
The Problem Requiring a Solution: Increasing Divorce and Decreasing Marital

Satisfaction

Despite the fact that 93% of Americans rate having a happy marriage as one of their most

important objectives in life, a disappointingly high percentage of marriages fail. The US

divorce rate doubled from 25% to 50%, between 1960 and 1980 and has appeared to

stabilize at around 48%. Another negative trend associated with marriage is that the

number of cohabitating couples has grown by over 1000%. Finally, among those couples

who choose to remain married, many experience stress and unhappiness. One estimate

suggests that of the marriages that do not end in divorce, fewer than 50% of the couples

are happy. Currently, there is no substantial evidence of a turnaround, although a more

“pro-marriage” attitude seems to be on the rise in our country.

Northwest Arkansas is one of the fastest growing regions in the nation, supported

by the presence of Wal-Mart, Tyson Foods, and J.B. Hunt Transportation. However, the

benefits of an economic boom have not reached everyone. Social service agencies

struggle to meet the needs for affordable housing, medical care (33% of Arkansans lack

medical insurance), and food banks. Strong employment, rapidly growing businesses and

population growth are not adequate protection against poverty and/or marital discord. The

region has one of the nation’s highest divorce rates at 54%. (See Table 1) The number of

divorced individuals per 1,000 people in NWA (5.8) exceeds the national rate by 1.6.

Between 2001 and 2005, 12,780 couples in NWA divorced and impacted 9,867 children.

Table 1: Marital Status of Target Population vs US
Northwest Arkansas US

Marital Status
Never married 21% 27.1%
Now married 57.2% 54.4%
Separated 4.9% 2.2%



Widowed 6.0% 6.6%
     Female 4.3% 5.4%
Divorced 10.9% 9.7%
    Female 6.1% 5.6%

Divorce per 1000 people 5.8 4.2
Divorce Rate2 54%2 48%
12000 Census DP-2. Profile of Selected Social Characteristics: 2000; 22004 County
Clerk’s Offices

Divorce adversely affects communities in many ways. Children born out of

wedlock or whose parents divorce are much more likely to experience poverty and abuse

and have lower academic achievement. The evidence is overwhelming that children’s

lives are better when they grow up in a two-parent family. They visit doctors less often

for physical or emotional problems, have fewer developmental problems, perform better

in intellectual and academic development, and are more likely to attend college. They are

less likely to be in trouble at school, at home or with the police, to use drugs, to be

involved in delinquent or violent behavior, or to engage in premarital sexual activity and

childbearing. It is less common for children who live with married parents to live in

poverty or become victims of physical or sexual abuse.i

The positive impact of healthy marriages extends to adults. Adults in healthy

marriages do better in virtually every measure of well-being, including lifespan, physical

and mental health, lifetime earnings, stable employment and stress. Married people live

longer, happier livesii and these benefits have direct positive impacts on the community.

Communities with a higher percentage of married couples have more physically and

emotionally healthy citizens and a decreased need for social services, lower domestic

violence rates, crime, teenage pregnancy, and juvenile delinquency. Business benefits

from stronger marriages as well, since work loss associated with family stress, marital

problems and parenting issues translates into a loss of approximately $10 billion per



year.iii
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