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During the last three decades, researchers have conducted hundreds of studies on children and divorce. The cumulative results of the studies lead to several conclusions about which we can be reasonably certain. First, it is clear that experiencing divorce is associated with a variety of problems among children. Children who experience a parental divorce, compared with children who grow up with continuously married parents, have more problems with academic achievement, externalizing problems, internalizing problems, and problems with peer relationships. Children of divorce also tend to have weaker emotional bonds with parents—especially fathers. 

We also know that the risk of problematic outcomes persists into adulthood. Young adults who grew up with divorced parents, compared with young adults who grew up with continuously married parents, tend to complete fewer years of education, have lower status jobs, earn less income, are more prone to depression and other psychological problems, are more likely to see their own marriages end in divorce, and have weaker bonds with their parents across the life course. 

Despite the fact that divorce is associated with a variety of risks among offspring, there is a great deal of variability among children of divorce. Some children exhibit lifelong problems, some children exhibit short-term problems that improve over time, and some children appear to be better off following divorce. 
Gender differences in reactions to divorce have been studies frequently. The results of these studies, however, do not present a clear answer to the question of whether divorce is more problematic for sons or daughters. On the one hand, some studies suggest that boys from divorced families are more likely than girls to experience conduct problems and difficulties with peer relationships. On the other hand, studies suggest that the educational disadvantage associated with parental divorce is more pronounced for women than for men. Overall, it appears that divorce has the potential to create problems for sons as well as daughters, although child gender is related to the types of problems exhibited. 
Although the associations between parental divorce and child problems are clearly established, research is less clear about whether divorce actually causes these problems. Some observers have suggested that problems in the family of origin, such as marital conflict or parental psychopathology, increase the risk of divorce as well as the risk of child problems. Other observers have suggested that the links between divorce and child problems are due to genetic transmission, rather than divorce. These perspectives suggest that the links between divorce and problematic child outcomes are spurious. Available research, however, strongly suggests that divorce has a causal effect on children, net of predivorce family characteristics and genetic factors. 

Studies consistently point to a number of mechanisms that link parental divorce to an elevated risk of problems among children. These mechanisms include a decline in children’s standard of living following divorce, poorer quality parenting on the part of resident parents (usually mothers), the loss of contact with nonresident parents (usually fathers), continued hostility between parents following divorce (especially when children feel “caught in the middle”), and additional family transitions that divorce sets into motion. Most parents cohabit or remarry following divorce, but these relationships are likely to be unstable. As a result, divorce is often followed by multiple family transitions that create cumulative stress for children. 
Given our knowledge of the mechanisms that link parental divorce to problematic outcomes among children, we have a good understanding of the factors that can help children adjust to divorce. Children adjust well to divorce if the have a reasonable degree of economic security following marital dissolution, if they are able to maintain close emotional bonds with both parents, if parents do not engage in prolonged hostile interactions that involve their children, and if children experience a reasonable degree of stability in their postdivorce family lives.  

Despite our knowledge about children and divorce, many unanswered questions remain. For example, an increasing number of children live in single parent families, not because of divorce, but because they were born outside of wedlock. Many of these children are born to cohabiting parents, but these families are fragile and most break up within a few years. Few studies have examined outcomes for children who experience the “divorce” of unmarried parents, and we do not know if the mechanisms responsible for child problems are the same in both groups. In general, we need to shift our focus away divorce and toward the more general instability of child-bearing unions.   
In the United States, most studies have focused on White families or general samples from the population (which are predominantly White). We know little about whether the implications of divorce differ for children in Black families, Latino families, or Asian families. Similarly, we know little about how the estimated effects of divorce differ for children in different countries. And if child outcomes vary by country, we do not know whether these differences are due to culture, social structure, or the policy environments of different societies. 

We also know relatively little about interventions for children. For example, in about half of all  courts in the U.S., parental education is either mandatory for all parents with dependent children or can be ordered by the court. Few studies have examined whether parent education courses for divorcing parents benefit children. Moreover, we have much to learn about different custody arrangements for children. Some studies suggest that children tend to have the best outcomes when parents have joint physical custody, but we need more research to guide policy in this area. In addition, we know that a small (but significant) proportion of couples engage in unusually high levels of discord following divorce, including repeated visits to court over custody, visitation, and child support. More knowledge about how to “manage” these couples would be useful, not only for the courts, but also for the children. 
Currently in the United States, federal and state governments are instituting policies to strengthen existing marriages and promote healthy marriage among cohabiting couples with children. Yet, we know little about the effectiveness of these programs and whether they benefit children. The federal government is currently funding mulitple, large-scale evaluations of these programs, and this research should provide a great deal of useful knowledge in the next few years. 
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