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by those who are the potential initiators of divorce. We review the current
literature on the landscape of divorce decision making and make a case for
the need to understand these two concepts better. Finally, we report the
results of a qualitative study of people who are considering divorce and
discuss their perspectives on the roles of clarity and confidence in the divorce
decision-making process.

The increase in divorce in the 20th century has been said to be one of most
dramatic and impactful changes to family life (Amato, 2000). Divorce is a
life-altering decision for all involved and the consequences of divorce follow
a person throughout his or her life (Doherty, Willoughby, & Peterson, 2011).
A great deal of research examines what causes divorce and the impact of
divorce on society, families, and individuals, but we have little understanding
of the process of deciding whether to stay married or to divorce, how
individuals and couples make that decision, and what they experience
through the decision-making process (Fackrell, 2012).

Deciding to divorce is rarely easy, and many people struggle for a great
deal of time before moving in one direction or another (Fackrell, 2012).
Hawkins and colleagues (2015) asked a representative sample of married
individuals in the United States about their thoughts of divorce and discov-
ered that as many as 25% of married people had thought about divorce as an
option to resolve marital problems in the past 6 months, and more than half
of those surveyed had thought about divorce at some point in their marriage
(Hawkins et al., 2015). The researchers labeled this phenomenon of what
people are “thinking about and doing when they have thoughts about
divorce” as “divorce ideation” (Hawkins et al., 2015, p. 1). These finding
suggest that divorce ideation is relatively common; many people consider or
have considered divorce at some point in their marriage. This same study
provided data that 43% of those who had recently considered divorce did not
necessarily want to divorce and reported being willing to work to improve
their marriage, with an additional 23% indicating they would consider
reconciliation if their spouse was willing to make major changes.
Additionally, 88% of those who had considered divorce in the past but
chose to stay married were glad they did and reported currently being
happy in their marriage (Hawkins et al., 2015). Other findings indicate that
among a group of divorcing parents mandated to attend coparenting (pre-
divorce approval) education, in about 45% of the couples, one or both
partners expressed hope for their marriage and a degree of interest in
reconciliation (Doherty et al., 2011).

Ending a marriage is a big decision with significant ramifications for all
involved, especially given that most people who marry originally intended
their union to last “until death.” Many of those in the midst of this
decision-making process struggle to make the “right” decision. In inter-
views with women who were contemplating divorce yet chose to stay



married, participants described the process as a roller coaster ride, a
gradual process that at times was complicated, filled with ups and
downs, or like having recurring intrusive thoughts to hurt oneself but
without any real plan of action (Kanewischer & Harris, 2014). This
experience has also been compared to “wandering in the wilderness”
where there are no clear directions or pathways (Fackrell, 2012, p. 27).
The process of deciding to divorce or reconcile one’s marriage tends to be
confusing and dynamic, with many pushes and pulls influenced by com-
parisons of unknown future states. The process can be nonlinear and
sometimes illogical (Fackrell, 2012).

Owen, Rhoades, et al. (2014) published a series of articles introducing the
concept of commitment uncertainty. They defined it “as a metacognitive
process about several facets of dedication and constraint commitment …
[that] likely includes vacillation in thoughts, emotions, and behaviors over
time” (p. 209). Commitment uncertainty refers to a person’s feelings of
ambivalence in their current relationship (Quirk et al., 2016). The authors
explained that most often couples’ experiences of uncertainty about their
relationship mark a change or strain in the relationship that could lead to
partners experiencing “a shift in the ways they view we-ness or a shared sense
of identity with their partner” (Owen, Rhoades, et al., 2014, p. 209). Those
with high levels of commitment uncertainty might engage in exploring
alternatives to their current relationship, including dissolution. The exploring
might be fairly benign initially, but could change as a means of slowly ending
the relationship (Quirk et al., 2016).

The effectiveness and impact of therapeutic interventions with commit-
ment uncertain couples varies (Luebcke et al., 2014). Due to this variation in
effectiveness of interventions, the authors suggest that it might be helpful to
not only assess each partner’s commitment uncertainty at the beginning of
couple therapy, but also throughout the therapy process as each partner’s
levels of uncertainty can change (Owen et al., 2014a; 2014b). The authors
further suggested that “commitment uncertainty should likely be considered
as a potential mechanism of change and as a target of intervention for many
couples” (Owen, Keller, et al., 2014, p. 237). Similarly, Doherty and his
colleagues with the Minnesota Couples on the Brink Project at the
University of Minnesota developed a therapeutic protocol called discernment
counseling (Doherty et al., 2015) to assist couples with commitment uncer-
tainty, or what he called “mixed agenda” couples, to determine an appro-
priate direction for their relationship. The main goals of this approach are to
help the couple achieve greater clarity and confidence in making a decision
about the future of their marriage based on a more complex understanding of
how divorce came to be a real possibility for the marriage and each person’s
role in getting the marriage to the brink of divorce (for more information on
discernment counseling, see Doherty et al., 2015).









participants’ narratives about their decision making, suggested that finding
clarity about how to clearly conceptualize the future of the marriage when
thoughts of divorce emerge is challenging.

In describing whether to divorce or stay married, one participant said, “It
changes week to week.” The seriousness of a decision to divorce seemed to
weigh on participants in such a way that it made the decision-making process
slow. One participant said, “I really don’t have clarity in the situation
because, I just don’t … I just don’t make decisions on anything that quickly,
I just like to process for a long time” (30-year-old mother of one, married for
9 years). Similarly, participants acknowledged that a decision to remain
married was not necessarily equivalent to a decision to divorce, as deciding
to stay married now does not necessarily mean they will decide this in the
future. One participant talked about it this way: “Well, I am definitely more
positive about it than I was a few months ago, but I’m still a little bit reserved
about the long-term possibilities of us staying together, but I think at least in
the short term it’s looking pretty good (staying married)” (48-year-old
mother of three, married for 16 years).

A common experience among participants that led to the difficulty in
finding clarity was the recognition that their marriage was not all bad.
Despite marital strain and thoughts of leaving, there were positive elements
to their marriages that muddied their decision-making processes. For exam-
ple, one woman was ready to leave her marriage, but her clarity was shaken
by her husband’s response:

When I said to him I was ready to walk away, and he realized that I’d [be willing
to] check into a homeless shelter with the children [to get out], he was like, “I
would never, ever make you go through that. If you want to be separated, I would
sleep in the car outside … If you wanted me to sleep in the living room I would …
you wouldn’t have to do anything until you can find your own car, find your own
place.” And it was just like, “Whoa, we’re sitting here arguing and he’s still going to
make sure that I’m taken care of.” (25-year-old mother of two, married 1 year)

Another woman provided a fairly poignant summary of her thoughts on the
role of clarity in her decision making and the time it takes to arrive at clarity:

[Divorce] doesn’t happen in a moment, you know, or in a day. I think it happens
over a period of time. I think people… think about it for a while. When I make my
decision, it will be final and decisive. But it sure does take me thinking about all the
different things … like should I go down this road? … Then what? What will my
life look like, what will it be? And then I try to think about it long enough where
my emotions stop being in play because I can’t turn them off especially when we’re
fresh off a fight. It affects how I think about things. So 2, 3 days later, the fight is
over and if my emotions aren’t so raw and I can think about things more clearly
and more precisely and more rationally, so then I feel like I made a better decision.
Because you can’t make decisions when you’re afraid, when you’re tired, when
you’re, you know, just frustrated. No decisions made off of those positions are
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