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ABSTRACT 

Divorce among older women is a growing social 

phenomenon about which little is known. The qualitative 

case study method was employed to determine issues relevant 

to women experiencing late-life divorce in order to: provide 

a basis of knowledge about these women; to identify areas 

for further research; and, to yield information that would 

facilitate the development of mental health programs 

intended to serve this population. 

Using open-ended questions during tape recorded 

interviews, the perceptions of five women who divorced over 

the age of sixty were elicited. The areas of concern within 

the broad categories of physical and mental health, family 

and social relationships, and economic and legal issues were 

identified and then compared and contrasted to data gathered 

by previous researchers. Recommendations were made for 

future research and a model for a cooperative community 

mental health program was endorsed. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Divorce among women over age 60 is being acknowledged 

as both a contemporary and a growing social phenomenon 

(Weingarten, 1988; Cain, 1988; Uhlenberg & Myers, 1981; 

DeShane & Brown-Wilson, 1981). Adjustments must be made by 

these women to the loss of a life partner while encountering 

the challenges presented by increasing age. Little research 

has been conducted among these mature women to discern the 

unique problems faced while coping with these two changes 

simultaneously. Indeed, when DeShane and Brown-Wilson 

(1981) searched the family and gerontological literature, 

they "discovered no published work dealing specifically with 

divorce in late life" (p. 81). It is not surprising then 

that the issues of concern to older divorced women have 

either been enveloped in the more general studies of the 

divorced or the aged, and, due to a general lack of 

awareness that women are divorcing at this late stage of 

life, have been "neglected by social agencies, mental health 

practitioners, and researchers" (Cain, 1988, p. 563). 
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STATISTICS ON AGING 

The age/stage approach to human development addresses 

seven periods of development across the life span. Within 

this classification system middle-age is followed by old 

age, defined as the years 65 and over (Sigelman & Shaffer, 

1991). These people, often referred to as the elderly, 

comprise 12.5 percent of the total population of the United 

States today. Projections indicate that the percentage will 

grow to between 18 and 23 percent by the year 2035 (Schulz, 

1988). Women currently outlive men by approximately eight 

years (Gatz, Pearson, & Fuentes, 1983). "In 1989, there 

were 18.3 million older women and 12.6 million older men, or 

a sex ratio of 145 women for every 100 men" (American 

Association of Retired Persons [AARP], 1990, p. 1). 

Although accurate reporting of statistics will 

necessarily reflect the tendency to refer to individuals 

over age 65 as elderly, there is another alternative. 

"Cohort differences in the timing of life events have ... 

resulted in changes in the age grading of the life cycle" 

(Hultsch & Deutsch, 1981, p. 236). A cohort is a group of 

"people born in a specified, limited span of years" 

(Sigelman & Shaffer, 1991, p. 17). As retirement age has 

decreased and longevity has increased, the number of age 

grades has increased, recognizing two distinct groups of 

older adults: the young-old, age 55 to 75, and the old-old, 
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over age 75 (Hultsch & Deutsch, 1981). Referring to those 

over age 55 as "young-old", mature or older helps dispel the 

negative connotation associated with the term "elderly". 
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STATISTICS ON DIVORCE 

Current statistics on divorce report both rates and 

ratios: in general, overall divorce rates increased from 

1960 to 1980, leveled off in the 1980s, and declined in the 

early 1990s (National Center for Health Statistics, Sept. 

27, 1991). Considering ratios, the ratio of divorced 

persons to married persons living with their spouses 

quadrupled from 1960 to 1990. "The divorce ratio for women 

was 166 per 1,000, compared with 118 per 1,000 for men in 

1990. Women have higher divorce ratios than men largely 

because of their lower incidence of remarriage" (U. S. 

Bureau of the Census, 1991a, p. 3). 

While the population as a whole was experiencing a 

leveling off or lowering of divorce rates from 1980 to 1989, 

the proportion of divorced women over age 55 increased from 

13% (of the total number of women 18 and over in the United 

States) to 18% (U. S. Bureau of the Census, 1991b). The 

number of divorced women over age 65 expressed as a 

percentage of the total population nearly tripled from 1960 

to 1985, from 1.5 percent to 4.3% (Duensing, 1988). 

"Although divorced older persons represented only 4% of all 

older persons in 1989, their numbers (1.3 million) had 

increased more that twice as fast as the older population as 

a whole since 1980 (1.9 times for men, 2.9 times for women)" 

(AARP, 1990, p. 3). 
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FUTURE TRENDS FOR DIVORCE AMONG OLDER ADULTS 

Cain (1988) suggests that divorce among older adults 

will continue to increase for several reasons: as life spans 

increase people will feel less compunction to remain in 

unhappy marriages, anticipating long years of potential 

disharmony; as women continue to work outside the home and 

become less financially reliant on husbands, divorce will 

become more feasible economically; and as laws relax 

permitting no-fault divorces, the social stigma associated 

with divorce will diminish, making it a more acceptable 

alternative. DeShane and Brown-Wilson (1981) add that the 

increasing numbers of women who return to the work force 

after all the children reach adulthood and leave home could 

increase late-life divorces as these older women decrease 

the degree to which they "center their activities on the 

home" (p. 82). 
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MENTAL HEALTH COUNSELING AND OLDER ADULTS 

From the perspective of psychologists working with the 

older adults, problems fall into four different categories: 

developmental issues such as retirement or loss of spouse 

(generally assumed to be through death), chronic illness, 

terminal disease, and mental illness like bipolar disorder 

or major depression (Fitting, 1986). "Depression is the 

most common emotional problem among the elderly and ... the 

highest rates of depressive symptoms are found in persons 65 

and older" (Fitting, 1984, p. 69). Focusing on the 

correlation between depression and age, and noting a 

difference between depressed mood and clinically diagnosable 

depression, Markides (1989) points out that "older adults 

report, on average, more symptoms of depression than do 

younger adults and, yet, older adults are less likely than 

their younger counterparts to experience depressive 

disorders" (p. 250). Looking at gender, Holzer, Leaf and 

Weissman (1985) found that older women had higher rates of 

clinical depression by DSM III diagnostic criteria than 

older men but lower rates than younger women. Although less 

than two percent of the older women in their study met the 

criteria for clinical depression, only thirteen percent of 

those reported having seen a mental health professional. 

Holzer, Leaf and Weissman (1985) suggest that the low 

utilization of mental health services could be due to 
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attitudes held by either older women themselves, their 

physicians, or both, which assume that depression is 

unavoidable and not treatable, or is not recognized at all. 

Another explanation addresses the attitudes held by some 

professionals which constitutes "professional ageism" 

(Fitting, 1986, p. 325). Fitting contends that some older 

adults who seek help are often patronized and paternalized. 

According to O'Donohue, Fisher and Krasner (1986) older 

clients seeking counseling frequently do so at the 

insistence of someone else; a doctor, an adult child, or an 

institutional caregiver. Subsequently, when older people 

obtain assistance, the goals and objectives are often pre

determined by some outside person or agency and little 

attention is given to what the older adults themselves would 

like to improve or change. Some or all of these factors 

could interact to deter older adults from seeking assistance 

during times of crisis. Whatever the reasons, mental health 

services are presently under utilized by people over 65 

(Fitting, 1986; Holzer, Leaf, & Weissman, 1985). 
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PURPOSE OF STUDY 

This research identifies and explores issues relevant 

in the lives of women who divorce over the age of sixty. It 

describes the process of adjustment to the dual demands of 

aging and divorcing by five women in southeastern Arizona, 

and evaluates the information gathered to create a basis for 

the development of mental health programs intended to serve 

this population. 
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STUDY QUESTIONS 

This study utilizes interviews with women over age 

sixty who are adjusting to both aging and being recently 

divorced (during the mid-range of those years defined as 

young-old, specifically between ages 60 and 70). The 

following questions guided the research: 

1) How do women adjust to divorce that occurs over age 

60? 

a) Who initiated the divorce and why? 

b) What factors do these women view as their 

greatest strengths, both private and public, in 

adjusting to divorce at this age? 

c) What factors do these women view as their 

greatest challenges, both private and public, in 

adjusting to divorce at this age? 

d) Have these women sought mental health services 

(including pastoral counseling)? Why or why not? 

e) What have these women learned that they wish to 

share with other women in similar circumstances? 

2) What implications do these women's experiences have 

for the direction of future research and the 

development of mental health programs intended for 

use with older divorced women? 
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DEFINITIONS 

For the purposes of understanding this study, the 

following terms are defined: 

1. young-old - an individual age 55 to 75; also 

mature; older (women divorced between the ages of 60 

and 70 were the focus of this study) 

2. adjustment to divorce - the process of adaptation 

that occurs as a result of legally dissolving one's 

marriage 

3. adjustment to aging - the process of adaptation 

that occurs as a result of advancing chronologically in 

time 

4. case study - a method of performing social science 

research in which an interviewer asks open-ended, how 

and why questions of a subject in order to explore a 

contemporary phenomenon within a real-life context 

(Yin, 1989) 



SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS 

The scope of this study is limited by the responses 

elicited through the semi-structured interviews and the 

observations of the researcher. The small size of the 

sample, five older divorced women, and the inability to 

control responses, are both limitations inherent in case 

study research. In addition, open-ended questions of a 

general nature which do not steer the participants 

frequently lead to wandering non-specific responses while 

eliciting richly descriptive self-reports. 
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SUMMARY 

Considering the growing numbers of both young-old and 

old-old in American society, the increasing number of 

divorces among people over 55, and the fact that women 

outnumber men among the older population as a whole and 

among those who are divorced, it seems essential to 

investigate the specific concerns of aging women who are 

experiencing divorce during this later stage of life. 

DeShane and Brown-Wilson (1981) challenge researchers by 

stating that: 

we have almost no information concerning the incidence 

of divorce among older people, the consequences of 

divorce in late life, adaptation strategies of older 

divorced individuals, or existing legal and policy 

mandates which impact these individuals. Nor do we 

know what, if any, intervention strategies are required 

to respond to this situation. Speculation about these 

issues should not be accepted as results; investigation 

is warranted. We cannot expect to transfer en masse 

the knowledge we gained from research on other late 

life transitions or divorce involving younger couples. 

Late life divorce is a significant enough phenomenon to 

demand considerable research in its own right (p. 89). 

Adjusting to the many demands of aging including 

potentially failing health, limited economic resources, and 
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the loss of valued roles is challenging for any mature 

person. Combining these adjustments with the necessity to 

adapt to the stresses associated with the dissolution of the 

primary relationship might lead older divorcing women to 

seek assistance and support through counseling. Effective 

counseling strategies can begin to be developed when basic 

information is gathered and accurate profiles of these women 

are constructed. An awareness of their unique concerns 

could inspire innovative therapeutic approaches to divorce 

adjustment counseling and, perhaps, to the development of 

early intervention strategies to preclude the termination of 

many long-term marriages. 

The current study, utilizing qualitative research 

methodology to generate self-reports, presents the 

perceptions of five older women who are adjusting to late-

life divorce. Responses to open-ended questions are 

combined with demographic information and researcher 

observations to provide a basis of knowledge from which 

issues of concern are able to be distilled. The data are 

reviewed by the researcher for differences and commonalities 

among the five participants and compared and contrasted to 

the findings of other researchers. Interpretations are 

suggested, opportunities for future research are posed, and 

recommendations for future programs are presented. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This study describes issues of concern to older women 

who have experienced late-life divorce. The process of 

adjustment to divorce by these women affects and is affected 

by the various dimensions of their lives. The information 

gathered from this sample of women can contribute to an 

understanding of their concerns and, thus, aid in the 

development of mental health programs designed to address 

the needs of mature women adjusting to the dissolution of 

long-term marriages. 

To provide background information for this study, the 

literature review begins with an overview of older divorced 

women, including the aging and the divorced populations in 

general when that research is relevant. Research addressing 

specific aspects of tha lives of the mature divorcee 

follows. The areas of special interest are organized into 

three general categories: physical and mental health; family 

and social relationships; and, economic and legal issues. 

Each aspect impacts another; indeed, a holistic picture 

emerges permitting a summation which integrates each facet. 

Research discussing mental health programs designed to 

assist older women adjusting to late-life divorce is also 

reviewed. Finally, theories that could facilitate the 
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interpretation of the study's findings are discussed. 

Adlerian Individual Psychology, the principle theory 

selected, is reviewed first. A brief overview of other 

theories that could provide a basis for understanding the 

lives of aging women are presented including Erickson's ego 

development theory, Gilligan's moral development theory, and 

Bowlby's attachment theory. Life-cycle, life-course, and 

life-span theories are then defined. A description of 

Livson's sex-role development is presented also. The 

advantages of Individual Psychology for the purposes of this 

study are offered last. A summary of the review of 

literature concludes Chapter II. 
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OLDER DIVORCED WOMEN: AN OVERVIEW 

Research exploring late-life divorce and the lives of 

women who experience this change is limited. Nonetheless, 

demographic trends show that as life expectancy increases so 

does the number of years that marriages survive without 

being interrupted by death, thereby contributing to the 

increase in divorce over age 60 (Uhlenberg, 1980; Lloyd & 

Zick, 1986). Late-life divorces appear to be growing both 

more economically feasible and socially acceptable (Cain, 

1988). "Divorce among the elderly is a hidden social 

phenomenon that is expected to increase at an accelerated 

rate ... [but is] eclipsed by and undifferentiated from 

divorce among younger populations" (Cain, 1988, pp. 563 & 

568) . 

Price and McKenry (1988) point out that: 

Older women have a more difficult time with divorce 

adjustment than do younger women .... These women are 

less likely to remarry, have fewer financial resources, 

are more anxious about living alone, suffer more acute 

loneliness, and exhibit more psychosomatic illnesses 

than do younger women (p. 64). 

These researchers also report that the loss of the social 

support system that existed prior to divorce increased 

difficulties in adjustment. Further, older divorcees may be 

impacted by ambivalent societal messages; on one hand, aging 
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women are seen as sexually unattractive; on the other hand, 

they "may be viewed by men in their age cohort as a threat 

because of the similarity to their former wives" (p. 64) or 

as a threat to existing marriages among their peers. 

In addition, "the mourning process, the aging process, 

and generational attitudes ... make divorce especially 

difficult for elderly women" (Cain, 1988, p. 563). 

According to Cain the stresses of aging that exacerbate 

problems encountered by women subsequent to late-life 

divorce include fears of living alone after decades of 

feeling protected by one's partner, fears of being alone 

during a period of increasing physical decline, apprehension 

surrounding learning tasks previously performed by husbands 

and associated with the male's role as a result of ingrained 

gender stereotyping, and overwhelming loneliness for which 

no relief can be foreseen. Price and McKenry (1988) add: 

"older women may also experience more adjustment problems 

following divorce because they may have experienced a longer 

period of marital conflict than younger women" (p. 64). 

Cain found that self-esteem, commonly diminished by 

divorce, was impacted more severely among older women 

because "divorce-related vulnerabilities were aggravated ... 

by the stress associated with the aging process" (p. 566). 

David Chiriboga (1982) substantiated that age is a major 

factor in adjustment to divorce in his study which 
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contrasted the psychosocial adjustment of older and younger 

adults during the early stages of divorce. Chiriboga found: 

during the period immediately after separation, a 

period during which previous research has indicated the 

major changes occur in an individual's life, the older 

respondents were more unhappy and reported fewer 

positive emotional experiences. Their dealings with 

the social world appeared more tortured, there were 

more signs of personal discomfort, and their 

perceptions of the past and future reflected both 

greater pessimism and long-term dissatisfaction (p. 

113) . 

In Chiriboga's study, the oldest participants, persons over 

age 50, stood out "as being clearly the most maladapted 

group" (p. 113). 

Although age differences were prominent in Chiriboga's 

(1982) study of adaptation to marital separation, gender 

differences were more subtle. Both men and women 

experienced difficulties in adjusting to late-life divorce; 

for example, the men experienced "a lower sense of overall 

well-being, [while] the women experience[d] greater 

emotional turmoil" (p. 112). Women were found "to manifest 

a greater number of psychological symptoms and greater 

emotional tension and were more disorganized on the personal 

level and more dissatisfied" (p. 113). Divorce emerged as a 
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stressful life event for both sexes, however, the 

perceptions and reactions of women and men differed. 

Deckert and Langelier (1978) found that while "divorce 

was rated the highest in stress for any major life event" 

(p. 388) among the female and male participants (mean age 

50.09) of their study, "divorce stress was not significantly 

higher for females than for males" (p. 384). Further, their 

findings supported their hypothesis "that late-divorced 

females would report a significantly greater increase in 

self-confidence and independence than would late-divorced 

males" (p. 385). 

In studying younger cohorts, Caldwell, Bloom and Hodges 

(1983) acknowledged that "while there is general agreement 

that separation and divorce is nearly always profoundly 

stressful ... there is less agreement regarding sex-specific 

differences in either the process of, or reaction to, this 

stressful life event" (p. 103). 

Data suggest that women have to cope with some problems 

that men do not face, but also receive greater support 

and perceive more separation-related benefits than do 

men. In general, ... there are few sex differences in 

the magnitude of the difficulties faced by women and 

men undergoing marital disruption. On the other hand, 

sex differences are clearly present in the nature of 

those difficulties, and there is evidence that women 
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appear to resolve them more rapidly than men" (p. 119). 

Weingarten (1988) elaborates on some of the problems 

encountered by older women that Caldwell, Bloom, and Hodges 

(1983) alluded to in saying that "women have to cope with 

some problems that men do not face" (p. 119). In her 

longitudinal study of late-life divorce, Weingarten found 

that "while many of the problems were comparable to those 

faced by the divorced in general, other issues did not 

appear to be well addressed by insights derived from younger 

populations" (Weingarten, 1988, p. 24). She organized the 

problems faced by older divorcees into six distinct 

categories: emotional, psychic, co-parental, community, 

economic and legal. These categories were derived from 

Bohannon's (1970) sociocultural perspective of divorce as a 

complex process involving six different experiences, each 

one a divorce in itself. Gender and age differences stood 

out more clearly in this context, although the subdivisions 

were designed to describe the aspects of divorce experienced 

by younger cohorts. 

The interaction of Weingarten's six variables and the 

manner in which changes in each aspect impacts the lives of 

older divorced women are incorporated in the following 

discussion: emotional and psychic divorces are included 

under the heading, physical and mental health; co-parental 

and community divorces are addressed under the section 
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titled, family and social relationships; and economic and 

legal issues correspond to the same category and heading 

within this study. The three broad organizational 

categories selected for this literature review seemed to 

best describe the issues facing older divorced women and 

were suggested both by the literature and the data gathered 

from the participants in this study. Combining two factors 

within each of the three subgroups helped to maintain a 

perspective that each factor is related to another, each 

affects another to a degree that often makes them 

indistinguishable. 
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PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH 

Physical and mental health are both aspects of a 

woman's internal well-being and are interrelated; a change 

in one affects the other. The individual is also sensitive 

to external factors, which in turn affect her health. Riley 

(1985) declares that "it has been well documented that aging 

is a psychosocial, as well as a biomedical, process" (p. 3). 

It follows, then, that physical changes being experienced by 

the aging woman can be considered from both internal and 

external points of view; as she sees herself, and as society 

sees her. 

From a personal perspective, a woman views her body as 

it manifests the changes associated with aging according to 

the cultural standards which she internalized as she was 

maturing. In a youth-oriented society, her self-esteem may 

diminish as she watches her youthful appearance fade. 

Porcino (1985) points to society's "double standard of aging 

[which] forms the basis for the stereotypical view of 

today's older woman as dependent, passive, incompetent, and 

unattractive" (p. 116). As a consequence of this prevailing 

attitude, "changes in physical attractiveness (whether real 

or viewed as such by society) affect the mental health of 

older women" (p. 116). 

More important considerations than issues of physical 

appearance are those of disability and disease. Providing a 
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general overview of older women's health, Lewis (1985) 

points to "the 'unisex' quality of current geriatric medical 

literature ... [noting that] the major textbooks on 

geriatric medicine pay scant attention to the medical 

implications of females living longer than males" (p. 14). 

Although women outlive men by almost eight years (Matlin, 

1987), "older women report both more acute and chronic 

illness and disability than older men .... and older women 

typically have more multiple health problems" (p. 7). 

Sofaer and Abel (1990) report that "although the diseases 

prevalent among women tend to less serious than those more 

prevalent among men, women are more likely to suffer from 

three or more chronic conditions simultaneously" (p. 48). 

In an international study of health and aging, Shanas, 

Townsend, Wedderburn, Friis, Milhoj, and Stehouwer (1968) 

state that while "old age is accompanied by a decline in 

physical fitness and an increasing experience with body 

aches and pains ... men are more likely than women to say 

their health is good" (pp. 214 and 217). More recently 

Gatz, Pearson and Fuentes (1983) contend that "differences 

between men and women in self-rated health are negligible" 

(p. 278). These authors emphasize that "while poor health 

is a major concern of older women, the majority of older 

adults consider themselves to be in good health in spite of 

increases in chronic diseases" (p. 279) . Gatz, Pearson and 



31 

Fuentes help dispel the image of the aging woman with 

chronic somatic complaints, describing older women as "self-

sustaining in the face of increased risk" (p. 279). 

Chiriboga (1982) found in his study of marital 

separation in both later and earlier life that "older 

respondents, especially women, were more likely to report 

visits to the doctor" (p. 113). He qualifies this 

statement, however, saying: 

Perhaps of more interest in terms of the impact of the 

separation is that, when health status before 

separation was compared with perceived current health, 

there were no age differences; on the average a slight 

improvement in health was indicated. There was, 

however, a significant sex difference; the reports of 

women were more likely to suggest improvement than were 

those of men (p. 113). 

Looking at the health of older women in general (those 

65 and older), Verbrugge (1985) observes that women are more 

durable than men, experiencing more chronic conditions which 

are often symptomatic but not fatal. These conditions lead 

to reports which reflect the greater incidence of disability 

among older women. Verbrugge explains that "older women 

have poorer health status than older men because their daily 

lives are more troubled by symptoms (acute and chronic) and 

because they find it more difficult to perform social, 
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physical, and mobility activities" (p. 60). Berardo (1982) 

suggests potential consequences for the older divorcee whose 

physical limitations increase with age: 

Beyond the divorce adjustments that have been 

outlined for middle-aged people, the elderly must often 

cope with physical impairments of aging, decreasing 

physical mobility that restricts one's opportunities 

for finding another partner, and, for older women, a 

lack of available partners because of the uneven sex 

ratio for those over 65. In short, older people may 

find themselves without a partner when partners are 

hard to find and when the physical and mental energies 

needed to search for a new companion are declining (p. 

135) . 

The search for a new partner may never commence if a 

woman is too physically or emotionally depleted. A dramatic 

link between physical and mental health became evident when 

several older divorced women in Cain's (1988) study 

"admitted that the husband's presence in the home had 

successfully camouflaged their own unrecognized loss of 

hearing, vision, and memory. His absence, therefore, 

abruptly unearthed previously hidden infirmities and further 

diminished an already plummeting self-esteem" (p. 566). 

Complicating adjustment to divorce are factors related 

to mental health. Cain points to the attitudes held by 
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divorced older women women of this cohort were socialized 

to value husband and children as essential to a meaningful 

life. Women raised with this value system were found to 

experience guilt and shame following a late-life divorce 

(Cain, 1988). Porcino (1985) adds that "most older women 

left by their spouses feel betrayed and bitter, with a 

personal sense of guilt they couldn't make their marriage 

work" (p. 118). 

According to Cain (1988) the psychological consequences 

accompanying divorce at any age include "a profound sense of 

loss, an increase in anxiety, and a decrease in self-esteem" 

(p. 565). These reactions "are intensified by factors 

particular to divorce among the elderly" (p. 566). Duration 

of the marriage, frequently over forty years, "significantly 

contributed to postdivorce despair" (p. 566). The 

detachment process from these long-term relationships was 

likened by some women in Cain's study to the loss of a limb 

or the death of a spouse. 

Death and loss are frequently associated with 

depression. "There is no doubt that depression is one of 

the psychiatric conditions affecting aging women" (Holzer, 

Leaf & Weissman, 1985, pp. 102). "Higher prevalence of 

depression is found for the separated and divorced than for 

other groups" (p. Ill). Even so, these researchers point 

out that, based on their sample of several thousand 
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individuals, "although the prevalence of depression for 

elderly women is higher than for elderly men, it is lower 

than for the younger men and much lower than for the younger 

women" (p. 109). 

Weingarten (1988) observed that some older divorced 

women tend to remain emotionally attached to ex-husbands by 

feeling depressed and angry. Within the group studied, 

blaming the ex-spouse for the divorce was considered an 

effective coping strategy, because blaming seemed to 

preserve the individual's sense of integrity and self-worth. 

However, rather than examining past behavior in a manner 

that could motivate positive change as younger cohorts have 

been found to do, those women who accepted any 

responsibility for the marital dissolution viewed it as 

their fault, thereby perpetuating their guilt and depression 

(p. 30). 

Addressing this "Psychic Divorce" (Weingarten, 1988, p. 

28) as more than an individuation process of separating from 

the personality and influence of the ex-spouse, Weingarten 

observed that the older divorced women in her study 

expressed a need to make a contribution to others which, in 

turn, affirmed their new sense of individual identity. Some 

women adjusted to their new circumstances by finding 

substitutes for the former primary attachment figure by 

means of engaging in activities which filled emotional needs 
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for friendship and commitment. Their involvement, however, 

seemed to provide meaning in their lives only to the degree 

to which they perceived the activities to be valuable. This 

perception seemed to be complicated by the tendency among 

these older individuals to return to the past rather than 

anticipate the future; to be willing to rediscover old 

talents or abilities, but unwilling to develop new ones 

(Weingarten, 1988). 

Weingarten (1988) views the detachment process as an 

emotional process, in which anger, grief, pain, and feelings 

of helplessness are commonly felt. 

The Emotional Divorce is defined by the loss of the 

spouse as a love object and is completed when the 

person accepts that there is no constructive future 

together with his or her former partner and becomes 

emotionally invested in new interests (p. 25). 

Although many people remain attached to their ex-spouses for 

several years following a divorce, a typical way to deal 

with the emotional aspects of divorce is to form a new 

relationship. Since remarriage rates reduce with age, 

especially for women, Weingarten was not surprised to find 

persisting attachments to former spouses among the older 

participants in her study. 

Cain (1988) emphasized that adjustment to divorce among 

older women is often impeded by negative feelings that 



36 

seemed to be spawned by negative attitudes regarding the 

future; beliefs that neither employment nor remarriage were 

viable alternatives due to factors associated with older 

age. Gatz, Pearson and Fuentes (1983) noted that the major 

social roles defined for women were those of "reproduction, 

nurturance, and transmission of values to the next 

generation. Once that works is done, they may be perceived, 

and believe themselves to be, socially redundant, with few 

hopeful options" (p. 275). 

Hess and Waring (1983) stressed that resources are 

limited for aging women and noted that in terms of coping 

resources "those with the gravest problems are typically 

those with the fewest personal and social resources" (p. 

232). Other researchers (Cain, 1988; Weingarten, 1988) have 

found that performing volunteer work, pursuing hobbies, 

developing same-sex friendships, and participating in self-

help peer counseling are viable coping strategies for many 

divorced women over age sixty. 

A woman who believes that she is no longer of value, 

that she has little to contribute, or that there are not 

people with whom she can relate in a meaningful way 

experiences great difficulty in adjusting to the changes 

precipitated by divorcing late in life. Internal cognitions 

and emotions overlap with behavioral actions and reactions 

occurring in the social environment. Ways in which divorced 



older women relate to others within their families and 

communities, and use these social interactions as coping 

resources, are addressed in the following section. 
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FAMILY AND SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS 

Porcino (1985) speculates that "the major mental health 

problem for older women is loneliness" (p. 118). She warns 

that in "trying to find constructive answers to some of the 

losses in her later years, some older women turn to alcohol 

and drugs, and in severe cases, suicide" (p. 119). Gatz, 

Pearson and Fuentes (1983) differentiate between loneliness 

and isolation, associating feelings of desolation with 

loneliness. These researchers cite the 1981 Harris Poll, 

"on which 10 percent of those 65 and older endorsed 

loneliness as a very serious problem for them, the majority 

of them women" (p. 283). Gatz, Pearson and Fuentes conclude 

that "while loneliness and isolation are not [emphasis 

added] problematic to the majority of older women, 

significant numbers do experience one or the other, but not 

necessarily both" (p. 283). 

Loneliness experienced by older divorcees is often 

dispelled by interactions with their adult children. 

Weingarten (1988) calls the redefinition of roles between 

older parents and their grown children that occurs as a 

result of a divorce the "Co-Parental Divorce" (p. 30). She 

found that the majority of the participants in her study 

"identified the supportiveness of children as one of the 

most important factors influencing their adjustment" (p. 

30). However, the relationships were often described as 
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problematic, primarily because the older parent feared 

causing pain among children and grandchildren. In some 

cases this fear limited communication; in others, the fear 

was validated when adult children responded to the divorce 

with negative behaviors such as "alcohol abuse, marital 

conflict and depression" (p. 31). Those older divorced 

persons who demonstrated excessive concern over their adult 

children's adaptations experienced conflicts which impeded 

their successful adjustment to divorce (Weingarten, 1988). 

Those parents who emphasized parental roles in positive ways 

appeared to adjust better to their divorces. 

DeShane and Brown-Wilson (1981) suggested that 

relationships with children and grandchildren could 

represent another adjustment problem for divorced older 

people. They proffered: "Divorce may force children and 

grandchildren to take sides, to "blame" one or the other 

partner for the divorce, or even to decrease contact with 

both parents/grandparents for fear of alienating one or the 

other" (p. 84). This can be particularly devastating for 

older adults who may be relying on familial ties to assist 

them in successfully adjusting to the challenges of aging 

(DeShane & Brown-Wilson, 1981). 

In exploring intergenerational relations, Hagestad 

(1985) noted that "recent work on primary relationships in 

later adulthood has found that women, significantly more 
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than men, use children as confidants" (p. 146). Citing 

Babchuk's 1978 study, Hagestad pointed out that during the 

divorce process, middle-aged women utilize "their 'vertical 

connections1 to parents and children more than men ... [and] 

women, more than men, approached children as adult equals, 

to whom they could turn for advice and support" (pp. 146-7). 

The literature is showing that both divorcing and aging 

women cope with changes in their lives with the help of 

their adult children. 

For women adjusting to late-life divorce, the most 

effective coping mechanisms are "close contact and 

meaningful involvement with people" (Cain, 1988, p. 568). 

Cain found "that continued support of family (particularly 

sisters), adult children, and a few intimate friends was 

primarily responsible for their eventual improvement" (p. 

568). However, older divorcees who are reaching out for 

friendship may find relationships difficult to maintain or 

develop. Cain's study revealed that 

without exception, each woman stated that her social 

and interpersonal experiences had radically changed 

following her late-life divorce. Like her younger 

counterpart, she reported increased social isolation as 

couple-related friends and those linked to her 

husband's workplace were gradually lost over time. 

Like the younger divorcee, she, too, felt that she was 
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now viewed by married friends as a rival and therefore 

eliminated from mixed gatherings. Unlike younger 

women, however, ... the elderly divorce women felt that 

they were suddenly cast in the role of social deviant 

by their contemporaries ... (p. 567). 

Berardo (1982) substantiated this contention stating, 

"the social stigma surrounding divorce may well be greater 

for the elderly, since they and their peers were socialized 

in an era when divorce was an unacceptable alternative to an 

unhappy marriage" (p. 135). DeShane and Brown-Wilson (1981) 

elaborated: 

Divorced older persons may be caught in a curious 

double bind. On the one hand, changing societal 

conditions have removed much of the stigma associated 

with divorce; on the other hand, many of the peers of 

divorced older people may maintain highly negative 

attitudes toward divorced individuals. Further, there 

is evidence to suggest that women may suffer more 

societal censure than do males (p. 84). 

Social interactions affected by divorce were addressed 

by Weingarten (1988) under the category of "Community 

Divorce" (p. 32). Her study reinforced the concept that 

divorce involves more than the loss of partner. It involves 

the loss of a whole social network that acknowledged the 

couple as a single entity. Subsequently, after divorce, the 
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single older woman no longer meets the criterion for 

membership in the social network and is often perceived by 

married friends as a threat (Weingarten, 1988). In 

addition, forming a new social network with women in the 

same circumstances presents a challenge. This issue was 

addressed by Cain (1988) who commented on the lack of peers 

experiencing a similar life transition: 

Because the incidence of late-life divorce is 

relatively low compared with divorce in younger groups 

... [older women] lacked the support, guidance, and 

companionship of divorced contemporaries support 

that their own divorced children had available to them 

(p. 567). 

Nonetheless, "the evidence for the importance of a 

personal support network for older people is extensive" 

(DeShane & Brown-Wilson, 1981, p. 83). These researchers 

found that social support influenced morale, reduced 

dependence on formal support services, and provided links to 

the community. Weingarten (1988) found that older divorcees 

needed to feel needed and affirmed, feelings that can only 

be generated in a social context. Those women who joined 

church activities, performed volunteer jobs, participated in 

workplace organizations, or increased involvement with grown 

children and grandchildren adjusted better to late-life 

divorce. 
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ECONOMIC AND LEGAL ISSUES 

Weingarten (1988) found that "The Economic and Legal 

Divorces" (p. 35) were inseparable and more difficult for 

seniors to resolve because many late-life divorcees "were 

unable to find attorneys familiar with and responsive to the 

distinctive problems and needs of older clients" (p. 36). 

These unique problems include negotiating health benefits 

and pension rights as well as redistributing joint assets 

accumulated over decades. Quoting from The Divorce 

Revolution. Weingarten concluded: 

Economically, older and longer-married women suffer the 

most after divorce. Their situation is much more 

drastic and tragic than that of their younger 

counterparts because the discrepancy between men's and 

women's standards of living after divorce is much 

greater than for younger couples, and few of these 

women can ever hope to recapture their loss ... 

(Weitzman in Weingarten, p.37). 

DeShane and Brown-Wilson agreed that 

divorced older people may face some rather profound 

economic and legal consequences as a result of the 

marital dissolution. In most cases divorce will 

negatively affect income. Especially vulnerable are 

women who may or may not retain rights to their ex-

husbands pension benefits (p. 85). 
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Schulz (1988) pointed out in his book The Economics of 

Aging that changes in the law in 1984 and 1986 have 

corrected some of the discrimination against spouses. 

However, issues of rights to pensions, social security and 

other retirement benefits, and division of assets are 

complex, demanding the attention of capable legal counsel. 

Gatz, Pearson and Fuentes (1983) noted that changes in 

social security benefits decreased the poverty rate among 

women 65 and older between 1970 and 1980. Nonetheless, 

"elderly women are the largest single group with poverty-

level incomes ... [and] poverty may be the single most 

salient fact in the lives of too many women now old" (p. 

276). Schulz (1988) reported that between 1962 and 1986 

nonmarried women over age 55 experienced an 87 percent 

increase in real income (that is, income adjusted for 

inflation). However, nonmarried older women's median income 

in 1986 was still only $6,870 compared to $8,510 for 

nonmarried older men. Interestingly, median income for 

older married couples was reported to be $18,890, more than 

twice as high as either nonmarried men or women who were no 

longer sharing expenses with a partner. 

Commenting on the impact of divorce on the elderly, 

Berardo (1982) expanded on possible economic consequences 

of late-life divorce: 

Gerontological studies have noted that the elderly 
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often can survive on fixed incomes only because they 

have already paid for their houses and other major 

consumer durables. To divide this property upon 

divorce could plunge both individuals into precarious 

economic positions and increase the need for welfare or 

kin support (p. 135). 

Uhlenberg and Myers (1981) concurred with Berardo, 

supporting the conclusion that divorce among older cohorts 

can have adverse economic effects. They reported that 

"while there is relatively little difference between 

married, widowed, and never-married persons in their 

subjective level of financial satisfaction, the divorced and 

separated older persons stand out as much less satisfied" 

(p. 279) . Furthermore, Uhlenberg and Myers pointed out that 

there is "strong evidence that divorce is associated with a 

deterioration in the standard of living for wives, although 

it seems to have little effect upon husbands" (p. 279). 

They concluded: 

The major explanation suggested for the economic 

disadvantage of divorced women is simply the loss of 

economics of scale. Divorce leads to the establishment 

of separate living arrangements, with a subsequent loss 

in benefits derived from sharing fixed cost items 

(e.g., housing) of a common residence. There is no 

reason to expect that the economic impact upon older 
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persons would be less than for those at other ages (p. 

279) . 

In conducting a longitudinal study of the finances of 

unmarried people between the ages of 58 and 63, Keith (1988) 

compared subjective evaluations of finances and income. The 

researcher found, both at the beginning and at the end of 

the ten year study, "in contrast to the situation for men, 

among women the divorced and widowed tended to have similar 

financial circumstances and were more disadvantaged than the 

never-married on subjective measures and in income" (p. 

221). In addition to finding divorced women attitudes to be 

more negative about their financial condition, older 

divorcees had the highest rate of employment at the end of 

the decade. Keith hypothesized that this might be due to 

their greater financial needs. But "even with higher rates 

of employment, their incomes tended to be lower than those 

of any other sex and martial status group" (p. 222). 

If a woman has worked during her marriage she may 

adjust to divorce more successfully. Working women versus 

women who have remained in the home during their marriages 

may have different concerns regarding finances, retirement 

benefits and health insurance. According to Rathbone-McCuan 

(1985), "those working in professional categories, often 

feel economically secure but worry about post retirement 

roles and activities, while nonprofessional women are 
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preoccupied with income security" (p. 21). 

Hess and Waring (1983) referred to data that indicates 

that "the financial, health, and emotional status of 

divorced older women is extremely precarious" (p. 233). One 

way these factors interact becomes apparent when financial 

expenditures for treatment of physical or mental health 

problems are considered. "Elderly people now spend the same 

proportion of their income (15 percent) on health care as 

they did before the passage of Medicare in 1965" (Sofaer & 

Abel, 1990, p. 48). Sofaer and Abel investigated the 

financial vulnerability of older women in receiving Medicare 

benefits. These researchers point out inequities in the 

Medicare system, stating: 

the services associated with some less expensive, 

often chronic, illnesses common among women are poorly 

covered; as a result, they generate substantial out-of-

pocket costs. Furthermore, women on Medicare who 

supplement their basic coverage by purchasing private 

insurance do not receive as much of an advantage as do 

men .... Because older women are more likely than 

older men to have low incomes, they are particularly 

likely to face difficulties in paying for out-of-pocket 

health care costs (p. 64). 

The areas of physical and mental health, family and 

social relationships, and economic and legal issues are 
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integrated within a person's total life experience. The 

overview of literature presented in this study attempts to 

portray the experiences of older divorced women in each of 

these areas individually, while emphasizing their 

interaction. The literature frequently encompasses issues 

germane to older divorcees in the coverage of general 

topics. Every effort has been made to confine the 

discussion to relevant data, applying what has been learned 

regarding larger populations of the aging or the divorced to 

the lives of older divorced women. Varying perspectives 

have been presented with which the current study's data can 

be compared and contrasted. 
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MENTAL HEALTH PROGRAMS FOR OLDER DIVORCEES 

Research conducted by Chiriboga, Coho, Stein, and 

Roberts (1979) found patterns in help-seeking behavior by 

those coping with divorce. Age and gender were both 

significant factors in seeking help. "Older respondents 

were generally less likely to seek out social supports" (p. 

127). Among women, those over fifty were the least likely 

to seek counseling, and when they sought help, they most 

often chose a friend, a child or their doctor. Only when 

their perceived distress became intense did women over 50 

seek assistance from more than one category of helper. The 

researchers discovered that in spite of the proliferation of 

self-help groups in the 1970s, overall, self-help groups 

were sought out the least. 

According to Weingarten (1988) there is less acceptance 

of professional mental health services by older cohorts than 

younger ones. Weingarten observed that, given this 

reluctance, many older divorcees in her study would not 

consider marital counseling within a secular framework. 

However, these same respondents believed that their 

marriages might have had a chance of being saved if their 

minister had offered the service of marital counseling. 

Most of the women in this study were reported to have turned 

to the clergy for help, but disappointments occurred when 

the women felt "they lost a place in their church as a 
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result of their divorce" (p. 33), or, when they continued to 

remain actively involved in their religious organizations, 

they felt "that their ministers could and should have done 

more" (p. 34). 

Other researchers, Langelier and Deckert (1980) from 

Canada, found no published research on the impact of late 

divorce on the individual, but responded to the high rate of 

late-life divorce in that country by proposing guidelines 

for conducting individual counseling with older divorced 

women. They addressed six major areas of adjustment: 

emotions, divorce grounds, finances and budgeting, children, 

life-style changes, and independence. These counselors 

contend that issues in all six areas must be faced by the 

divorcee, which, based on the techniques presented, would 

lead to multi-faceted long-term therapy. 

In the mid-1980s both Cain (1988) and Weingarten 

(1988), conducted studies among members of a self-help group 

"Divorce-After-Sixty" in Ann Arbor, Michigan. The group 

came into existence in 1982 as a result of the efforts of an 

over-sixty divorced woman who recognized that services 

designed to serve this population were not available. At 

the insistence of this innovative woman, social service 

agencies agreed to cooperate in sponsoring the group 

(Weingarten, 1988). Weingarten praised the group saying: 

Given the human tendency to seek aid in times of 
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distress, and the barriers to doing so with children, 

friends, relatives, clergy and mental health 

professionals that seem to exist for persons divorcing 

in later life, a self-help group such as Divorce-After-

Sixty can come to play a particularly influential role 

in shaping the community divorce .... [T]he benefits 

ranged from the social, to the practical, to the 

psychological (p. 34). 

The researcher concluded that the self-help group was 

particularly beneficial in facilitating divorce adjustment 

because the group helped build a new community, providing 

others to listen to one's problems, others who shared 

similar problems, and others to whom help could be extended. 

Participants reported experiencing many of the benefits 

associated with traditional group counseling including 

feeling that they were not unique in experiencing their 

problems (universality), feeling they could express 

themselves without fear of criticism or exposure outside the 

confines of the group (confidentiality), feeling valuable as 

they assisted others (altruism), and feeling supported by a 

new social network (social learning) (Yalom, 1985). 

Cain (1988) reported that the participants she observed 

found that becoming involved in the group marked a turning 

point in their postdivorce adjustment. Members found that 

the group's self-help format was an acceptable way to obtain 
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therapeutic treatment that they had previously been 

reluctant to seek. Cain observed group members deriving 

benefit from both giving and receiving assistance among 

their peers. 

"Divorce over 50" (Norberry, 1986, p. 157) is a support 

group for women established in Michigan at a Community 

Women's Center. This area has a higher divorce rate than 

the national average. The group is co-facilitated by a 

psychologist and an attorney. They provide emotional help 

and legal information. The group was formed in response to 

a survey conducted within the community to assess women's 

needs. "The group has focused on the challenges of divorce-

—legal, emotional, social, and financial that group 

members cope with through shared intimacy and companionship" 

(p. 161). The ideal which underlies this program is 

embodied in Norberry's statement: 

Confronting the stereotype of depressed old women, who 

are poor and in declining health is part of the women's 

center's philosophy of encouraging women to value 

themselves. A small-group format that responds to 

participant's needs for information and emotional 

support encourages women over 50 in divorce situations 

to draw on inner and outer resources for help (p. 161). 

This objective seems to be carried out in this model of a 

program designed to serve older divorcing women in a way 



that respects and empowers them. 
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THEORIES 

Adlerian Individual Psychology provides the foundation 

for interpretation of the data gathered during this study. 

Dreikurs (1950) explains that: 

the doctrine of the unity of the personality gave 

Individual Psychology its name. This name, which is so 

often misunderstood, is derived from the Latin word 

"individuum," which literally means "undivided." 

"indivisible" (in-dividere). "Individual variety" is 

the outcome of the life style, which varies with every 

single individual ... (p. 56). 

Manaster and Corsini (1982) expand on the unified nature of 

each personality: 

Individual Psychology firmly takes the position that we 

are indivisible units. Like the flower which came from 

a single fertilized cell, we are a unity; we are not an 

assemblage of parts like a machine (p. 2). 

Mosak (1971) carries this concept of holism further 

stating that because the individual is holistic, her 

"lifestyle may be assessed at any point through either 

past or current behavior and through a variety of 

behavioral manifestations, gestures, language, early 

recollections, or life narrative" (p. 80). Mosak provides a 

comprehensive definition of lifestyle which is an 

individual's "'style of acting and perceiving,'" (p. 77). 
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This lifestyle provides the cognitive framework within which 

a person selects the activities which assist in coping with 

life tasks. Behavior can be understood by relating it to 

this central theme. Not always aware of one's lifestyle, 

the individual 

acts congruently within this apperceptive scheme .... 

The lifestyle forms a unifying principle, a gestalt. to 

which behavior is bound in accordance with the 

individual "law of movement." Through this framework, 

developed early and remaining fairly constant 

throughout life, an individual interprets, controls, 

and predicts experience (p. 77). 

Powers and Griffith (1987) point out the Adlerian view 

of "context" (p. 5) which applies to both the internal and 

external worlds of the individual. This word means, first, 

the particular context of the individual's unique style 

of living, providing the indivisible patterns of 

consistency connecting every movement of the person; 

and second, the larger context of the social or 

ecological situation in which the person's movement is 

indivisibly embedded (p. 6). 

Adlerians view the individual within the context of society, 

emphasizing human interdependence. Indeed, the basic 

premise of Individual Psychology is that human society is 

essential, "not only for the development of the individual 
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character, but also for the orientation of every single 

action and emotion in the life of a human being" (Dreikurs, 

1950, p. 1). 

According to Dreikurs, within the human community an 

individual must accomplish three tasks: 

work, which means contributing to the welfare of 

others, friendship, which embraces social relationships 

with comrades and relatives, and love, which is the 

most intimate union with some one of the other sex and 

represents the strongest and closest emotional 

relationship which can exist between two human beings. 

These three tasks embrace the whole of human life with 

all its desires and activities. All human suffering 

originates from the difficulties which complicate the 

tasks (pp. 4-5). 

Mosak adds self-acceptance and developing a spiritual 

dimension to these tasks (Corey, 1991). All five tasks are 

encompassed in the expression of social interest. In 

describing Adlerian principles, Corey (1991) says "people 

express social interest through shared activity and mutual 

respect .... Individual psychology rests on a central 

belief that our happiness and success are largely related to 

this social connectedness" (p. 140). 

It is the holistic nature of this theory that makes it 

most desirable as a vehicle for interpretation of the data 
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collected during this study. Viewing the individual as 

consistent both in internal personality and external 

behaviors, provides a basis for examining the life 

experiences of women in their 60s and 70s. The absence of 

order or sequence, or the establishment of a mold which each 

individual is expected to fit makes it a nonjudgemental 

instrument for explaining women's thoughts, actions, and 

feelings. Also, its applicability to the lives of women as 

well as men makes it particularly appealing. Indeed, social 

connectedness is an integral part of the female value system 

(Gilligan, 1982). 

Other theories of development were reviewed in order to 

interpret the findings of this study. Erickson's theory of 

ego development across the life cycle was initially 

considered. "According to Erickson (1953, 1963) personality 

is determined by an inner maturational 'ground plan1 and by 

the external demands of society" (Hultsch & Deutsch, 1981, 

p. 162). Erickson proposes eight psychosocial stages 

through which each individual must pass, resolving a crisis 

at each stage. Because he considers the stages to be 

biologically based, they follow "a fixed, universal 

sequence" (p. 162). Establishing this sequence as the model 

he, then, says that for the female "the sequence is a bit 

different" (Gilligan, 1982, p. 12). Gilligan describes 

Erickson's process of ideal development as requiring 
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separation for the establishment of identity, while 

attachment impedes that development. Therefore, "if women 

do not separate successfully, it is a developmental failure" 

(Freed, 1985, p. 207). 

Gilligan contends that men and women are socialized 

differently; men are taught to value independence while 

women are taught to value interdependence. Attachment is, 

therefore, a female quality. Men, ingrained with a pattern 

of separation, are threatened by closeness; women, valuing 

their connection to others, fear isolation. 

Erickson's theory is widely quoted and well-respected, 

however, the criticism regarding its applicability to the 

lives of women limited it for use in this study. Although 

Gilligan's theory of moral development is certainly 

relevant, it is not extensive enough to interpret the 

various aspects of women's lives as they adjust to late-life 

divorce. 

A review of the theories of Erickson and Gilligan led 

to the necessity for at least a cursory examination of 

attachment theory, life cycle theory and sex-role 

development theory. Freed (1985) indicates that 

the woman's life cycle is not the same as that of the 

man. The issue of attachment rather than separation is 

particularly important in a woman's development, 

personality formation, and identity .... Separation is 



59 

a greater threat for women than men. Personal 

relationships and responsibility are their major 

concerns in contrast to autonomy in men's life cycle. 

Hence, adaptation to separations and losses in old age 

has a special significance in therapy with aging women 

(p.203-204). 

One way to explain the adjustment process of older 

women to late-life divorce is to explore the process of 

attachment. Bowlby's attachment theory describes a normal 

"tendency in human beings to make strong affectional bonds 

with others" (Worden, 1991, p. 7). Worden surmises that: 

If it is the goal of attachment behavior to maintain an 

affectional bond, situations that endanger this bond 

give rise to certain very specific reactions. The 

greater the potential for loss, the more intense these 

reactions and the more varied (p. 8). 

These reactions to loss comprise the mourning process. To 

interpret older divorcee's experiences from this perspective 

presumes that grief is a natural consequence of late-life 

divorce and, further, does not encompass the many other 

issues unrelated to grief which occur in the lives of these 

women. 

Alice Rossi (1980) provides definitions and 

applications of life-cycle, life course and life-span 

developmental theories. She contends that the term life-
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cycle is obsolete, even meaningless in the absence of more 

than one cycle. She points out that, primarily performed by 

sociologists, 

a major focus of life-course research is the search for 

social patterns in the timing, duration, spacing, and 

order of life events, dimensions likely to be found in 

or reconstituted from census, parish, and municipal 

records ... (p. 7-8). 

Life-span research, in contrast, is typically performed by 

developmental psychologists, more interested in individual 

development and who focus on 

psychological qualities like ego strength, interiority, 

time perspective, rigidity, achievement striving all 

variables that call for firsthand measurement with 

living subjects rather than historical records (p. 8). 

Although life-span theory appears relevant to this research 

due to the case study method employed, sociological aspects, 

as well as psychological aspects, should both be 

incorporated in the study. The desire to produce a holistic 

interpretation of the data made selection of either life

span or life-course theory too limiting, and selection of 

both as too cumbersome and confusing. In addition, Sugarman 

(1986) points out that development is a term used to 

describe an ideal process; it implies a set of shoulds and 

oughts as one moves through life striving for perfection. 
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It is the intention in this study to present women's 

experiences without the imposition of a standard to which 

they must conform. 

A final approach considered was sex-role development 

theory. Florence Livson's (1983) model expanded on existing 

theoretical models to allow for "the possibility of reversal 

in the individual's progression through successive stages" 

(p. 109). Livson refers to the Jungian concept that men and 

women develop in later life aspects of themselves that were 

suppressed in earlier stages. She asserts that evidence 

suggests that "there is a tendency, if not to reverse roles 

later in life, for each sex to develop qualities 

conventionally defined as appropriate to the opposite sex" 

(P- HI). 

Livson generalizes "that women are 'late maturers'" (p. 

115). She states that "traditional gender roles, 

socialization experiences, and incomplete separation from 

mother all converge to delay the formation of a separate 

sense of identity in women well into the adult years" (p. 

115-116). Therefore, she concludes that women who are 

widowed or divorced late in life "may suddenly be confronted 

with issues that are typical of adolescence: developing 

independence apart from her family" (p. 118). 

Again, this theoretical perspective is too limited for 

the purposes of this study. Even more important to this 
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researcher, however, is the point that Livson attempts to 

fit women into a theory based on male standards of 

appropriate life-span development rather than embracing 

women's experiences as not only different but as natural and 

worthwhile in their own right. 

In choosing Adlerian Individual Psychology over other 

theories discussed, the following advantages were noted: 

1) the holistic approach integrates the qualities of 

the individual within an environmental context; 

2) the theory acknowledges the integrity of the 

individual with both internally and externally consistent 

cognitions, emotions and behaviors; 

3) the approach embraces the use of life narrative as a 

method to gather data; 

4) the principles espouse the value placed on both 

individuality and social connectedness, honoring 

characteristics elsewhere ascribed to either one gender or 

the other; 

5) the theory emphasizes the importance of attachment, 

encompassing the concept that detachment can be problematic; 

6) the theory does not define a prescribed sequence of 

life events that create an ideal model; and, 

7) the life tasks work, friendship, and love 

proposed as essential to the creation of a meaningful life 

are genderless. 
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SUMMARY 

The literature review provides an overview of current 

research addressing the lives of women who divorce late in 

life. The specific areas elaborated upon are physical and 

mental health, family and social relationships, and economic 

and legal issues. Therapeutic programs designed to serve 

older divorced women are described. The major tenets and 

advantages of Adlerian Individual Psychology, the theory of 

choice for interpretation of the study's findings, are 

presented. After several other theories are evaluated, a 

final presentation of the advantages of Individual 

Psychology concludes the literature review. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

This descriptive study investigates the issues relevant 

in the lives of women who divorce over the age of 60, 

describing the process of adjustment to the dual demands of 

aging and divorcing. The information was gathered by 

obtaining self-reports from five older divorced women in 

individual tape recorded interviews. The data were then 

evaluated, identifying similarities and differences in these 

women's adjustments to late-life divorce. As themes emerged 

deductions were drawn to suggest directions for future 

research and recommend components that might be included in 

mental health programs designed to serve this population. 

Chapter Three outlines the study design, addresses issues of 

reliability and validity, identifies the population and 

sample, describes the interview procedure, and discusses 

analysis of the data. 
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DESIGN OF STUDY 

The case study method was chosen to investigate the 

experiences of divorced older women. The objective of using 

the case study is "to accurately portray the subject's world 

from his/her own frame of reference" (Haytin, 1988, p. 67). 

"The case study represents the effort of a social scientist 

to observe, discover, interpret, and delineate the 

composition and structure of the actor's world and his [or 

her] perception of it" (Haytin, 1988, p. 143). Yin (1989) 

advocates the use of the case study when "a 'how* or 'why' 

question is being asked about a contemporary set of events, 

over which the investigator has little or no control" (p. 

2 0). It is used to explore, describe or explain, having 

the advantage of both direct observation and systematic 

interviewing (Yin, 1989). 

Merriam (1988) recommends the case study method when 

the focus is a particular situation or event noting that 

"case studies 'concentrate attention on the way particular 

groups of people confront specific problems, taking a 

holistic view of the situation'" (p. 11). Qualitative case 

studies are most appropriate for "researchers interested in 

insight, discovery, and interpretation rather than 

hypothesis testing ... and ... aim to uncover the 

interaction of significant factors characteristic of the 

phenomenon" (p. 10). Ultimately, "the end product of a case 
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study is a rich, 'thick* [complete and literal] description 

of the phenomenon under study" (p. 11) including as many 

variables as possible and portraying their interaction (p. 

13) . 

In seeking to explore and describe the experiences of 

older women adjusting to divorce, the current researcher 

relied on in-depth interviews. Open-ended questions were 

asked to allow respondents to provide the information each 

felt was most significant to her adjustment to late-life 

divorce. This qualitative interview approach within case 

study research design provided the opportunity for the 

subjective world view of each respondent to be elicited and 

recorded, thereby expanding the paucity of knowledge 

regarding older divorcees. 
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ISSUES OF VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY 

The case study is considered a naturalistic, 

qualitative research method. Merriam (1988) points out that 

"one of the assumptions underlying qualitative research is 

that reality is holistic, multidimensional, and ever-

changing; it is not a single, fixed, objective phenomenon 

waiting to be discovered, observed, and measured" (p. 167). 

Because "the qualitative researcher is interested in 

perspectives rather than truth per se, ... it is the 

researcher's obligation to present 'a more or less honest 

rendering of how informants actually view themselves and 

their experiences1" (p. 168). 

Three of Merriam's strategies for insuring internal 

validity were employed in this study. The first was a 

review of transcripts by the subjects themselves which 

enabled the informants to check the data for accuracy and 

supplement the information gathered during the initial 

interviews. Brink (1989) also suggests, "to test 

reliability and validity of the recorded data, the 

researcher uses content validity: the researcher tape 

records interviews, transcribes them, then presents the 

informants with literal transcriptions of the interviews" 

(p. 162). These steps were incorporated in the study 

design. 

Peer and supervisor examination, checking with 
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colleagues as the observations and interpretations were 

made, also improved validity. As part of the Master's 

Degree thesis committee review process, the major thesis 

advisor and two committee members continually offered advise 

and expertise to insure greater validity of the findings. 

In addition, the researcher attempted to clarify 

"assumptions, world-view and theoretical orientation" 

(Merriam, 1988, p. 170) that might bias the study. 

Interview questions were modified to avoid creating 

categories prematurely, permitting each subject to share her 

concerns without being prompted by the researcher. 

Academically accepted theories applicable to the study were 

employed to facilitate interpretation of the findings. 

Quoting Guba and Lincoln (1985), Merriam states, 

"•since it is impossible to have internal validity without 

reliability, a demonstration of internal validity amounts to 

a simultaneous demonstration of reliability'" (p. 171). 

However, to enhance the dependability and consistency of the 

results of the data, thorough descriptions of the subjects, 

methods and procedures are presented. 

"External validity refers to generalizability, and 

involves inference of sample results to a larger population 

of subjects" (Meier and Pugh, 1986, p. 199). Meier and Pugh 

suggest that: 

single subject results are not necessarily intended to 
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generate new rules but rather to assist in the 

interpretation and application of generic principles to 

subsequent cases .... [therefore it is] the user of the 

research report, rather than the researcher who 

prepares it, [who] assumes responsibility for 

generalizing results from the initial case to a 

subsequent one (p. 199). 

To improve the generalizability of the findings, every 

effort was made to provide "a rich, thick description 'so 

that anyone else interested in transferability has a base of 

information appropriate to the judgement' (Lincoln and Guba, 

1985, p. 125)" (Merriam, 1988, p. 177). 

Finally, the following assumptions were accepted as 

true by the researcher, requiring no testing: 

1. Respondents answered the interview questions 

honestly, authentically reflecting their experiences and 

perceptions. 

2. Relationships, situations and material 

considerations described as supportive by the respondent 

enhanced adjustment. Relationships, situations and material 

considerations described as stressful by the respondent 

impeded adjustment. 
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POPULATION AND SAMPLE 

Gender (female), age (over age SO) and divorce status 

(terminating a marriage between age 60 and 70) were the 

primary criteria for participation in this study. Regarding 

age, the life-stage categories of young-old and old-old, 

ages 55 - 75 and over age 75 respectively, were utilized. 

Young-old women who divorced between the ages of 60 and 70 

were specifically selected for this study. At the time of 

the interviews no woman exceeded age 74. The intention of 

the study was to focus on a homogeneous group of women 

experiencing the same life event, divorce late in life. One 

long-term marriage, making the divorce the first and only 

one experienced by the subject, was, therefore, also a 

criterion. Further, each participant had to have been 

divorced for at least one year. Participation was limited 

to women willing to be interviewed and who were English 

speaking. 
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PROCEDURES 

Each subject was personally referred to the researcher 

by associates who were aware of both the study and the 

subject's late-life divorce. Each participant was assured 

of her anonymity and was informed that the research was 

being conducted in partial fulfillment of requirements for 

attainment of a master's degree by the researcher in 

Counseling and Guidance at the University of Arizona. A 

Subject's Consent Form was signed by each participant 

(Appendix A). Each woman was given a copy of the 

demographic Information Sheet (Appendix B) and the questions 

asked by the researcher (Appendix C) at the time of the 

interview. Approximately two weeks later, each participant 

was provided a transcript for validation purposes. 

Subsequent opportunities were provided for each participant 

to review the researcher's presentation of her particular 

case study, including demographic profile, observations and 

impressions gained during the interview; further 

clarification and elaboration were incorporated in the 

presentations of the case studies in Chapter Four. 

Two pilot interviews were conducted. These gave the 

researcher the opportunity to experiment with tape recording 

equipment, insuring that the interviews were, indeed, 

recorded and that the resulting tapes were audible. Based 

on the pilot studies, a need for additional factual 
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information that would "1 locate the respondent in relation 

to other people"1 (Patton in Merriam, 1988, p. 79) emerged. 

Suggestions made by thesis advisors were incorporated in a 

demographic information sheet (Appendix B) to be used during 

subsequent interviews. Categories also recommended by 

Merriam (1988) were incorporated and expanded to include 

age, ethnicity, religion, income, health status, education, 

employment, family of origin data, and length of both 

marriage and divorce. The sample questions were also 

modified to begin with a focusing question, and continue 

with questions that did not lead the informants or suggest 

categories for answers. 

Semi-structured interviews were the means of data 

collection in this study, seeking individual subjective 

perceptions, rather than an objective, measurable reality. 

Four of the interviews were conducted in the participants' 

homes and the fifth was conducted on the University of 

Arizona campus. Each interview began with the interviewee 

providing the data to complete the demographic Information 

Sheet, followed by answering five open-ended questions 

(Appendix C). The tape recorded interviews lasted 

approximately one to two hours. Written notes were taken by 

the researcher and included observations of physical 

appearance, affect and surroundings. These data 

demographic information, observations, and responses to the 
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questions combined to provide rich profiles of each 

subject. When compared and contrasted, the data represented 

those features of adjustment which were unique to each 

individual, and those which were shared by this sample of 

women experiencing similar life events. 
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DATA ANALYSIS 

Data analysis procedures suggested by Merriam (1988) 

were followed by the researcher. The "data are 

consolidated, reduced, and, to some extent, interpreted" (p. 

13 0) in the presentation of each case study in Chapter Four 

of this thesis. This process was continued in Chapter Five 

where the findings of all five case studies are summarized. 

The data were categorized pursuant to Merriam"s guidelines. 

Categories were identified according to frequency of 

occurrence; that is, by the number of times a particular 

issue was mentioned or implied. Therefore, initially, the 

categories "were suggested by the participants themselves" 

(p. 137). Other categories were suggested in the literature 

reviewed in Chapter Two. The categories were distilled by 

the researcher to be consistent with the purpose of the 

current study which encompassed a holistic view of the 

participant's adjustment process. This organization of the 

data coincided with the major areas addressed in the 

Literature Review: physical and mental health, family and 

social relationships, and economic and legal issues. 

Utilization of mental health services was a category 

created by the researcher in preparing the questions for the 

study, consistent with the intent of the research. Four of 

the five participants, however, mentioned obtaining 

counseling prior to the question being asked, qualifying it 
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as a category precipitated by the participants themselves. 

A method of graphing was developed by the researcher 

for cross-correlating information. This was effective 

because the sample size was small. Tables 1-8 were 

distilled utilizing this system. The categorization of the 

findings permitted comparisons with other research and made 

interpretations and recommendations possible. 
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CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATION OF CASE STUDIES 

Chapter Four presents case studies of five mature women 

who each experienced the termination of a long-term marriage 

after reaching age 60. Individual case studies provide the 

basis for answering the following research questions: 

1) How do women adjust to divorce that occurs over age 60? 

a) Who initiated the divorce and why? 

b) What factors do these women view as their greatest 

strengths, both private and public, in adjusting to 

divorce at this age? 

c) What factors do these women view as their greatest 

challenges, both private and public, in adjusting to 

divorce at this age? 

d) Have these women sought mental health services 

(including pastoral counseling)? Why or why not? 

e) What have these women learned that they wish to 

share with other women in similar circumstances? 

2) What implications do these women's experiences have for 

the direction of future research and the development of 

mental health programs intended for use with older divorced 

women? 

The case studies are presented in the order in which 

the in-depth interviews were conducted. Each case study 
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includes a demographic profile, observations made by the 

interviewer, and personal perceptions of the participant in 

response to the five questions asked by the researcher 

(Appendix C) which parallel the study questions (Question la 

through le) outlined above. The first question, "Who 

initiated your divorce and why?" was designed to stimulate 

discussion, provide background information about the 

divorce, and elicit the participant's attitude regarding her 

circumstances. The second and third questions, "What are 

your greatest strengths and your greatest challenges in 

adjusting to the divorce?" were open-ended, allowing each 

woman to present what she felt were her greatest assets and 

liabilities rather than responding to alternatives posed by 

the researcher. The fourth question, "Did you seek 

counseling prior to or since your divorce?" was intended to 

determine if this sample of women had access to and utilized 

counseling services. The final question was non-specific, 

providing a final opportunity for each woman to share her 

own opinions, advice, concerns or desires. A short summary 

follows each case study. 
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Demographic Profile: "Alice" is a seventy three year 

old woman who had been married forty six years. Prior to 

her divorce, she and her husband had lived and worked 

together in New York. They had three children, the first of 

whom died a few months after birth. Their grown son is 

married and their daughter is divorced. Both reside in 

other states. 

Alice calls herself an American Jew, but she is not 

affiliated with any synagogue or religious organization. 

Alice says she was a high-school drop-out prior to marriage, 

but earned her GED in her mid-forties and went on to acquire 

an Associate's Degree during her marriage. She was a child 

of divorce herself, and has a half-sister and half-brother 

by each of her parent's remarriages. These siblings are 

sixteen and seventeen years younger than Alice. She 

describes her health as excellent and indicates that her 

income ranges between $10,000 and $20,000 annually. 

Observations: Alice rents a townhouse in a quiet 

neighborhood, preferring to have a landlord take care of the 

responsibilities associated with ownership. She sold the 

house that she and her husband owned together. Her home of 

three and a half years is comfortable, filled with books, 

magazines and newspapers, and is adorned with objects 
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collected in her international travels. She dresses in 

colorful hand-embroidered garments reflecting her love of 

Native American and Latin American cultures. Her attitude 

is enthusiastic and she shares her opinions openly. 

Participant's perceptions: In response to, "Who 

initiated the divorce and why?" Alice responded with humor: 

I did. What brought it to a head was the fact that I 

got a "Dear John" letter, which I have in the safe 

deposit box. Oh, he wasn't asking for a divorce. He 

never wanted a divorce. He wanted to pat me on the 

head, send me an allowance and live with another woman. 

But I wasn't having any at that point. I called a 

friend and asked for a good lawyer. 

Alice and her former husband had moved to a retirement 

community in southeastern Arizona where they spent the 

winter, returning to New York during the summer. Alice 

pointed out that her husband had gone back east frequently 

without her over a five year period while she remained in 

their winter home. It was during one of those trips that he 

met another woman. Alice confronted her husband over the 

phone when it appeared that he intended to reside with this 

new companion. 

After that conversation and after the letter that I 

got, I decided, I finally decided to take the step and 

contact a lawyer and see about a divorce. It was a 
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very long, grueling process. It took me five years to 

get my divorce; a very expensive one too. 

Alice said her husband resisted the divorce because he 

"didn't want to give up the money." 

Alice described her marriage as involving both living 

and working together twenty four hours a day but having 

little in-depth communication. She said, "I could never get 

him to understand the way I was feeling. I don't think he 

was concerned about the way that I felt.... I can't ever 

remember him saying that he loved me." She added that her 

husband was smart and a successful businessman but also 

dogmatic and demanding which created difficulties in his 

personal relationships. She reflected that she had 

considered leaving him many times throughout the marriage 

but felt she was a high school drop-out while he was an 

educated, successful businessman. Her primary concern was 

that, due to her husband's status, she would not gain 

custody of her children: 

I questioned what the results would be if I did leave 

and how I could have the children, and I felt that 

because we had the kind of life we did, I was better 

off staying and trying to get along as best we could 

.... I chose to adjust and accommodate rather than 

leave. 

In identifying her strengths, Alice spent a great deal 
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of time describing her childhood, her early independence, 

and her feeling that she raised herself. She listed example 

after example of her self-sufficiency during her young life. 

When recalling her childhood, Alice said, "I really don't 

remember love and affection and attention. I always felt 

that I was an appendage to my mother, not really someone 

that she loved and wanted." Indeed, she remarked, "the 

thing about 'Allen1 [her husband] that I will never forget 

is that he gave me a stability that I had not had in my 

life." She reiterated that her early conditioning had 

helped her develop a fearlessness about being alone. In 

terms of strengths she also pointed out practical 

considerations such as her years of experience as a 

bookkeeper that gave her confidence in her own ability to 

invest and account for money. 

Later in the interview she said her relationships with 

friends and her daughter were important to her, but not 

necessarily during the process of her divorce. Her daughter 

resides in another state so Alice felt that she did not rely 

on that relationship during her divorce. Nonetheless, she 

said that since her daughter's divorce their relationship 

has improved to the point that she feels they can talk about 

anything. She spoke about her daughter in glowing terms and 

it is obvious that today the relationship is loving and 

valuable. 
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In considering the challenges facing an older divorcee 

Alice's concerns were chiefly pragmatic. However, her five 

years of separation prior to the actual divorce gave her 

time to adjust to the roles she had to fill in her husband's 

absence. She commented on repairing faulty brakes on the 

car and a leaking roof on the house, jobs formerly performed 

by her husband. 

When asked whether she had ever sought counseling, 

prior or subsequent to her divorce, Alice responded 

emphatically, "NeverI" She said she never considered going 

to someone to discuss her situation and addressed the rule 

of silence that seemed to prevail during her marriage: 

[Allen] was the kind of person who never felt that you 

said anything that had anything to do with the family; 

you never discussed this with friends.... it was always 

"Keep your mouth shut1" 

Later she remarked that even though she had several years of 

separation in which to contemplate the divorce, when the 

divorce actually became final, 

It was traumatic. But what I do instead of going to 

someone and talking about it, I just stay home, because 

I'm not feeling comfortable with myself. I'm not 

happy. I will not impose on someone else. I will just 

stay home and do whatever I have to and think about it 

until I'm feeling comfortable with myself again and 
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then I'll go out into the world. 

When queried further, she indicated that this process took 

several weeks: "I stayed home and then I got out. And that 

was it. That part of my life was over over." 

Nonetheless, she later commented that it was several years 

before she felt she might be able to see her ex-husband; 

indeed, she has not seen him since the divorce. 

Alice advises women contemplating divorce to find a 

good attorney and goes further in recommending that older 

women consider female attorneys who might be more 

sympathetic to their particular issues. Then, 

when you go to a lawyer, remember that its your money 

paying the lawyer to do what you want done. We are too 

fearful of treading on the toes of our professional 

people who are being paid by us that we do not tell 

them what we want or we do not pursue the kinds of 

things that we should with them. My lawyer I had 

said to him that he was to put liens on all the 

property and he didn't. And I did not pursue it and 

[Allen] sold property that he had no business selling 

because we were in the process of a divorce. 

Alice views economics as the issue most relevant to older 

divorcees. 

I think the economic issue is a very important one. 

They [older divorcees] have to feel that they can get 
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along on their own economically and at that point there 

are not too many jobs that they can have. 

If finances permit she encourages women to do the things 

they have always wanted to do. For Alice, this was to go 

back to the University; she graduated with a Bachelor's 

Degree in 1990 at age 72. She travels frequently, recently 

visiting Guatemala and is planning to tour the Caribbean. 

She says that money and sex are the two most important 

elements of a marriage, but at this point sexuality is not 

able to be expressed in her life. She is an advocate of sex 

education, saying she knew little about sex prior to or 

during the course of her marriage. Alice described the 

attitude that prevailed in society at the time as one that 

only sanctioned sex for women for the purpose of 

procreation. She thinks this may have contributed to her 

husband's infidelity. Better educated today she describes 

her ideal relationship: 

If there were somebody I were to meet, I would have no 

compunctions or objections to going to bed.... I would 

want a relationship where he has his place and I have 

my place and you call and say "Hey, what are you doing? 

Are you free?" Just a free and easy kind of 

relationship. And it's very difficult to have, very 

difficult. So I do without. 

Summary: Alice presents herself as a cheerful, well-
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adjusted divorcee. She reports that she initiated her 

divorce exhibiting no trace of bitterness at her husband's 

infidelity. She indicates that she is in good physical and 

mental health. She appears comfortable financially and has 

maintained and developed new friendships since her divorce. 

Alice's conversation is filled with phrases like "I chose" 

and "I decided", indicative of her independence and 

assertiveness. It is evident that six years after her 

divorce she does not feel either depressed or victimized. 

Having grown up independently, Alice maintains a self-

sufficient attitude, one of her strengths. She does not 

fear being alone, in fact, reports being "very happy living 

alone". She has particular confidence in her ability to 

handle financial matters. Alice was challenged by learning 

to perform tasks formerly done by her husband. Counseling 

was not an alternative that Alice considered, conducting her 

own self-evaluation process and relying on her own personal 

resources. She thinks that issues of economics are 

important factors affecting the decision to divorce, and 

recommends retaining a good attorney. Engaging in 

activities of interest is important, but subject to 

financial limitations. Alice's view of the ideal 

relationship at this point in her life involves intimacy, 

companionship and mutual respect without cohabitation or 

marriage. 
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86 

Demographic Profile; "Betty" is a sixty two year old 

woman who had been married for forty years. Her divorce 

took place only a year and a half ago; she said she still 

felt married until six months ago. She and her husband had 

three children. Betty wed while in college and was a 

homemaker throughout her married life. 

Betty came from a broken home; her parents divorced 

when she was nine. She and her younger brother lived with 

her mother. She reports that her health has deteriorated 

slightly since her divorce due to a stress-related condition 

which began during the marriage. She has an income in the 

upper $20,000s. She describes herself as Anglo-Saxon 

American and an Episcopalian. 

Betty's husband retired early from a corporate job with 

a substantial retirement income. They moved to Arizona six 

year ago and bought a beautiful large home in a prestigious 

area. After the divorce, Betty moved to a nice townhouse 

located in a less affluent neighborhood. At this time she 

prefers to rent rather than own. 

Observations: Betty met with the interviewer at the 

University of Arizona where she audits Master's level 

classes, pursuing her interest in Latin-American Studies. 

She presented a stylish and youthful image, projecting 
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vitality and fitness. She appeared athletic and spoke of 

both hiking and playing tennis frequently. 

Participant's perceptions: Betty answered the first 

question about who initiated the divorce by saying, "I did. 

I ran way from home at age 60." After her initial humor she 

began to reflect an element of sadness. She indicated: 

the reasons for being married no longer existed. And 

if he had his way he would still be married. It suited 

him, but, I just couldn't go on. It was like living a 

lie. We had this facade. We had this beautiful home, 

all this, friends but there was nothing between us, 

absolutely nothing. It had all died ... I didn't care. 

I just I had to leave him. I had to go. 

She continued: 

I'm a very adaptable person and that's what probably 

kept me in this rotten marriage all those years.... We 

had so much going for us, I just couldn't believe that 

we couldn't make it work. 

Betty elaborated on why she stayed in her marriage so 

long, commenting that if she had left earlier she would have 

had more self-confidence and the ability to pursue a career. 

She recalled her parents divorce and said she was determined 

that her children would not grow up in a divorced family. 

In addition, she noted, her husband "always threatened to 

take the children away from me." 
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Betty had some difficulty identifying her personal 

strengths, saying divorce is both lonely and scary. 

However, she noted the support of her children and good 

friends. She remarked, "If I were living in an environment 

where people were condemning me for leaving this wonderful 

man who made all this money I don't know it would have 

been even more difficult." She then commented that two old-

old aunts, both in their eighties, had asked, "When are you 

going back to that nice man and that beautiful home? Some 

woman is going to grab him. He's got money and he's good 

looking." She explained that, although she was taken aback 

by these remarks, she could not go back just to prevent some 

other woman from having him. She then said, 

I guess I have a commitment to making it on my own. 

And I don't like being alone. I despise it. I like 

the give and take of someone in the house. I don't 

like being ... a fifth wheel in certain situations I 

think, well, I'm OK, you know, they're lucky to have me 

here. 

Having acknowledged herself, Betty tearfully commented that 

for years she had to fight to maintain her self-respect. 

This led her to conclude that she must, indeed, be very 

strong. She has had that notion reinforced by women, many 

of whom she hardly knows, who have said, "I admire you so 

much, You really are brave. If I had the money and the 
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guts I would do it myself." Betty said those comments 

affected her; "To think that there are women out there, who 

are enduring situations just because they don't have the 

money or the courage and it takes courage. I guess I'm 

courageous.11 

Betty had no difficulty identifying challenges in 

adjusting to divorce at age sixty. She responded that not 

being dependent and establishing a separate identity were 

most significant after having been identified with her 

husband for so long. But she exhibited more emotion when 

she said 

Sometimes it still hits me in the middle of the 

night, like a sock in the stomach. I wake up and I am 

alone. But I've had practice because I was alone when 

I was lying beside him in our queen-size bed. I was 

alone then. I was alone for a long, long time. But 

now I'm physically alone and it's scary. 

Betty feels the effects of being an older divorcee, 

saying her perspective is different. Divorce at an older 

age is more difficult because of the feeling that there is 

neither enough time or energy to accomplish long-term goals 

like establishing a career. Nonetheless, she is active 

traveling, playing tennis, hiking and attending classes. 

And she is learning how to handle stress. 

I'm finding that I can handle stress. How can I put 
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it? The stress that I lived with my husband all those 

years was something that I never could figure out how 

to overcome our problems there was no answer. And 

that is what almost killed me. Now the stress of: I've 

had a flat tire, my car wouldn't start; I just call up 

someone and they fix it. 

Her confidence is growing as she learns to cope with each 

new situation. 

Admitting that she had never spoken of her problems to 

anyone, Betty saw a counselor at the encouragement of her 

daughter two years before she left her husband. She 

intended to have him join in the counseling because the 

problems that had existed prior to retirement were more 

obvious after her husband was no longer working or 

traveling. However, when it was time for him to participate 

in the therapy, Betty recalled: 

he said, "Hell, no. You just told him [the counselor] 

all these lies and set him up. I'm not coming in." I 

said, well, you go get a counselor, and then I will 

come. "No way! We don't need counseling!" And that 

was the end of that. 

Betty has continued to get counseling since her divorce, 

although she pointed out that health insurance coverage 

which provides mental health therapy can be difficult to 

obtain and expensive for older women. In fact, she pointed 



out, having received counseling can deter qualification when 

applying for some health insurance plans. 

Betty's final comments served as a caveat to women 

enduring stressful marriages: 

I think through all those years I never breathed a word 

to anyone about what was going on in my marriage. And 

the first time I went to a divorce recovery group, we 

all sat in a circle and we'd tell our story. This 

lovely young woman sitting across from me started: 

"I've been married for twenty years to a man who during 

that entire time has accused me of having affairs with 

other men...." This was the first time in my whole 

life I ever heard another woman say that they'd been 

accused of this. How can you prove something you have 

not done? It absolutely drove me crazy. 

Betty concluded: 

I guess what I'm getting to is: you need counseling; 

you need someone to talk to, to get your perspective. 

I think all those years I was going to school, doing 

church work, League of Women Voters, knocking myself 

out, but always inside I felt there was something 

really wrong with me because my husband didn't trust 

me. 

Betty acknowledged the emotionally abusive nature of her 

former relationship and gave herself credit for surviving. 
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She indicated the elements of an ideal relationship would be 

"friendship and respect. And as far as affection and sex 

and all, that's like icing on the cake for this basic, 

wonderful human relationship." She continued, "I must tell 

you I haven't had a date yet .... But I just haven't met 

any eligible men who interested me and I don't know what I 

would do if I did meet one ... [but] I still haven't given 

up." With a persistence and optimism that seem natural to 

her, she happily commented, "I'm ready to move on. I'm 

looking for adventure." 

Summary; Betty is an attractive and vibrant woman. 

She acknowledges initiating her divorce against her 

husband's wishes, after enduring years of emotional abuse. 

Although her physical health has declined slightly, her 

mental health seems to have improved significantly. She now 

sees herself as strong and courageous. At this point she 

experiences some fear of being alone, but she is coping 

well, learning new tasks that had previously been handled by 

her husband. Betty's financial resources are good, but she 

experienced a loss of status as a result of her divorce. 

She noted the challenges of establishing a new identity, 

becoming independent and facing old age without a partner. 

The support of her children and friends was important to her 

during her divorce, as was counseling. Betty highly 

recommends breaking the bonds of silence and getting 



counseling, especially in support groups. 



CASE STUDY 3 - "CATHY" 
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Demographic Profile: "Cathy" is close to her sixty 

second birthday. She divorced fifteen months ago after 

forty years of marriage. Cathy had three children, but the 

first died at birth. She married while in college and was a 

homemaker during that period of her life. 

Cathy describes herself as a White Anglo-Saxon 

Protestant. She grew up in an intact family, the older of 

two girls. She still lives in one unit of the triplex she 

and her husband built ten years ago. She describes her 

health as good, not significantly different from her health 

during her marriage. Her income is between $20,000 and 

$30,000 a year but she chooses to work two days a week in a 

dress shop because she enjoys both the people and the 

clothes. 

Observations; Cathy lives in the same comfortable home 

in which she resided prior to her divorce. It is a large 

triplex, which still accommodates her mother-in-law in an 

adjacent unit. The third unit is rented but was designed 

for Cathy's mother who lived there until her death several 

years ago. Cathy explained that her ex-husband quit-claimed 

his half interest in the property to their daughter. 

Cathy's house is adorned with many collectibles that 

were gathered through the years of her husband's military 
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career. Her ex-husband's gun collection, which she received 

as part of the divorce settlement, is displayed prominently 

in the entry way. Cathy herself, is well-groomed, having 

her hair and nails professionally done. Due to her job she 

dresses in fashionable clothes with stylish accessories. 

Her mood vacillated during the interview, ranging from 

expressions of grief and bitterness to hearty laughter. 

Participant's Perceptions; In response to the first 

question, "Who initiated your divorce?" Cathy began to cry. 

She replied, 

I did. The last thing I wanted in my life was to get a 

divorce. But when my husband told me that I had two 

choices, he'd sleep with her [another woman] in the 

afternoons and come home for dinner at night he said 

I could be like Eleanor Roosevelt or Jacqueline 

Kennedy or he'd move in with her, I went for a 

marital separation. 

Cathy elaborated on her decision to proceed with a divorce 

immediately in spite of the fact that she "desperately 

wanted him to come back." She gives her daughter credit for 

insisting that she hire a lawyer without delay. 

I have to tell you that without my daughter I would 

probably be sitting in a pit. I have been to three 

divorce groups support groups and it's been my 

observation that women who wait, and I would have 
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waited desperately hoping that he'd come back, women 

who wait really get stung financially. My lawyer put 

it very succinctly. He said, "The window of guilt is 

incredibly small and closes very, very rapidly." 

Cathy went on to explain how the other woman had been a 

close personal friend. She described her husband's lies and 

denials when she raised any questions regarding her 

suspicions, and how he ultimately came home, hand in hand 

with the other woman, to disclose the intimate nature of 

their relationship. Cathy's words were resentful and 

condemning. She felt she had given her life to this man, 

and had trusted him, only to be betrayed and abandoned in 

the later years of her life. 

When asked about her strengths Cathy said: 

First I had to find out I was a person. When he walked 

out the door I was nothing. I had to find out who I 

was inside and now there is somebody there. 

Cathy described some of her self-discovery process, 

accomplished with the aid of counseling, and reemphasized 

the role her daughter played in helping her adjust to this 

dramatic change. 

Ironically, Cathy's greatest challenge became her 

greatest strength. She described the challenge as "getting 

born as a human being." She noted her intense fear of being 

alone and summed up by saying, "It was terrible not to be 
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[Clint*s] wife. That's all I'd ever done for forty years." 

She noted too, the feeling of "total rejection" that she 

perceived from her husband, contrasting that to the feelings 

of widows who lose a husband but do not appear to have their 

self-esteem devastated. She recalled instances during the 

marriage that might have served as warning signs regarding 

what she now sees as her husband's passive-aggressive 

behavior, but remembered rationalizing at the time. These 

outbursts were ignored, never discussed, and silence 

prevailed. 

Cathy did not seek counseling prior to her divorce 

because she was not aware that there were any problems. 

However, she has seen several counselors since the divorce 

and is currently in a new support group. In addition, she 

has enrolled in college classes, taken a part-time job, 

continued to maintain her social interactions and performed 

community service work. Although she reached out for help, 

Cathy has also taken a great deal of personal initiative to 

adjust to her unexpected situation. With delight she said, 

"I had a party. I called it my Emancipation Proclamation 

Party! And I invited all my friends that had been so 

helpful." The list included sixty people. 

With insight Cathy recalled her early socialization, 

noting that her mother had always said "when you grow up and 

get married." However, she raised her own daughter with the 
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guidance, "when you grow and go to college", instilling the 

idea that there were more options for women than marriage. 

Her concluding comments reinforced her belief regarding 

the importance of getting an attorney immediately when a 

woman sees that divorce is imminent. Addressing potential 

divorcees, Cathy advocated getting a lawyer "with all 

speed". She vehemently advised: 

They must not hope that he'll come back. He might or 

he might not. But they cannot base their future on 

that. Their whole financial livelihood may well depend 

on how fast they get a lawyer and how fast they get the 

estate settled.... The only survivorship they've got 

is getting in there and taking care of themselves. God 

knows, nobody else is going to do it. 

She emphasized the necessity of working out a satisfactory 

settlement to insure adequate financial security. Finally 

she commented, 

I wish I'd been younger when this happened...because I 

don't see any likelihood I have no desire to remarry. 

I tell you frankly, you know what I'd like to find? 

I'd like to find a very nice looking male of my age 

group.... Just once I'd like to go to bed to find 

out if I'm as damn bad as [Clint] said I was. Who 

knows, maybe he wasn't any good. 

Summary: Cathy is the most recent divorcee of those 
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interviewed. She appeared emotional but indicated 

significant personal motivation and initiative in adjusting 

to her new circumstances. She emphasized that building a 

new identity was both a strength and a challenge. She 

accomplished this with the support of her daughter, the 

maintenance of her social network, participation in new 

activities including college classes and a part-time job, 

and with both individual and group counseling. She advises 

women to get an attorney immediately upon being informed 

that a divorce might be pending to insure their future 

financial welfare. 



CASE STUDY 4 - "DIANE" 
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Demographic Profile: "Diane" is a seventy four year 

old woman, divorced for twelve years. She married at age 

36, and her marriage lasted twenty five years. She had two 

children, both boys. She had a career in dance prior to 

marriage, and, had acquired her Master's Degree, earning 

fifty university credits beyond those required for the 

degree. 

Diane was raised in an intact family, the youngest of 

four children. She describes herself as a combination of 

Scotch, German, English, and Welsh and is affiliated with 

the Unitarian Church. She taught creative dance at a 

university in the east prior to retiring. She is still 

involved with dance through her community activities, both 

teaching and performing. 

Diane describes her health as excellent, better now 

than before her divorce. However, she said she did 

experience clinical depression immediately following the 

divorce. Her income is over $15,000 per year but less than 

$20,000. 

Observations; Diane is slender and petite, and moves 

with a dancer's grace. She dresses in natural fibers and 

bold colors, in fluid clothing that seems to befit a dancer. 

Her hair is naturally gray and long, swept up off her neck. 
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Her speech is crisp, and her humor ready. She appears 

genuinely enthusiastic about life. 

Diane's home is a small two story condominium which she 

purchased seven years ago. It is colorfully decorated with 

paintings and sculpture, much of it modern and abstract. 

She is a vegetarian, having reduced twenty five pounds to 

her trim figure with the help of a nutritionist. 

Participant1s perceptions: Diane responded to the 

first question "Who initiated your divorce?" by saying that 

her husband had initiated the divorce, but that she saw it 

through. She said that initially she was "shocked" and 

"stunned" when she found out that her husband, younger than 

she by twelve years, was seeing another woman. 

The woman he had found, he said "I've been looking for 

this woman all my life." He sounded like a 17 year 

old. They wanted to rush out and get married. My 

feeling was, I've been in this marriage for about 24 

years and nobody's going to give me the bum's rush. 

I'm going to sit, wherever I am for a year and then I 

will proceed. 

Although her friends kept asking her if she had gotten a 

lawyer yet, Diane's convictions were reflected throughout 

the interview with statements like: "I thought marriages 

were tough and that you took what was dished out"; and, 

"Divorce was something that happened to other people". 
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However, Diane said she was furious at her husband's 

disclosure. "I knew I couldn't live for long with the kind 

of anger that I felt. I just knew I'd be destroyed. So I 

thought, I'll get the best lawyer in town." After 

interviewing the most successful attorney in the city, Diane 

felt patronized and pressured. She said: 

I just didn't like the situation so I remembered I had 

heard a highly respected woman lawyer speak at a 

Radcliff luncheon one time and I liked her...so I got 

her name from a friend of mine. She was just great! 

She was one of the bright spots in that whole awful 

period. 

Diane did wait a year to proceed with filing for divorce, 

and during that time her husband changed his mind. She 

remarked: 

He changed his mind before I filed and I knew it would 

probably happen. The boys, they were in contact with 

him and his dreamboat and they said, "Mother, I don't 

think things are going very well." So I thought, Hal 

this means that back will come my husband and I had 

kept journals for three or four years prior to the 

divorce and one afternoon, as soon as I knew this was 

in the air, I thought, let's just look at my journals. 

It was the only sleeping/waking experience I've ever 

had in my life. I wound up sobbing and I thought ... 
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there's no way I'll go back into the situation. No 

way i 

In identifying her strengths in coping with a late-life 

divorce, Diane said: 

I'm pretty adjustable. I've adjusted to a lot of 

things in my life and as I look at myself there is a 

certain tenacity once I realize where it is I want to 

go. I'm basically an optimist, which is very helpful. 

Here I would also put family, close family support. 

Family and friends, which is just crucial. They were 

all over the United States but I had some that were 

very close and very close by. They must have loved me 

because I talked and talked and talked. 

Diane said that she and both of her grown sons were "in 

crisis" and she determined at some point that she had said 

enough to them. At that time her sister and brothers were 

particularly supportive. 

In identifying the challenges she faced during her 

adjustment to the divorce, Diane replied: 

Well, after having been married twenty five years and 

having been a "we" all of a sudden being an "I". And 

by that time, the nest was empty. Plus being in my 

mid-sixties, plus thinking, my God, what's going to 

become of me? ...Plus, when this first came up my 

husband said "I'll keep you in our health policy". 
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Then about a week later he said that wouldn't be 

possible it would be too expensive. So I just hit 

the ceiling. 

Prior hospitalization for major depression made her acutely 

aware that health insurance had to be an essential part of 

her financial plan. Diane pointed out that she did not 

receive alimony, so economic considerations were of vital 

importance. 

Diane continued with a description of other stressful 

events that had occurred during her marriage. Three years 

prior to her divorce she had received a poor evaluation from 

her university superiors and had to file a grievance to keep 

from having her contract terminated. Although she received 

a rating of "limited teaching effectiveness", she said she 

knew she was a very good teacher. She sought help from the 

National Organization of Women, receiving the name of 

another female attorney to assist her with the grievance 

procedure. Successful in her protest, she then "found out 

what a good warrior I was." Diane described her 

responsibilities at that point, while her husband was away 

pursuing his Doctorate: 

He would be gone for three weeks at a time and I had 

two teenagers playing sports and [I was] making all the 

decisions. That was rough. My whole life...was one 

big stress boiler. Commuting, fighting for my job, not 
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having much of a social life...I kind of built a social 

life without him....I kind of took care of myself. 

Although she had handled these multiple concerns earlier in 

her marriage, her fears upon divorcing included having 

enough funds for retirement, learning how to save and invest 

her money, and anticipating her own retirement from teaching 

combined with a fear of spending those years alone. Those 

apprehensions precipitated several years of major 

depression. 

Diane said she did receive some counseling but in 

crisis situations. She described it as: 

the dumbest thing. I wouldn't anymore go to individual 

counseling we should have both been there. The Fall 

that he decided he wanted out of the divorce, and just 

prior to his announcement that he wanted out of the 

marriage, I finally got him to a counselor with me. We 

went for a month and a half and he decided he'd had 

enough. And we were just getting to pay dirt. I would 

have made that patently clear if I'd had the wisdom 

that I have now. The big bone of contention was 

marital infidelity. Some people can handle it, some 

people can't. Well, that wasn't part of my marriage 

premise. So I realize in retrospect that there were 

these periodic episodes and [Duane] would tell me about 

these and I would assume they were in the past. But 
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they weren't, they were probably a week before. So 

this had all been kind of building. Here again, I 

thought, I'm committed to this marriage and that's the 

way it is. 

She said one counselor viewed her as a "doormat, that was 

concerned about my husband's health, about my kids, about 

everybody except myself. And I think he was right." Diane 

has received both individual and group counseling subsequent 

to her divorce. She speaks most favorably about an anger 

group that she has found therapeutic. 

Diane enthusiastically says that following her move to 

Arizona, 

I really have just flowered in a way...I got out here 

and just danced my head off. I gave full length 

programs, I directed benefit programs, and I got back 

into hiking, and life is great! 

Diane's recommendation to any divorcing woman is to 

"find a good lawyer, preferably a woman...[and] find out 

what your rights are." She reflects on the changes in her 

life and says of her ex-husband, "I feel like thanking him 

for giving me myself back." 

Summary: Diane's husband initiated their divorce but 

later changed his mind, at which time Diane filed herself. 

She felt her strengths included her ability to be 

"adjustable", her tenacity and optimism, and the support of 
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her family and friends. Her challenges were to establish a 

new self-identity, cope with being in her mid-sixties and 

alone in retirement, and deal with practical considerations 

like finances and health insurance. She received both 

individual and group counseling, feeling that an anger group 

was particularly beneficial. As a feminist she recommends 

that women facing divorce hire good lawyers, preferably 

female attorneys. 



CASE STUDY 5 - "ELLEN" 
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Demographic Profile; Ellen is a sixty eight year old 

woman who has been divorced three years, ending a twenty six 

year marriage to a man eight years her junior. Ellen 

married at age thirty nine and had two children. 

Ellen describes herself as Caucasian and a Baptist. 

She acquired her Bachelor's Degree in Nursing and 

established a career as a nurse before she married. When 

the children were no longer small she returned to her 

vocation. Currently she works as the director of a 

community hospice. 

Ellen is the fourth of six children, raised in an 

intact family. She has lived in the same house for 

seventeen years, a home she owned together with her husband 

but which she retained as part of her divorce settlement. 

She reports that her health is good, no different than prior 

to her divorce. Her income is between $10,000 and $20,000 

annually. 

Observations: Ellen lives with her grown son in a 

single family home. The evening of the interview, two women 

friends about the same age as Ellen were playing the piano 

and singing in the living room. Ellen has a dignified 

appearance, but is warm and friendly during conversation. 

She expresses her opinions succinctly and appears very much 
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in charge of her life. 

Participant Perceptions; Ellen answered the question 

regarding who initiated her divorce with "You might say I 

did because I asked for a separation. He really went for 

the divorce, but probably I was the one who initiated it." 

She described her marriage as having no companionship, one 

which involved frequent and lengthy business trips overseas 

by her husband. When he decided to accept a job in Korea, 

Ellen said, "'Fine, you go anyplace you want but I'm not 

going anywhere.1 So, you might say that it was probably my 

idea. I didn't feel I had been treated right." 

She elaborated on finding evidence that her husband had 

been unfaithful. She said he spent four years in Korea, but 

upon returning to the United States suggested that they get 

back together. She was adamant: "No, I'm happy. I'm very 

happy here." Ellen continued, "He was gone for four years 

and didn't lay eyes on his own children, so what was going 

on? I didn't feel like I wanted to get back into that 

trap." 

When asked about her strengths, Ellen began by saying 

that: 

the divorce was actually a relief, because I think this 

is a person that all through our married life had tried 

to control me with his nastiness. In other words...not 

being nice to me, not being good to me. In my 
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estimation it was an attempt to control. I wasn't 

about to be controlled. I was my own person. I was 

going to do what I wanted to do....I had my own money 

before we got married and I never allowed him to get 

complete control of that. I never reduced myself to 

the point that I'd have to go to him and ask him for a 

penny. 

She identified leadership and trustworthiness as her major 

strengths, which were exemplified by holding positions of 

great responsibility during her career. 

In businesslike fashion she proceeded to the next 

question regarding her greatest challenges and identified 

the problem of having the total responsibility for raising 

her teenage daughter. With pride Ellen went on to describe 

the accomplishments of her son. She then proceeded to speak 

about difficulties during the divorce itself. She said that 

while working out the property settlement, "minor, little, 

picayune things" came into the negotiations. Her husband 

had wanted several antique vases and designated the piano to 

go to someone else. Ellen laughed: "I guess his attorney 

got him straightened out on that. I'm not dead, we're just 

having a divorcei" 

Overall, Ellen acknowledged that she was not 

particularly bothered by her divorce. She even described 

encountering her ex-husband unexpectedly and feeling very 
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comfortable speaking to him, although she perceived his 

discomfort. Ellen said, "We did go to a psychologist and a 

marriage counselor. And I didn't feel that it did any good 

whatsoever because he didn't have any desire, in my 

estimation, to make any change." They had originally sought 

counseling at Ellen's insistence for help with parenting 

issues. "He was allowing our daughter to do things that I 

didn't think he had any business allowing her to do." This 

permissiveness involved driving without permit or license 

and having alcohol at a party for teenagers; both were 

viewed by Ellen as irresponsible for a parent to condone. 

Again she commented that she felt her husband would not 

listen and counseling had been of negligible benefit. 

Ellen wanted to share her view that getting an 

education before marrying is important for women. She 

recalled: 

I think that from the time I can remember, my mother 

always said it was almost like a broken record get 

your education and then get married. I listened to 

that so much. I would advise any woman to keep her own 

identity. Know what's going on in the house. Don't 

leave everything to the spouse. And then they won't be 

so devastated. Because these men are going to do that. 

Summary: Ellen asked for a separation but her husband 

actually filed for divorce. Her perceptions of her own 
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strengths included her leadership abilities and being 

trustworthy. She felt her greatest challenge was the 

practical concern of raising her teenage daughter by 

herself. She had sought counseling with her husband, but 

felt it was unproductive. She advised women to get their 

educations and maintain their independence. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, INTERPRETATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In Chapter 5 the findings of this study are presented, 

first in the form of a demographic profile which describes 

the five women who were interviewed. The study questions 

are individually addressed, summarizing and interpreting the 

responses of the participants to each question. General 

categories that emerge from the five interviews are 

suggested. The findings are then compared and contrasted to 

those reported in the literature review. Explanations are 

proposed for the attitudes and behaviors exhibited by each 

of the five participants using Adlerian Individual 

Psychology as the primary theoretical model. 

Recommendations for the development of mental health 

programs and further research are proposed. A final 

summation concludes the chapter. 

SUMMARY OF DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

The age demographics (Table 1) representing the 

participants in this study describe women ranging in age 

from 61 to 74, falling within the life-stage category young-

old. Each woman divorced over the age of 60 but not over 

age 67. Marriages ranged from 25 to 46 years. The time 

since divorcing varied from fifteen months to twelve years. 
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TABLE 1 

AGE DEMOGRAPHICS 

Study AGE AGE AGE LENGTH LENGTH 
current married divorced of of 

marriage divorce 

A 73 21 67 46 6 

B 62 20 60 40 1.5 

C 61 20 60 40 1.25 

D 74 36 62 25 12 

E 68 39 65 26 3 
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Other demographic information (Tables 2 & 3) shows that 

three women were raised in intact families and two had 

parents who divorced. Three of the women were first 

children, each with one or two siblings. Two were fourth 

children of families with either four or six children. At 

the time of their marriages, two women held degrees, 

marrying in their 30s. Two women married while in college 

while the other left high school prior to graduation. The 

two women who left college were homemakers throughout their 

marriages; the two with degrees maintained their careers; 

and the woman without a high school diploma worked in her 

husband's business until retirement. Each woman reported a 

decline in income level following divorce but each still had 

an annual income over $10,000. None exceeded $3 0,000 per 

year. 

All the women had at least two children and one had 

three. Two of the women had first children who died as 

infants. All the women reported their health as either good 

or excellent. Only one indicated that her health was not as 

good as it had been during marriage, while one reported her 

health had improved. Although four of the five had seen a 

doctor in the last year, only one woman reported a serious 

condition which had actually begun during her marriage. 
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TABLE 2 

DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS 

CASE INTACT BIRTH EDUCAT EMPLOY INCOME 
STUDY FAMILY ORDER PRE-WED 

A NO 1st of 3 11 YRS SPOUSE $10-20000 
BUSNSS 

B NO 1st of 2 3 COLL HOMEMKR $20-30000 

C YES 1st of 2 2 COLL HOMEMKR $20-30000 

D YES 4th of 4 MS DANCER/ $10-20000 
TEACHER 

E YES 4 th of 6 BSN NURSE $10-20000 



TABLE 3 

DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS 

CASE 
STUDY 

NUMBER 
CHILDREN 

HEALTH 
STATUS 

DOCTOR 
IN 1 YR 

A 2 LIVING EX/EX YES 

B 3 EX/GOOD YES 

C 2 LIVING GOOD/GOOD NO 

D 2 GOOD/EX YES 

E 2 GOOD/GOOD YES 

(CONTINUED) 

RESIDENCE 

RENT TH 
4 YRS 
RENT TH 
1.5 YRS 
OWN 3PLEX 
10 YRS 
OWN CONDO 
7.5 YRS 
OWN SFD 
17 YRS 

H vj 

ETHNICITY RELIGION 

AM. JEW 

CAUC 

CAUC 

CAUC 

CAUC 

NON-PRACT 
JEWISH 
EPISCOPAL 

PROTESTANT 

UNITARIAN 

BAPTIST 
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All the women had lived in their current homes at least 

a year and a half, and two still resided in the same home 

they had occupied with their husbands. All five women were 

Caucasian. Four were Protestant and one was Jewish. 

SUMMARY OF RESPONSES TO STUDY QUESTIONS 

QUESTION 1 (Table 4): Who initiated the divorce? 

Four of the five women in this study initiated their 

divorces. The other said that her husband had started the 

process but that she had pursued it after he had a change of 

heart. Nonetheless, four of the women identified marital 

infidelity on the part of their husbands as the factor 

precipitating the divorce. In the fifth case, long-term 

emotional abuse was cited as the underlying cause for the 

divorce. 

Although the majority of the women in this study 

initiated the divorce proceedings, the action was taken in 

response to spousal behavior they found unacceptable. Three 

of the husbands resisted the divorce, two indicating a 

desire to maintain an intimate relationship with another 

woman while remaining married. Initiating the divorce was, 

perhaps, the first step in identifying her own strengths and 

resources which later helped each woman adjust to her 

changed life conditions. In making the decision to file for 

divorce, each woman seemed to clarify her need for respect 
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and trust, even if it meant breaking a commitment which she 

had perceived as inviolable. By starting the legal 

procedure, these women seemed to feel less victimized and 

more empowered, but emotional and practical accommodations 

still had to be made. 
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TABLE 4 

RESPONSES TO QUESTION Is WHO INITIATED THE DIVORCE & WHY? 

A I DID 

B I DID 

C I DID 

D HE DID 

E I DID 

HUSBAND'S INFIDELITY 

HUSBAND'S EMOTIONAL ABUSE 

HUSBAND'S INFIDELITY 

HUSBAND'S INFIDELITY 

HUSBAND'S INFIDELITY 
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QUESTION 2 (Table 5): What factors do these women view as 

their greatest strengths, both private and public, in 

adjusting to divorce at this age? 

When asked what they regarded as their strengths in 

adjusting to divorce, each woman's reply was unique. 

Nonetheless, several assets were mentioned by more than one 

woman. Two women identified independence as a life-long 

strength. They noted early socialization, especially the 

influence of their mothers, which fostered a sense of self-

sufficiency. These women did not rely on social support 

networks or family and friends during their divorces. Each 

mentioned a close association with an adult child but these 

relationships developed more fully subsequent to divorcing. 

Two women identified adaptability, and simultaneously 

mentioned the support of family and friends. These women 

appeared more relationship oriented, more willing to reach 

out for help when encountering stressful circumstances. The 

fifth woman indicated that the self-discovery process was 

both a strength and a challenge for her, and gave her 

daughter credit for the degree of adjustment she felt she 

had accomplished thus far; therefore, family support also 

facilitated this woman's transition. 
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TABLE 5 

RESPONSES TO QUESTION 2: 

B C 

ADAPTABILITY 

INDEPENDENCE 

FAMILY SUPPORT 

SELF SUFFICIENCY COURAGE 

OPTIMISM 

COMMITMENT 

CONFIDENCE 

FAMILY SUPPORT 

SOCIAL ACTIVITY 

COMMITMENT 

NEW IDENTITY 

STRENGTHS 

D E 

ADAPTABILITY 

INDEPENDENCE 

FAMILY SUPPORT 

TENACITY LEADERSHIP 

OPTIMISM 

COMMITMENT 

TRUSTWORTHINESS 

H 
to 
to 
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Commitment was a recurring theme; commitment "to making 

it on my own", to establishing a new individual identity, to 

surviving alone and independently. Although only two women 

used the word optimistic to describe themselves, all the 

women exhibited forward thinking, positive attitudes. 

QUESTION 3 (Table 6): What factors do these women view 

as their greatest challenges, both private and public, in 

adjusting to divorce at this age? 

In identifying challenges encountered during 

adjustment, four of the women regarded their age as an 

obstacle; they felt their adjustments might have been easier 

if they had divorced at a younger age. However, none seemed 

preoccupied with a dread of the future. Three of the women 

focused on establishing a new identity apart from the couple 

identity they had shared. Two of those were the most recent 

divorcees, while one divorced the longest vividly remembered 

feeling the need to become an "I" after being a "we" for so 

many years. Three women felt strongly that learning new 

roles, performing new tasks previously done by husbands, 

presented challenges. Being alone was a fear reported by 

three of the women, but not by the two who characterized 

themselves as independent. The most independent career 

woman named only one challenge, that of raising her teenage 

daughter. 



TABLE 6 

RESPONSES TO QUESTION 3 

B C 

LEARNING LEARNING 
NEW ROLES NEW ROLES 

FEAR OF BEING FEAR OF BEING 
ALONE ALONE 

NEW NEW 
IDENTITY IDENTITY 

AGE AGE AGE 

CHALLENGES 

D 

LEARNING 
NEW ROLES 

FEAR OF BEING 
ALONE 

NEW 
IDENTITY 

E 

RAISING 
DAUGHTER 
ALONE 

AGE 
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QUESTION 4 (Table 7): Have these women sought mental 

health services (including pastoral counseling)? Why or why 

not? 

Four of the women reported that they sought counseling, 

each getting individual help. Three of the women receiving 

counseling prior to divorce asked their husbands to 

participate in joint marital counseling, but the men either 

refused or would not continue after a short period of time. 

Three women have received counseling following their 

divorces. They praised group counseling, particularly 

special focus support groups such as divorce recovery and 

anger groups. One of the "independent" and older women (age 

73) said she never considered asking anyone for help, 

certainly not a counselor. She referred to years of 

maintaining silence regarding family matters. Two of the 

other respondents had also mentioned keeping silent for many 

years, but they had been encouraged by their grown daughters 

to seek counseling. Ironically, the other "independent" 

woman sought counseling as a result of her daughter also; 

however, this was due to the desire to parent a problematic 

teenager better. 



TABLE 7 

RESPONSES TO QUESTION 4: DID YOU SEEK COUNSELING? 

A NO NOT CONSIDERED 

B YES INDIVIDUAL & GROUP - BEFORE & AFTER 

C YES INDIVIDUAL & GROUP - AFTER DIVORCE 

D YES INDIVIDUAL & GROUP - BEFORE & AFTER 

E YES INDIVIDUAL - BEFORE DIVORCE 
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QUESTION 5 (Table 8): What have these women learned that 

they wish to share with other women in similar 

c ircumstances? 

In response to this question three women emphasized the 

need to hire a good attorney, two suggesting the lawyer 

should be a woman. Twice this legal concern was related to 

encouragement to work out a satisfactory financial 

settlement. One woman advised divorcing women to learn 

about their rights concerning economic and legal issues. 

One woman recommended counseling to break the conspiracy of 

silence that sometimes prevails in dysfunctional marriages. 

One woman suggested maintaining one's identity during 

marriage, including acquiring an education and being 

prepared for potential problems by being informed of family 

finances and other household matters. 

The five women of this study provided rich and detailed 

information from which categories could be identified. The 

portrait they painted does not fit a stereotype of women 

excessively fearful and demoralized following a late-life 

divorce. However, time does seem to influence adjustment; 

the longer women had been divorced, the better adjusted they 

appeared. This observation, and the expansion and 

development of the categories suggested by the participants 

are addressed in the following section of Chapter 5. 



TABLE 8 

RESPONSES TO QUESTION 5: WHAT DO YOU WISH TO SHARE? 

B C D  E 

GET A GOOD 
ATTORNEY 

WORK OUT 
FINANCIAL 
SETTLEMENT 

GET A GOOD 
ATTORNEY 

WORK OUT 
FINANCIAL 
SETTLEMENT 

GET A GOOD 
ATTORNEY 

(LEARN RIGHTS) 

GET 
COUNSELING 

(BREAK SILENCE) 

ESTABLISH 
IDENTITY 

GET 
EDUCATION 
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COMPARISON OF FINDINGS TO LITERATURE REVIEWED 

The literature review presented complex and often 

conflicting impressions of women who experienced late-life 

divorce. In a general overview of women divorcing late in 

life, Price and McKenry (1988) and Cain (1988) concluded 

that older women had a more difficult time adjusting to 

divorce than younger women due to the reduced likelihood of 

remarriage, reduction of financial resources, and loss of 

social support systems. Older divorcees were described as 

exhibiting more grief, fears, anxieties, negative attitudes, 

and psychosomatic complaints. 

These researchers paint a grim picture of older 

divorced women but this view is beginning to be challenged. 

This research and a few studies cited here offer a 

perspective which suggests the need for further research 

among healthy populations which could lead to the 

elimination of negative stereotypes. 
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PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH 

Mental and physical health issues emerged in this study 

linked to the length of time a woman had been divorced. 

Chiriboga (1982) looked at timing and found that immediately 

following a separation older persons were more maladapted 

than younger people. He also found that women of all ages 

responded to the stress of divorce with more emotional 

turmoil than older men. In the current study, the more 

emotional and apprehensive women were those most recently 

divorced. Sadness, evidenced by tears, was exhibited by the 

two women participating in this study who were divorced only 

15 and 18 months. These were also the women most concerned 

with establishing new identities, and most fearful of being 

alone. However, they exhibited emotions and concerns 

described as natural by Worden (1991) during the process of 

detachment. Indeed, grieving a loss is considered a healthy 

part of the mourning process which includes reidentification 

of self, learning to adapt to the new environment without 

the significant other, and even filling roles previously 

performed by the absent individual (Worden, 1991). 

The woman divorced the longest recalled experiencing 

clinical depression immediately after her divorce. However, 

this participant had experienced bouts of depression which 

required hospitalization earlier in her life. Therefore, it 

appears her extreme reaction to the loss of her relationship 
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was consistent with past behavior. 

Expressing emotions, particularly grief, may also be 

due to socialization effects. The self-described 

"independent" women in this study were less emotional than 

those who considered themselves more adaptable. 

Independence and minimal expression of emotions are 

considered masculine characteristics in western culture. If 

women, like two in this study, are encouraged early in life 

to express independence, they might, as the two in this 

study, adjust to crises, particularly those involving 

relationships, with more self-confidence and less emotion. 

Deckert & Langelier (1978) found that stress associated 

with divorcing was not greater for women than for men. In 

fact, these researchers found that self-confidence and 

independence increased among older women following divorce. 

Although the sample of this study is small, the five women 

appear to fit this profile. Each of these women 

acknowledged enhancement or development of these qualities 

after divorcing. 

The emotional responses of anger, betrayal and 

bitterness did surface in this study, but as time passed the 

women reported that these feelings seemed to diminish. Only 

one woman, closer in time to her divorce, seemed to 

emphasize blame as a coping strategy, as Weingarten (1988) 

pointed out in her study; and none reported feelings of 
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shame or guilt. 

Even though the newly divorced women described feeling 

fearful of being alone, this fear was not debilitating. 

Indeed, the fear was perceived as a normal part of the 

process of separation and increased the determination to 

"make it on my own". The two independent women not only 

disregarded feeling a fear of loneliness, they expressed a 

preference for being alone. 

None of the women in this study expressed a desire to 

relieve loneliness by remarrying. Some lamented, with good 

humor, their diminished opportunities for male companionship 

at this stage of life. Several indicated a willingness to 

enter a new relationship but defined a more loving and 

respectful union than the one they had experienced 

previously. Several indicated that an intimate relationship 

would be acceptable, if not welcomed, but it did not 

encompass getting married. 

Addressing physical traits, none of these women 

appeared unattractive as much of the literature conveying 

the stereotypes of ageism and sexism would suggest; in fact, 

each presented herself in flattering attire, makeup and 

jewelry. None mentioned feeling unattractive or complained 

of ill health or significant disability. Although four had 

seen doctors in the last year, each seemed to consider these 

visits "well-baby check-ups." 
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While the literature (Chiriboga, 1982) reports that 

older divorced women are "more likely to report visits to 

the doctor" (p. 113), the women of this study appear to see 

doctors as part of their long-standing health maintenance 

regimen. Adjusting to divorce did not seem to increase 

psychosomatic complaints. 
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FAMILY AND SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS 

None of these women felt that their social interactions 

had been negatively impacted by their divorces. Their 

reports of friendships and family interactions seemed 

improved rather than reduced. Three of the women relied 

heavily upon the support of family and friends, and found 

that adult children were particularly helpful. Daughters, 

sisters, and less frequently brothers and sons, were 

mentioned by all of the participants as playing a role in 

the adjustment process. None reported any social stigma 

associated with their new status. Although they did say 

they had no friends experiencing the same transition, they 

seemed prepared to be role models for younger women in 

similar circumstances. The most recent divorcee noted her 

experiences in divorce recovery groups which enabled her to 

advise and support younger divorcing women. 

Weingarten (1988) had noted the need to feel needed and 

an unwillingness to learn new tasks in her study. Among 

these five women, each perceived their activities to be 

productive and beneficial to their own health and well-

being. Being needed did not emerge as a concern. All 

overcame any initial resistance to learning new tasks, and 

found enhanced esteem in carrying out tasks they had not 

previously attempted. They found that many times they could 

hire repairs done, which further relieved fears of not being 
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able to cope on their own. The women of this study seemed 

eager to attend classes, travel, and engage in new 

activities. Three continued to work either part or full 

time, and all were socially active with friends. Several 

remarked that they had more flexibility to entertain and 

travel, to pursue their own interests, than they had prior 

to divorce. 
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ECONOMIC AND LEGAL ISSUES 

Regarding financial resources, these five women 

represented a higher income group than may be typical. 

Schulz (1988) reported median annual income for nonmarried 

older women to be $6,870 in 1986. The women in the current 

study all had incomes above $10,000 and two of them had 

incomes above $20,000. Their resources were reduced from 

the standard which they enjoyed during their marriages, 

however, they were not in poverty nor encountering daily 

stress due to limited finances. Nonetheless, each woman was 

cognizant of the importance of good legal representation and 

the necessity to insure financial security. Research shows 

that divorced individuals are less satisfied with their 

financial situations than married, never married or widowed 

persons, but, even as the women of the current study 

remarked that "it could have been more", they were all 

satisfied with the settlements they had received. 

Working during marriage has been shown to increase a 

woman's ability to adjust to divorce. The information 

gathered in this study is mixed with regard to women engaged 

in careers during marriage. One career woman was "relieved" 

upon divorcing but the other experienced major depression. 

There were underlying characteristics that each described 

which could account for this disparity in adjustment. The 

first career woman considered herself independent and had 
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been conditioned by her mother to be self-sufficient. In 

fact she reported that she had always maintained her own 

finances during her marriage. She did not rely on her 

husband during her marriage and simply continued her self-

reliant approach after the divorce. The other career woman 

described herself as "adjustable", combined finances during 

marriage, and had reacted to earlier crises with depressive 

symptoms. Her adjustment was dramatically different from 

the first even though both married in their 30s, had earned 

degrees, and established careers prior to marrying. Work or 

career seems to be a secondary consideration to the 

essential life style (in Adlerian terms) of an individual. 

Three of the five women who took part in this study 

were adamant that good legal representation and adequate 

finances be the major concerns addressed by older divorcees. 

Even the one woman who felt counseling was of primary 

importance, reiterated during follow-up phone conversations 

after the initial interview, that health insurance could be 

prohibitively expensive. These practical concerns 

predominated the women's suggestions for women considering 

late-life divorce. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR MENTAL HEALTH PROGRAMS 

Although research indicates that older women typically 

do not seek counseling, this study refutes that contention. 

Four of the five sought counseling. And those who chose 

counseling seemed to benefit greatly from group formats, 

again contrary to some findings. As reported earlier, most 

of these women found support from friends and family as 

well. However, several researchers (Chiriboga, Coho, Stein 

& Roberts, 1979) have found that older divorced women, 

instead of seeking professional counseling, turn solely to a 

close friend, a sister, or an adult child for support. The 

women of this study utilized both counseling and their 

social support networks, including adult children, siblings 

and friends, for assistance. 

None of the women who participated in this study 

indicated that church attendance or ministerial support had 

contributed to their adjustment process. Although it was 

expected based on reports in the literature, none received 

pastoral counseling. In fact, none of the women in the 

study mentioned faith in God, spirituality, religion, or 

church organizations as resources they drew upon. 

This small sample indicates that older women do utilize 

counseling services and benefit from them. Nonetheless, 

counseling support groups described in the literature (Cain, 

1988; Weingarten, 1988) are self-help groups started by a 
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woman who was experiencing late-life divorce. Service 

agencies agreed to sponsor and assist but the group formats 

were not deliberately designed by professional counselors. 

It is this researcher's opinion that these groups could be 

greatly improved to enhance the adjustments of the 

participants. 

First, more research should be conducted to assess the 

issues of importance to women who are divorcing late in 

life. As more is known about their situations, programs can 

be developed to emphasize the positive aspects of adjusting 

to the dual demands of aging and divorcing. It is important 

to build confidence among this group that they will be 

heard; that their concerns will be acknowledged and their 

needs addressed. It seems that a two-fold benefit can be 

gained from interviewing mature women divorcing over age 60 

in studies similar to the current one: the processes of 

aging and divorcing can be observed, providing valuable 

information for the development of appropriate interventions 

to assist women during these transitions; and, in addition, 

by being respected and listened to, the women can gain 

confidence in mental health practitioners, perhaps 

overcoming any resistance they may have had to seeking help. 

The issues that the five participants of this study 

perceive as crucial to women who divorce over age sixty are 

a blend of emotional and practical concerns. A prototype 
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exists for addressing both of these concerns simultaneously. 

Addressed in the literature review, "Divorce over 50" 

(Norberry, 1986) is a support group for women established 

within a Community Women's Center. A survey was conducted 

in the area to first assess women's needs prior to forming 

the group. Once the women were asked for their views and 

heard a group format was developed. The premise was to 

provide a "synthesis of support and education" (p. 158). 

The group is unique in that it is facilitated by a 

psychologist and an attorney. This is a non-traditional 

approach designed to improve the effectiveness of the 

support group. It involves an educational component, 

dealing with practical concerns and providing essential 

information, and encompasses the emotional support found in 

traditional psychotherapeutic group settings. This new type 

of mental health care takes a synergistic approach. To have 

therapists working with lawyers, accountants, insurance 

providers and other professionals within a local community 

could model the very values that mental health practitioners 

say they want their clients to embrace to engage in the 

concept of social interest in a demonstrable way that 

enhances the lives of the all who participate, group members 

and facilitators alike. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

As research is undertaken to learn more about late-life 

divorcees, longitudinal studies could be of benefit. The 

effect of time on the adjustment process seemed to emerge in 

this study. Interviews scheduled at intervals, perhaps 

several months apart, or even over several years, could 

enhance the understanding of how women adjust to these 

transitions. 

Research that focuses on women who are successfully 

adjusting should be expanded. It would seem that what is 

learned from these individuals could greatly assist in 

structuring programs to assist those experiencing more 

distress. For example, if independence and self-reliance 

are qualities that enhance adjustment, self-esteem classes 

could be designed to focus on older women. 

Research among older divorced men may be area that 

needs exploration. Although four of the five husbands of 

the women in this study were reported to remarry, there is 

an indication that women who are responding to more liberal 

social standards, may leave husbands after many years of 

marriage. Certainly research among the late-life remarried 

could help professionals understand the various perspectives 

of the individuals involved in divorces at this stage of 

life. 
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SUMMARY 

The women who participated in the current study may 

comprise an elite group of better educated, healthier, more 

affluent, and better adjusted women than is usual. Or they 

may be harbingers of a growing cadre of women who are strong 

and resourceful. Bernice Neugarten (1974) predicted the 

emergence of two populations of older persons, each with 

different sets of needs. She described the young-old as 

"vigorous, educated, politically active, and ... likely to 

become advocates of an 'age-irrelevant society'" (p. 18). 

These women certainly fit that profile. 

From the perspective of Adlerian Individual Psychology 

these women have been strong, self-reliant, adaptable, 

and/or independent throughout the courses of their lives. 

They are consistent in the ways they are coping with the 

problems they face. The life tasks they seek to fulfill are 

still the love, work and friendship tasks that men and women 

of all ages strive to accomplish. Paradoxically their life 

styles are congruent in the face of incongruent situations 

which require all the personal resources they developed 

earlier in life. 

These women appear to successfully adjust to the 

experience of late-life divorce over a continuum of time. 

They had been committed to lasting relationships; their 

energies and their identities were tied to their spouses. 
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Nonetheless, the marriages ended, and changes had to be made 

after many years of thinking in terms of being half of a 

partnership. These women are starting over; getting on with 

their lives; willing to do what it takes, not just to 

adjust, but to create a new quality of life. Instead of 

retiring or withdrawing to lament their losses of a 

relationship due to divorce, and of the ability to be 

procreative due to age they are discovering new facets of 

themselves, establishing new identities, and embracing the 

process of being re-creative. 
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Human Subjects Committee 

THC UNIVERSITY or 

ARIZONA 
HEALTH SCIENCES CENTER 

16V0 N\ Warren (Uldg. 5260) 
Tuc$on, Arizona 85724 
(602) 626-6721 or 626-7575 

January 7, 1992 

Susan Lynn Highsmith 
Department of Counseling & Guidance 
Education Building, Room 218 
Main Campus 

RE: WOMEN TOO DIVORCE OVER THE AGE OF SIXTY: OVER SIXTY AMD 
STARTING OVER 

Dear Ms. Highsmith: 

We received documents concerning your above cited project. 
Regulations published by the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services [45 CFR Part 46.101(b)(3)] exempt this type of research 
from review by our Committee. 

Please be advised that approval for this project and the 
requirement of a subject's consent form is to be determined by your 
department. 

Thank you for informing us of your work. If you have any questions 
concerning the above, please contact this office. 

Sincerely yours, 

William F. Denny, M.D. 
Chairman, 
Human Subjects Committee 

WFD:sj 

cc: Departmental/College Review Committee 
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APPENDIX B: SUBJECT'S CONSENT FORM 

You are being asked to voluntarily participate in a 
research study focusing on women who divorce over age sixty 
(60). The study is being conducted by Susan Lynn Highsmith 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for a Master of 
Arts Degree in Counseling and Guidance at the University of 
Arizona. The purpose of this study is to investigate the 
perceptions of a number of women regarding their adjustments 
to the dual demands of both aging and divorcing. The 
information gathered is intended to provide a basis of 
knowledge to help mental health professionals, social 
workers, and counselors understand the concerns of older 
divorcing women, and to assist those professionals in 
developing new programs of support for this population. 

As a participant you will be asked a number of open-
ended questions in a informal interview that will be audio 
taped and later transcribed for evaluation by the 
researcher. You will be given a copy of the transcript and 
an opportunity to validate or refute any disclosures made 
there. You will be asked questions regarding your thoughts, 
feelings and physical state. It is anticipated that this 
interview will last approximately two (2) hours. Risks are 
minimal but may precipitate some emotional discomfort or 
stress due to the sensitive nature of the research. You may 
ask the investigator to stop at any time and your request 
will be honored immediately, without incurring any ill will, 
there is no cost to you. Your name will never be used in 
the published results of this study. Your responses will be 
retained by the researcher during the process of 
publication, after which all tapes will be erased and 
transcripts shredded. Your anonymity will be protected at 
all times. 

"I have read the above "Subject's Consent". The 
nature, demands, risks, and benefits of the research study 
have been explained to me. I understand that I may ask 
questions and that I am free to withdraw from the study at 
any time. I also understand that this consent form will be 
filed in an area designated by the Human Subjects committee 
with access restricted to the principal investigator or 
authorized representatives of the department of Counseling 
and Guidance. A copy of this consent form will be given to 
me." 

DATE SUBJECT'S SIGNATURE 
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APPENDIX B: SUBJECT'S CONSENT FORM (continued) 

page two of two 

I have carefully explained to the subject the nature of 
the above project. I hereby certify that to the best of my 
knowledge the subject signing this consent form understands 
clearly the nature, demands, benefits and risks involved in 
participating in this study. 

DATE INVESTIGATOR'S SIGNATURE 
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APPENDIX C: INFORMATION SHEET 

NAME OR IDENTIFICATION CODE 

AGE ETHNICITY 

RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION 

LENGTH OF DIVORCE AGE AT MARRIAGE 

DURATION OF MARRIAGE NUMBER OF CHILDREN 

OCCUPATION PRIOR TO MARRIAGE 

OCCUPATION DURING MARRIAGE 

OCCUPATION FOLLOWING DIVORCE 

CURRENTLY EMPLOYED? 

FAMILY OF ORIGIN: BROTHERS? _SISTERS? BIRTH ORDER? 

IN TACT FAMILY OR PARENTS DIVORCED? 

EDUCATION LEVEL ACHIEVED PRIOR TO MARRIAGE 

SPOUSE'S LEVEL OF EDUCATION 

HOW LONG HAVE YOU LIVED AT YOUR CURRENT ADDRESS? 

HAVE YOU SEEN A DOCTOR IN THE LAST YEAR? 
PRIOR TO DIVORCE WAS YOUR HEALTH POOR GOOD EXCELLENT 
AFTER YOUR DIVORCE IS YOUR HEALTH POOR GOOD EXCELLENT 

ANNUAL INCOME PRE-DIVORCE ANNUAL INCOME POST-DIVORCE 

$ 0 - $10,000 
$10 - $20,000 
$20 - $30,000 
OVER $30,000 

I DON'T WISH TO RESPOND IF YOU CHOSE NOT TO RESPOND, IS 
YOUR INCOME LIMITED TO SOCIAL SECURITY? YES NO 
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SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Questions are primarily open-ended and designed to illicit 
as much participant input as possible: 

1. Who initiated the divorce? Why? 

2. What are your greatest strengths in adjusting to the 
divorce? 

3. What are your greatest challenges in adjusting to the 
divorce? 

4. Did you seek counseling prior to or since your divorce? 

5. Is there any additional information would you like to 
share with me? 
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