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PURPOSE AND OVERVIEW

The crude divorce rate in the United States increased from 2.5 to 5.3 

per 1,000 population between 1965 and 1979. This increase in the

• divorce rate provided an impetus for an increase in research on the

causes of divorce and subsequent re-marriage. The search for causes 

of divorce led to the discovery that certain types of marriages were 

more prone to divorce than other marriages. It was found that divorce 

occurred more frequently in marriages of shorter duration; childless 

couples experienced more divorce than those couples who had children; 

teenage marriages were also found to end in divorce more frequently 

than marriages that occurred when the couples were older; and more 

divorces occurred among the lower social class couples than couples in 

higher classes. These empirical generalizations are implied to be 

true for all areas of the country. The purpose of this study was to 

determine if these generalizations hold true for the County of Lewis 

and Clark in Montana.

Any increase in marital instability has obvious significance for the 

adults and children involved. Divorce and desertion are major life 

transitions which have far-reaching social, psychological, legal and 

economic consequences. The rapid increase in both the number and rate 

of divorces has direct consequences for the extent to which children 

are involved in divorce, household composition, living arrangements 

for children and child custody. Change in marital instability has 

implications for the work of marriage and family educators, researchers

therapists and counselors, and other practitioners.
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Analysis of the Lewis and Clark County data seemed to indicate that in 

the Helena area divorce does occur more often in marriages of shorter 

duration and more teenage marriages end in divorce. But the affect of 

social class and presence of children on marital instability is not as 

clear. Some childless marriages may be more prone to end in divorce 

but having children under 18 years of age does not seem to affect 

marital instability. And divorce does not occur more often in lower 

class marriages, except under certain conditions.
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HISTORY AND TRENDS IN DIVORCE AND DIVORCE RATES

The divorce rate has steadily been rising in the United States for the 

• past hundred years. Lloyd Saxton in his book, THE INDIVIDUAL, MARRIAGE

AND THE FAMILY (1980), states that during the colonial period divorce 

was so rare that it was not considered important enough to include in 

census data, and it was not until the Civil War that divorce statistics 

began to be collected as part of national demographic data. The 

initial tabulations published by the Census Bureau were for the year 

1860, and the total number of divorces recorded for that year was 

7,170. By 1970 this figure had risen to 715,000. Since the population 

of the U.S. was approximately 31.5 million in 1860 and approximately 

204 million in 1970, the population had increased nearly 6.5 times and 

divorces increased nearly 100 times from 1860 to 1970.

Divorce rates decline in periods of economic depression and increase 

in times of prosperity and during, as well as after, wars (Edwards 

and Saunders, 1981). Spanier and Glick (1981) reported that the 

divorce rate peaked soon after the end of World War II, reaching a 

rate of 4.3 divorces per 1,000 total population in 1946. The postwar 

upsurge in divorce subsided by 1950 and in 1958 reached the lowest 

level since 1940. In the early 1960's the divorce rate began to rise 

again and it continued to rise until 1975. Then between 1975 and 

1977, the rate began to level off. Between 1970 and 1979, the number 

of divorces increased by 65%. In 1970, the rate was 3.5 and in 1979 

the rate had reached an unprecedented high of 5.3, an increase of 50%.
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Nineteen seventy-five was the first time the number of divorces had 

reached one million and in 1979 there were 1.17 million divorces.

At the time that the divorce rate was 5.3 in 1979, the marriage rate 

was 10.6. If the ratio of divorce to marriage continues to be one to 

two, it may be surmised that one in two marriages will eventually end 

in divorce (Saxton, 1980), Spanier and Glick (1981) state that there 

is reason to believe that the divorce rate may be at or near a new 

peak after which it may level off or fluctuate moderately. The slackening 

of the increase in the divorce rate during the last five years lend 

support to the probability that further rise in the rate will tend to 

diminish, if not cease, during the next several years. The U.S. 

divorce rate in 1981 was still at 5.3 (Montana Vital Statistics, 1982) 

and in 1982 it dropped to 5.1 lending support to Spanier and Glick's 

observation.
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METHODOLOGY

This study investigates divorces which occurred in Lewis and Clark 

County in 1981 and 1982. Information on these divorces was obtained 

from divorce files at the Lewis and Clark County Courthouse for these 

two years. In 1981, 357 divorces and invalid marriages were recorded 

and in 1982 the number was 338. All of the divorce records were used 

for this study. In some cases, some of the information was missing 

from the files. For instance, the ages for a few of the couples were 

not available and therefore, these individuals had to be omitted from 

the table on ages.

The variables to be investigated are the ages of the divorced couples 

at marriage, duration of marriage, presence of children and socioeconomic 

status of the couples divorced in the Helena area for 1981 and 1982. 

Results of previous research pertaining to these areas will be presented 

and then compared to the Helena area divorces in order to determine if 

the characteristics of previous divorce subjects exist in divorcing 

couples in the Helena area.

As previously mentioned, the national divorce rate is 5.1 per 1,000 

population. According to the 1981 Montana Vital Statistics, Montana 

is in the upper one-third of the 50 states with a divorce rate of 6.3, 

while Lewis and Clark County's rate is even higher at 7.8. Since the 

Helena area divorce rate is 50% higher than the nation as a whole, 

this could indicate that Lewis and Clark County, which is the home of
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the capitol of Montana (Helena), somehow differs from the rest of the 

country, and thus should be considered as another variable of this 

study.

Lewis and Clark's median family income differs slightly from the 

national and Montana's median income. The U.S. median income for 1979 

was $19,908 , Montana's was $18,839 and Lewis and Clark's was $20,715 

(Source of U.S. and Montana median income: Statistical Abstract of 

the United States, 1982-1983; source for Lewis and Clark median income: 

U.S. Bureau of the Census compiled by Montana Department of Commerce.). 

The estimated population for Lewis and Clark County in mid-year 1981 

was 44,000. The estimated working population for 1980 was 20,441.

(It should be kept in mind that persons living in other counties 

adjacent to Lewis and Clark are also counted in this figure.) The 

working population is almost split evenly between males (10,965) and 

females (9,476). (These figures do not include persons unemployed at 

that time.)

This study is divided into four subsections which reflect each of the 

variables under investigation, plus two other variables related to the 

main variables. Each subsection includes a review of previous research, 

Helena area findings, and discussion of the findings. All of the 

statistical findings in the Helena area divorces have been calculated 

as a percentage of all the divorces which occurred in 1981 and 1982 

and all comparison data is calculated as a percentage of a specific 

population group. In some instances, it was necessary to calculate
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ratios in order to more clearly demonstrate the significance of the 

percentages presented.

• The definition used for social class, or socioeconomic status, in this

paper needs to be examined. There are many ways in which to divide 

populations of a country into social classes. In industrial countries 

like the United States, social position is largely determined by 

achievement, especially the economic achievement of individuals, 

rather than family background (Coser, Rhea, Steffan, and Nock, 1983).

Many researchers combine level of education, status of occupation and 

amount of family income in order to rank people into the various 

classes. This may be done because, as George Levinger and Oliver C.

Moles in their book DIVORCE AND SEPARATION, CONTEXT, CAUSES AND 

CONSEQUENCES (1979) stated, it is very likely that education is positively 

related to the status of the occupation, the financial income and 

therefore, to the living standard of the family. In other words, the 

higher the education, the higher the occupational status, the higher 

the income, and thus, the higher the social class.

According to the previous citation (Coser, et al., 1983), for convenience, 

social scientists generally divide the social hierarchy into three 

classes based on occupation and income: (1) the upper class, whosee
large income comes mainly from property; (2) the middle class of 

nonpropertied professional and white-collar workers; and (3) the lower 

class of low-income manual workers. These categories are necessarily 

arbitrary. (American manual workers in the construction industry, for
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example, earn more money than middle-class teachers.) Some researchers 

identify five major classes (with many subclasses): (1) the upper 

class (the rich who have inherited property); (2) the upper-middle

• class (professionals who earn large salaries); (3) the lower-middle

class (educated white-collar workers and professionals with lower 

salaries); (4) the working class (skilled blue-collar workers who earn 

hourly wages); and (5) the lower class (unskilled workers and the 

poor). Most of the research cited in this study does not explain 

whether the three-class stratification was used or whether the classes 

were divided into five categories. In any event, the author has tried 

to write the research in such a way that it is not necessary to know 

which classification was used, only that there are several ways in 

which it may be done.

Given the fact that the class division is arbitrary, the author used 

six classes in the research on social class of the divorced couples in 

the Helena area. These six classes are based on the occupational 

titles of these couples. The divorce files for the Helena area did 

not list the income of the divorcing couples. The only information 

given was the occupation of the husband and the wife. If someone was 

not employed at the time of the decree, no previous occupational 

position was given, but rather they were listed as unemployed. If the 

wife was unemployed, but not seeking employment outside of the home, 

she was listed as a housewife. Some occupations listed were vague or 

the place of the occupation was given instead of the title of the
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position, in cases such as this, the individual was omitted from the 

data analysis.

Since, as mentioned earlier, a person's social status is measured by 

monetary achievement, the social class of the couples involved in this 

study was considered a joint function of the husband's and the wife's 

income because a couple's monetary achievement is a reflection of both 

of their incomes and not just the male's or the female's income. In 

order to convert the occupations listed in the divorce files into 

social class, the Montana Census Publication on "Occupation of the 

Experienced Civilian Labor Force by Earnings in 1979" was used. This 

gives a listing of occupational titles by median income and sex of the 

workers. On this table, the higher incomes were earned by males in 

managerial and professional specialty occupations which averaged 

$17,236, the middle income groups were approximately $14,000 and were 

earned by salesmen, male carpenters and administrative support occupa

tions. The lowest income groups for the men included the food service 

and household occupations whose earnings were approximately $5,000.

The occupational titles table showed that women earned much less than 

the men for the same type of positions: managerial and professional - 

$9,571; salespersons, carpenters and administrative support - between 

$5,000 and $6,000; food service and household - $3,605.
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To convert the median incomes into class status, the husbands' and 

wives' incomes by occupational titles were added together and classified 

as family income. These figures were then divided into the following 

classes used in this study:

Income in dollars 
Less than 7,499
7.500- 12,499
12.500- 19,999 
20,000-29,999 
30,000-39,999 
40,000 and over

Cl ass
Lower-lower class 
Upper-lower class 
Lower-middle class 
Upper-middle class 
Lower-upper class 
Upper-upper class

In order to determine if an inverse relationship existed between class 

and marital instability, comparison was made between the percent of 

couples divorced in the Helena area by class and percent of the popu

lation of Lewis and Clark County by family income which was also 

converted into classes.

The six classes were used instead of three or five in order to more 

clearly demonstrate any class differences that may exist as far as 

marital instability is concerned. In this study, any family income 

below $7,499 is considered to be the lower-lower class. This is based 

on the 1979 federal government's poverty line of $7,412 for a family 

of four.

In the socioeconomic status discussion section, the social class of 

males divorced is compared to the social class of the male work force 

in Lewis and Clark County. In order to make this comparison, the U.S.
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Department of Commerce publication "Occupation of Employed Persons by 

Race and Spanish Origin for Counties: 1980" was used. This gave the 

number of males employed in Lewis and Clark County in each of the 

occupational categories and these figures were in turn, translated 

into income groups by using the "Occupation of the Experienced Civilian 

Labor Force by Earnings in 1979" table. These groups were then divided 

into the following classes:

Income in dollars Class
Less than 9,999 Lower class
10,000-13,999 Lower-middle class
14,000-16,999 Upper-middle class
17,000 and over Upper class

Comparisons were then made between males divorced in Lewis and Clark 

County and males in the work force in Lewis and Clark County.
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DURATION OF MARRIAGE AND MARITAL INSTABILITY

A number of studies have shown that duration of marriage relates 

• negatively to dissolution (Huber and Spitze, 1980; Saxton, 1980; and

Cherlin, 1981). Huber and Spitze did a study on duration of marriage 

as it relates to couples' thoughts about divorce. It is difficult to 

know precisely how thought of divorce relates to divorce, but the 

authors stated that there should be a connection. They theorized that 

women would think about getting a divorce less than men would because 

a woman's value in the marriage market declines much more sharply with 

age. However, they found that marital duration decreases thought of 

divorce for both spouses - 5% for each year of marriage.

A more logical explanation of why the longer one is married, the less 

likely they are to divorce could be due to the acquisition of what has 

been called marital-specific capital (Huber, et al., 1980). The 

longer couples are married, the more likely it is that they will have 

children, accumulate property, and have more ties to the marriage, 

whether it be financial or affectional.

Gerald R. Leslie (1973) reported that more divorces take place during 

the third year of marriage than during any other year. A number of 

studies reported in Lloyd Saxton's book (1980) also showed that marriages 

that end in divorce are generally of rather short duration.
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Saxton (1980) reported that "the most likely time of separation is the 

one- or two-year period immediately following marriage; marriages that 

last longer than two years are much less likely to end in divorce... 

Although the most likely time of separation is the year or two following 

marriage, the average (median) elapsed time from marriage to separation 

was 3.2 years in 1975...The average elapsed time from the wedding 

until the issuance of the divorce decree is about seven years (6.8)- 

giving rise to the expression 'seven-year itch'." (pp 390-391) Saxton 

goes on to say that the seven-year median duration for a marriage that 

ends in divorce has not changed much in 100 years: the median duration 

of a failed marriage was 7.4 years in 1867.

According to Saxton, in 1975, about 33% of the divorces were granted 

to couples who were married for four years op less, another 33% were 

married for five to ten years, and the final 33% were married for more 

than 10 years.

FINDINGS IN THE HELENA AREA ON DURATION OF MARRIAGE AND MARITAL INSTABILITY

In Montana, the average duration of marriage has remained essentially 

between seven and eight years since 1954. Only in 1966 did the average 

exceed eight years, at 8.3, and only in 1959 was it less than seven 

years, at 6.9. Table 1 gives the percentages of the Helena, area 

couples divorced in 1981 and 1982 by duration of marriage.
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TABLE 1
DURATION OF MARRIAGE OF 

COUPLES DIVORCED IN LEWIS AND CLARK COUNTY
IN 1981 AND 1982

Years Married Percent Number

Less than one year 6 42
One year but less than two 8 55
Two years but less than three 11 78
Three years but less than four 10 68
Four years but less than five 8 54
Five years but less than eight 18 123
Eight years but less than eleven 12 83
Eleven years but less than twenty-one 18 126
Twenty-one years but less than thirty-one 7 45
Thirty-one years and over 3 18

TOTALS 99% 692

Table 1 shows that the second and third years had the highest percentages 

of divorce with 11% and 10%, respectively, and 25% of all the divorces 

ended before the third year of marriage was reached. Calculation of 

all the divorces which occurred in 1981 and 1982 showed that 55% of 

the couples divorced before the seventh year and the median duration 

of marriage was five years. Thirty-five percent of the divorces

occurred when the couples had been married four years or less, 38% 

occurred when they had been married from five through ten years, and 

28% occurred when the couples had been married for ten years or more.
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DISCUSSION

It appears that the duration of marriage in the Helena area follows a 

> similar pattern as previous research on divorced subjects. More

divorces did occur in the early years of marriage, with the second 

year having the highest percentage. Leslie reported that more divorces 

occur in the third year, but the present study showed it was the 

second year. However, in this study, the percentage difference was 

only 1% between the second and third years.

The median duration is much shorter for the Helena area divorced 

couples, at five years, than Montana's and Saxton's seven-year median. 

Saxton (1980) reported that on the average, divorce takes place in the 

fifth year of re-marriage - two years sooner than the average for the 

first divorce. The Helena area divorce statistics include all divorces 

and not just divorces after first marriages. Since the duration of 

Helena marriages that end in divorce is five years, this could indicate 

that there are quite a few second marriages in this study. But it 

could also mean that people in the Helena area divorce after less 

years of marriage than the rest of the country.

The percentage differences between Saxton's and the Helena area's 

divorces, occurring when couples are married four years or less, five 

through ten years and more than ten years, are small but nonetheless 

worthy of mention. This shows that couples in the Helena area are
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divorcing more between five and ten years of marriage (5% more) and 

are divorcing less after ten years of marriage (5% less) than the 

couples in Saxton's study in 1975.
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PRESENCE OF CHILDREN AND MARITAL INSTABILITY

In 1979, there were 1.17 million divorces nationwide which involved 

1.2 million children. Children not only are affected by divorce but 

they may have an impact on marital stability. There are two ways in 

which this can happen:

1. Children may provide an indirect mechanism for marital 
stability.

2. Children may delay or prevent the breakup of couples who are 
unhappily married.

Children may provide an indirect mechanism for marital stability. For 

instance, children may have an impact upon stability by increasing 

marital satisfaction which in turn promotes stability. (Marital 

satisfaction can be thought of as the husband and wife's satisfaction 

with being married to each other.) Children may also increase the 

adjustment of couples; couples with children may be happier and therefore, 

less prone to desire to separate.

According to Arland Thornton (1977), it is also possible that children 

may delay or prevent the breakup of couples who are unhappily married. 

Unhappy couples may stay together because they view divorce as harmful 

to children in certain respects, and thus they stay married for the 

"good of the children". The economic burden of children may be multi

plied if the parents divorce and this extra burden may inhibit disso

lution. Parents may also have genuine bonds with and affection toward 

the children which may keep the marriage intact.
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If, as previously mentioned, children may promote marital stability 

because they increase marital happiness, then it could be assumed that 

couples with children would report in surveys more marital satisfaction

• than people without children. However, this is contrary to empirical

evidence which suggests that marital satisfaction decreases with the 

coming of children (Thornton, 1977). People in the childbearing and 

rearing stages often report less marital adjustment than those without 

children. Thornton goes on to say that such evidence as this should 

cause us to realize that there is a possibility that children may 

create conflict, intensify existing conflict, or decrease enjoyable 

marital interaction.

Research by Norval D. Glenn and Sara McLanahan (1982) on the presence 

of children led them to state that although it is not conclusive, the 

findings of numerous recent studies suggest that in American society 

the presence of a child or children in the family on the average 

lowers the marital happiness or satisfaction of the parents. The only 

evidence they found for positive effects on parents' marriages, or 

well-being in general, is from reports by respondents about how they 

perceive that their children affected them. These researchers believe 

the findings from these studies are not as credible as unobtrusively 

obtained estimates of effects, since many people may be reluctant to 

admit even to themselves that their children adversely affected them. 

This should be kept in mind when examining the results of their research

study which involved 10,000 individuals.
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Glenn and McLanahan found that children negatively affected a marriage 

no matter what sex the respondent was, how high of an education they 

had, or if the wife was employed. The only difference they found was

• between Catholics and non-Catholics. Any negative effects were greater

and any positive effects were smaller for non-Catholics than for 

Catholics. They hypothesized that it might be that the negative 

effects of children on marriages can be explained largely by the 

failure of many married couples to control the number and spacing of 

their children and that the effects would generally be positive if the 

births of children are planned and desired. But they cautioned the 

reader that the evidence supporting this is far from conclusive and 

recent studies have generally failed to find a relationship between 

spacing of children and marital happiness or satisfaction.

If it is true that children lower marital satisfaction, does this mean 

that couples with children are more likely to divorce? One study 

attempted to answer this question by measuring the attitudes toward 

divorce of 120 randomly selected couples in the mid-VJest (Jorgensen 

and Johnson, 1981), The researchers measured attitude because they 

believed that attitude toward divorce undoubtedly plays some role in a 

spouse's or couple's decision to dissolve a marriage. They argue that 

American spouses are becoming increasingly accepting of divorce as a 

means of dealing with marital strain and stress and this acceptance 

has been offered by some as a partial explanation of the increasing 

divorce rate over the last 15 years.



Page 20

Findings from their research showed that presence of children inversely 

related to divorce liberality. Wives with children were significantly 

less liberal toward divorce than were childless wives. Likewise, the

• number of children appeared to inversely influence wives' divorce

liberality but had considerable less impact on husbands' attitudes 

towards divorce. Wives without children were the most liberal group 

of four subsamples (husbands with children, husbands without children, 

wives with children, wives without children) while in contrast, there 

was no significant difference between divorce liberality of husbands 

with or without children.

If children negatively affect marriage, then one would expect to find 

a higher percentage of divorce among those couples who have children.

But research demonstrates that this is not the case. William R.

Garrett (1982) reports that almost 4Q% of all divorces occur in child

less marriages. Spanier and Glick (1981) examined information based 

on the 1960 and 1970 decennial census tabulations and the June, 1975 

Current Population Survey conducted by the U.S. Bureau of the Census.

The survey examined a national probability sample of about 100,000 

adults living in approximately 50,000 households. The sample was 

weighted so as to be consistent with estimates for the entire population 

This sample is one of the largest sample surveys conducted regularly 

in the U.S. They reported that the likelihood of marital disruption 

is greatest for women with no children and it is the least for women 

with three or more. This correlation, which suggests that the absence 

of children tends to increase the chances of separation or divorce,
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and that having children tends to decrease the chances of separation 

or divorce, was based on a comparison of ratios of women ever separated 

or divorced to women married once and living with their husband.

Thornton (1977) examined data from the 1970 National Fertility Study 

in order to ascertain the effects of family size on marital stability.

He concluded that only one or two children in marriages lowered the 

divorce rate. Childless couples had the highest marital dissolution 

rate and couples with large families (three or more children if 

married less than eight years or five children or more if married 

eight to 16 years) were second. Couples with one or more children had 

the lowest rate. If a graph were to be made of dissolution rates, a 

roughly U-shaped curve would result. Those families having large 

numbers of children or no children at all would be at the ends of the 

curve with high dissolution rates while the small and medium families 

would be in the middle of the curve with low incidence of dissolution.

He concluded that while a few children may increase marital satisfaction, 

a large number may, in turn, reduce happiness.

FINDINGS IN THE HELENA AREA ON PRESENCE OF CHILDREN AND MARITAL INSTABILITY

Examination of the Montana Vital Statistics for 1981 on the number of 

children involved in divorces that took place in Montana shows that as 

a result of smaller families in recent years, the average number of 

children under 18 affected per divorce has been declining since the 

mid-1960's. In 1964, there was 1.47 children affected per divorce,
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and this rate decreased to 1.00 in 1980. Even though the number of 

children per divorce has declined, the total number of children affected 

by Montana divorces has risen by 170% since 1955. In that year, 

there were 1,862 children under 18 years of age affected by divorce as 

compared with 5,022 in 1980. This 170% increase of children involved 

in divorce reflects the increasing number of people who obtain divorces 

in Montana. Table 2 gives the percentage distribution of divorced 

couples by number of children under 18 years of age. In order to 

determine the significance of the percentage of divorcing couples in 

the Helena area by number of children, a comparison must be made to 

the precent of couples by number of children under 18 in the general 

population. Table 2 also gives the percentage distribution of families 

by number of own children under 18 for 1980 in Montana. This distribu

tion was not available just for the County of Lewis and Clark, however, 

information provided by the Department of Commerce, Census and Economic 

Information Center, stated that the County closely resembles the 

Montana percentages in this area.
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TABLE 2
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF COUPLES BY 

NUMBER OF CHILDREN

Divorced Couples in Lewis 
and Clark County 
(1981 and 1982)

Couples in 
Montana (1980)

Number of Children Percent Number Percent

None 47 324 47
One 24 164 19
Two 20 134 21
Three 7 45 9
Four or more 3 20 4
TOTALS 101 687 100

Source of Montana Statistics: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1980

When comparing the percentages , it can be seen that the percent of

couples divorced with no children under 18 (47%) is equal to the

percent of couples in the general population of Montana (47%). The 

percent of divorced couples with one child is 5% higher than the 

general population in Montana with one ch-ild. The rest of the percent 

ages are fairly similar.

DISCUSSION

As can be seen from Table 2, the percent of couples divorced in each 

of the categories is very similar to the proportion of couples in the 

general population. (Families with only one child under 18 had the 

highest number of divorces, with 24%, in proportion to the general
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population, with 19%,) Since the percentages are similar, this would 

seem to indicate that the physical presence of children in the home 

has no affect on marital stability.

This does not mean that the findings in Lewis and Clark County are 

contrary to research done by Spanier, Glick, and Thornton cited earlier. 

Their research concentrated on childless marriages while Table 2 

contains percentages on children below the age of 18. No comparison 

could be made between childless divorced couples in Lewis and Clark 

and childless couples in Montana because the data for Montana does not 

exist. However, some comparison can be made between Lewis and Clark 

and national statistics presented by Keith Melville (1977) concerning 

childless women.

According to Melville (1977), in 1976 42% of women ever married between 

the ages of 20 and 24 were childless, and 22% of the women between 25 

and 29 were childless. Calculation of the percentages of divorces in 

1981 and 1982 of Lewis and Clark County childless women showed that 

42% of the women between 20 and 24 years of age were childless and 46%

of the women between 25 and 29 were childless.

This seems to indicate (provided the national percentage of ever 

married childless women pertains to Lewis and Clark County as well) 

that childless women in Lewis and Clark between 20 and 24 years old 

are not necessarily more prone to divorce. But what does seem to be 

evident is that childless women between 25 and 29 are almost twice as
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likely to be divorced than are childless women between 20 and 24 years 

old. This finding indicates that being childless does not affect 

every couple the same way in their likelihood of being divorced. But

• rather that the relationship between presence of children and marital

instability may be dependent upon the age of the woman. Further 

research would have to be done in order to substantiate this.

As previously mentioned, Garrett reported that almost 40% of all 

divorces occur in childless marriages. Calculation of all the Helena 

area divorces showed that Lewis and Clark County is very similar with 

44%.

Thornton stated that a graph of divorced couples would be U-shaped 

with childless couples and couples with large families divorcing more 

frequently than couples with one or two children. In the Helena area, 

there were 300 couples who were divorced with no children, 170 with 

one child, 140 with two children, 47 with three children, 25 with four 

children and five with five children. If a graph were drawn, there 

would be a descending line from 300 down to five couples. Therefore, 

the Helena area does not follow the same pattern as Thornton reported.

There has been much speculation on why childless couples are more 

prone to divorce than people with children. Spanier and Glick have 

interpreted findings of this nature "to possibly be the result of 

marital disruption interrupting childbearing or those who have completed
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their families are generally older, have been married longer, and are 

consequently less likely to terminate their marriages." (p. 334)

• Thornton states that there may be two different reasons as to why

childless couples have a higher divorce rate. One is that since 

people divorce, this shows that there is discord in the marriage and 

that this discord results in the couple not having any children. The 

other reason may be that couples without children who are dissatisfied 

in their marriage have fewer pressures to stay together than unhappily 

married couples with children. In the first case, Thornton indicates 

that discord leads to childlessness and eventually, divorce. In the 

second instance, he indicates that discord leads to divorce because

there are no children.

When researchers discuss the difference in marital disruption rates 

between childless couples and couples with children, they state that 

childless marriages are more prone to dissolution than others. But 

Glenn and McLanahan (1982) state that "this relationship is partially 

spurious, since marriages of short duration are more likely both to be 

childless and to be dissolved through divorce than are other marriages; 

but some of the relationship remains when duration of marriage is 

controlled." (p. 69)

A study done by Spanier and Lewis (1980) concentrated on the marital 

happiness of married women who were childless versus women with 

children. This study, which involved 50 childless women and 50 mothers,
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resulted in the researchers arriving at the conclusion that when 

trying to determine which group is happiest, what is important was 

whether or not women were childless by choice. When they matched

• these women on education, religion and participation in the labor

force, the women who were voluntarily childless exhibited higher 

marital adjustment than did the mothers. They stated that most of the 

current evidence is “congruent with the notion that the presence of 

dependent children in the home puts a 'crunch' on the time, energy and 

economic resources of parents and results in a decrease in the marital 

satisfaction of parents." (p. 829)

One research study elaborated on a possible explanation of why children 

reduce marital happiness (Glenn, et al., 1982). They suggested that 

this can happen if a society has "values which are highly individualistic 

and hedonistic and in which marriage is expected to involve a high 

degree of emotional and sexual intimacy and to be the spouse's primary 

source of companionship." (p. 70) And, they argue, that it does not 

matter whether or not the children are planned. They reported that 

some studies show that children tend to interfere with marital companion

ship and to lessen the spontaneity of sexual relations and their 

presence in the family creates the potential for jealousy and competition 

for affection, time and attention. They suggest that further research 

could be done in other cultures to determine if children adversely 

affect marriages only in cultures with unusually individualistic 

values or only where social and geographic isolation of the nuclear
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family minimizes child care assistance from friends, neighbors and 

extended family members.

SEX OF CHILDREN AND MARITAL INSTABILITY

One of the correlates of marital instability which Spanier and Glick 

(1981) feel has not been studied adequately is sex of the children and 

marital instability. In their study, they reported that women who 

have at least one son are most likely to remain in their first marriage. 

One example of the converse, they reported, is that women with two 

children who have two girls, as opposed to two boys or one girl and 

one boy, are more likely to become divorced or separated. The corre

lation was .24 for couples with both boys, .28 for couples with both 

girls, and .23 for one boy and one girl. The differences are not 

large but were statistically significant. They concluded that comparison 

of the ratios of separated and divorced women to women in intact 

marriages reveals that marital disruption is somewhat more likely if 

all children are girls.

Spanier and Glick give an interesting explanation as to why couples 

with girls are more likely to obtain a divorce. They state that 

"perhaps in this society, fathers (even more than mothers) have a 

strong desire for at least one son to carry on the family name, and 

this desire may be stronger among traditional parents who are most 

likely to be found in the lower social strata. If this desire is not
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satisfied, divorce may ensue. Among the many other explanations may 

be a remnant of preferences handed down from earlier generations when 

a large majority of families lived on farms and when sons were considered

• to be more beneficial than daughters for the promotion of the family

business. Still another speculation is that a mother of sons may 

hesitate to become divorced and to establish a household with no man

to serve as her partner in rearing the sons; boys are generally somewhat 

harder than girls for a mother to rear without a husband to share the 

childrearing. Such findings as the greater likelihood of divorce if 

the couple has no sons may be a differential that will tend to disappear 

as more enlightened attitudes about a preference for boys become more 

prevalent." (p. 336)

FINDINGS IN THE HELENA AREA ON SEX OF CHILDREN AND MARITAL INSTABILITY

Table 3 gives the percentages of couples divorced in Lewis and Clark 

County, who had one child and those who had two children, by the sex 

of the children.
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TABLE 3
DISTRIBUTION OF COUPLES DIVORCED IN 

LEWIS AND CLARK COUNTY IN 1981 AND 1982
BY SEX OF THE CHILDREN

One Child Two Children

Boy Girl Both Boys Both Girls One Boy, One Girl

Number 99 69 32 33 75
Percent 59 41 23 24 54

When comparing the couples with only one child, there were more couples 

who divorced that had one boy than there were couples who had one 

girl. Fifty-nine percent had divorced with one child being a boy and 

41% had one girl. When comparing the percentages of couples with two 

children, it can be seen that more couples were divorced who had one 

girl and one boy (54%) than couples whose children were either both 

boys (23%) or both girls (24%), No comparison could be made between 

sex of the children in these divorced families and the general population 

because family composition of the general population was not available.

DISCUSSION

• The author of the present study was unable to locate any other research

that has been done on sex of children and marital instability to 

substantiate Spanier and Glick's claim that divorce occurs more often 

in families who have only girls. Perhaps they are correct in their

observation that this area has not been adequately studied. This
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type of analysis could not be done in the present study because no 

information on families by sex of children are available for Montana 

or the nation. Fifty-four percent of the divorces in the Helena area 

who had two children involved families with one boy and one girl but 

this does not mean that more divorces occur when families have one of 

each sex. This could reflect the possibility that more families in 

Lewis and Clark County have one boy and one girl and thus, it would be 

expected that more divorces would occur with this type of family 

composition.

In looking at the percentages of couples divorced with only one child, 

it can be seen that 59% of these divorces involved couples who had a 

boy and 41% had a girl. Statistical calculation of births that took 

place in Montana for the past few years, showed that boys make up 51% 

of the birth population each year. Since 2% more boys than girls are 

born each year (provided this statistic is consistent over years), it 

could be expected that divorces would involve slightly more boys. 

However, the percentage between couples with one boy who were divorced 

and those with one girl was 18. This seems to be much higher than 

would normally be expected. Therefore, the conclusion could be made 

that in the Helena area, couples with one boy experience more divorce 

than couples with one girl. But it should be kept in mind that this 

conclusion was drawn by using percentages of births each year and not 

comparison to family composition of the general population.
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AGE AT MARRIAGE AND MARITAL INSTABILITY

Age at marriage has been shown to have a substantial impact on marital 

• instability. Arland Thornton (1978) states that virtually every study

examining the issue has found age at marriage to be directly related 

to marital stability. There is a high divorce rate for those married 

young, especially in the teenage years. Even when other variables are 

controlled this variable has an important impact upon marital instability

In Lloyd Saxton's book, he reported that it has been estimated that 

72% of all marriages in which the bride is 14 to 17 years of age will 

end in divorce. He stated that this high correlation between teenage 

marriages and divorce results for many reasons. For example, although 

emotional maturity may occur at a very early age, a person is usually 

less emotionally mature in the teenage years than in the twenties and 

thus less able to make a sound marital choice. Also, emotionally 

immature persons tend to rely on others for their behavior and then to 

blame others for their failures. They are scarcely, according to 

Saxton, able to provide for themselves and are simply unable to provide 

the understanding, emotional support, and nurture necessary for a 

harmonious interaction in marriage. Whereas, emotionally mature 

persons are relatively independent and self-directed. Self-direction 

and independence imply a willingness to make decisions and to abide by 

their consequences and not blame others for their failures. An 

emotionally mature person can give support in a marriage because they 

are able to fulfill their own needs in ways that will not bring conflict
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into a marriage. Thus, the more emotionally mature a person is, the 

greater is the likelihood of a successful marriage.

According to Saxton, another reason for the high correlation between

teenage marriages and divorce is that teenage marriages are very

<' & i til bus %
highly correlated with premarital pregnancy, and premarital pregnancy 

is, in turn, correlated with a higher divorce rate. He goes on to say 

that teenage marriages are more common in the lower class and the 

relative economic instability of this brings financial pressure on the 

marriage. Early marriages can also curtail a person's vocational 

preparedness, making it very difficult to earn enough money to support 

a family without great economic hardship. In other words, teenage 

marriages usually are correlated with lower social class, lower 

education, lower occupational status and lower income - all of which

correlate with a relatively high chance for divorce.
whe y at,x.*

Bill Fenelon (1971) stated that in addition to young marriages being 

vulnerable to divorce due to less stable personalities, financial 

problems, and pregnancy, the couples involved usually do not know each 

other very well because they marry after short periods of acquaintance. 

Not knowing a person well before marriage can result in two people 

with dissimilar interests becoming married. And, George Levinger and 

Oliver C. Moles (1979) report that marriage stability depends on many 

factors and one very important factor is similarity of interests.
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One study (Huber, et al., 1980) investigated the age at marriage 

factor and found that the older a woman was at the time of marriage, 

the less likely she is to think of divorce. However, this was not the

• case with husbands.

Spanier and Glick (1981) investigated first marriages and reported 

that women who marry at ages 14 to 17 are twice as likely to divorce 

as women who marry at ages 18 or 19, and three times as likely to 

divorce as women married at ages 20 and 24. Those who married at ages 

18 or 19 had divorce rates about half again as high as women who were 

in their twenties when they married. They also found that men who 

marry in their teens are about twice as likely to divorce as men who 

marry at ages 20 to 24; and more than twice as likely to divorce as 

men who marry at ages 25 to 29.

Thornton reported in his research study in 1978 that the dissolution 

rate for women marrying before 18 was three to four times as great as 

it was for women marrying at ages 22 or over. And he reported that 

this relationship between age and dissolution was found to be constant 

over time; age and maturity seemed to be about as important in later 

years as in the early years of marriage. This means that women who 

married younger had higher dissolution rates no matter how long the 

marriage lasted. This agrees with a research study done by Larry L. 

Bumpass and James A. Sweet (1970). They also concluded that women 

marrying for the first time at ages thirty and above have very low 

rates of marital disruption.
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A probability sample of 28,000 households (Glick and Norton, 1971) 

showed that men who married in their teens had consistently quite high 

probabilities of divorce and men who married in their late twenties 

had consistently low probabilities of divorce. During the first five 

years of marriage 16 per 1,000 of the teenage grooms but only 5 per 

1,000 of the grooms who married in their late twenties obtained a 

divorce within an average one year period.

Another study which concentrated on age at marriage (Mott and Moore,

1979) was based on a sample of young women 14 to 24 years old. According 

to the authors of this study, this is the age group most vulnerable to 

marital instability. This study found a strong inverse association 

between age and marital disruption even after controlling for all the 

other factors which are known to be associated with aging.

FINDINGS IN THE HELENA AREA ON AGE AT MARRIAGE AND MARITAL INSTABILITY

Table 4 gives the percentage distribution of men and women divorced in 

Lewis and Clark County in 1981 and 1982 by their ages at marriage.
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TABLE 4
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF MEN AND WOMEN DIVORCED 

IN LEWIS AND CLARK COUNTY IN 1981 AND 1982
BY AGE AT MARRIAGE

Women Men

Age at Marriage Percent Number Percent Number

12-15 2 16 * 2
16-17 11 74 2 22
18-19 23 157 13 84
20-21 17 111 18 121
22-23 13 88 17 108
24-25 7 47 11 69
26-27 6 36 8 54
28-29 4 25 4 29
30-34 8 53 11 68
35-39 3 23 6 42
40-44 2 11 5 36
45-49 2 12 1 10
50-59 1 8 3 18
60-69 * 5 * 3
70 and over * 3 ★ 4
Totals 99 669 99 670

*Percentage is less than one-half of one percent.

It should be noted that for women, the highest percentage of divorce 

occurred in the 18 to 19 year-old category with 23%. For men, the 

highest percentage of divorce occurred when the men were married at 

ages of 20 and 21. The percentage for this category was 18%. However 

the ages of 22 to 23 were almost as high with 17%.

For women, the percentage increases throughout the teenage years and 

immediately declines once the age of 20 is reached and continues to

decline as the age increases. For men, the percentage also increases
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through the teenage years, but it does not decline significantly until 

the ages of 24 and 25. As the age at marriage increases the percentage 

decreases, but in most cases the percentage in each category for men

• is higher than for women.

In order to make a comparison of persons who marry in their teens, 

twenties, etc. to couples who divorce (by age at marriage), the percent 

ages from Table 4 have been incorporated into Tables 5 and 6. In 

these tables, 'bride' and 'groom' is used to designate persons who 

were married in the State of Montana in the year 1981. Persons married 

in 1981 are used for comparison to the divorced couples in order to 

observe the proportion of divorced couples to the proportion of 

persons in these age groups who marry each year. This comparison 

should indicate if one age group is over-represented in the number of 

divorces each year.
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TABLE 5

PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF WOMEN 
BY AGE AT MARRIAGE

Women Divorced Brides

Age at Marriage Percent Number Percent Number

12-14 1 8 0 0
15-19 38 239 21 1692
20-24 33 223 39 3227
25-29 13 84 18 1513
30-34 8 53 9 762
35-39 3 23 4 356
40-44 2 11 3 252
45-49 2 12 1 119
50-59 1 8 2 157
60-69 * 5 1 95
70 and over * 3 * 36
Totals 101 669 98 8209

*Percentage is less than one-half of one percent.

TABLE 6
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF MEN 

BY AGE AT MARRIAGE

Men Divorced Grooms

Age at Marriage Percent Number Percent Number

12-14 * 1 0 0
15-19 16 107 7 589
20-24 40 268 37 3054
25-29 17 113 24 2008
30-34 10 68 13 1050
35-39 6 42 7 541
40-44 5 36 4 322
45-49 1 10 3 212
50-59 3 18 3 250
60-69 * 3 2 127
70 and over * 4 * 56
Totals 98 670 100 8209

*Percentage is less than one-half of one percent.
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When comparing the data for the Helena area divorces, it can be seen 

that 46% of the divorces involved women who were in their twenties 

when they married. Fifty-seven percent of the divorces involved men

• who were in their twenties when they married. The data for Montana

marriages which occurred in 1981 shows that 57% of the brides were in 

their twenties and 61% of the grooms were in their twenties. The 

largest percentage of women and men married before the age of 30, with 

20 through 24 being the most common age at marriage.

The tables indicate that for both brides and grooms, the percentages 

in each category are more than the percent of persons (by age at 

marriage) who were divorced - with two exceptions: for men, the 

percent divorced is higher in the 20 through 24 age category than the 

percent of grooms; and for both men and women the percent divorced who 

were teenagers when they married is higher than the percent of teenage 

brides and grooms. For the women, 39% of the divorced women were 

teenagers when they married but only 21% of the brides in 1981 were 

teenagers, and for the men, the percentages are 16 and 7, respectively.

In order to more clearly observe the relationship between age at 

marriage and marital instability, the ratios of individuals divorced 

in 1981 and 1982 to brides and grooms in 1981 were calculated. Table 

7 gives these ratios.
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TABLE 7
RATIO OF INDIVIDUALS DIVORCED 

TO INDIVIDUALS MARRIED BY 
AGE AT MARRIAGE

Aqe at Marriage Women Brides Ratio Men Grooms Ratio
Di vorced Divorced

12-19 39% 21% 1.90 16% 7% 2.30
20-24 33% 39% .80 40% 37% 1.10
25-29 13% 18% .72 17% 24% .71
30 and over 17% 22% .77 27% 31% .87
Totals 102% 100% 100% 99%

The Table 7 ratios show that women who marry in their teens are twice 

as likely to divorce as women who marry at age 20 and over. Men who 

marry in their teens are twice as likely to divorce as men who marry 

at ages 20 through 24, and three times as likely to divorce as men who 

marry at age 25 and over.

DISCUSSION

The present study indicates that marital disruption is higher in 

teenage marriages than in marriages that occur when the couples are 

older. This agrees with past research by Spanier and Glick who found 

that men who marry in their teens are twice as likely to divorce as 

men who marry at ages 20 and 24. In this study men who married in 

their teens were twice as likely to divorce as when they married 

in the age group of 20 to 24 and they were three times as likely to

divorce as men who married when they were 25 and over. But Spanier
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and Glick found that when men married in their teens, they were only 

twice as likely to divorce as when they were 25 and over. In spite of 

this difference (which could be due to Spanier and Glick using only

• first marriages), it can be concluded that the present study agrees

with past research - teenage marriages are more likely to end in 

divorce than marriages in which the couples are older when they marry.

Bumpass and Sweet reported that women marrying for the first time at 

thirty and over have low rates of marital disruption. The Helena area 

study does not completely agree with this research. A comparison 

could be made between the age groups of the twenty year olds, thirty 

year olds and those over forty. When calculation of the ratios for 

these groups is done comparing women divorced to brides in 1981, the 

ratio for the twenty year olds was .80, for the thirty year olds it 

was .85 and for those over forty it was .75. The difference is small 

but it still shows that women over forty are divorcing less (in propor 

tion to the number of women who married at this age in 1981) than 

women in their twenties and their thirties. However, women in their 

twenties are divorcing less (in proportion to the number of brides who 

married at this age in 1981) than women in their thirties. This 

discrepancy could be because this study involves all divorces that 

occurred and not just divorces after the first marriage as was the 

case in previous research. Since most people marry for the first time 

before age thirty, it may be assumed that the majority of women who 

married in their thirties, and divorced in 1981 and 1982, were doing
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so for the second time. And past research shows that second marriages 

have a higher probability of divirce than do first time marriages. 

(Reiss, 1980)

AGE AT DIVORCE

According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census (1982), the median age at 

divorce after first marriage for men is 31.0, and the median age for 

women is 28.7. The Montana Vital Statistics reports that the median 

age for men in Montana who were divorced in 1981 is 32.7 and for 

women, 29.7. The median age is higher in Montana than the nation as a 

whole, but this could be because the Montana statistics represent all 

persons divorced in that year, not just those who were divorced after 

their first marriage as the national statistics represent.

When Glick, et al., (1971) were studying age at marriage in their 

sample of 28,000 households, they discovered that approximately one- 

half of all divorces occur among persons in their twenties. However, 

they did not speculate as to why this occurs nor did they reveal the 

importance of this discovery. It was related in their study as an 

observation and nothing more.

FINDINGS ON AGE AT DIVORCE IN THE HELENA AREA

Table 8 gives the percentage distribution of men and women divorced in

Lewis and Clark County in 1981 and 1982 by age at divorce.
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TABLE 8
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF COUPLES 

DIVORCED IN LEWIS AND CLARK COUNTY IN 1981 
AND 1982 BY AGE AT DIVORCE

Women Men

Age at Divorce Percent Number Percent Number

15-19 5 32 * 6
20-29 46 310 36 240
30-39 31 209 35 233
40-49 11 71 19 125
50-59 5 37 7 48
60 and over 2 14 3 21
Totals 100 673 100 673

*Percentage is less than one-half of one percent.

Calculation of the ages of all the divorced persons in the Helena area 

showed that the median age of women divorced was 29 years and the 

median age for men was 33 years. Forty-six percent of the women and 

36% of the men were divorced in their twenties.

DISCUSSION

As mentioned earlier, Glick, et al. (1971) reported that approximately 

one-half of all divorces occur among persons in their twenties. The

• present study is in agreement with this observation only as far as the

women are concerned. Forty-six percent of the divorces in Lewis and 

Clark County involved women who were in their twenties. However, only

36% of the divorces involved men who were in their twenties when they
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divorced. As can be seen from Table 8, the proportion of men who 

divorce is much higher than women for the ages of 40 through 49. Ten 

percent more women than men divorced when they were in their twenties

• and almost 10% more men than women divorced when they were in their

forties. So it would appear that men not only marry at older ages 

than women, but as would be expected, they also divorce at older ages

The median ages of men and women divorced in Lewis and Clark County 

are similar to the median ages for the State of Montana. Since these 

are higher than the national median ages, it can be assumed that the 

Lewis and Clark statistics contain a large percentage of second time 

marriages, as do the State statistics.
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SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS AND MARITAL INSTABILITY

A large number of studies demonstrate strong relationships between 

• social class and marital attitudes and behavior. Some of the studies

define social class in terms of income, others concentrate on education 

or occupational status. According to one study (Mott and Moore,

1979), William J. Goode, in his book AFTER DIVORCE printed in 1956, 

was the first to introduce the concept of an "income" effect by his 

finding that divorce was more common among the lower classes, whether 

these classes were defined by husband's education or occupation. 

Levinger and Moles (1979) researched the income aspect of social class 

and found that husbands who earn the least amount of money are the 

most likely to become divorced.

J. Richard Udry (1966) found that there is lower marital stability in 

the lower-status occupations for men, and highest stability in the 

high-status occupations. Lloyd Saxton (1980) also did research on 

occupational status of the husband and found that the greater the 

occupational status of the husband, the more likely he is to experience 

a stable marriage. And other researchers like Pang and Hanson (1968) 

have found that the divorce rate is inversely related to income and 

education.

It may be assumed that the reason that lower status individuals have a 

higher divorce rate is because of the economic pressures that often 

interfere with the successful structure and function of the family
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unit. As a consequence, satisfactory marital adjustment becomes 

relatively more difficult and the rates of divorce, separation and 

desertion are higher for low income groups who make up the population

• of the lower classes.

FINDINGS IN THE HELENA AREA ON SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS AND MARITAL INSTABILITY

Table 9 gives the percentages of couples divorced in Lewis and Clark 

County by social class. In order to determine the relationship between 

status and marital instability, calculations were made to determine 

the percentage of the families in Lewis and Clark County who were in 

these classes. These percentages are also in Table 9.

TABLE 9
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF DIVORCED COUPLES 

AND POPULATION OF LEWIS AND CLARK COUNTY
BY FAMILY INCOME

Couples Divorced in
1981 and 1982

Families in 1979

Cl ass Percent Number Percent Number Ratio

Lower-lower 14 64 10 1130 1.40
Upper-lower 14 62 13 1479 1.08
Lower-middle 38 171 24 2652 1.58
Upper-middle 32 148 31 3432 1.03
Lower-upper 2 7 14 1527 .14
Upper-upper 1 4 8 888 .13
Totals 101 456 100 11108

Source of Data on Families in 1979: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1980.
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When comparing the divorced couples to the families in Lewis and Clark 

County, it should be noted that the two lower classes' percentages are 

very similar. The divorced couples' percentages are four points 

higher in the lower-lower class and one point higher in the upper- 

lower class. In the two middle classes, the divorced couples' percent

ages are also higher. In the lower-middle class, the divorced couples' 

percentage is 14% higher than the families and 1% higher in the upper- 

middle class. In the two upper classes, the percentages are lower for 

the divorced couples than the percentages of the families: in the 

lower-upper class the percentage is 12% lower and in the upper-upper 

class it is 7% lower.

The ratios for these two groups show that the lower-middle class was 

the most likely to divorce, followed by the lower-lower class. The 

ratios for the upper-lower and upper-middle classes, which were very 

similar, are less than the lower-lower and lower-middle classes. The 

upper classes were the least likely to divorce.

DISCUSSION

According to past research, there is an inverse relationship between 

social status and marital instability but the present study indicates 

that no such relationship exists in the Helena area. Since the ratio 

in the lower half of each of the three classes (lower, middle and 

upper class) is higher than the ratio of those in the upper portion of

each of these classes, it seems that those persons earning the least
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amount of money in each of the three classes are more likely to divorce 

than those who earn the most money in these classes. This situation 

is more obvious in the lower and middle classes than in the upper 

class where the difference in ratios is slight. (Due to the small 

number of divorces in the upper classes, interpretation of these 

ratios should be done with caution.)

This observation (of those who earn the least money in both the lower 

and middle classes are also the ones who experience more divorce) 

raises several questions. For instance, could it be possible that 

those less "well-off" in the lower and middle classes in the Helena 

area experience dissatisfaction when they compare themselves to others 

in their class who earn more money? And could this dissatisfaction 

affect their marriage and thus cause the increase in their divorce 

rate? Further research would have to be done in order to answer these 

and other questions concerning this relationship.

There are several reasons why the current study does not agree with 

past research that states there is an inverse relationship between 

class and marital instability. One reason may be that since the 

amount of the divorced couples' income was not available, job titles 

were used to rank the couples according to social status. Even though 

the information on the amount of income one could expect to receive in 

a given profession in Montana was used, there could still be some 

problems, for example, stability of income. In this study, it was not 

known how long or how much (full-time or part-time) a divorced person
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had worked before the decree was rendered. Numerous studies (Huber 

and Spitze, 1980; Outright, 1971; Mott and Moore, 1979; and Saxton,

1980) report that the amount of a husband's earnings was positively

• associated with marital stability insofar as such income was fairly

stable. Occupations vary greatly in the stability of their work 

hours. And in the last few years, the local, state and federal govern

ments have had to cut back on the number of employees they employ and 

the number of hours the employees may work. Helena has a large number 

of government workers. These employees could be in the middle class 

which had a large percentage of divorced couples. Therefore, the 

greater number of divorces in the middle class could have been due to 

the instability of the incomes of the individuals in this group due to 

the governmental cutbacks. Although this is a possibility, it seems 

more likely that this explanation may apply to only a certain percentage 

of the divorce cases in the middle class, but is not adequate to 

explain the entire reason why the middle class is overrepresented in 

the divorce cases,

A second possible explanation as to why the middle class is over

represented in divorces in the Helena area may be related to the 

working woman. One researcher (Udry, 1966) theorized that occupational 

status and its relationship to marital stability must be considered a 

different phenomenon for each sex since marital disruption may lead 

some women into certain occupational categories while it is more 

difficult to conceive of men being led into certain occupations as a 

result of marital disruption. He found that disruption rates varied
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for women in certain occupations and these occupations did not fall 

into the same income category. It is possible that some of the Helena 

area women were not working before their marriage began to dissolve. 

However it seems probable that the percentage of these type of cases 

would be small in a community where almost 50% of the working population 

is made up of women. Since so many women are in the work force, it 

appears that the Helena area is a community where working women can be 

found all the time and not just when their marriage is breaking up.

This brings up another aspect of women in the work force which may 

help to explain why the middle class divorce rate seems to be higher 

than the lower classes. Huber, et al. (1980) reported in their research 

article, "Considering Divorce: An Expansion of Becker's Theory of 

Marital Instability", that one of the most critical factors associated 

with the rise in divorce is the increase in women's labor force parti

cipation. Researchers have given a number of reasons as to why marriages 

in which the wife works may have higher dissolution rates: women's 

involvement in careers may increase divorce liberality by "increasing 

wives' perception of satisfying and fulfilling alternatives to remaining 

in an unsatisfying marital relationship" (Jorgensen and Johnson, 1980; 

p. 624); women now have the opportunity to be economically self- 

supporting and become less dependent upon marriage for financial 

support (Tomoko Makabe, 1980); husbands may feel more free to terminate 

the marriage because the wife’s ability to work may relieve men of the 

prospect of alimony, or a woman's career may threaten her husband and 

cause marital conflict. (Huber, et al., 1980)
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Another reason why marriages in which the wife works have higher 

dissolution rates could be because the wife's role as career woman 

alters the traditional wife/mother role and husband as sole support of 

the family. If the husband does not share the responsibilities of the 

home and children with the wife, the wife is essentially working at 

two jobs - one inside the home and one outside. If she is dissatisfied 

with this arrangement and the husband resents her role as career 

woman, conflict may arise. Or if the wife works out of necessity and 

holds traditional views about the husband being the "bread-winner" and 

the wife being a homemaker, she may resent having to work and this may 

cause conflict between her and her husband.

The present study involved 695 divorced women. Eighty-one percent of 

these women were working at the time of the divorce, 6% were unemployed 

and 12% were housewives. In Lewis and Clark County, both the husband 

and the wife worked in 62.5% of the married-couple families (Independent 

Record, 1984). When comparing the 81% and the 62.5%, it appears that 

working wives may be overrepresented in divorce but further research 

would have to be done to substantiate this.

In recent years, researchers have begun to investigate the impact of 

working wives on marital instability. Mott, et al. (1979) stated that 

"the level of the wife's earnings has served as the primary proxy for 

the 'independence' effect. There appears to be a general confirmation 

in the literature that these earnings are positively associated with 

the probability of disruption." (p. 356) Mott goes on to say that
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one study found that there is greater stability where the ratio of the 

wife's wage relative to the husband's wage is low, "such that the 

wife's comparative advantage is to remain in the home specializing in 

non-market work." (p. 356) Another study (Huber, et al., 1980) found 

that the longer a woman had worked outside the home, the more likely 

it was that both her and her husband had thought about getting a 

divorce at one time or another. One research article by John N. 

Edwards and Janice M. Saunders (1981) reported that although various 

studies have documented substantial socioeconomic differences in the 

proneness of individuals to dissolve marriages (rates are high among 

lower status individuals and low among those at higher socioeconomic 

levels), there is an exception. The exception to this inverse corre

lation between socioeconomic status and dissolution rates has been 

found in the case of women who have higher incomes independent of 

their husbands. Such women experience greater marital instability 

than women with lower incomes.

Tomoko Makabe (1980) theorized that favorable economic conditions for 

women may make the socioeconomic cost of divorce less of an obstacle. 

If this is true, the Helena area, which has a large percentage of 

working women, could be considered one of these favorable economic 

conditions. This could explain why the divorce rate is higher in the 

Helena area than in the nation and it could also explain why the

middle class has a higher percentage of divorces.
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If, as implied in the above mentioned research, wives who are econom

ically dependent on their husbands have lower disruption rates, then 

the wives in the lower classes may still be economically dependent on 

their husbands because their salaries are not sufficiently high enough 

for them to support themselves if a divorce should occur and they 

would, therefore, be more reluctant to leave an unsatisfactory marriage. 

Whereas, the middle class wives may be earning a large enough salary 

that enables them to see a way to support themselves and thus be more 

prone to leave an unhappy marriage.

And finally, the discrepancy between previous research and the present 

study as it relates to class and marital instability may be a result 

of the difference in the methods of analysis. According to Levinger 

and Moles (1979), earlier studies ignored wives' income because, then 

most women worked at home. And in the early 1960’s and before, marriage 

researchers tended to suggest that a wife's status is entirely determined 

by her husband's education and occupation; today this assumption is 

less acceptable. Even though some researchers are concentrating more 

on the impact of working women on marital disruption, it appears that 

researchers are still under the impression that a husband's socioeconomic 

characteristics contribute more than the wife's to a couple's social 

rank. This is evident from the review of the literature on socioeconomic 

status on page 45 of this paper. Almost all of this literature refers

to the husband's education, or occupation of men, etc.
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The present study looked at socioeconomic status as a joint function 

of both husbands' and wives' incomes, not as a function of only the 

husbands' income as it appears previous research has done. Table 10 

gives the percentage distribution of males divorced in Lewis and Clark 

County and the percentage distribution of males employed in Lewis and 

Clark County by social class.

TABLE 10
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF MALES 

IN LEWIS AND CLARK COUNTY BY CLASS

Males Divorced in 
1981 and 1982

Male Work Force 
in 1979

Class Percent Number Percent Number Ratio

Lower 37 181 21 2437 1.76
Lower-middle 20 101 23 2702 .87
Upper-middle 29 141 36 4176 .81
Upper 14 70 20 2335 .70
Totals 100 493 100 11650

Source of male work force percentages: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1980

As can be seen by Table 10, when the income of the husband is used 

37% of the divorces that occurred in 1981 and 1982 involved men from 

the lower class and of all the men employed in Lewis and Clark County, 

only 21% are classified as lower class. In the middle and upper 

classes, the percent of divorces involving men in these classes is 

lower than the percent of men employed who are ranked in these same 

classes. When comparing the ratio of men in the lower class to those 

in the middle and upper classes, it can be seen that the lower class
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men are twice as likely to divorce than the men in the other classes. 

This seems to indicate that the Helena area is no different from other 

areas of the country that other researchers have studied when the

> husband's income is used. There is an inverse relationship between

social status and marital instability in the Helena area, when the 

husband's income is used to classify the couples, but no relationship 

exists when both the husband's and the wife's income is used.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION OF SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS

It should be noted that although some researchers define social class 

in terms of education, income, and occupational status other researchers 

criticize this method. For instance, Anne Locksley (1982) has inves

tigated marital instability and social class in another way. She 

divided social class into education and occupation in order to see 

which category made the most difference in divorce rates. She found 

that education but not occupation accounts for considerable variation 

in marital attitudes and behavior. She reported that there was an 

inverse relationship between educational attainment and divorce rate 

but no relationship between occupation and divorce. Other researchers 

have used different approaches. Mott, et al., (1979) found that there 

was no substantial association between husband's earnings and marital 

stability but that having no accumulated debts was associated with 

lower levels of marital disruption. They stated that recent improvements 

in financial position were also associated with lower probabilities of 

marital disruption. They went on to say that this suggests, as other 

researchers have concluded, that to the extent that economic factors 

are relevant, concepts which measure changes in a family's economic 

status relative to their comparison groups may be of greater importance 

than status variables referring to one point in time. They also 

found, as did Locksley, that there was a highly significant negative 

association between education and marital disruption probabilities. 

Cutright (1971) found that when high years of education are not 

accompanied by high earnings, marital stability will usually decrease,
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and that the prestige of occupations has no positive effect on stability 

when earnings are controlled. He stated that education and occupational 

status are positively related to stability because they are causes of

0 earning levels, but neither education nor occupation has positive

effects independent of their association with earnings. Arland Thornton's 

research (1978) led him to conclude that there was no substantial or 

important inverse relationship between education and marital dissolution 

when race, religion and age at marriage were controlled.

The above seems to indicate that the relationship between marital 

disruption and social class is complex and that better methods of 

defining social class must be used in order to study this area adequately. 

One research article by Edwards, et al. (1981), summed up past research 

on socioeconomic difference and the proneness of individuals to dissolve 

their marriages by stating that recent investigations have suggested 

that the relationship may or may not be a matter of the level of 

family income, a question of income stability, or the degree to which 

spouses are economically independent. And in any event socioeconomic 

differences seem to be lessening.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The present study seems to indicate that Lewis and Clark County divorced 

9 couples may have characteristics similar to other divorced research

subjects but that they also differ in some ways. Specifically, what 

was discovered was that the Helena area is similar to other areas in 

that divorce occurs more frequently in marriages of shorter duration.

The present study showed that the median duration of marriages which 

end in divorce in the Helena area is shorter by two years than the 

median duration for the nation which has existed for the past 100 

years and the State of Montana's median duration which has remained 

fairly consistent for the past 30 years.

Data on the variable presence of children and marital instability in 

the Helena area seems to indicate that this is a complex area and 

further research needs to be done in order to substantiate findings of 

the present study. What was discovered was that presence of children 

under the age of 18 does not affect marital instability, but having no 

children may, depending on the age of the wife. Contrary to past 

research that states that couples with one or two children make up the 

least amount of divorces and that couples with no children and those 

with three or more, make up the larger percentage, in the Helena area
♦

the percentage of divorces decreased with the number of children.

Just as previous research indicates, teenage marriages in the Helena 

area have a higher probability of divorce. But it would appear that
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women who marry in their thirties have higher divorce rates than 

previous research indicates. This conclusion may be misleading, 

however, because this study included all divorces not just those that

< occurred after the first marriage. In order to come to a more accurate

conclusion, research in the Helena area should be done by including 

only divorces which occur after the first marriage.

Previous research shows that individuals in the lower socioeconomic 

status groups have higher probabilities of divorce. The present study 

found that this is the case in the Helena area if a couples' social 

status is defined by using the husband's income level and not the 

wife's. When the wife's income was included there was no such relation 

ship. It was discovered that the couples that made up the larger 

proportion of divorces (when compared to the families in Lewis and 

Clark County) were in the lower-lower and lower-middle classes. 

Therefore, contrary to past research, there was no inverse relationship 

between class status and marital instability.

It seems that past research concentrates on the men's income when 

defining social class and ignores the women's income. Results from 

this study seem to indicate that perhaps this is not such a good idea 

because it distorts the true relationship between class and marital
♦

stability. Research in this area by Huber and Spitze (1980) led them 

to state that it is possible that in the future husband's income will 

not have as important an affect on marital stability as in the past.

In view of the many women who are now working outside the home, it
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seems logical that researchers should begin to re-define social status 

as being the result of characteristics (income, education, or occupa

tional status) of the husband and the wife and not just the husband.

One of the problems encountered in the present study was the lack of 

income information in the divorce files. This led to using occupational 

titles in order to rank the divorced couples and men employed in Lewis 

and Clark County. There is a problem with this method because of the 

income data and occupational title data that was used in converting 

titles to income. Some of the occupational title data that listed the 

number of employed men for that category were too broad and the incomes 

for that category was an average of all the occupational medians in 

that group. Another problem with the method used was that all of the 

income figures for Table 10 and the couples divorced are based on 

earnings from occupations and excludes any possibility of income the 

couples may have had outside of their occupations. This could also 

distort the classification process. Any further research in this area 

should be done with exact incomes of the subjects involved so that 

discrepancies such as this can be avoided.

The Montana Vital Statistics explains that there is a limitation as to 

the usefulness of county data that concerns divorce. In 1980, there 

were more marriages terminated in Broadwater County than were solemnized 

there. This does not necessarily mean that married persons in Broadwater 

County have an unduly high risk of ending their marriage. It is more 

likely that, since the district court which serves Broadwater also
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serves Lewis and Clark, some divorces which would normally be filed in 

Lewis and Clark are instead filed in Broadwater in order to avoid 

publicity. (Divorces filed in Lewis and Clark are printed in the 

local newspaper.) The divorce rate in Broadwater is much higher than 

in Lewis and Clark, 12.8 and 7.8, respectively. It is impossible to 

state which couples are the most likely to wish to avoid the publicity 

by filing in Broadwater. In order to obtain a more accurate picture 

of divorce in Lewis and Clark County, investigation of Broadwater 

divorce records should be done to ensure that all Lewis and Clark 

County residents' divorces are included.
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