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wife to a single person in her community and social relation­

ships. She must accept the ramifications of t he legal divorce 

in her social relationships. In order to pro­

ceed through the follow.ing stages the woman must reorganize.and 

rebuild her social support system. The economic divorce consists 

of realizing the barriers which have kept women from desiring 

and achieving financial self-sufficiency, actually developing 

a career, establishing credit and managing money. In the co­

parental divorce, the mother must deal with the tasks• 

of being a single parent and head of household. She 

must help her children understand the divorce according to their 

stage of development. Finally, she needs to establish a working 

relationship with the visiting parent to facilitate the children's 

separate relationships with each parent. Psychic divorce entails 

the development of self-esteem and identity formation. Decisions 

are made about values, goals, and purposes. Finally, ideas and 

experiences are integrated. At this point the woman has developed 

her own sense of self-definition and has developed the skills 

necessary to sustain the family so that it is self-sufficient 

yet in contact with significant others, social support systems, 

and the community. The single parent family has completed its 

developmental tasks. 



Emotional Divorce 

Emotional divorce is the first stage in the process of 

separation .and divorce .· The situation of emotional divorce 
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may develop for several reasons. The couple may have unresolved 

conflicts which permeate and poison their relationship. They 

may have grown apart so that they no longer share the same goals, 

values, interests, and ideals . Or they may feel that t hey 

cannot reach their important goals together. They may no 

longer create love, tenderness, and meaningful moments together . 

Instead their daily living experience may consist of a constant 

series of irritations, annoyances and conflicts with each other. 

In this stage few positive emotional exchanges relieve the pain, 

anger, hurt, and/or hate that they have built between themselves. 

Mutual love and cooperation have degenerated into indiff erence 

and even destructiveness. In this environment one or both 

parties withdraw from the emotional commitment to the relation­

ship. Instead, they invest their emotional energies in someone 

or something other than the spouse . The chosen focus may be 

work, a hobby, community activities, a sexual affair, the child 

or children, friends, alcohol, drugs, or any number of things. 

One explanation of people's choice of focus may be that they 

transfer their emotional energies to whatever activities pro­

vide them with mo~e fulfillment than their relationship with 

their spouse. 

When an emotional divorce takes place, the marital partners 

may choose to remain married for reasons of convenience or 
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dependence, and continue to live in this state. Also, they 

may decide that they want a better relationship between them­

selves and agree to work together to resolve conflict and 

improve th~ existing marriage. On the other hand, they may 

unilaterally or mutually decide to legally dissolve the mar­

riage. However, the rational decision is usually much easier 

to accept than the emotional aftermath which is likely to 

follow. 

Writers discussing the pain of divorce state that "when 

the decision is made to separate or divorce, the couple is 

likely to face an emotional accommodation that is far more 

difficult than is the 'rational' decision to live separately. 

Much of the fear of divorce is justified. It can be painful, 

irrevocably destructive and, as a cure, worse than the disease ." 
• 

(Welch & Granvold, 1977). When a person is suffering the pain 

accompanying the task of separations/he may regret the 

decision to divorce . Because the person has these feelings 

does not mean that the decision was a wrong one . Divorce is 

difficult even for wel.1-adjusted and independent people who 

make a rational decision that divorce is the best alternative 

to their troubled marriage. When a person loses a significant 

relationship whether through death or divorce, the individual 

experiences a period of grief and mourning for both the lost 

relationship and the unfulfilled promises (Gollman & Sams, 

1978; Krantzler, 1973; Weiss, 1979; Willison, 1980). Even 

in the case where the person chose to initiate a divorce, the 
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grieving process still occurs (Morris & Prescott, 1975). 

Some of the stages of grief that one must go through in 

the dying process are also experienced when one divorces. 

Divorce is a crisis, a _turning point for which former ways of 

coping are inadequate. As Bohannan (1971) describes the trauma, 

the emotional stimulation is so great that 
accustomed ways of acting are inadequate. 
The usual way for the healthy mind to deal 
with trauma is to block it out, then let it 
reappear slowly, so it is easier to manage. 
The blocking may appear as memory lapses or as 
general apathy. 

The five stages of grief the individual will be likely to 

experience are 1) den~al, 2) anger, 3) bargaining, 4) depression, 

and 5) acceptance. 

Shock and denial are the first reactiop one feels when 

one is considering divorce or when one hears of one's spouse's 

desire for a diverce. At this point the individuals often feel 

a great amount of ambivalence. The couple may separate and 

reconcile several times. Thia may occur over a short or long 

period of time. Even after an extended period of separation 

one or both spouses may still be unable to accept the reality 

of divorce. On the other hand, they may have made the decision 

mutually and both agree that divorce is the best step. 

In some manner the final decision to divorce is definitely 

made. As the reality of the situation becomes more concretized, 

the predominant emotion felt is anger. The anger can be 

expressed, repressed, or turned against oneself. The spouses 

may experience the impact of the decision to divorce in the form 
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of physical illness, sleeplessness, loss of appetite, exhaustion, 

anxiety, violent outbursts, destructiveness, fear withdrawal, 

overactivity, a sense of omnipotence, regressive behavior, 

apathy, crying , scream~ng, feelings of insecurity, possible 

suicidal or homocidal thoughts and/or actions (~owlby, 1973; 

Irantzler, 1973; Pincus, 1974). 

Such intense pain for a woman at the loss of a relation­

ship that is central to her definition of herself is not unusual. 

The woman feels as if half of hersel.f has been severed, ripped 

apart from the core of her being. One woman, Nora P., exper­

iencing this emotion, said 

I feel as if an a.rm or leg has been r i pped 
off. I guess I don't know where I stopped 
and he began. We had grown together in the 
years of our marriage. Intellectually, I 
could free myself, but I didn't realize how 
much my emotional being had come to encompass 
and include him. I thought about the poor 
quality of our marriage, its destructiveness 
to all of us, and I t hought I could tell him 
to get out, repair the damage, and continue 
my life with the children in a new and happier 
frame of reference. No one told me that the 
pain would be so excruciating. I'm bleeding 
emotionally. I am surprised at some of my 
own murderous thoughts and hateful ways. 

The feelings toward her husband that she has denied and 

repressed in order to play her stereotypes "good, helpful, 

always considerate" r ole are expressed as anger (Holroyd, 1976; 

Willison, 1980) . In a ttempting to keep the semblence of com­

posure, she may find that her moods swing quickly f rom one 

extreme to another. She has little control over herself or 

her world. These are all expressions· of grief. At such a 
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period the grieving person needs the care, empathy, and att ention 

of others. Loving care must be given to support the individual 

on to health and growth. Lack of care at this t i me may result 

in a prolonged period Qf regression, getting stuck until one's 

needs are ~et (Pincus, 1974). This uncertain time is also a 

time when the divorcing person can test the limits of her strength 

and stretch herself to new limits . 

The divorcing person will usually want to talk over the 

details of the marriage and breakup as she sees it. She will 

be working out her own understanding of the events as she talks 

about the details with others . She will be giving structure 

and continuity to what may feel like an overwhelming chaos. 

She must put the situation in some order in her own mind, assign 

and accept responsibility for the events before she can put them 

to rest. 

The second stage of grief, the one following anger is 

bargaining. In the divorcing process, in contrast to stages of 

grief surrounding death, there are actually some tangible material 

rewards to be gained from effective bargaining. Depending on 

how much one of the spouses still hopes to salvage the marriage, 

one of them may be bargaining with the other to return home. 

It ooth have accepted the decision of divorce, negotiations may 

be centered around property division, children, and money. 

After the bargaining stage of grief, the individual has 

little personal reason to directly participate in a relationship 

with the former spouse unless the children are the reason. The 
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finality of the divorce, and the accompanying aloneness, and 

'lack of connectedness with the former spouse becomes painfully 

conclusive. Depression, emptiness, and a sense of loss will 

probably be felt. Thes.e feelings are likely to happen also upon 

the remarriage of the ex-spouse. The last hope of reconciliation 

is cut off by the remarriage. Also; the inclusion of the new 

wife makes any type of negotiations more complex (~eal, 1980; 

Willison, 1980). After the woman works through the fourth 

stage of grief, depression, she reaches the stage of acceptance. 

She is more able to think of herself as a separate, single person 

rather than as a ex-spouse. She now has the possibility of 

' building her life around her own interests. If she reaches 

the stage of acceptance, she has learned to evaluate objectively 

the kind of person her ex-spouse is; why she married that person 

1n the first place; what were her expectations and disappoint­

ments in the marriage; who left whom and when; and what part 

each one played in the departure. She may be aware of the 

remaining feelings toward the former spouse and what it would 

mean should either remarry; and finally, she may understand 

what it will mean to continue to be parents to their children 

(Pisher, 1973). At this point the past has been put to rest. 

According to Max Krantzler (1973) one knows when the 

mourning process is ended when: 

resentment and bitterness towards your 
former mate have subsided from twenty-four­
hour obsessions to occassional flashes of 
anger; you spend less time complaining about 
problems and more time trying to solve them; 
you begin calling up old friends and making 



new friends, in recognition of the fact that 
you have nothing to be ashamed of; you begin 
making decisions based on your interests and 
pleasure--taking a course, attending a play, 
entertaining friends; the opposite sex is no 
longer stereotyped as threatening or despic­
able, and st~tements lum.pin& all men or women 
together no longer seem accurate to you; you 
realize that you are not the only person ever 
to have been divorced, that other normal people 
have had the courage to end an unhappy marriage; 
you come to accept divorce as the only possible 
solution to a self-destructive marriage, and 
not a punishment for having failed. p. 945 
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Individuals take different amounts of time reaching the 

stage of acceptance. Some never do complete this stage. One 

of the factors determining how long the process of adjustment 

takes and the degree of difficulty experienced is the individ­

ual's state of personality adjustment before divorce. In the 

past, the divorced were considered mentally ill (Lehrman, 1939; 

and Blumenthal, 1967). However, now the divorced population 

is seen as coming from all levels of mental heal th (Fisher, 

1973). 

Certain factors will cause a prolonged grief period, or 

perhaps even a lack of resolution and acceptance of divorce. 

The type of relationship the individual had with the former 

spouse will affect the process and pattern of grieving. 

Relationships based on projection and identification cause a 

more difficult adjustment (Pincus, 1974 ) . Projection is the 

process by which a person imagines specific impulses, wishes, 

and aspects of the self to be located in some person or object 

external to the self. Identification is the process by which 

a person either extends his/her identity into someone else, 
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borrows his/her identity from someone else, or fuses his/her 

identity with someone else (Pincus, 1974). In these types of 

relationships when spouses separate the person who identified 

with the former partne~ experiences the sense of losing a 

large part of him/herself through the departure of the spouse. 

She will have to regain the lost parts of herself in order to 

function adequately. She may slow her adjustment even more by 

seeing the lost partner as the one who deprived her of part of 

herself, who took away something that belonged to her. With 

this frame of reference, she will push herself into an extended 

period of anger. The mourner who cannot become separate enough, 
ii 

does not allow herself to see her own collusion in the pro-

jection and identification. The mourning becomes pathologically 

prolonged, then the person is unable to begin life anew for 

herself (Bowlby, · 1970; Pincus, 1974). 

However, identification and projection are just a part of 

the reasons that some women do not wish to give up a marriage 

or that they take an extended period of time for recovery. 

1omen may be more resistant to divorce than men for reality­

based reasons. According to Kessel & Deutsch, 

Typically, unequal motivation to divorce was 
linked not only to a changing balance of affec­
tion but to a realistic imbalance in postdivorce 
prospects •. A divorced man of thirty-eight or 
forty, for example, may be just reaching the 
peak of his professional and financial attain­
ments. Such a man may have reason to believe that, 
in the event of divorce, his social and sexual 
horizons can, with some minor time-out for 
readjustment, be easily and gratifyingly ext ended. 
Not so for his homemaker wife with custody of 
their two minor children. She may ha ve cause 
to suspect that her postdivorce social and 



financial situation will be far less easy to 
arrange and far less satisfying. When, in 
addition to differing levels in postdivorce 
marketability, the less marketable spouse has 
been rejected for a new lover, the barriers to 
a constructive divorce can be considerable. 

· Low marketability was viewed primarily as 
a problem for the older woman who has been a 
traditional homemaker and the younger woman 
with custody of minor children. (p. 423) 
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Although about four out of five divorced persons eventually 

remarry, younger persons are more likely to remarry than older 

ones, and men are more likely to remarry than women. Divorced 

and widowed men are much more likely to remarry than women in 

the same categories (Beal, 1980). "About 13% of eligible men 

remarry each year, compared with 4% of eligible women. Re­

marriage rates are highest in the youngest age groups and de­

cline steadily with increasing age. The peak age of remarriage 

for women is 20-24 and for men it is 25-29. Persons under age 

30 make up more than half' of all remarriages (Bloom, et al., 

1978). 

Researchers have found that wives who had the most difficult 

post-divorce adjustment were those 1) who were older at the time 

of divorce, 2) had oeen married longer, 3) had been divorced 

tor a shorter period of time, 4) had low self-esteem or high 

levels of anxiety, 5) whose husband had suggested the divorce, 

6) who had family opposition to the marriage, and 7) who had 

an inadequate economic status (Bloom et al., 1978). Some of 

these factors were duplicated in other ·research. In contrast, 

Bloom et al., (1978) reported that adjustment was more satis­

factory in younger women, t hose without dependent children, 
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women with nontraditional sex role orientations, and women who 

had played an active role in the decision to separate. 

Traditional vs. nontraditional sex role attitudes play a 

large part in the psychplogical outcomes for women experiencing 

marital distress. "Traditional women reported significantly 

lower self-esteem, inner directedness, and internal control, 

more distress and les~ well-being, and less personal growth 
-

than nontraditional women." (Brown, Perry, & Harbu.rg, 1976, 

p. 549). The traditional women gained their sense of worth 

through fulfilling the roles of wife and mother, taking care 

ot the needs of other family members. They received a sense 

of vicarious gratification through the achievements of their 

husbands and children (Bell, 1979; Lipman-Elumann, 1974). 

With the departure of their husbands, these women lost a pri-

mary source of gratification. The traditional women frequently 

feels a loss of meaning and may experience depression upon the 

breakup of the family (Bell, 1979). All of the factors mentioned 

by Bloom et al. (1978) must be taken into consideration. For 

example, Gloria and Cathy were both traditional women whose 

families were their central focus throughout their marriage. 

Gloria, however, was 45 years old, had five children, had been 

married for 26 years, had one year of college, out had never 

been employed outside the home. When she became divorced, she 

had no skills or desire to oe anything but a housewife. She 

felt worthless , a burden to herself, and experienced frequent, 

long-term depressions and illnesses. Cathy, in contrast, was 

26 years old, married for 5 years, with two youn5 children. 
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However, out of financial necessity, she had held a job outside 

of the home since she graduated from high school. She felt a 

blow to her sense of self-worth when she was divorced and feared 

that she would never be loved again. She, too, suffered with 

depression and loss of self-worth. However, she decided to go 

to night school to obtain a degree with the intention of gaining 

a higher paying job in the future. Although both women were 

traditionally oriented, Cathy, the younger one, was able to 

make some necessary adjustments more quickly than Gloria who 

vas older and had been married longer. 

Traditional women who do not remarry shortly after divorce 

are likely to find the need to question their whole ideological 

framework relating to sex role structure, traditional marriage, 

and typical life plan centered around the family (Brown, et al., 

1976). Sometimes women who wish to continue in the traditional 

feminine role remarry as soon as possible and work even harder 

to fulfill their wifely duties. For example, Martha, now 39, 

vas married at the age of 17 to a boy of the same age. Their 

marriage lasted for seven years during which they had one child. 

Martha also went to college, got a degree, and then took a full 

time job. The couple was divorced. Martha felt guilty and 

blamed herself that she was not a good wife because she had not 

kept house or cooked well enough for her family. Within nine 

months she had met and oarried another man. This time she was 

determined to be the perfect wife. She cooked delicious meals 

regularly and kept her house very clean. In some cases second 

marriages are successful when the people involved contribute 



more to the relationship because they have grown and matured. 

However, Martha, overindulging in self-blame for the failure 

of her first marriage and, lacking in self-esteem, was so 

determined to prove herself a good wife that she neglected to 

consider the qualifications necessary for a good husband. 

She married an alcoholic. After three years that marriage, 
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too, ended in divorce. In the ensuing years since the end of 

the second marriage :Martha has undertaken personal therapy to 

develop her present adaptive, independent lifestyle. She does 

not feel that she must prove her feminin~ty through marriage, 

cooking, and cleaning. Instead, she has become much more seU­

IUfficient. She works a full-time and part-time job in order 

to pay for her recently purchased house, her late-model sports 

car, and her enjoyment of restaurant meals and out-of-house 

entertainment. 

In her first, traditional feminine approach, Martha felt 

incompetent and incomplete, dependent on her husband's approval 

of her "feminine virtues." In her more recently acquired non­

traditional sex role orientation Martha has a wider range of 

behavioral alter natives and can allow herself to become a self­

respecting and autonomously-functioning person. She has success­

tully completed the stages of the grieving process. 

To summarize, as mentioned above, the healing process can 

be slowed down by many factors. If the marital relationship 

has been based upon projection or identification, the individual 

will need time to learn to claim the lost parts of him/herself . 

(Pincus, 1974). Women who had their i dentity and economic 
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security wrapped up in the marriage had a more difficult adjust­

ment than their more marketable husbands. women who had the 

most difficult time adapting to postdivorce life were the older 

women, those with mino~ children (Kessel & Deutsch, 1977), those 

who held traditional sex role attitudes (Brown , et al., 1976), 

women who had low self-esteem or high levels of anxiety, those 

whose husbands had suggested the divorce, those whose family 

opposed the marriage, and very importantly, those whose economic 

atatus was inadequate (Bloom, et al., 1978). The healing process 

proceeded more rapidly when the woman had adequate financial 

means to provide for herself and her children, emotional support 

from friends and family, and personal psychological maturity 

which includes the inner resources to sustain her through diffi­

culties. The optimal combination of adjustment factors includes 

sociological, psychological, and economic ones. Some of these 

factors, the woman can provide through her own efforts, others 

will require broad social change. 

On the road to adjustment from divorce the individual has 

passed through a period of shock, denial and emotional upheaval 

to a controlled phase in which she made the necessary arrange­

ments for herself and her children. She experienced pain, 

misery, and abandonment as she withdrew her attachment from 

the lost mate. She found that as she put more distance between 

herself and her former husband , he appeared in her memory when 

ahe least expected him to be there. This is all a part of 

ending an important relationship and a period of her life 

(Pincus, 1974) . A part of the process is to replay many of the 
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urital scenes in her mind, then analyze the situation to take 

responsibility for both her constructive and destructive con­

tributions to the relationship. In a larger sense she must 

accept both the positiv~ and negative aspects of the marriage . 

In the natural healing process the woman will continue to have 

momenta of anger and hostility against the ex-spouse. She may 

possibly feel times of great relief that she is no longer 

restrained by the relationship. 

The grieving individual experiences some guilt, self-hate, 

and self-accusation because s/he knows her own imperfections and 

idiosyncrasies caused· some of the problems in the relationship. 

Bu.t, because she is now aware of herself to a greater degree, 

lhe can make changes which will have the possibility of changing 

her life for the better. Relapses of depression and dispair 

come and go, but ~as time passes she has more successes and 

triumphs to displace the bleaker moments. The woman, at the 

end of the healing process , has a new zest for life and a new 

aenae of her own i dentity. 

As the normal process of healing progresses, the mourner 

makes a transition from the examination of the past to a concern 

with the present. 

This is the time in the postpartnership 
adjustment when .•. a person comes to per­
ceive him/[her]self as a single individual 
rather than as an ex-spouse. As one reaches 
this period in the adjustment there is a 
greater acceptance of the changes in his 
or her life situation, and a readiness to 
begin coping with the practical problems 
of living (Morris & Prescott, 1975 , p. 329) 

The final step of the healing process occurs when the 
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individual can look to the future and make broad-based plans. 

fhe individual experiences fewer inner conflicts, and gives 

indications of better management in her personal affairs. 

Planning becomes more specific. The woman begins to invest her­

self in her plans and the new directions she has chosen. She 

is more in charge of her life .(Morris & Prescott, 1975). When 

she finishes the grief work she is more able to progress to the 

next stage, the legal divorce. 
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Legal Divorce 

when a woman has reached some emotional resolution, she 

is ready to approach the legal divorce in a rational manner. 

the legal divorce dissolves the marital relationship between 

husband and wife. The property is divided and alimony, or 

maintenance as it is called in Missouri, is determined. Child 

custody, child support, and visitation rights are decided upon. 

!he decisions of the court have powerful, long- lasting effects 

on the family. The courts and legal justice system are the 

only sources empowered to determine and enforce decisions con­

cerning custody of the children, fitness of the parents, visita­

tion rights, support and alimony or maintenance payments, and 

property division (Bohannan, 1971). 

Some women have little or no knowledge of the legal justice 

system. If they are housewives or in traditionally female 

occupations, they are not as likely as business and professional 

men to have had much contact with the courts or litigation 

process. Lack of familiarity combined with the decisive power 

the court exercises over the life-changing decisions of the 

divorce process may make the lawyers, judges, and courts seem 

threatening to the woman who is not sure how to promote her 

veltare. Among the possible reactions, one choice is withdrawal . 

Y.artha chose to allow her lawyer to make all of her decisions 

tor her. She did not even ask for or receive a copy of the 

divorce decree. She was not aware of her rights in relation 
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to the divorce and the legal system, nor could she remember 

important stipulations in relation to child support. She was 

too intimidated to go back to the court house to request a 

copy. Yet Martha is a _woman who later worked her way through 

college, eventually getting a Masters degree in her field. 

Martha received her divorce in 1966, before women were encour­

aged to be aware of their rights. 

Women have other alternatives. They may choose to parti­

cipate fully in making these far-reaching decisions. To do so, 

the woman must prepare herself with facts and figures. In 

terms of dollar amounts, she must anticipate possible fut·ure 

needs for herself and her children. To get an idea of what 

types of things she must consider, the woman can read some of 

the books published in this area, she can attend legal sym­

posiums discussing divorce, and she can gain some practical 

insights by discussing the process with others who are 

divorced. Although divorce laws vary in detail from state 

to state and from one situation to the next, there are many 

general principles which are similar (personal communication 

with attorney Louis Vlasati who is certified to practice before 

the bar in both New York and Missouri). 

Nora, a 28 year old woman, read extensively to learn about 

the legal aspects of divorce. She attended workshops and sym­

posiums to understand as much as she could. When she talked 

with her lawyer she discussed her situation with him including 

educational goals for her child, future orthodontist bills, 

and possible long range housing needs ( she anticipa ted the 
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possibility of replacing the furnace the following winter). 

fhe lawyer explained to her what were typical financial arrange­

ments made between divorcing couples which would be likely to 

be approved by the judge who reviewed all property agreements. 

She and her husband negotiated most of the settlement themselves 

using information received from their respective lawyers. On 

the day of the divorce hearing, her husband made some last 

minute changes of demands which Nora had not anticipated. But 

in the years following the divorce, Nora has felt that her own 

research, self-education, informed discussions with her lawyer, 

and rational negotiations with her husband provided her with 

the tools to make the most satisfactory arrangements possible 

in her circumstances. 

If the woman has prepared herself so that she has antici­

pated possible housing, medical, dental, educational, clothing, 

transportation, child care, educational extra curricular, and 

entertainment expenses for the future and she has some general 

information about the legal aspects of divorce, she will be able 

to knowledgably discuss her specific circumstances with the 

lawyer she chooses. She is likely to be able to achieve legal 

arrangements that are satisfactory. 

On the other hand, if the woman and her husband cannot 

work out mutually agreeable arrangements, her husband is more 

likely than 3he to have the financial resources to pay for 

upert l~gal services, private detectives, mental health pro­

fessionals, and perhaps even extensive time off for court dates. 

She will be at some disadvantage if she personally does not 



33 

have the means to pay for the legal services. She may not be 

eligible for government-assisted legal aid if her husband's 

1alary is above a specific level, even if he is living at 

another residence unleas she is already legally separated 

(personal communication with legal aid in St. Louis County). 

In some places legal aid is not available for domestic problems 

(personal communication with Legal Aid in St. Charles, Mo.). 

!he woman may also have difficulty obtaining a lawyer who will 

take her case on a contingency basis if her husband is the 

petitioner until the divorce papers are actually filed and 

aerved (personal communication with attorney Edwin Roeeel of 

St. Louis city/county). In the time between her husband's 

decision to divorce and the papers being filed and served, 

ahe may not have the protection of legal advice, while her 

huaoand usually does. Harmful and irreparable actions may be 

taken during · this unprotected time. 

Gloria wanted to obtain a divorce from her husoand who was 

a prominent businessman in their commtn'li ty. He did not want 

the divorce, contested it and held it up in the courts for 

several years. During this time Gloria exhausted her small 

reserve of cash which she had saved over many years. Her 

husband continued to receive suostantial earnings from his 

business while remaining in control of the jointly owned income 

producing property. Gloria eventually went to another state 

where she received the divorce. However, she was not able to 

settle the property or child custody in the out-of-state divorce. 

If either party f eels cheated by the settlement, both 
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1/he and the children are likely to suffer ill effects. As 

a result of trying to live with an unrealistic settlement, 

bitterness may result, psychiatric problems may develop in 

the children, and additional lawsuits are likely to be orought 

(Westman, Cline, Swift, & Kramer, 1970) further straining the 

already stressed family's emotional and financial resources. 

the ability of the divorcing parties to come to agreements 

between themselves will have a profound effect on the outcome 

of their case . An attitude of informed cooperation between 

the parties and an assertive insistance that the lawyers serve 

them by providing information, will allow the clients to make 

their own educa ted and viable decisions based on individual 

needs and the best interests of all family members. This 

approach to the legal process will have a better chance of a 

long-term, satisfactory settlement than decisions based on 

revenge or appeasement (Kessel & Deutsch, 1974). 
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Community/Social Divorce 

As the woman dissolves emotional and legal ties with her 

husband, she changes he-r status from being one-~lf of a couple 

to becoming a single person. This action has ramifications in 

her community associations and in her social life. She is no 

longer the wife of Mr. X, whether he was a doctor , lawyer, 

businessman, mechanic, or assembly line worker. The divorce 

elim1nates her participation in any of the privileges associated 

with her husband's occupation which might include membership in 

the country club (at some country clubs membership can only be 

taken in the husband's name with the wife only allowed to be an 

uaociate-- personal communication with employee of loca~ country 

club) to receiving a ham from the company for Christmas. She 

111 have been asked to be on the steering committee or board 

of directors of a community organization because she was the 

wife of someone prominent in the community. In another case, 

ahe may have been able to be active in volunteer organizations 

because her husband was providing her financial support while 

ahe donated her time (Bohannan, 1971; Ginzberg, 1966; Krantzler, 

1973) . 

After divorce she may no longer be able to continue in 

her previous positions because she may need to find herself a 

job, or because she was only included on the basis of her 

husband ' s position. If she is no longer his wife, the organiza­

tion may no longer desire her services. 
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In addition, her social life may change. She will no longer 

be invited to accompany her husband to functions in which he is 

involved. For some women this may be a relief . She will no 

longer be required to ~ntertain her husband's business associates, 

or be expected to attend business-related functions. Perhaps 

ahe did not really want to be involved in certain volunteer 

activities, but participated because it was expected. whether 

the woman is relieved of unpleasant duties or saddened because 

aha must leave meaningful activities, she will find her acti v-

i ties and social circle changing. After the divorce her social 

life may change in still another way if she finds that she does 

not have the time or money available to participate in many of 

her 'former community or social activities. 

As their life style changes divorced women will probably 

tind that they aren't as comfortable with their married friends 

aa they previously were. Divorced women may find themselves 

feeling as if they were on the outside of their former circle 

of friends, the odd one in a couple's world (Krantzler , 1973, 

1976). Friends, feeling awkward and unsure of how to respond 

to the divorce, may react by withdrawing from the divorced 

individual. This is a time of stress, upheaval, confusion, 

feelings of abandonment, disapproval and possibly even ostracism 

for the formerly married (Kessler, 1976; Welch & Granvold, 1977). 

A further area of •~hange which may intensify the above 

feelings is the t ransformation of the woman's relationship with 

bar in-laws. On the other hand, no longer having to be in 

contact with former in-laws , if the quality relationship was 

l 
l 
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already conflictual may result in less stress. The circumstances 

are so dependent on the combination of individuals involved. 

It the in-laws promote battling between the former spouses, the 

added stress will affe~t both their present and future relation­

lhip to the former wife and the grandchildren. Estrangement 

from and conflict with former in-laws may be a contributing 

factor to divorced mothers statistically poorer adjustment to 

1ingle parenthood when compared to widowed mothers who are 

more likely to have the support of former in-laws (Beal, 1980). 

The relationship which the woman delineates with her own 

parents is fundamental to her adjustment to single parent living. 

According to Beal (1980), adults who maintain contact with their 

families of origin are much better equiped to cope with crisis 

than those who cut themselves off from such association. E. 

Lindemann (1980) · states that involvement 1n the f amily network 

rather than adequacy of previous stress-coping mechanisms was 

the predictive factor in determining whether the individual 

uperienced a normal grief reaction rather than an abnormally 

prolonged one. 

Acceptance by and assis~ance from her parental family can 

be positive and helpful to the divorced mother as long as the 

aid is given while at the same time the integrity and independ­

ence of the single parent and her family unit is respected ( Dell 

& Appelbaum, 1977). In some instances of deeply enmeshed family 

networks, the parent ' s emotional support becomes more of a 

developmental hindrence rather than a help. In a study of 

families with trigenerational enmeshment, Dell and Applebaum 
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(1977) found that the mother and daughter were over-involved 

while the father remained perephial and emotionally distant. 

lrequently the formerly married daughter, who typically had only one 

child, returned to liv~ in or near the parental home. Eventu-

ally, though not without an ensuing struggle, the adult daughter 

becomes the child of her mother again along with the daughter's 

own children. This blurring of parental roles is confusing to 

the child who tends to become unruly and overbearing. 

When adults have not achieved independence from their own 

parents, but instead have become over compliant or rebellious, 

they can use the period when they are single and divorced as 

an opportunity to achieve a solid independence . Then they are 

capable of fully parenting their own children. Clear boundaries 

IIU8t be established between generations to allow each age group 

to accomplish their own developmental task, while at the same 

time assisting each other in a growth enhancing manner(Minuchin, 

1974). 

Another developmental need for the divorced woman is to 

go beyond her family to rebuild her social support system. She 

needs to find friends with whom she can share common interests . 

She may choose to develop a hobby, talent or special interest with 

others of similar inclination . She may find a common bond with 

others who are also divorced single parents . Social and educa­

tional organizations for single people can serve as a meeting 

sround. Some divorced individuals may want to participate in 

structured groups which focus on the divorce experience covering 

specific topics, and sharing personal experience with other group 



39 

••bers (Kessler, 1976; Krantzler, 1973; Morris and Prescott, 1975; 

Welch and Granvold, 1977). University extension services, com­

aunity mental health services, mental health professionals in 

private practice, women.' s informal groups, women's organizations 

all offer divorced women opportunities to participate in groups 

whose process involves self help, "consciousness raising", and 

personal and social awareness. -

The final area of social growth for women is dating. Women 

have various reactions to their newly single status. Those who . 

have ·oeen married for many years may find that they are nervous 

and unsure of themselves in a dating situation. Gloria was one 

ot these women. She had been in a traditional lifestyle for many 

years, quilting, redecorating her home, acquiring antiques, work­

ing for the church women's annual bazaar. She did not enjoy 

attending work connected functions with her husband. They had 

not had an active social life, so these things she did not miss. 

She had built her own circle of friends before she was divorced, 

10 she had a social gr oup which was able to provide her the 

needed emotional support during and after the divorce. She had 

a definite, secure value system which provided her with an inner 

source of strength. Her parents and siblings were also supportive 

and helpful. However, she found that she was not in contact with 

any unmarried men. She didn't even know how to oegin dating. 

She said, "I feel like a teenager all over again. 11 'ihen she did 

meet single men she frequently found that their values were too 

different from hers to permit any more than an emotionally dis­

tant and casual relationship. She felt isolated and lonely, 



40 

especially on weekends and holidays. This is a typical experience 

for the divorced (Aslin, 1976; Fruedenthal, 1959) . Eventually, 

through her religious group, she did meet someone she dated for 

an estended period of time, though she decided that she was not 

interested in marrying the man. 

Women who are used to seeing themselves as wives and mothers 

may find that their self-images are resistant to change (Cooper-

1111ith, 1967) even if they want to experiment with new roles and 

relationships. Their conditioning may go against the new con­

■ciousness which they are acquiring, producing psychological 

stress (Halleck, 1976). 

Other women have a different experience . They may become 

invol ved in a whirlwind of dating, going out al.most every evening 

u if they were addicted to their newly found freedom and their 

ability to be the focus of male attention, but perhaps l ater feel­

ing guilty that they have not spent enough time with their child­

ren (weiss , 1979). Some women may feel that their supposed 

liberation becomes the freedom to be exploited since they have 

l ost the social supports which encouraged them to resist becoming 

sexual playthings for men· (Hite, 1976) but the women themselves 

and women as a group have not developed the power necessary to 

avoid exploitation (Chessler and Goode, 1976; Halleck, 1976). 

Martha was a woman who da~ed someone almost every evening. 

Her social life became her raison d'~tre. In addition to her 

many dates, Martha spent time with women friends and participated 

in several social organizations . Although her paren~s constantly 

criticized Martha ' s social life , they were eager to have her move 
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back into their home. They encouraged her to sell her home to 

a real estate agent for 200 dollars and to move herself and 

her daughter into their home. Martha did so and lost her inde­

pendence as the head o~ her own single parent family . Her 

mother eagerly took over the parenting role in a situation of 

trigene-rational enmeshment (Dell and Appelbaum, 1977) . 

Nora, on the other hand, was able to accept the support 

of her large family without the problems of enmeshment . She 

had parents and nine siblings living within the metropolitan 

area. Her family 's presence and understanding acceptance of 

her helped her through many stres sful periods . She also 

developed close friendships through a group of people who met 

to participate in a hoboy. She enjoys her friendships and dates 

which she manages to balance with her parenting obligations. 

As women emerge f rom their mourning for the lost relation­

ahip, they need to accomplish the developmental tasks of accept­

ing their changed status in the community and with their in- laws, 

developing and maint aining social support eroups, establishing 

a close yet independent adult relationship with their parents 

and developing heterosexual relationships. This constitutes 

the community/social development stage for the female- headed 

aingle parent family . 
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ECONOMIC DIVORCE 

The developmental task of economic divorce is to achieve 

financial stability by acquiring and managing the economic 

Naources necessary for the survival of the family. Statistics 

on the cost of raising a child can give a. partial idea of how 

auoh income is required. For the one year of 1980 families 

on the subsistance level spent 11,390 whereas those with the 

aore comfortable means spent 38,540. From birth to 18 years 

ot age families spend about 133,000. When the costs of college, 

1Dfiation, and the value of parental time are included the 

figures rise to S85,000 to Sl25,000, depending on the mother's 

level of education. The reason for the difference is that 

education pay more in lost earning opportun­

ities. The costs quoted are for a two parent family. The 

single parent families must pay more because they have expenses 

that are hidden and indirect in two parent families. For 

ezample, child care costs where there is at least one child 

under age six average 1844.00 a year more (M. Edwards, 1981; 

I. Moore and I. Sawhill, 1978). The two parent family with 

children under age 18 have the highest income for any type of 

family group. Their median income was Sl8,646 in 1977 (U.S . 

Census Report, 1981) whereas the median income for the female­

headed family with children under 18 was S6,502 in 1977. The 

ajority of the income is earned by the husbands. 'nlives 

account for only 26 percent of the families' total income . 

Obviously when the parents divorce and the husbands leave, 
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Achievement of Financial Stability in Female Headed 

Single Parent Families 
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There is a common myth that women "clean up" in the divorce 

However, statistics contradict this assumption. 

Ot the 7 .1 million women living with children under 21 years 

ot age whose fathers were not present, only about 60 percent 

llacl a voluntary or court ordered agreement for child support 

payments (U.S . Census Bureau Report, 1S80). Of these women 

approximately one half actually received the full amount of 

payments due. Partial payments were received 

of the original 60 percent and 28 percent of 

theae received no payment at all . This means that of the 

total number of women with children under 21 years of age 

absent, only about 44 percent actually re­

support payments whatsoever . The majority 

support payments at all . 

This lack of child support payments by the fathers is 

a trend of long standing. Goode (1948 ) stated that only two­

ordered to pay child support. Of 

the ones who are ordered to .pay child support, 11 percent 

were irregular payers and 40 percent never or rarely paid 

(R. Brandwein, C. Brown, and E. Fox, 1974). This means that 

34 percent of fathers actually contributed to the 

their children . Approximately 66 percent, over 
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the majority of them, did not. In a 1970 study, Kriesburg 

found that only one-third of ex-husbands contributed to their 

11-wives and children. In a national study judges were found 

to order the fathers to pay less than 35 percent of their 

income to their children and former wives (Citizen Advisory 

Council on the Status of Women, 1972). When fathers do not 

pay the amount ordered "the courts are generally apathetic 

or opposed to taking legal action against men for nonsupport" 

(I. :arandwein et al., 1974). 

Of those families which received child support in 1977, 

the average amount was Sl,800 per year. This represented 20 

percent of the total income of the mothers involved (U.S. 

Census Bureau Report, 1980). The women most likely to receive 

ab.lld support were white women with four or more years of 

oollege education. The reason for this more probable receipt 

ot money is that they were likely to have been married to the 

more highly paid college educated men. Educational attainment 

ot husbands and wives is positively correlated (U.S. Census 

Bureau Report, 1980). These are the women who had the highest 

mean income for all women compared. Their 1977 mean income 

waa 17,140 annually. Women who had some type of child support 

agreement, but did not receive the child support payments had 

a mean annual income of S6,220. Women who were not awarded 

any child support had 34,840 as their mean yearly income. 

Vomen whose age was between 30 and 49 were more likely 

to receive child support then those who were still in their 

20's, with the child support amounts higher for each decade 
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of the woman' a age. Again the amount of child support probably 

correlated to the income of the absent father. His earning 

power increased as his career became more established. This 

1a reflected in the increased amount of child support awards 

(U.S. Census Bureau Report, 19 80). Women who lived in the 

euburbs were more likely to receive child support awards than 

women who were city dwellers. Homeowners received higher 

p1111ents ($1,970 annually) than renters (Sl,550). Seventy 

percent of white collar workers were awarded child support. 

In contrast only 38 percent of blue collar or service workers 

received an award • 

Vhereas a minority of women can rely on child support 

Pl1Jllents to ameliorate their financial situation, even fewer 

can expect alimony to help them. According to the U.S. Census 

Bareau only 14 percent of ever divorced or separated women had 

an alimony award or agreement. The average amount received, 

12,850, was 26 percent of the woman's total income. Only 41 

percent of women awarded alimony received full payment. 

henty-eight percent of ever divorced or separated women have 

received the total alimony they were supposed to have. Only 

a total of 10 percent have received any or all of their alimony . 

In a more recent study (M. Bane and R. Weiss, 1980) the authors 

found that alimony was virtually non-existant. Only four 

percent of the single parents in their study reported receipt 

ot any alimony. Opinion of both women and judges no longer 

favor the award of alimony. Sixty percent of women sampled 

1n the 1974 Virginia Slim Roper poll do not favor seeking 


