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Abstract

Divorce rates in the US have become increasingly high.   Nearly half of all marriages will dissolve, many involving children.  The entire family makes many transitions after a divorce, and it can affect children throughout their lives.  The break up of a family is a threat to the stability in children’s lives.    Many lose half their income, and it can cause the household to plummet into poverty.  There is less parental attention, and more emotional stress.  In some cases, just as kids are learning to adapt their parent becomes involved with someone new.  This can cause more difficulties for children attempting  to fit into a new family.  Children who have problems acclimating themselves to the transitions in their family often have emotional problems, difficulties in school and sometimes act out through crime and substance abuse.  Later in life they may find themselves ill equipped to deal with relationships, undereducated, and have less financial stability than others.  Though growing up in a single-parent household or with a step-family may be difficult, many children must overcome these challenges to have a productive and satisfying life.      

The Effects of Divorce and Remarriage on Children


As children grow and develop they encounter many obstacles, some are faced with the divorce of their parents.  Nearly half of the youth in the United States today must deal with transitions in their family structure.  From living in an intact family, to a single parent family, and often to a step-family, these kids go through numerous changes.  In many cases there are an assortment of negative consequences.  Children of divorce contend with emotional problems which can lead to acting out in antisocial ways or withdrawal into depression.  They tend to struggle with education, crime and substance abuse more than they would have if they came from an intact family.  The family's income also usually drops significantly, amplifying other problems in the household.  Most kids who grow up with money issues are unable to attend college, and have substantially lower paying jobs than kids who grow up in a financially secure home.   The dissolution of a marriage can cause a good deal of harm to the children caught in the middle.


Divorce has been on the rise and has become a common practice in America.  In the 1930's approximately 16 percent of married couples divorced, compared to about 51 percent in 1998.  With the staggering number of marriages ending, there are more than a million children every year dealing with their parents divorce.  As of 2000, 8 million children were living with a single parent who is divorced (Fagen & Rector, 2000).


Family structure can be a large influence on the way a person develops.  According to Fagen & Rector, 21 percent of teens live with a single divorced or separated parent, 22 percent live with two parents one being a step-parent, 6 percent with a single never married parent, 3 percent with a single widowed parent, and 6 percent with cohabiting adults (2000).  As the statistics show, most kids don't have the advantage of living with two dedicated, biological parents.


Divorce can cause a number of mental and physical health issues for children.   It's common for children to become depressed, anxious, impulsive, and sometimes aggressive after the stresses of divorce.  Additionally they have more health problems such as asthma and injury.  Mortality rates are also much higher for these children, even if their mother remarries (Fagen & Rector, 2000).  It has been found that teens from blended families and single-parent households have a 1 in 10 chance of behavioral or emotional problems (Nelson, Clark, & Acs, 2001).  Children from intact families tend to have the highest sense of well-being, while those living with single-parents display the lowest, kids in stepfamilies are somewhat in the middle (Spruijt & Goede 1997).


Withdrawal and depression are common among these children; however, many act out.  Children from divorced families and those with stepfathers are more likely to become delinquent than those from intact married families and adolescents whose parents divorce are at a high risk for substance abuse (Fagen & Rector, 2000).  


A major concern for families after a divorce is that household income can be cut nearly in half, and in fact about half of all families going through a divorce end up in poverty (Fagen & Rector, 2000).  Because socioeconomic status affects so many aspects in childhood development, this is a cause for concern.  Children living in poverty don't have as many advantages such as parental attention, adequate medical care, opportunities for higher education and a multitude of other things those with higher income benefit from.  Later in life kids from single-parent families have the most unemployment compared to other family structures, possibly stemming from a low SES in childhood (Spruijt & Goede 1997).  If a parent does remarry, the additional income from the new spouse may be a significant benefit to the child, especially if it brings the household out of poverty (Nelson, Clark, & Acs, 2001). 


Children whose parents divorce have a difficult time in school.  Their lives become stressed and less stable and their ability to learn is lessened.  Children from divorce have lower grades, graduate less, and attend college less than their counterparts from intact married families.  They also make less money as adults, possibly because of their lack of education (Fagen & Rector, 2000).  Emotional issues  can have a negative affect on their education as well.  There's a 1 in 10 chance of teenagers from single-parent and blended households to be expelled or suspended (Nelson et al. 2001).


With divorce comes higher rates of child abuse, remarriage doesn't necessarily make it better, and in many causes it adds to the problem.  Children whose parents are divorced or separated have double the chance of being neglected. Children age two and younger are at an extremely high risk of being killed by their step-parent, compared to deaths caused by a biological parent.  Sexual abuse is also a risk that is much more common in stepfamilies. Girls have nearly 40 percent more of a chance of being sexually abused by a stepfather than by their biological father (Fagen & Rector, 2000).


Kids from single parent families have more conflict and divorce in future relationships.  They tend to cohabit and have children earlier than others.  As adolescents and young adults, they date more and have more failed relationships.  They also have more sexual partners, putting them at risk for STDs.  Children of divorce have anxieties about relationships, they experience more negative feelings towards marriage and their ability to be good parents (Spruijt & Goede 1997).  As adults, children of divorce are about 45 percent more likely to divorce themselves, and children whose parents divorced and remarried are around 91 percent more likely to divorce than children from intact families (DeAngelis, 2007).


There are plenty of ideas on how to control this epidemic of families breaking up.  Changing laws for divorce, education, and government programs to strengthen marriage are a few.  As a society attitudes would have to change about how important it is to raise children in stable, intact families (Fagen & Rector, 2000).


Personally I have become disturbed by how socially acceptable divorce is.  I have seen many married couples break up because one, or both are unsatisfied with the marriage.  There is less concern for their children’s well-being than their own.  Instead of trying to work through problems and strengthen relationships, many couples want an easy way out.  Though it may be easier for some to divorce, it most likely will cause lifelong problems for their children.


My parents divorced when I was a preschooler.  It set me up for many of the problems I mentioned earlier.  My mom worked full time trying to support us, but we were still extremely poor.  My little brother and I were sent to babysitters or left to fend for ourselves a lot of the time.  We were both well behaved and did well in elementary school, but had some emotional problems that would become an issue in teen years.  


By the third grade, both of my parents were on their third marriages.  My dad's wife had two children from a previous marriage, and my mom and her husband started having their own kids.  It was a tough transition, sometimes it felt like my brother and I didn't necessarily belong in either family.


As a teenager I had many difficulties trying to find my place in my family and at school.  I made unwise choices in friends, stopped going to class, and began experimenting with substances and looking for male attention.  My mom sent me to live with my dad in another city.  He had little experience as a parent and by the time I was 17 I started working full time, dropped out of school, and moved out.  Even though I had some struggles, I became a responsible, decent member of society.  In fact I would not be the person I am now, without my past experiences. 


The dynamics of blended families is much more complicated than other family structures.  Step-parents and children have a difficult time sharing the attention of their spouse or parent.  There's also an issue with step-parents trying to discipline step-children.  In some cases, like my family, I was treated  somewhat different than my step-siblings or half-siblings.   I was hoping to focus my paper on this, however, there was very little information about growing up in stepfamilies.  


Because of my childhood, I had negative feelings about marriage and having children, and did not plan to do either.  Eventually I changed my mind, but I am determined to work hard so that my daughter doesn't have to overcome the challenges I had. 

References
DeAngelis, T. (2005, December). Stepfamily success depends on ingredients. American Phycological 


Association. Retrieved from http://www.apa.org/monitor/dec05/stepfamily.aspx
Fagen, P. F., & Rector, R.(2000, June 5). The Effects of Divorce on America. The Heritage Foundation. 
Backgrounder. No. 1373. Retrieved from 


http://family-men.com/WE%20DOCUMENTS/EFFECTSOFDIVORCEHeritage.pdf
Nelson, S., Clark, R.L., Acs, G. (2001, May). Beyond the Two-Parent Family: How Teenagers 
Compare in Cohabiting couple and Blended Families. The Urban Institute. Retrieved from 
http://www.eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED453311.pdf
Spruijt, E., & Goede, M. (1997, Winter97). Transitions in family structure and adolescent well-being. 
Adolescence, 32(128), 897. Retrieved September from Academic Search Elite database.


