and a stepfather. To examine this
possibility, we estimated regressions with interactions among
sex, marital dissolution, and current marital status of the
mother. Children currently living with a divorced or separated
father were excluded from the analysis because the hypothesis
did not directly concern them. Not one of the 19 regressions
showed a three-way interaction that was significant at either the
.05 or the .10 level. Thus, these data do not provide convincing
evidence for Zaslow's hypothesis.

On the other hand, because three-way interactions are often
difficult to detect even with relatively large samples, it is worth
looking a little more closely at the detailed results in Table 2 to
see if there are any prevailing trends. At the .05 level, there is
only one significant difference between boys and girls: The effect
of a dissolution on the parent's report of dissatisfaction was
greater for girls than for boys among those children whose
mothers remarried. If we relax our criterion to the .10 level of
statistical significance, five more measures show significant
differences between boys and girls in the remarried group. Four
of these five are in the direction of girls doing worse than boys.
In addition, for parent's report of problem behavior in 1981,
dissolution seems to have a stronger effect for boys with single
mothers than for girls with single mothers.

As an informal summary of the information in Table 2, we
averaged each of the four columns. For remarried parents, the
means were .09 for boys and .22 for girls. For single parents, the
means were .21 for boys and .24 for girls. Hence, there is some
indication that boys are more negatively affected when their
mothers remain single than when they remarry. On the other
hand, the average effects for girls are essentially the same under
either marital condition, and girls are also more strongly
affected than boys under either condition. In view of the weak
statistical evidence, however, these conclusions must remain
highly tentative.

Variation With Time

Many previous studies have reported that a marital dissolu-
tion has its most harmful effects when children are very young
at the time of separation (Emery, 1988). Our data do tend to
corroborate this result, although perhaps not as strongly as has
been suggested by other investigators. In the first three columns
of Table 3, we report separate regression coefficients for marital
dissolution for three groups of children according to their age
at the time of separation. (No results are reported for 11- to 16-
year-olds in 1976, because there were fewer than 15 children in
this age range in that year.)

Overall, there is a clear tendency for the strongest effects to
be concentrated in the youngest age group and the weakest
effects to be found in the oldest age group. In only one instance,
however, does this decline with age attain statistical signifi-
cance—teacher's report of problem behavior in 1981. There are
also some important exceptions. The two measures of delin-
quency in 1981 show little evidence of a decline with age at
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Table 2
Effects of Marital Dissolution on Children's Weil-Being by Current
Marital Status and by Sex of the Child

Report

Parent
Delinquency
Problem behavior
Distress
Academic difficulty

Teacher
Problem behavior
Academic difficulty

Child
Delinquency
Dissatisfaction
Distress
Academic difficulty

Parent
Hyperactivity
Problem behavior
Academic difficulty

Teacher
Problem behavior
Adjustment
Academic difficulty

Child
Dissatisfaction
Distress
Academic difficulty

Remarried

Boys

1981

.45**

.22

.17
- .08"

-.10"
- .04

- .04
- .09 b

.13
- .15

1976

.28a

.08
- .13

.37*

.29
- .06

.20

.13a

- .01

Girls

.25

.07

.09

.30a

.31"

.03

- .02
.37*"
.28

- .10

- . 1 3 a

.24

.31"

.56**

.42*

.16

.40*

.54**a

.11

Boys

.41**

.41** a

.15

.10

- .14
.05

.10

.01

.05

.00

.34*

.51**

.18

.58**

.44**

.30

.10

.23

.19

Single

Girls

.27*

. l l a

.13

.23*

.15

.03

.09

.24*

.32**

.18

.29*

.25*

.17

.38**

.41**

.43**

.25

.42**

.19

Note. For each measure of well-being, all four coefficients were estimated in a single regression that included
interaction terms for sex and marital dissolution as well as variables describing the child's age, race, sex,
birth order, and region of residence, as well as mother's education, religious preference, age at birth of the
child, age at birth of first child, and foreign or U.S. birth.
a Difference between the two adjacent coefficients is statistically significant at the .10 level. b Difference
between the two adjacent coefficients is statistically significant at the .05 level.
*p<.05. **p<.0l.

separation, and neither do the child's reports of distress in both
1976 and 1981. Nevertheless, the preponderance of the evi-
dence is consistent with the prevailing professional opinion.

These results are, however, subject to several competing inter-
pretations. Because the interviews occurred at the same time
for all the children, whereas the marital dissolutions occurred
over a wide range of years, there is necessarily a large negative
correlation between age at separation and the length of time
since separation. In fact, the partial correlation between these
two variables, controlling for age at interview, is necessarily 1.0.
Thus, a decline in the effects of dissolution with increasing age
at separation is equivalent to an increase in the effects of disso-
lution with increasing time since the separation.

To demonstrate this point, the last three columns of Table 3
show what happens when the effects of a dissolution are broken
down by length of time since the separation occurred. As ex-
pected, there is evidence of increasingly strong effects with in-
creasing length of time since the separation, with four of the
outcome measures showing significant differences across the
three groupings. In 1981, the dissolution effects are almost com-

pletely confined to children whose parents separated at least 6
years prior to the interview. Children whose parents were sepa-
rated for 5 years or less fare about as well as children in stable
marriages. By contrast, their peers whose parents separated 6
to 10 years prior to the interview are doing substantially worse
on many of the measures. On the other hand, there does not
appear to be any general trend toward further deterioration be-
yond the 10-year point.

Thus, we have the surprising result that earlier events seem
to be having a much stronger impact on children's well-being
than more recent events. This is not so obviously the case for
the 1976 interviews, however, where five of the coefficients for
the most recently separated group are statistically significant.
Although there appear to be changes over time for some of the
coefficients, none of the differences is statistically significant.
(No coefficients are reported for dissolutions occurring more
than 10 years before the 1976 interview because of the small
number of cases in this group.)

Obviously these two ways of looking at the data have very
different theoretical interpretations. A decline in effects with
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Table 3
Effects of Marital Dissolution on Children's Well-Being by Child's Age at the Time
of Separation and by Number of Years Since Separation

Report

Parent
Delinquency
Problem behavior
Distress
Academic difficulty

Teacher
Problem behavior
Academic difficulty

Child
Delinquency
Dissatisfaction
Distress
Academic difficulty

Parent
Hyperactivity
Problem behavior
Academic difficulty

Teacher
Problem behavior
Adjustment
Academic difficulty

Child
Dissatisfaction
Distress
Academic difficulty

0-5

.33**

.25**

.23*

.26**

.31**

.00

-.01
.15
.20*
.00

.18*

.29**

.21*

.50**

.36**

.18

. 2 6 "

.27**

.18

Age at separation (years)

6-10

1981

.35*

.26*

.14

.10

-.23
-.16

.02

.21

.27*
-.03

1976

.20

.24*
-.01

.13

.20

.15

.12

.47**

.05

11-16

.23*

.11
-.05

.07

-.24"
.13

.26*
-.01

.13

.07

0-5

.03

.00
-.17

.08

-.13
.01

.06
-.06

.20

.06

.23*

.19
-.02

.32**

.31**

.26*

.15

.39**

.08

Years since separation (years)

6-10

. 3 8 "

.29**

.29**

.08

-.08
.01

.20

.32**

.30**

.04

.24*

.36**

.27**

.60**

.46**

.20

.29**

. 2 5 "

.19

over 10

.42**a

.31**

.18b

.32**

.24**a

-.01

-.05
.05a

.09
-.04

Note. Two regressions were estimated for each outcome measure, one for age at separation and one for years since separation. Other control variables
included the child's age, race, sex, birth order, and region of residence, as well as the mother's education, religious preference, age at birth of the child, age
at birth of first child, and foreign or U.S. birth. Each of the reported coefficients is a comparison with children in intact families. No coefficients are
reported for children at 11 to 16 years or for those with over 10 years since separation of parents because of the small number of cases.
" Differences among preceding three columns are significant at the .05 level. b Differences among preceding three columns are significant at the
.01 level.
*p< .05 . **/7<.01.

age at separation suggests that young children are especially
vulnerable, either (a) because they are more dependent on their
parents and, hence, are less protected by extrafamilial supports
such as teachers or peers or (b) because they are in a more for-
mative stage of development and are therefore less resilient
when faced with a traumatic event. On the other hand, an in-
crease in effects with time since separation suggests that marital
dissolution is not an isolated event but only the beginning of
a continuous exposure to a long-lasting adverse situation that
produces cumulative effects on the child.

The availability of reports for two different years enables us
to make some headway in distinguishing between these two rival
hypotheses. Table 4 is a rearrangement of some of the coeffi-
cients in Table 3. In Table 4, we consider only those variables
that are closely or approximately replicated across the two in-
terview years. We eliminated children who experienced a sepa-
ration after 1976. We divided the remaining children into two
groups according to whether the separation occurred in the pe-
riod 1972-1976 or 1967-1971. Within each group, we com-
pared the effects of a marital dissolution on their reported well-
being in 1976 and in 1981. If time since separation were a major

factor in increasing the effects of a dissolution, one would ex-
pect the coefficients to be substantially larger in 1981 than in
1976. In fact, however, no such tendency is visible. For the
teacher's report, the effects are clearly greater in the earlier year.
For the parent's report, the effects are approximately the same
for each of the two interview years. For the child's report, the
effects show a decline with time for those who experienced a
separation in the 1967-1971 period and approximate stability
for those who experienced a separation during the later interval.

As an additional test, we estimated regressions for each of
the 1981 outcomes measures with all nine of the 1976 outcome
measures included as independent variables in each equation.
Furthermore, in each equation was a dummy variable indicat-
ing a marital dissolution prior to the 1976 interview. The co-
efficients (not shown) for this dummy variable can be inter-
preted as the effects of a prior marital dissolution on the change
in children's well-being between 1976 and 1981. None of these
coefficients was statistically significant, however, indicating that
the impact of a dissolution was stable over the 5-year period. In
short, the longitudinal evidence seems to rule out the hypothesis
that the effects of divorce increase with time since separation.



546 PAUL D. ALLISON AND FRANK F. FURSTENBERG, JR.

Table 4
Effects of Marital Dissolution on Children's Well-Being by Year of Interview and Year of Separation

Report

Parent
Problem behavior
Academic difficulty

Teacher
Problem behavior
Academic difficulty

Child
Dissatisfaction
Distress
Academic difficulty

1972-1976"

1976"

.19
- .02

.32**

.26*

.15

.39**

.08

1981"

.29**

.08

- .08
.01

.32**

.30**

.04

1976b

.36**

.27**

.60**

.20

.29**

.25**

.19

1967-1971"

1981b

.31**

.32**

.24**
-.01

.05

.09
- .04

rc

.35

.51

.39

.53

.15

.15

.29

Note. Coefficients in this table are taken from the last three columns of Table 2.
a Year of separation. b Year of interview. c Between 1976 and 1981 measures.
*p<.05. **p<.0\.

There is yet another interpretation to the patterns already ob-
served. The most striking thing about Table 3 is the absence of
any effects for those children who were less than 6 years away
from the separation at the 1981 interview. This includes all sep-
arations that occurred in the years between the two interviews,
1977 and 1981. One could claim that the results presented in
Table 3 are quite adequately explained by saying that the pro-
cess of marital dissolution changed dramatically after 1976, so
that children were completely unaffected by divorce and sepa-
ration during this historical period and possibly thereafter. Al-
though we cannot directly disprove such a claim, we are not
inclined to give it much weight. Increases in the incidence of
divorce over the period in question were not so dramatic that
one would expect drastic differences in the effects of divorce
on children. Neither was there any vast change in the cultural
climate that might account for such a difference.

Discussion

On the basis of a large, representative sample of children in
the United States, we found that those who experienced a mari-
tal dissolution were significantly worse off than those who did
not, with respect to several measures of problem behavior, aca-
demic performance, and psychological distress. These differ-
ences were observed in reports from parents, teachers, and the
children themselves. Moreover, the differences persisted in the
presence of such control variables as age, race, sex, mother's
education, and mother's religious preference. Are these differ-
ences large or small? The answer obviously depends on the stan-
dard of comparison. In this study, the differences by marital
status are generally somewhat smaller than boy-girl differences
and larger than differences by mother's education (except in the
area of academic performance). None of the other independent
variables in the regression analyses had a consistently large
effect.

On the other hand, the proportion of variation in the out-
come measures that could be attributed to marital dissolution
was generally quite small, never amounting to more than 3%.
Although this could indicate that divorce has only a small im-
pact on the lives of most children, it could also reflect unreliabil-

ity or invalidity in the outcome measures. For many of the mea-
sures, our internal consistency estimates of reliability are some-
what below psychometric standards. Moreover, the absence of
any direct behavioral observation of the children raises the pos-
sibility that these reports may have been biased in unknown
ways. Nevertheless, despite the possible flaws in these measures,
they did yield statistically reliable differences between the disso-
lution and nondissolution groups, differences that showed some
consistency across parents, teachers, and children.

If it is difficult to characterize the magnitudes of the dissolu-
tion differentials by internal comparisons, it is even harder to
compare the results of our study with previous studies, primar-
ily because there has been no standard method of quantifying
those differentials. Despite this difficulty, it is our impression
that the differences that we found are somewhat smaller than
those reported in many other studies. If our impressions are
accurate, there are several possible explanations as to why we
found smaller differences. We have already discussed the limita-
tions of the outcome measures. Another possible reason is that
the bulk of our interviews were taken more than 2 years after
the separation occurred; in contrast, many other studies have
focused on the short-term impact of divorce and have suggested
that equilibrium tends to be reestablished after about 2 years.

Although it is tempting to interpret the differences that we
found as effects of divorce, there are obvious alternative expla-
nations. Families differ in many respects, and those children
who were worse off than their peers after a dissolution may have
been worse off before the dissolution (Block, Block, & Gjerde,
1986). Because predissolution measures were not available for
most of the cases in this sample, we cannot rule out such alter-
natives. Predissolution measures are available, however, for the
73 children who experienced a dissolution between the two in-
terviews. Hence, it would seem natural to examine the effect of
those dissolutions on 1981 outcome measures while controlling
for 1976 outcomes as well as other variables describing family
well-being. Although we have performed such an analysis, we
have not reported it because the data in Table 3 tell the whole
story: Even without controlling for predissolution variables,
these 73 children were not different from those who were still



MARITAL DISSOLUTION AND CHILDREN 547

in intact families in 1981. This is true whether one looks at
postdissolution measures or predissolution measures.

This null result for adolescents is a part of our more general
finding that the effects of marital dissolution appear to be more
severe among younger children, especially those whose parents
separated when the child was in the preschool years. As pre-
viously noted, this result could also be explained by an increas-
ing effect of divorce with the length of time since separation or
by an historical shift in the impact of divorce. Further analysis
of our longitudinal data reduced the plausibility of the first al-
ternative: For measures that were comparable over time, there
was no indication that the differentials increased from 1976 to
1981. However, neither did they decline. Thus, it appears that
adverse effects for young children tend to be fairly stable, at least
in the aggregate, over a substantial period of time. Our data do
not allow us to rule out the possibility of a dramatic, historical
shift in the effect of divorce after 1976, although this would
seem rather implausible.

In contrast to some previous studies, we found that among
children who had experienced a dissolution, there was virtually
no difference between those whose custodial parent remarried
and those whose custodial parent remained single. We also
found no evidence for the often-repeated claim that divorce has
a more negative impact on boys than on girls. Indeed, for those
measures where significant differences appeared, girls were
more strongly affected than boys. This finding persisted when
we further subdivided the dissolution group into those whose
custodial parent remarried and those who did not, although
there was some indication that boys whose mother remarried
did better than boys whose mother remained single.

Why have prior studies found that boys are more prone to
adverse outcomes? Perhaps measures of problem behavior have
been used that do indeed pick up sex differences. For example,
some studies have found sex differences in the effects of divorce
on sex role identification, but there was no such outcome mea-
sure in our study. As noted earlier, most investigators have
looked at the effects of divorce during the first 2 years after sepa-
ration, and it is possible that sex differences are confined to the
immediate rather than the long-term outcomes. Although we
found no evidence for such short-term sex differentials, we may
not have had enough cases to detect reliably the age-sex-di-
vorce interaction.

This study has examined how the effects of divorce vary with
sex and age of the child and whether the custodial parent remar-
ries. Age and sex seem to make some difference, but remarriage
does not. Surely there are other factors that explain why some
children who experience marital dissolution are more prone to
problems than other children. Although we have been pursuing
this question with the NSC data, our results to date have not
been encouraging. We found no interactions between marital
dissolution and any of the background factors that were con-
trolled in the present study. Thus, the dissolution differentials
do not appear to differ by race, mother's religion, mother's edu-
cation, mother's age at the birth of the child, the child's birth
order, or region of residence. Furthermore, other analyses using
these same data have found few effects of postdissolution expe-
riences on the well-being of the children. For example, Fur-

stenberg, Morgan, and Allison (1987) reported that, among
children whose parents had separated, our measures of well-
being were unaffected by the frequency of visitation by the
noncustodial father or by the closeness of the relationship with
the father. There was some indication, however, that problem
behavior was associated with lower levels of child support.

A major virtue of this study relative to most others in this
subject area is the large, representative sample. Nevertheless,
our experience suggests a need for even larger sample sizes. Al-
though quite adequate for estimating the main effects of di-
vorce, the sample was often too small to get reliable tests and
estimates of some of the more complicated interactions that
have been frequently suggested in the literature. If we are to
pursue the potentially important factors that mediate and spec-
ify the effects of marital dissolution on children, then we must
be prepared to invest in longitudinal studies with sizable sam-
ples that contain reliable measures of family processes.
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Appendix

Parent's Report

Hyperactivity (a = .61)

1976 Scales

4. Has a very strong temper; loses it easily?

1. In general is (child) rather high strung, tense, and nervous; moder-
ately tense; moderately relaxed; or unusually calm or relaxed?
For each of the following statements, please tell me . . . how much like
that (child) is:
2. Can't concentrate, can't pay attention for long
3. Easily confused, seems to be in a fog
4. Is awfully restless, fidgets all the time, can't sit still
5. Acts too young for (his or her) age, cries a lot or has tantrums

Problem Behavior (a = .59)

1. With respect to (his or her) temper, would you say that (he or she)
has a strong temper, losing it easily; occasionally shows a fairly strong
temper; gets angry once in a while but does not have a particularly
strong temper; or hardly ever gets angry or shows any temper?
2. Has (child) ever stolen anything, regardless of its value?
For each of the following statements, please tell me . . .how much like
that (child) is:
3. Fights too much; teases, picks on, or bullies other children?
4. Breaks things; deliberately destroys (his or her) own or others' be-
longings?
5. Often tells lies, is deceitful?

Teacher's Report

Problem Behavior (a = . 76)

1. How often, if ever, is any specific disciplinary action required for this
child?
For each of the following statements, indicate how much like that the
child is:
2. Fights too much; teases, picks on, or bullies other children?
3. Cheats; tells lies; is deceitful?

Adjustment (a = .83)

1. Compared with other children (his or her) age, describe the child's
overall adjustment to the school and classroom situation.
2. Is the child usually in a happy mood, very cheerful?
Compared with other children of the same age, how well does this child:
3. Get along with teachers?
4. Get along with other children?
5. Play and work by (himself or herself)?

Child's Report

Dissatisfaction (a = .52)

How do you feel about:
1. Yourself?
2. The friends you have?
3. Your family?
4. Being a (boy or girl)?
5. Being an American?

Distress (a = .42)

1. Thinking about all the things we've talked about, how are things go-
ing in your life?
For the following statements, tell me whether this is the way you feel?
2. I am lucky.
3. I often wish I were someone else.
4. I'm easy to like.
5. I can do many things well.
6. I like being the way I am.

1981 Scales
Parent's Report

Delinquency (a = .60)

1. Since January 1977, about the time of the first interview, has (he or
she) had any behavior or discipline problems at school resulting in your
receiving a note or being asked to come in and talk with the teacher or
principal?
2. Has (child) been suspended, excluded, or expelled from school since
January 1977?
3. Since January 1977, has (he or she) run away from home?
4. Since January 1977, has (child) stolen anything, regardless of its
value?
5. How many times, if any, has (child) been stopped or questioned by
the police or juvenile officers?

Problem Behavior (a = .69)

Tell me whether each (of the following) statement(s) has been .
of (child) during the past 3 months:
1. Cheats or tells lies.

.true

2. Is disobedient at home.
3. Is disobedient at school.
4. Hangs around with kids who get into trouble.

Distress (a = .69)

Tell me whether each (of the following) statement(s) has been . . . true
of (child) during the past 3 months:
1. Has sudden changes in mood or feelings.
2. Feels or complains that no one loves (him or her).
3. Is too fearful or anxious.
4. Feels worthless or inferior.
5. Is unhappy, sad, or distressed.

Teacher's Report

Problem Behavior (a = . 79)

1. In your class, how often was any disciplinary action required for this
student?
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For each of the following statements, please indicate. . . how much like
that this student was in 1980-1981:
2. Fought too much, teased, picked on, or bullied other students.
3. Cheated, told lies, was deceitful.
4. Had a very strong temper, lost it easily.

Academic Difficulty (a = .95)

How did this student compare with others in his or her class last year
(1980-1981)?
1. Verbal ability?
2. Math ability?
3. Overall performance?

Child's Report

Delinquency (a = .52)

1. How many times, if ever, have you been stopped by or questioned by
the police or juvenile officers about something they thought you did
wrong?
In the last year, about how many times have you:
2. Hurt someone badly enough to need bandages or a doctor?

3. Lied to your parent(s) about something important?
4. Taken something from a store without paying for it?
5. Damaged school property on purpose?

Dissatisfaction (a = . 71)

Are you satisfied, somewhat satisfied, or not too satisfied with:
1. Your friends?
2. Your family?
3. Yourself?
4. Being a (boy or girl)?
5. Being an American?

Distress (a = .46)

1. Do you feel lonely and wish you had more friends?
2. Do you have days when you are nervous, tense, or on edge?
3. Do you have days when you are unhappy, sad, or depressed?
4. All things considered, how is your life going?
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