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T
hroughout the 20th century, particu-

larly since the 1960s, divorce has

become a reality for a large number

of American families. One of the most

frequently asked questions of family profes-

sionals is “What is the divorce rate?” This

question turns out to be more complicated

than expected, because there are several

ways in which it can be answered. (More

on that later.)

An additional complication is that the federal

government stopped collecting detailed

data on divorce in January, 1996. The gov-

ernment took this step largely to save money.

The National Center for Health Statistics

continues to publish an annual “divorce

rate,” although several states (including

California) do not participate in data collec-

tion or dissemination. Consequently, the

rate excludes the population of these states.

The “crude divorce rate” is based on the

number of divorces that occur in a given

year divided by the total population of

participating states x 1000. This figure re-

flects the number of divorces in a given year

for every 1000 people. This statistic rose

from 2.2 in 1960 to a high of 5.3 in 1981 and

then declined to 3.8 in 2003. These figures

suggest a 28% decline in the divorce rate

since 1981. The crude divorce rate, how-

ever, can be distorted by age changes in the

population and by cohort changes in the

timing of marriage and divorce.

This statistic also captures a “period” effect.

Consequently, these year-to-year tallies can

be affected by specific historical events. For

example, in 1946 the number of divorces

spiked dramatically, after which the divorce

rate dropped precipitously. The number of

divorces during this particular year was the

highest ever recorded up to that point in

U.S. history. Social scientists and historians

agree that the wartime turmoil for families

and the resultant upheaval involved in

returning soldiers’ reintegration into domes-

tic life introduced extraordinary stressors

into marriages—and consequently produced

an unusually high number of post-war

marital breakdowns among couples.

An alternative way of framing the question—

one that provides the information that most

people really want to know when they ask

about the divorce rate—is “What is the over-

all likelihood of divorce for couples

throughout a lifetime?” This figure is called

the “cohort” divorce rate. Calculating this

figure is more complicated—but it provides

a reliable and easily understood picture of

what is happening.

Using the cohort approach, family demog-

raphers look across the U.S. population for

marital disruptions as they occur in separate

birth cohorts over time. Using a camera

analogy, this allows scientists to develop not

just a snapshot but a time-lapsed photo-

graphic picture in answering this question.

This result, which represents a lifetime

probability of divorce for a particular birth

cohort, is less susceptible to particular

historic events, shifts in the age distribution

of the population, and cohort changes in the
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Diverse  families  require
   renovations  in the legal,  social,
       and  emotional  infrastructure
     that families  protected
   by law are  allowed  to
take for granted.

W hen I  �rst began studying lesbian
 and gay families nearly two
 decades ago, I  noticed that

lesbian mothers were de�ned according to
their current or former marital status to a
man. Most lesbians had children  in the
context of a heterosexual relationship.
Lesbian families were compared to families
headed by heterosexual couples. Research
often addressed the following question:
How do lesbian mothers compare to single
or married heterosexual mothers? After the
1980s,  the “lesbian baby boom” took o�.
Lesbians had more opportunities to become
pregnant and to raise children  with other
lesbians outside the context of heterosexual
relationships and marriage. This  historic
development changed the nature of family
research as well.  The current decade is
characterized by research that places lesbian,
gay, bisexual,  and transgender families in the
center of analysis—without using heterosexu-
ally identi�ed families as the norm.

New research and testimony reveals that
LGBT  individuals  are negotiating the societal
challenges associated with their biological
and sexual  identities. By creatively blend-
ing biological and chosen family ties, they
are expanding their families with love,
pride, and dignity.  They are not letting
societal or fertility limitations  get in their
way. The strengths and innovations of
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timing of marriage and divorce. In  an August
2006  article in the Journal of Marriage and
Family, Robert Schoen and Vladimir
Canudas-Romo calculated cohort rates for
various birth years and discovered that the
probability of marriages ending in divorce
increased more or less continuously  until
1990  and then stabilized. Their  statistical
model predicts that between 43%  and 46%
of current marriages  will  end in divorce. If
one includes separations that do not end in
divorce, then the current rate of marital

disruption  is about 50%—a  �gure that has
not declined during the last quarter century.
For  more information,  see Schoen, R.  &
Canudas-Romo,  V.  (2006).  Timing  e�ects
on divorce: 20th century experience in the
United States.  Journal  of  Marriage  and
Family, 68,  749–758.   

Editor’s note:  Thank  you to Paul Amato
and Robert Schoen for their assistance with
this article.

LBGT  families challenge the automatic
homophobic assumption that these fami-
lies must be compared to heterosexual
single parent or married couple families in
order to be legitimate.

Despite the progress LGBT  families are
making, and the work  that family scholars
are doing to inform the public  the,  new
intimate landscape, contemporary society is
ill  equipped to accommodate these changes.
Diverse families require renovations in the
legal, social,  and emotional infrastructure
that families protected by law are allowed
to take for granted.
LGBT  families are
politically  vulnerable,
both externally  due to
marginalization and
lack of legal and
social recognition,
and internally,
due to the emotional
and social stress of being members of a
minority group.

Marriage is a symbolic institution in
American society that bestows concrete
legal bene�ts on a couple. As the Editors
of the Harvard Law Review (1990)  explain,
same-sex partners are excluded from
participation in the more than 1,000  federal
social, economic, and legal advantages
conferred by civil  marriage. The bene�ts

from having a
married spouse
include the right to inherit  from a spouse
who dies without a will;  the right to visit
one’s spouse in government-run institutions
(e.g., prisons,  hospitals);  the right to social
security survivor’s  bene�ts; immunity  from
having to testify against a spouse in a crimi-
nal proceeding; the right of residency for a
foreign spouse of a U.S.  citizen; the right of
an employee to include a spouse on health
insurance coverage; and the right to reduce
tax liability  by �ling joint returns.

Yet, marriage is a
right historically

and symboli-
cally granted

to opposite sex
partners only.  The

Human Rights Campaign
(www.hrc.org)  reports that Massa-

chusetts is the only state that issues
marriage licenses to same-sex couples.
An additional six  states have some type of
statewide laws providing spousal rights to
unmarried or same sex couples. That  is,
Connecticut and Vermont have civil  unions.
Hawaii,  Maine, and New Jersey provide
some spousal-like rights to unmarried
couples. California  has domestic partner-
ships.  Although these particular  states are
making progress toward legal protection for
LGBT  couples and families,  gay marriage
per se is not the only or even the main
issue that deserves attention.

The right to divorce is another key bene�t
associated with marriage, but it is one that
often goes unmentioned. The right to
divorce is especially important when there
are children  involved in a parental break-
up. Relationships  end, and marriage pro-
vides the opportunity for a legal chaperon
when partners are unable or unwilling  to
manage their separation, dissolution,  and
post-divorce parenting in a productive
manner. Legal marriage for LGBT  partners
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