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1. Introduction

The family institution is historically regarded as the fundamental building
block of human society. It provides economic stability, emotional security, and the
primary environment for socialization. However, over the past several decades, the
global landscape of the family has undergone a radical transformation. One of the
most significant shifts is the escalating rate of marital dissolution, commonly
referred to as divorce.

According to demographic data from the West, particularly studies by the
National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) and various European sociological
reviews, approximately 40% to 50% of first marriages in developed nations end in
divorce. While traditionally viewed through a purely moral or religious lens,
contemporary literature treats divorce as a complex socio-psychological transition.
Understanding why families fracture, how this fracturing impacts the vulnerable
members of the ecosystem—specifically children—and what can be done to support
modern families is crucial for policymakers, educators, and mental health
professionals alike.

2. Theoretical frameworks of marital dissolution

To analyze why couples divorce, contemporary sociological and psychological
literature heavily relies on two foundational theories: Social exchange theory and
the vulnerability-stress-adaptation (VSA) model.

2.1 Social exchange theory

Developed by sociologists like George Homans and Peter Blau, this theory
suggests that human relationships are formed by the use of a subjective cost-benefit
analysis. In the context of marriage, individuals weigh:

- Rewards: Emotional support, financial security, companionship, social status.

« Costs: Emotional labor, loss of independence, financial burdens,
interpersonal conflict.

According to this framework, divorce occurs when the perceived costs of
remaining in the marriage outweigh the benefits, and when alternative options (e.g.,
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being single, entering a new relationship) appear more rewarding than the current
state.

2.2 The vulnerability-stress-adaptation (VSA) model

Proposed by Benjamin Karney and Thomas Bradbury, the VSA model
illustrates how couples cope with challenges over time. It posits that marriages fail
due to an intersection of three factors:

1. Enduring vulnerabilities: Personality traits, childhood backgrounds, and
historical traumas that partners bring into the marriage.

2. Stressful events: Financial crises, illnesses, unemployment, or unexpected
life changes.

3. Adaptive processes: How the couple communicates, resolves conflict, and
supports one another during times of stress.

When enduring vulnerabilities are high and adaptive processes
(communication skills) are low, stressful events inevitably push the marriage toward
dissolution.

3. Primary catalysts for divorce in contemporary society

Extensive literature from organizations like the American Psychological
Association (APA) and the Journal of Marriage and Family highlights several
recurring drivers of divorce.

3.1 Communication failure and chronic conflict

John Gottman, a leading psychologist famous for his longitudinal studies on
marital stability, identified four negative communication patterns that predict
divorce with over 90% accuracy. Termed "The four horsemen of the
Apocalypse,' these are:

« Criticism: Attacking a partner’s core character rather than a specific
behavior.

o Contempt: Speaking from a place of superiority, mocking, or using
sarcastic insults (the single greatest predictor of divorce).

. Defensiveness: Making excuses or playing the victim to avoid taking
responsibility.

« Stonewalling: Withdrawing from interaction, shutting down, and ignoring
the partner.

When these patterns become embedded in daily life, emotional detachment
follows, making reconciliation highly unlikely.

3.2 Economic Pressures and Financial Incompatibility

Financial distress remains a leading cause of marital arguments. Research
indicates that it is not just the lack of money that causes divorce, but rather

155 |



I SCIENTIA e Scientific Forum: Theory and Practice of Research

differences in how money is managed (spending vs. saving philosophies).
Additionally, socioeconomic shifts—such as the rise of female financial
independence—have altered traditional marital dynamics. While women entering
the workforce has empowered individuals, literature suggests it has also reduced the
economic necessity to remain in unhappy or abusive marriages.

3.3 Infidelity and loss of trust

Extramarital affairs shatter the foundational element of any marriage: trust. In
the digital age, internet-facilitated infidelity (emotional affairs via social media,
online dating apps) has introduced a new layer of complexity to marital breach of
trust. Rebuilding a marriage post-infidelity requires intense psychological
counseling, which many couples lack the resources or willingness to pursue.

3.4 Early marriage and educational disparity

Demographic research consistently shows an inverse correlation between age
at marriage and divorce rates. Individuals who marry before the age of 25 face
higher rates of divorce due to incomplete emotional maturity and shifting identity
goals. Furthermore, educational hypergamy or wide educational disparities between
spouses can lead to misaligned life goals and values.

4. The impact of divorce on children

One of the most heavily researched areas in Western family literature is the
developmental and psychological toll that divorce takes on children. Pioneering
work by researchers such as Judith Wallerstein and E. Mavis Hetherington offers
two somewhat contrasting yet complementary viewpoints on this issue.

4.1 Short-term vs. long-term effects

In the immediate aftermath of a divorce (the first 1-3 years), children
frequently experience:

« Academic decline.

« Emotional distress (anxiety, depression, anger, guilt).

« Behavioral regression (bedwetting in younger children, acting out in
adolescents).

Long-term studies suggest that while the majority of children from divorced
families grow up to be well-adjusted adults, they remain at a higher risk for
relationship instability themselves—a phenomenon known as the intergenerational
transmission of divorce.

4.2 The role of parental conflict

Crucially, modern literature emphasizes that it is often not the divorce itself
that damages children, but the level of chronic parental conflict before, during,
and after the split. Children raised in high-conflict, intact families often suffer worse
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psychological outcomes than children raised in peaceful, single-parent or co-
parenting households post-divorce. Therefore, reducing parental hostility is the
single most effective way to protect a child’s mental health during a family breakup.
5. Societal and economic consequences
The ramifications of divorce extend far beyond the immediate nuclear family,
creating ripple effects throughout society and the macro-economy.

Domain Impact description

Splitting one household into two doubles living expenses (rent,
Economic strain utilities, insurance). Single-parent households, statistically headed by
women, are at a much higher risk of falling below the poverty line.

Divorced individuals experience higher rates of chronic illness,

Public healthcare . : . .
clinical depression, and substance abuse, placing an increased burden

costs : :
on public health infrastructure.
L abor Employees undergoing a divorce experience significant drops in
. workplace productivity, increased absenteeism, and emotional
productivity

distraction, costing businesses billions annually.

6. Mitigation strategies and interventions

To combat the rising tide of family disintegration and support families in crisis,
Western literature suggests a shift from reactive measures to proactive interventions.

6.1 Premarital education and counseling

Research shows that couples who participate in structured premarital education
programs (such as the PREP program—Prevention and Relationship Education
Program) experience higher levels of marital satisfaction and lower rates of divorce.
These programs teach communication mechanics, expectations management, and
constructive conflict resolution before problems manifest.

6.2 Therapeutic interventions (EFT)

For distressed married couples, Emotionally focused therapy (EFT),
developed by Sue Johnson, has shown remarkable success rates (up to 70-75%
recovery from marital distress). EFT focuses on creating secure emotional bonds
and altering negative interactional cycles, helping couples reconnect at a deeper
psychological level.

6.3 Mediation over litigation

In the legal sphere, the shift toward divorce mediation rather than adversarial
courtroom battles has proven highly beneficial. Mediation encourages cooperative
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problem-solving regarding asset division and child custody, vastly reducing post-
divorce hostility and saving families from financial ruin due to legal fees.

7. Conclusion

Family divorce is a multifaceted social reality that cannot be attributed to a
single cause. It is the product of intersecting psychological vulnerabilities, socio-
economic pressures, and evolving cultural norms that prioritize individual self-
actualization over institutional endurance.

While divorce marks the end of a legal contract, it does not mean the end of a
family; rather, it requires a structural reorganization. To minimize the trauma
inflicted upon individuals and children, contemporary societies must invest heavily
in accessible mental health services, structural premarital education, and cooperative
legal frameworks. Ultimately, fostering healthy communication patterns and
economic stability within the home remains the ultimate shield protecting the
modern family unit.
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