
 

   

        

 

     

   

     

    

       

     

     

     

    

     

    

    

     

 

   

   

     

     

     

     

     

    

   

   

    

     

   

   

 

 

 

  

     

     

  

     

   

      

  

     

     

    

     

    

   

   

     

   

       

 

   

           


 

Understanding Distinct Marital Separation Patterns 

Among Black Couples  

By Tera R. Hurt, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, Iowa State University 

Compared to other racial and ethnic groups, 

married black adults experience more 

challenges in their efforts to maintain long-

lasting unions and are more likely to report 

being unhappy and rate the quality of their 

marriages as poor. Black couples are also at an 

increased risk of separation due to discord; not 

only are wedded blacks more likely to break up, 

but they are prone to remain separated 

considerably longer than other couples without 

filing for a divorce.1 These separation patterns 

for black marriages are distinct and complex 

compared to other racial and ethnic groups.2 

Married b lack couples  are more likely

to separate and  remain  separated  

considerably  longer than other   

couples  without  filing  for a divorce.  

  

Safety-net service providers should be aware 

that couples often experience great stress 

during separation and this stress can 

significantly affect clients experiencing a 

lengthy marital separation. Long periods of 

separation have the potential to undermine 

individual well-being, child welfare, and family 

stability.3 This fact sheet describes unique 

patterns in marital separation among black 

couples, highlights factors linked to marital 

separation, outlines consequences of marital 

separation, and offers strategies that safety-net 

service providers can use to empower clients 

experiencing marital separation. 

Unique Patterns in Marital 

Separation Among Black 

Couples 

Black marriages are more fragile than other 

racial and ethnic unions. Even after accounting 

for education, income, and premarital 

cohabitation, black couples experience lower 

marital satisfaction and more separation and 

divorce.4 Recent estimates indicate that among 

adults married for seven years, 49% of black 

couples divorced as compared to 41% of white, 

34% of Hispanic, and 22% of Asian couples.5 

Many separations among black couples can be 

characterized as informal arrangements. The 

nature of these break-ups mirror casual 

separations, which were common in the past.6 

Black couples separate for longer durations 

without ever divorcing, when compared to other 

married adults.7 In some cases, black husbands 

and wives use separation as a means to end a 

marriage rather than divorce.8 This is similar to 

de facto divorces,* which were attributable to 

extended periods of separation.9 

*De facto divorces have been documented in historical accounts about black marriages. 
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The  prevalence of  marital  separation  is based  

on  self-reported  data,  which may  be  unreliable 

and underreported.  Thus,  occurrences of  

marital  separation  may  be  even  higher  than 

current  estimates.  Moreover,  among black  

couples who  do  separate,  there  is considerable  

diversity.  Binstock and Thornton  describe  the  

patterns among separated black  couples  as 

“dynamic and [involving]  a heterogeneous and  

multidirectional  array  of  transitions.”  10   

 

There is considerable  diversity  among 

married b lack couples  who separate.  

   

     

 

Research shows that separated couples may 

proceed along several pathways: 

Permanently  separate  from spouse (i.e.,  

divorce,  never reconcile, or form  new  

union).   
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Permanently separate then divorce. 

Permanently separate and cohabit with 

a new partner, either divorcing or never 

divorcing. 

Separate yet still co-reside in the same 

household until the divorce is finalized. 

Separate then  reconcile,  either  reuniting  

permanently  or separating again.11  

Consider  separating  then reconciling,  this 

pathway  could be used as a means  to  control  a  

spouse  or  as  a conflict  management  strategy  

for  adults who  are  not  skilled  in other  

communication  techniques or  coping  methods.  

Also, adults  who  live in  households that  do  not  

have sufficient  space to allow  individuals to 

distance themselves from  one  another  could 

use  a separation  period  to get  space  from  a 

spouse. 12 

Research has found that reconciliation attempts 

vary by race, age, education, and timing of 

parenthood. Though black adults are prone to 

experience more than one period of temporary 

separation, they are more likely to try to heal 

their marriages, as compared to whites.13 

Husbands and wives who are younger, 

experience a nonmarital birth, and achieve less 

education are more likely to pursue 

reunification.14 

Couples may try to stay together for reasons 

including that they enjoy the benefits of 

marriage, want to raise their children together, 

and wish to avoid the costs of divorce.15 

Spouses commonly attempt to reunite in the 

first year of separation. Unfortunately, their 

efforts to reconcile are not likely to be 

successful.16 For instance, although 45% of 

black wives seek to reconcile with their 

husbands, only 25% are successful. Relative to 

age, black wives who are older than 23 years of 

age have been more successful at 

reconciliation than wives younger than age 23. 

Factors Linked to Marital 

Separation 

Researchers are studying the connection 

between individual and family factors and the 

likelihood of marital separation. Age at marriage 

is regarded as the single best predictor of 

divorce.18 Young adults who marry have had 

less time to develop as individuals, complete an 

education, and secure well-paying jobs, which 

could stabilize their marriages. Young 

husbands and wives are also less likely to have 

cultivated the relationship skills needed to be 

successful in marriage.19 

Economic stress also destabilizes marriages.20 

Couples who separate for long periods of time 

were found to be disadvantaged relative to 

family income, education, number of children, 

and minority status.21 Relative to white women, 

black women have been found to be more 

dissatisfied with the money available in their 

marriages. These same black women were also 

found to be more likely to have experienced a 

lengthy separation and seriously considered 

divorce for a shorter period of time.22 Thus, the 

same factors (such as life stress, employment 
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instability, strained financial resources) that 

challenge black spouses’ ability to stay together 

likely explain why they select to separate for 

longer durations and delay divorcing.23 Couples 

may be simply unable to devote resources to 

the financial, psychological, and time costs 

necessary to formally end the marriage.24 

Black marriage trends may also increase social 

acceptance of separation and divorce for 

adults.25 For example, adults whose parents 

were divorced or not in a committed relationship 

are more likely to divorce and less likely to 

believe divorce will result in stigmatization.26 In 

response to the prevalence of marital instability 

in the black community, black women have 

been socialized to excel in nontraditional 

gender roles and rely on extended family 

members, rather than a spouse, for support. 

Black women are taught different coping 

strategies to promote survival in case they 

should experience broken marriages.27 

Evidence is mixed on whether marriage and 

childbearing are related to black married 

couples’ chances of separating. For example, 

some research has found that marriage and 

childbearing are separate and unrelated 

processes for black couples,28 while other 

research shows that births—before or after 

marriage—offer less protection against married 

black couples separating as compared to other 

racial and ethnic groups.29 Other recent 

research has linked marital instability to 

premarital births and births occurring in the first 

two years of marriage.30 

Black couples may 

have different 

experiences between 

first marriages and 

second marriages. 

Remarriage is less 

common among blacks 

relative to whites, yet 

blacks take more time 

to remarry and are less 

likely to separate and divorce again after they 

do.31 This is different for whites, who are more 

likely to separate and divorce again after 

remarrying.32 

Consequences of Marital 

Separation 

Couples experiencing long separation periods 

are at greater risk of psychological, emotional, 

and physical stress. This stress is caused by 

adjusting to relationship loss and a new reality, 

allocating property, and delegating 

responsibilities. Negative effects of long-term 

separation tend to cascade through the family 

system, affecting children and creating 

instability in custody arrangements and child 

support.33 For example, couples must 

communicate about how they will jointly raise 

their children and work together to meet the 

children’s daily needs (e.g., visitation, parenting 

decisions, discipline). 

 

Long  periods  of  separation  have the  

potential  to  undermine  individual  well -

being,  child welfare,  and family  

stability.  
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Couples also face financial challenges after 

they separate. Both spouses are likely to 

experience a lower standard of living.34 Couples 

are often linked financially and share 

responsibility for assets and other liabilities, 

such as housing, cars, debts, and living 

expenses. They must 

outline who will meet these 

obligations during a 

separation. If one spouses 

is willing to assume 

responsibility for property 

or a resource that he or 

she does not legally own, 

the other spouse may 

consider transferring 

ownership to guard 
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against the possibility that the responsible party 

would not be able to make a necessary 

decision in the future under extenuating 

circumstances. 

Couples who rely on strong social support 

networks to help stabilize themselves and their 

children are better off than those who do not.35 

Safety-net service providers can help minimize 

the harmful impacts associated with marital 

separation for their clients by offering services 

to stabilize the family, encouraging clients to 

retain open communication with their spouses 

(if safe to do so), and referring clients for 

professional help and counseling to cope with 

psychological, emotional, and physical stresses 

when needed. 

Tips f or Safety -Net Service  Providers  

1. Discuss  the  main  points in this fact  sheet  

with your  clients who  are  separated,  but  still  

married.  Find  out  if  they  are facing  some of  

the  challenges outlined. Recognize that  

they  are particularly  vulnerable and need  

continued  support  and services.  

2. Encourage clients  to  enroll  in programs  

that  teach  healthy  marriage  and relationship 

education  skills or  obtain  other  needed  

professional  services. Stress the  benefits  of  

participating  in these  activities to proactively  

prepare  for  common  relationship challenges  

and stresses  to  build stronger  relationships 

and enhance  quality  of  life.  

3.  Contact  the  National  Resource Center  

for  Healthy  Marriage and  Families for  

additional  research  based resources,  as  

well  as training  and  technical  assistance,  to  

help you  integrate  relationship education  

skills into  social  service delivery  systems.  

Learn more  at  

www.HealthyMarriageandFamilies.org.  
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Conclusion 

Separation  among  black married  couples can  

create  significant  challenges  for  individual  well-

being,  child welfare,  and  family  stability.  Safety-

net  service providers should recognize that  

black couples may  opt  to  remain separated  and 

delay  divorcing.  Providers can  help  connect  

clients who  are coping  with the  challenges 

associated with marital  separation  to needed  

supports  and professional  services. Social  

service workers  can  also encourage  clients to  

delay  marriage and  childbearing  in order  to 

pursue  educational  goals  and secure stable 

jobs.  Research indicates  that  marriages have 

the  best  chance  of  succeeding  when individuals 

have the  resources  they  need  to  provide  for  

their  families.  

4
 

www.HealthyMarriageandFamilies.org.


  

   
 

 

  

 

    

 

  

  

 

 

     

 

  

 

   

 

 

   

  

 

   

   

  

 

   

   

  

 

    

 

 

   

 

 

    

  

 

     

  

 

  

 

  

 

 

  

    

   

   

   

  

  

 

  

  

    

 

 

  

 

    

 

 

   

      

  

 

 

 

  

  

 

    

   

 

 

    

   

 

  

 

   


 




 


 

 


 


 

Understanding Distinct Marital Separation Patterns Among Black Couples 

Notes 
1 

Cherlin, A. J. (1981). Marriage, divorce, remarriage. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.; 

Stanik, C. E., & Bryant, C. M. (2012). Marital quality of 

newlywed African American couples: Implications of 

egalitarian gender role dynamics. Sex Roles, 66, 

256-267. 

2 
Besharov, D. J., & West, A. (2001). African American 

marriage patterns. In A. M. Thernstrom & S. 

Thernstrom (2002), Beyond the color line: New 

perspectives on race and ethnicity in America. (pp. 

95-113). New York: Hoover Institution Press and 

the Manhattan Institute.; 

Teachman, J. D. (1986). First and second marital 

dissolution: A decomposition exercise for whites 

and blacks. The Sociological Quarterly, 27(4), 571-

590. 

3 
Bloom, B. L., Hodges, W. F., Caldwell, R. A., Systra, L., 

& Cedrone, A. R. (1977). Marital separation: A 

community survey. Journal of Divorce, 1(1), 7-19. 

4 
Stanik & Bryant, 2012. 

5 
Kreider, R. M., & Ellis, R. (2011). Number, timing, and 

duration of marriages and divorces: 2009. Current 

Population Reports, 70, 125. 

6 
Besharov & West, 2002; Cherlin, 1981; 

Preston, S. H., Lim, S., & Morgan, S. P. (1992). African-

American marriage in 1910: Beneath the surface of 

the Census data. Demography, 29(1), 1-15. 

7 
Besharov & West, 2002; Cherlin, 1981; Stanik & Bryant, 

2012; Teachman, 1986. 

8 
Weinberg, H. (1996). The prevalence and characteristics 

of blacks having a successful marital reconciliation. 

Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 25(1-2), 75-86.; 

Weinberg, H., & McCarthy, J. (1993). Separation and
 
reconciliation in American marriages. Journal of 

Divorce & Remarriage, 20(1-2), 21-42.
 

9 
Besharov & West, 2002; Cherlin, 1981; Preston, Lim, & 

Morgan, 1992. 

10 
Binstock, G., & Thornton, A. (2003). Separations, 

reconciliations, and living apart in cohabiting and 

marital unions. Journal of Marriage and Family, 

65(2), 432-443.; 

Morgan, L. A. (1988). Outcomes of marital separation: A 

longitudinal test of predictors. Journal of Marriage 

and Family, 50(2), 493-498. 

11 
Binstock & Thorton, 2003. 

12 
Kitson, G. C. (1985). Marital discord and marital 

separation: A county survey. Journal of Marriage 

and Family, 47(3), 693-700. 

13 
Weinberg & McCarthy, 1993. 

14 
See note 8. 

15 
Weinberg & McCarthy, 1993. 

16 
Bumpass, L., & Raley, K. (2007). Measuring separation 

and divorce. In S. L. Hofferth & L. M. Casper (Eds.), 

Handbook of measurement issues in family 

research. (pp. 125-144). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 

Erlbaum Associates, Publishers. 

17 
Weinberg, 1996. 

18 
Teachman, 1986.; 

Bumpass, L., Sweet, J., & Martin, T. C. (1990).
 
Changing patterns of remarriage. Journal of
 
Marriage and Family, 52(3), 747-756.
 

19 
Booth, A., & Edwards, J. N. (1985). Age at marriage and 

marital instability. Journal of Marriage and Family, 

47(1), 67-75.; 

Moore, K. A., & Waite, L. J. (1981). Marital dissolution, 

early motherhood, and early marriage. Social 

Forces, 60(1), 20-40. 

20 
Cherlin, 1981; Preston, Lim, & Morgan, 1992.; 

National Council on Family Relations. (2003). Marriage 

promotion in low-income families (NCFR Fact 

Sheet). Minneapolis, MN: Author. 

21 
Pedersen, T. (2012). Many  separated couples  cannot 

afford  to divorce.  Retrieved from  

http://psychcentral.com/new s/2012/09/17/many-

separatedcouples-cannot-afford-divorce/44687.html  

22 
Brown, P., Perry, L., & Harburg, E. (1977). Sex role 

attitudes and psychological outcomes for black and 

white women experiencing marital dissolution. 

Journal of Marriage and Family, 39(3), 549-561. 

23 
See note 1.; 

Banks, R. R. (2011). Is marriage for white people?: How 

the African American marriage decline affects 

everyone. New York: Dutton.; 

Hatchett, S., Veroff, J., & Douvan, E. (1995). Marital 

instability among black and white couples in early 

marriage. In M. B. Tucker & C. Mitchell-Kernan 

(Eds.), The decline in marriage among African 

Americans: Causes, consequences, and policy 

implications. (pp. 177-228). New York: The Russell 

Sage Foundation.; 

5
 

http://psychcentral.com/new s/2012/09/17/many-separatedcouples-cannot-afford-divorce/44687.html


  

   
 

     

  

    

    

 

 

  

  

   

  

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

  

     

  

 

    

    

 

 

  

   

    

 

 

  

  

  

 

    

  

 

   

  

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

                    

                  

                    

   


 




 


 

Understanding Distinct Marital Separation Patterns Among Black Couples 

Lawson, E. J., & Thompson, A. (1999). Black men and 

divorce. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.; 

Ramisetty-Mikler, S. R., & Caetano, R. (2005). Alcohol 

use and intimate partner violence as predictors of 

separation among U.S. couples: A longitudinal 

model. Journal of Studies on Alcohol and Drugs, 

66(2), 205-212. 

24 
Cherlin, 1981; Kitson, 1985. 

25 
Brown, Perry, & Harburg, 1977. 

Raley, R. K., & Bumpass, L. (2003). The topography of 

the divorce plateau: Levels and trends in union 

stability in the United States after 1980. 

Demographic Research, 8(8), 245-260. 

26 
Binstock & Thornton, 2003; Brown, Perry, & Harburg, 

1977.; 

Amato, P. R. (1996). Explaining the intergenerational 

transmission of divorce. Journal of Marriage and 

Family, 58(3), 628-640. 

27 
Stanik & Bryant, 2012; Hatchett, Veroff, & Douvan, 

1995; Binstock & Thornton, 2003; Brown, Perry, & 

Harburg, 1977. 

28 
Cherlin, 1981; Moore & Waite, 1981.; 

Dickson, L. (1993). The future of marriage and family in 

black America. Journal of Black Studies, 23(4), 

472-491. 

29 
See note 5.; 

Sweet, J. A., & Bumpass, L. (1974). Differentials in
 
marital instability in the black population:1970. 

Phylon, 35, 323-331.
 

30 
Weinberg, 1996. 

31 
Cherlin, 1981; Teachman, 1986; Dickson, 1993.; 

McCarthy, J. (1978). A comparison of the probability of 

the dissolution of first and second marriages. 

Demography, 15(3), 345-359. 

32 
Teachman, 1986; Bumpass, Sweet, & Martin, 1990. 

33 
Kitson, 1985; Bumpass, Sweet, & Martin, 1990; Moore 

& Waite, 1981 ; Lawson & Thompson, 1999; Raley 

& Bumpass, 2003.; 

Norton, A. J., & Moorman, J. E. (1987). Current trends in 

marriage and divorce among American women. 

Journal of Marriage and Family, 49(1), 3-14. 

34 
McManus, P. A., & DiPrete, T. A. (2001). Losers and 

winners: The financial consequences of separation 

and divorce for men. American Sociological 

Review, 66(2), 246-268. 

35 
Kincaid, S. B., & Caldwell, R. A. (1995). Marital 

separation: Causes, coping, and consequences. 

Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 22(3-4), 109-128. 

Used our Product?  
Please tell us how. Email: 

info@HealthyMarriageandFamilies.org 

Reference  Product #056  

This product was produced by ICF International with funding provided by the United States Department of Health and Human 
Services, Administration for Children and Families, Grant: 90FH0002. Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations 
expressed in this material are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the United States Department of 
Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families.  

6
 

mailto: info@HealthyMarriageandFamilies.org



