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Abstract 
The prevalence of divorce has been embedded into population surveys since the 1960s and 

the resulting large-scale longitudinal datasets have facilitated a glut of quantitative research. 

In contrast, the qualitative corpus on divorce is extremely limited and is mostly comprised of 

cross-sectional analyses of retrospective data. Because divorce is a both an extremely 

common and an extremely stressful life event, it is ideally suited to qualitative research with 

an idiographic focus. In recent years several studies of divorce have used Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to understand how people make sense of divorce, but this 

is the first Longitudinal Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (LIPA) study to track the 

experience, in real time, as it is happening. 

 
This thesis is comprised of two studies. Study 1 uses IPA to explore how three married 

women, aged between 50 and 56, make sense of marital difficulties once their youngest child 

has left home. Study 2 uses LIPA to understand how eight women, aged 50-65, all of whom 

have adult children, experience midlife divorce. Interviews at three time points capture the 

changes in their psychological states as they move through the legal process. The first 

interviews occur shortly after the women receive their Decree Nisi. The second interviews 

occur just after they receive their Decree Absolute and the final interviews take place six 

months after the women’s divorces have been finalised. Through the study the women move 

from a state of anxiety to one of relief, and from a state of self-doubt to one of self-esteem. 

Pre-divorce, repartnering is an aspiration that they fear their age will deny them. Post- 

divorce, repartnering feels available, but is no longer desirable. At the beginning of the study 

all eight women have strong and stable relationships with their adult children. By the end of 

the study, there has been a pronounced deterioration in the relationship between six of the 

women and their adult children. In three cases the relationship has broken down completely. 

 
LIPA is still considered to be in its infancy (Farr & Nizza, 2019), but this study demonstrates 

its unique importance as a research method which has the power to dynamically capture 

dramatic changes in emotional register, altered aspirations and shifts in allegiances, as people 

move through major life transitions. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 

Roughly two-thirds of older-adult divorces are initiated by women (Montenegro, 2012), and 

most of them do so knowing that their life will probably be more, rather than less difficult. 

Divorce is a life changing experience which negatively impacts physical and mental health 

for both men and women. A meta-analysis which included over 600 million people found that 

divorced adults had a 30% higher risk of mortality compared to their married counterparts 

(Shor et al.; 2012). However, the strain on men is tough but transient, whereas the impact on 

older women is chronic (Leopold, 2018), largely because divorcing in midlife has such well 

documented long-term financial implications (Hilton & Anderson, 2009; Wallerstein 1986; 

Bogolub,1991). 

 
This is timely research because although the divorce rate has been falling steadily since the 

1990s, between 1991 and 2011 there was a 73% increase in the number of divorces in people 

over the age of sixty (ONS, 2012). These changes are of particular importance to women 

because after the age of fifty, the incidence of divorce is 12% higher for females than it is for 

males (Brown & Lin, 2012). Women who divorce in midlife are more likely to live alone 

(Rolls et al., 2011) and experience higher rates of loneliness than younger women who 

divorce (Sakraida, 2005). This is largely because longer female life expectancy and male age 

hypergamy limits the possibility of women repartnering. In contrast, the pool of eligible 

partners for men grows with age (Schimmele and Wu 2016). 

 
The widespread prevalence of divorce means that scant attention has been paid to the 

emotional consequences, yet Hald et al. (2020) found significantly higher rates of clinical 

depression and anxiety in recently divorced people, compared to the rest of the population 

(Hald et al., 2020). Kposowa (2020) interrogated the US 2015 National Longitudinal 

Mortality Study (NLMS) and found that divorced people have a suicide risk that is over 97% 

higher than that of married people (Kposowa, 2020). In women, Brown and Lin (2021) 

found that midlife divorce increased the probability of cognitive impairment and depression 

by about 16%, compared to 12% for men. It is an important differential because cognitive 

impairment increases the likelihood of a person developing dementia (Choi et al., 2018). 



7  

Existing research has established the relationship between divorce and changes in social 

status, mental health, physical health and ‘negative wealth shock’ (Sbarra & Whisman, 

2022), however the dearth of qualitative research means that the psychological experiences 

that coincide with these macro level changes are not well understood. Because divorce is a 

both an extremely common, and an extremely stressful life event, it is ideally suited to 

qualitative research with an idiographic focus. In recent years several studies of divorce have 

used Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to understand how people make sense 

of divorce, but this is the first Longitudinal Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (LIPA) 

study to track the experience, in real time, as it is happening. LIPA is still considered to be in 

its infancy (Farr & Nizza, 2019), but this study demonstrates its unique importance as a 

research method which has the power to dynamically capture dramatic changes in emotional 

register, altered aspirations and shifts in allegiances, as people move through a major life 

transition. 

 
The thesis is comprised of two studies. Study 1 uses IPA to explore how three married 

women, aged between 50 and 56, make sense of marital difficulties once their youngest child 

has left home. Study 2 uses LIPA to understand how eight women, aged 50-65, with adult 

children, experience midlife divorce. Interviews at three time points capture the changes in 

their psychological states as they move through the legal process. The first interviews occur 

shortly after the women receive their Decree Nisi. The second interviews occur just after they 

receive their Decree Absolute and the final interviews take place six months after the 

women’s divorces have been finalised. Through the study the women move from states of 

anxiety to relief, and from self-doubt to self-esteem. Pre-divorce, repartnering is an aspiration 

that ageism will deny them. Post-divorce, repartnering feels available, but is no longer 

desirable. At the beginning of the study all eight women have strong and stable relationships 

with their adult children. By the end of the study, there has been a pronounced deterioration 

in the relationship between six of the women and their adult children. In three cases the 

relationship has broken down completely. 

 

Chapter One introduces the subject, provides a brief historical overview, and explains my 

personal connection to the thesis. 

 
Chapter Two presents a literature review on the history of divorce in general with a specific 
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focus on female midlife divorce. The literature review reveals an abundance of quantitative 

data on the subject of divorce, often with a particular focus on the impact on younger 

children, but limited availability of good qualitative research. There are no studies that use 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis to understand the experience of divorce for women 

in mid or later life. The literature review confirms the necessity of experiential study to 

provide a deeper understanding of what it means for an older woman to divorce. 

 
Chapter Three traces the emergence of qualitative methodologies and the development of 

well-defined procedures for the collection of empirical real-world accounts of actual 

situations or lived experiences, in order to yield new, ecologically valid knowledge. The 

chapter then provides a detailed exploration of the philosophical and practical underpinnings 

of defined Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). 

 
Chapter Four introduces Study 1 and answers the research question ‘How do middle aged 

women with an empty nest make sense of marital conflict? This small study uses IPA to 

explore how three married women, aged between 50 and 56, made sense of their ongoing 

marital difficulties once their youngest child left home. The women were all openly unhappy 

about aspects of their marriages, but they were not at the point where they were considering 

divorce. The study aimed to increase understanding of whether relationship difficulties are 

experienced and managed differently when they are not mediated by the needs of younger 

children. 

 
Chapter Five introduces Study 2 and answers the research question ‘How do women 

experience midlife divorce?’ This larger study uses Longitudinal Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (LIPA) to capture the dynamic change as eight women aged 50- 

65 make the transition from married to divorced. The chapter outlines the best way to 

structure a good LIPA study and gives examples of how LIPA has been used effectively. This 

chapter describes the research design, including recruitment, study design, data collection, 

interview schedule and an introduction to the participants. The analysis section explains how 

I managed the data and provides a step-by-step guide to my analysis process. It ends with an 

introduction to a technique for visualising change over time which is a new addition to the 

LIPA methodology. 

 
Chapter Six presents the results and introduces Theme 1: From Anxiety To Relief. This 
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theme captures the intense feelings of anger and distress that define the women’s emotional 

state at Time 1. They are worried about money and fearful of the future. By the third 

interview, the women are relieved that the process is over and five of them have had 

counselling as way of coping with the trauma of marital breakdown and divorce. 

 
Chapter Seven introduces Theme 2: From Self-Doubt To Self-Worth. This theme explores 

the impact of midlife divorce on female agency. In the first interviews, the women reflect on 

how marriage has disempowered them and as a result they are now in a much more 

vulnerable position. By the third interview, a change has occurred, and the women are 

significantly more confident and determined. 

 
Chapter Eight introduces Theme 3: Repartnering moves from being something that they want 

but can’t have, to being something that is possible, but no longer desirable. This theme 

explores the women’s aspirations to repartner after divorce, however they worry that their 

age is a barrier. Post-divorce, the women are much more focused on protecting their assets 

and their independence than finding a new relationship. 

 
Chapter Nine introduces Theme 4: Relationships with adult children move from stable and 

strong, to unstable and distressing. This theme explores the impact of midlife divorce on 

maternal relationships with adult children. In the first interviews the women were all very 

confident about the strength of the bond between them and their children. By the third 

interview this has changed significantly and with the exception of Mandy, all the women find 

that their relationships with their children are destabilised by the divorce process. 

 
Chapter Ten presents the Conclusion. This chapter draws both studies together and looks at 

how this research contributes to existing research on divorce. It evaluates the validity of the 

study against IPA and LIPA criteria and provides ideas for further research. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 
 

Phenomenological inquiry is rooted in the belief that truth can be found in lived experience, so 

there has, historically, been some concern about the undue influence that literature reviews 

might have on researchers. Hamill and Sinclair (2010) suggest that the literature review be 

delayed until after data collection and analysis so that researchers don’t phrase questions or 

analyse data for themes that they know already exist in the literature. This ‘Tabula Rasa’ 

approach, which was originally proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1968) in ‘Discovering 

Grounded Theory’ is a way of avoiding any preconceptions and when I conducted my MSc 

dissertation in 2014, it was still the guidance. In their recent book ‘Essentials of Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis’ Smith and Nizza (Smith & Nizza 2023) reiterate the argument for 

IPA researchers to remain ‘naive’ to the topic under investigation. Because IPA is inductive 

and the participants are the topic experts, conclusions should be based on what emerges from 

the data rather than existing research or personal assumptions. However, the general consensus 

now is that literature reviews are a necessary first step for the IPA researcher and an 

understanding of existing quantitative and qualitative research helps to clarify and refine 

research questions.  

 

The Narrative Literature Review 
 

The methods used in qualitative literature review research have evolved over time. Earlier 

methods focused on narrative reviews that provided a summary of the literature, and these 

reviews were often based on the author's own interpretation of the evidence. Qualitative 

literature review research methods have now shifted towards more rigorous, transparent, 

replicable and systematic approaches, that allow researchers to synthesise and interpret the 

findings of multiple studies in a more nuanced and meaningful way. The two most dominant 

styles of literature review are now the narrative literature review and the systematic literature 

review.  

 

Prior to an IPA study, researchers conduct a narrative literature review, which is also known as 

a semi-systematic literature review, to attune themselves to the work that has been done before. 

The purpose of a narrative literature review is to provide an overview and interpretation of 

existing research, as well as highlighting major or recurring themes, and identifying obvious 
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gaps in the literature. In contrast, a systematic review is a self-contained research project that 

aims to identify all of the existing literature and uses rigorous and replicable protocols to 

answer highly structured and specific research questions (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009). If 

executed correctly, a narrative literature review can effectively address more areas and broader 

topics than a systematic review.  

 

A narrative literature review is the right approach when a qualitative researcher is attempting to 

link together many different studies which look at the same topic from a number of different 

angles, using different research methodologies. Sometimes the aim of a narrative review is to 

generate a hypothesis, but an IPA narrative literature review is simply designed to survey the 

state of existing knowledge without the intention of generating new ideas, interpretations or 

conclusions. A narrative literature review can also provide a theoretical foundation for the 

proposed study and confirm that a study will contribute something new to existing knowledge 

or validate the approach for the proposed study (Hart, 1998).   

 

This narrative literature review asks the question ‘what does existing literature tell us about the 

experience of female divorce at midlife?’ and answers it by synthesising the findings of thirty 

key papers. The papers use a variety of methodologies; both quantitative and qualitative and 

they were selected because collectively, they provide holistic insight into what has been done 

and what is now in the field of divorce research. This review uses a storytelling approach to 

summarise the papers and evaluate the quality, limitations and overall contribution of each 

study. Because people have been getting divorced since 1923, there is a wealth of existing 

research on the topic so conducting a scholarly narrative review requires a systematic and 

boundaried approach to ensure that searching is effective and relevant.  

 

The Literature Search 
 

There is a huge amount of information about women and midlife divorce available on the 

internet. A Google search of the word string ‘Women, Midlife Divorce’ yields 1,120,000 

results. However, there is a lot less academic research on the subject. The same terms in 

University College London (UCL) library produces 157,716 results and a Google Scholar 

search further reduces the results to 43,200. 

 
I initially used in PsychInfo/PsycARTICLES (EBISCO) to define the extent of the corpus 
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with a view to narrowing my selection down to 30 key papers. There were some specific 

search constraints. The papers had to be written in the English language and in order to focus 

on the most recent research, I narrowed the publishing window to between 2000 and 2016. I 

constructed a set of search terms which were broad enough to allow a certain degree of 

serendipitous discovery but structured enough to ensure that the focus was on the experience 

of divorce in middle-aged women between 40 and 64 years of age. I used three academic 

sources to conduct my search and conducted consecutive searches for qualitative, 

quantitative, and longitudinal studies. 

 
The search terms used in PsychInfo/PsycARTICLES (EBISCO) were; 1. Women, Midlife 

Divorce, Psychology, 2. Gray Divorce, 3. Women, Later Life, Divorce, Psychology, 4. 

Amato, Women, Later life, Divorce 5. Women, Post-Divorce Identity, 6. Silver Splitters, 7. 

Post-Divorce Adjustment, Midlife, Women, 8. Gender, Divorce. This search yielded 48 

papers that were potentially promising. 

 
I then conducted a search of University College London (UCL) library using the following 

terms: 1. Women, Midlife, Divorce, Psychology, 2: Women, Identity, Divorce. 3: Post 

Divorce Adjustment, Midlife, Women, 4: Divorce Personality, 5: Gender, Divorce. The UCL 

search provided access to The Journal of Marriage and Family and The Journal of Divorce & 

Remarriage, authoritative peer reviewed journals which specialise in research into marriage, 

family, marital separation, and divorce, as well as children's responses to divorce and 

separation. This search revealed 189 papers that merited consideration. 

 
Finally, I used Google Scholar to research a final series of search terms: 1: Gender, Ageing, 

Life Course, 2: Marital dissolution, health. 3: Late life divorce, health, 4: Gender ageing, 

sexuality, life course, 5: The divorce experience, 6: AJ Cherlin, Divorce history, 7: Divorce, 

women, midlife, health, life course 8: Relationship dissolution, life stage, transition, 8: 

Divorce, cosmetic surgery. This search yielded 39 papers that looked interesting. 

 
I accessed a total of 276 papers which were filtered down by quickly reading both the 

abstract and the method to understand both the aims of the study and the population under 

investigation. My aim was to exhaust all available searches, in order to find studies which fit 

my precise criteria. Since most research on divorce is concerned with families, studies that 

were focused on younger mothers with co-resident children, single parent families, or the 
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experience of divorced fathers, were immediately excluded. The quality of all the papers was, 

to some degree, assessed in terms of the number of citations relative to the paper’s 

publication date. However, although citations are a useful indicator, when it comes to 

research in the field of divorce, the status of the academic conducting the research has a big 

influence on the number of citations. Paul Amato’s (2010) ‘Research on divorce: Continuing 

trends and new developments’ which was published in the Journal of Marriage and Family 

had amassed 610 citations by 2016, whereas Radina, Hennon & Gibbons very interesting 

(2008) study of ‘Divorce and mid- and later life families: A phenomenological analysis with 

implications for family life educators’ which was published in the Journal of Divorce & 

Remarriage, had achieved just 9 citations. 

 
The final selection process was governed by how relevant the studies were to my specific 

research. I chose a total of thirty quantitative, qualitative, and longitudinal papers which were 

focused on a number of different aspects of midlife divorce from a female perspective. Each 

paper was summarised using verbatim text from the original paper. Summaries included the 

details of the type of study, the methodology the sample size and the number of citations as 

well as an abbreviated outline of the Abstract, Design and Method, Sample, Results, 

Discussion, and Implications. Each summary was then followed by a detailed critique to 

assess whether the research had methodological flaws, internal consistency and was 

interesting and informative. The critiques also provided an opportunity to explain the studies 

relevance to my own research. 

 
The field of divorce research has long been dominated by quantitative research, because ever 

since divorce was introduced in 1923, there has been a great deal of apprehension about the 

social consequences of marital breakdown. As a result, questions about divorce were 

integrated into almost every large-scale social survey. The availability of large datasets has 

ensured an abundance of quantitative research on divorce, but good qualitative research is 

harder to find. Although Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis has become one of the 

most popular qualitative research methods in recent years, I found only two studies which 

professed to be ‘phenomenological’ and there were no relevant studies using IPA. 
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The Literature 
 

Recent changes in divorce law 
 

Though out history, divorce has been an adversarial legal process, but in 1969 the first no- 

fault divorce law was passed in the United States (Cherlin, 2009). At the time of writing, UK 

divorce still adheres to a statute that was passed in 1973 which requires couples to assign 

‘fault’ to one partner before a divorce is granted. The spouse who initiates the process (the 

petitioner) must justify their decision by accusing the other spouse of misconduct based on 

one of the following grounds: adultery, unreasonable behaviour, or desertion. If the 

accusation of misconduct is not accepted, the couple have to live apart for two years in a 

‘separation’ period before the marriage can be legally dissolved. If one spouse refuses to co- 

operate the spouse who wants a divorce must wait five years before they can proceed with an 

uncontested divorce. 

 
For at least a decade, there has been a great deal of pressure on the Government to change the 

divorce law because the current system exacerbates conflict and creates intense animosity. In 

June 2020, an act was finally passed to implement no-fault divorce, but COVID delays mean 

that the government is now working towards a commencement date of 6th April 2022. Once  

the new laws are implemented there will be no need to apportion blame and either the 

couple, or an individual spouse can instigate divorce based on grounds of ‘irretrievable 

breakdown’, without having to provide evidence of misconduct by the other partner. The 

application for divorce will also be digital which will speed things up and it will simplify the 

legal terminology so that, for example, ‘decree nisi’ will be called the ‘conditional order’ 

and ‘decree absolute’ will be called the ‘final order’ (The Law Society, 2020). As the new 

bill was passed as I was analysing my data, the experiences of my participants reflect the 

divorce process before the implementation of any of these changes. 

 

Divorce rates in mid and later life 
 

Divorce rates have been falling gradually since the 1990s and overall estimates suggest that 

42% of marriages in England and Wales will end in divorce (ONS, 2012), however between 

1991 and 2011 there was a 73% increase in the number of divorces awarded to men over the 

age of sixty (ONS, 2012) and this trend also applies to women. 
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In the US Brown & Lin (2012) used data from 1990 U.S. Vital Statistics Report and the 2010 

American Community Survey (ACS) to estimate the change in the US divorce rate over time. 

They found that between 1990 and 2010 the divorce rate doubled for people over fifty. This 

is a consequential increase for a country where half of the married population is aged 50 and 

older (Brown & Lin, 2012). Research has begun to focus on specific factors related to 

divorce outcomes, such as health, or finance, but until relatively recently, ‘grey divorce’ had 

largely been ignored (Amato, 2010: Cooney & Dunne, 2001). Midlife is defined as “the 

central period of a person's life, between around 45 and 60 years old” and the unprecedented 

upswing in divorce in this age group requires more detailed research. 

 
Quantitative studies have been helpful in identifying the escalation in midlife divorce, but 

statistical analysis does not allow meaningful interpretation of ambiguous or emotional life 

experiences. In contrast, qualitative methodologies enable us to understand how, and get 

close to, the ways in which individuals make sense of the experience of divorce. The 

implications of midlife divorce are particularly pertinent to women because after the age of 

fifty, the incidence of divorce is 12% higher for females than it is for males (Brown & Lin, 

2012). 

 
Midlife divorce in a socio-historic context 

 
Demographers have described the baby boomer population as a ''pig in a python'': a large 

bulge in an otherwise uniform population distribution. Baby boomers have the most complex 

marital biographies of any other group in the population (Kreider, 2011) and as they move 

through the life course, they bring with them a unique legacy of divorce, remarriage, and 

individualism. In the last sixty years, contraception, unilateral divorce, feminism, equal 

rights, and the emergence of a more individualistic view of marriage and family life have 

combined to challenge traditional gender role ideologies. The pace of change has been so 

rapid that studies which track the divorce behaviours of female baby boomers who were born 

between 1946 and 1964 may only generate data that is unique to the baby boomer cohort. 

 
The different ways in which people construct, commit, and deconstruct relationships reflects 

a complex mix of cultural and socio-economic transformations (Manzoli et al., 2007). 

Although the divorce rate provides an estimate of marital breakdown, it must be interpreted 
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through an appropriate socio historic lens. For example, prior to the divorce reform act in 

1971, greater acceptance of traditional gender role ideologies and stigma surrounding divorce 

inhibited the divorce rate, even though as many marriages were probably unhappy. Since the 

divorce reform act, the escalation in cohabitation has served a similar function in limiting 

divorce statistics, even though the consequences of cohabitational family breakdown are little 

different. 

 
Divorce is also experienced within specific socio historic parameters, which change over 

time. These parameters influence post-divorce outcomes as well as divorce predictors. For 

example, marrying at a young age has been consistently recognised as a predictor of divorce 

and when women are in their late teens and early twenties, delaying marriage by a single year 

can reduce the risk of divorce by up to 12% (Hiedemann et al., 1998: Raschke, 1987: Sweet, 

Bumpass, & Call, 1988). 

 
Hilton and Anderson (2009) studied a subset of data from the third wave of the National 

Survey of Families and Households (1987 - 2002). The participants included 459 married 

women and 180 divorced women with a mean age of 57.8 years and the age at which they 

had first married was identified as the strongest predictor of divorce. The mean age for first 

marriage for the divorced women was 20.3 years and for the married women it was 21.3 

years. Although that would be considered young by today’s standards, in 1970, when these 

women were getting married, the median age for first marriage for women was 20.8 years 

(US Census Bureau, 2010). The average age at which women in the UK get married is now 

34.0 years of age (ONS, 2012) so it is important to note that findings from longitudinal 

studies of baby boomer behaviours may be of limited relevance to younger populations. 

 

The motivations for midlife divorce 
 

Marital dissatisfaction unequivocally escalates the risk of divorce (Amato, 2010: Booth et al., 

1984: Gustavson et al., 2014). However, about a quarter of mid to later life divorces happen 

despite the absence of any apparent difficulties in the marriage (Montenegro, 2004). In 

Montenegro’s (2004) AARP study of 1,148 people aged between 40‐ and 79, who had 

divorced between the age of forty and seventy, 24% of participants said that they simply fell 

out of love or had had no obvious problems. Canham et al., (2014) explored factors that 

delayed or influenced the decision to divorce in later life in their qualitative analysis of seven 
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women and three men, with a mean age of 63.5. Their study confirmed previous research that 

found that many couples who divorce in mid-life have been unhappily married for years, but 

they remain together for the sake of their children (Montenegro, 2004). 

 
As women age, their child-rearing responsibilities diminish (Degges-White & Myers, 2006) 

and this culminates in the period known as the “empty-nest” when the last adult child leaves 

home. For couples who are at risk of divorce, the empty nest stage is one of the most 

vulnerable periods in the life course (Hilton & Anderson, 2009), because when attention is 

directed away from children and back towards the primary relationship, it can highlight any 

shortcomings in the marriage. When children leave home, gender roles are often reassessed 

and there can be a conflict of interest when women want greater independence and men who 

may be newly retired want more of their wife’s attention (Hilton & Anderson, 2009). 

 
Midlife can also be a time when women are subject to multiple stressors as they cope with the 

demands of employment and responsibility for both ageing parents and adolescent children 

(Shifren, 2009). Women bear the brunt of caregiving responsibilities for parents and for adult 

children. Data from the US AARP (2015) into Caregiving in the US suggests that three in 

every five care givers are female. For some couples, the strains that accumulate at midlife 

result in decreased marital satisfaction (Amato, 2010: Davis, Shaver, & Vernon, 2003) and 

this can motivate women who are unhappy to review their past and choose a different future. 

Menopause is an additional developmental transition which may be interpreted as a period of 

‘loss’, or alternatively, as an opportunity for growth (Busch et al., 2003). 

 
Qualitative research finds that getting older makes women more conscious of personal goals 

(Sakraida, 2005). They characterise their age in terms of a ‘pinnacle time’ or a time for a life 

review and a review of marital satisfaction (Sakraida, 2005). As children grow up and leave 

home, fear of being alone and financial uncertainty may continue to be barriers to divorce, 

but increased life expectancy may facilitate the decision (Brown & Lin, 2012). 

 
Decider status and the decision to divorce in midlife 

 
Divorce is never an easy decision. Younger couples are more likely to file for a speedy 

divorce following infidelity (Pittman, 1991), but it is unusual for older women to rush into 

divorce. Montenegro (2004) found that a total of 37 percent of female divorcees deliberated 
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for five years or longer before finally deciding to end their marriage. Women begin the 

process of withdrawal from the marriage long before the suggestion of separation is even 

voiced. Feelings of estrangement, a gradual breakdown in communication and emotional 

withdrawal begin a process of detachment which can last several years (Amato, 2000). 

Sometimes the preparation process is not even conscious. When Belfer et al., (1979) 

conducted pre-operative psychiatric assessments on 42 patients seeking cosmetic surgery, 

none of the patients indicated that they were planning any major life changes, but within 3-6 

months of surgery, four patients had obtained a legal separation or filed for divorce (Belfer et 

al., 1979). 

 
Hilton & Anderson (2009) used social exchange theory to determine the cost benefit ratios of 

a decision to divorce in midlife. The authors selected 459 married women and 180 divorced 

women with a mean age of 57.8 years from a subset of data from the third waves of the 

National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) which was collected between 1987 and 

2002. The authors proposed that people are motivated by self-interest and that the rewards of 

a marriage that has lasted more than 20 years will grossly outweigh the costs of divorce. The 

study found that women with higher levels of self-worth were more likely to divorce. This 

corresponds with social exchange theory, since a woman who feels that she is entitled to 

more than she is getting from her husband would be more likely to divorce. 

 
Women initiate divorce more than men. Overall, just 34% of divorces in the UK are awarded 

to men (ONS, 2012), and Sakraida (2005) estimates that two thirds of all midlife divorces are 

initiated by women. However, UK statistics suggest that after the age of sixty, men are 

equally likely to call time on a marriage (ONS, 2012). The fact that men are more likely to 

initiate divorce in later life is pertinent to the divorce experience because research shows that 

initiator status has some bearing on post-divorce adjustment. 

 
In her qualitative paper addressing the ‘Divorce Transition Differences of Midlife Women’, 

Sakraida (2005) explored the significance of decider status in a group of 24 women who had 

divorced in the previous two years. Participants had an average age of 43.5 and had been 

married for an average of 17.8 years. They were grouped according to self-classified 

‘decider’ status and the three groups constituted ‘initiators’ (n = 8) who had decided to end 

their marriages, non-initiators (n = 8), who had involuntarily divorced, and mutual deciders 

(n = 8) who had shared decision to divorce. Six of the women in the initiator group had 
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agonised over their decision for a long time. The other two had made the decision in response 

to their partner’s infidelity. All the non-initiators were more likely to identify the divorce 

experience as an unanticipated and negative change, but the initiators felt that divorce had led 

to positive changes. The study confirmed that decider status is significant and that women 

who initiate divorce tend to be more optimistic and possibly more resilient. This difference 

echoes Amato’s (2000) finding that women who initiate divorce experience greater distress 

prior to the divorce, whereas non-initiators who don’t realise that divorce is imminent 

experience greater levels of distress after the divorce (Amato, 2000). 

 
The length of time since divorce differed significantly (1-29 months) for participants in 

Sakraida’s study (2005) and this may have had some bearing on her findings. Pettit and 

Bloom (1984) found that men and women who initiated divorce reported fewer problems 

compared to non-initiators, but that there were no significant differences between the two 

groups after an eighteen-month period. Sakraida (2005) does not specify which women 

divorced when, but previous studies that have examined divorce initiation status have found 

that people often alter their decider status over time. In order to save face, or alleviate guilt, 

both the ‘left’ and the ‘leaver’ may eventually report that the decision was mutual (Ahrons, 

2007: Braver et al., 1994). 

 

The financial implications of midlife divorce 
 

Divorcing in midlife has negative long-term financial implications for women (Hilton & 

Anderson, 2009). The median post-divorce income change for wives is –22 per cent, whereas 

for husbands it is +13 per cent (Jarvis & Jenkins, 1999). Income and employment increase a 

woman’s odds of divorce in midlife (Brown & Lin, 2012)); a finding which suggests that 

financial autonomy might encourage women to divorce, but Amato (2010) found that 

women’s income can make a positive contribution to marital quality by alleviating economic 

stressors (Sayer & Bianchi, 2000). However, money does make it easier for unhappily 

married women to exit an unhappy relationship (Schoen et al., 2002). 

 
Women who have not worked or who have had prolonged absences from the job market 

while raising children are disadvantaged, whereas women who are liberated, independent and 

financially self-sufficient have better psychological adjustment after divorce (Kurdek & 

Kennedy, 2001). Being part of the labour market has other protective benefits for women 
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too. McMunn et al., (2006), tracked the relationship between social roles and body mass 

index (BMI) in 1,563 women born in the UK in 1946. The women were assessed first at age 

26 and then again at age 53 in order to investigate whether social roles (employee, partner, 

mother) and health are explained by health selection into employment and parenthood. The 

study found that women who occupied multiples social roles were less likely to be obese, 

whereas women who were home makers and who didn’t work had the highest BMIs at 53 

and that this relationship increased with age. Previous research has found that in younger 

women (but not men), persistent obesity is associated with never having been gainfully 

employed, as well as not having a current partner (Viner & Cole, 2005). 

 

Theoretical frameworks for divorce 
 

Amato’s (2000) divorce-stress-adjustment model recognises that divorce is not a single event, 

but a series of transitions which can, over a period of months and years, create additional 

stress. Splitting assets, moving house, lower incomes, solo parenting, less contact with 

children and social isolation can be cumulatively detrimental to psychological and physical 

well-being. McDaniel and Coleman (2003) describe midlife divorce as “a complicated 

process consisting of multiple ceasing’s and new beginnings that take place over an extended 

period of time.” In their qualitative study of ‘women’s experiences of midlife divorce 

following long- term marriage’ they used Hagestad and Smyer’s (1982) and Bohannan’s six 

stations model (1970) as theoretical frameworks to understand how middle-aged women 

adjust to divorce and negotiate the transition to singlehood. 

 
Hagestad and Smyer (1982) classified the separations required to complete the divorce 

process as (1) emotional cathexis, (2) attachment to the spousal role, and (3) shared routines. 

Bohannan (1970) identified the divorce transition as six distinct separations, namely: 

emotional, legal, economic, coparental, community, and psychic divorce. Each of these 

separations can have their own individual time frame so, for example, the legal divorce may 

be complete, but the divorcee may not yet be emotionally detached. Bohannon’s model 

illustrates the multifaceted nature of the divorce process, but Hagestad & Smyer’s theory 

provides a better understanding of the psychological experience of divorce. In applying these 

theories to the five participants in their study, McDaniel and Coleman (2003) illustrate how 

the longer a marriage has lasted, the greater the number of bonds that need to be severed in 

order for complete separation to be realised. 
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Midlife divorce: the impact on wellbeing 

 
Studies of emotion and subjective wellbeing often find that people are affected by stressful 

life events for a period of time, but eventually they return to a baseline level of happiness 

(Frederick & Loewenstein, 1999: Suh, Diener, & Fujita, 1996). This is not necessarily true 

for people who divorce. Lucas (2005) carried out a quantitative study using existing data 

from Waves 1 through 18 of the German Socio-Economic Panel Study (GSOEP), a 

longitudinal study of German households that began in 1984. More than 30,000 respondents 

participated in at least 1 of the 18 waves and 845 participants divorced at some point after the 

first year. Because the study included data on life satisfaction, the authors were able to assess 

the impact that divorce had on satisfaction before, during and after the divorce. The authors 

found that men’s satisfaction dropped more sharply than women’s prior to divorce, but 

neither men, nor women, returned to baseline happiness unless they went on to remarry. The 

authors also noted that people who got divorced had lower levels of happiness to begin with. 

Lucas (2005) suggests that this finding supports a ‘selection effect’: and that it is not divorce 

that makes people unhappy, but unhappy people who make divorce, however the control for 

baseline happiness was measured at ‘three years prior to divorce’ and many women who are 

unhappily married deliberate divorce for five years or more (Montenegro, 2004). 

 
Allemand, Hill, & Lehmann (2015) tested for the selection effect in their study of divorce and 

personality development across middle adulthood. They wanted to establish whether 

personality changes in reaction to a divorce, or whether personality might predict divorce. 

Data from 526 middle-aged adults aged 42 – 46 who had taken part in the Interdisciplinary 

Longitudinal Study on Adult Development were assessed three times over a 12-year period. 

The study found a decrease in extraversion in the years following divorce, but the effect was 

modest, and the authors suggest that it is evidence of a socialisation, rather than a selection 

effect. After a divorce, people are focused on the challenges and constraints of their new role 

so there is greater focus on their internal world. Divorce can also disrupt social and familial 

networks, and this in itself limits opportunities for extraversion. 

 
Prigerson et al., (1999) examined the effects of marital dissolution and marital quality on 

health and health service use by comparing the mental and physical impact of divorce and 

separation against the experience of widowhood. The study used data from the longitudinal 
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‘Americans’ Changing Lives’ survey which had a nationally representative sample of people 

over the age of 25 and an oversampling of participants who were over the age of sixty. The 

study followed changes in 927 men and women who married in 1986 and specifically looked 

at 101 people who were either divorced (20), widowed (66) or separated (15) by the time of 

the follow-up study in 1989. Although the study had clear methodological problems because 

the sample was distorted by an excess of widows and the data only spanned three years, the 

authors found that widowhood was associated with worsened health, but not with greater 

health service use. In contrast, women who divorced were not more depressed, but they were 

more likely to access mental health services. The authors interpreted the lack of depression in 

divorced women in terms of agency. They proposed that although divorce is a stressful 

experience, it is often a choice, whereas widowhood involves the involuntary loss of a spouse 

(Prigerson et al., 1999). 

 
In 2019, Lin et al. expanded their research on grey divorce by exploring ‘Depressive 

Symptoms Following Later-life Marital Dissolution and Subsequent Repartnering’ (Lin et al., 

2019). The study, which aimed to assess whether divorce constitutes an acute crisis or a 

chronic strain, compared individuals who transitioned to divorce, or were widowhood, with 

individuals who remained married. The results showed that those who got divorced, or were 

widowed, experienced higher levels of depressive symptoms compared with those who 

remained married. It took about four years for divorce related depression to lift which is 

twice as long as would be expected based on the crisis model. For those who were bereaved 

recovery took up to eight years. Lin et al., (2019) suggest that grey divorce does not 

correspond to either the acute crisis or chronic strain models and propose instead, an 

alternative ‘convalescence model’ which describes a slow, gradual recovery from a weakened 

state (Lin et al., 2019). 

 
More recently, Tosi and Van Den Broek examined the impact of Gray divorce on mental 

health in the UK using data from nine waves (2009/2010–2017/2018) of the UK Household 

Longitudinal Study (UKHLS). In total they analysed the impact of marital break-up on the 

mental health of 909 adults aged 50+, and their results showed that depressive symptoms in 

this cohort increased in the years before divorce and during the divorce process, but post- 

divorce, depressive symptoms decreased and returned to approximately previous baseline 

levels between one and three years’ post-divorce. The study found that later-life divorce was 

more detrimental to mental health and lead to a slower recovery for parents than it was for 
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couples with no children (Tosi & Van Den Broek, 2021) 

 
Midlife divorce: the impact on families 

 
Because of the implications for society in general, and families in particular, divorce has been 

intensively researched from both a quantitative and a qualitative perspective. Research tends 

to frame divorce as a social problem because numerous quantitative studies have identified 

negative mental, physical, and financial consequences (Amato, 2000: Hughes & Waite, 2009: 

Steitz & Welker, 1991: Wickrama et al., 2006). Divorce is a unique life event because one 

single divorce, is experienced by two different people, who interpret the same sequence of 

events in entirely different, often opposing, ways (Radina, Hennon, & Gibbons, 2008). This 

makes it a very complex phenomenon and how adults and children are affected is determined 

by such a multitude of mental, physical, economic, educational, behavioural, and relational 

variables, that it is virtually impossible to construct a single unifying theory for divorce 

outcomes. 

 

The vast majority of research which has examined the impact of divorce on families has 

focused on psychological, familial and health outcomes for younger children (Amato, 2010: 

Wallerstein et al., 2001). Large-scale longitudinal studies confirm that although some 

children of divorce do experience a lower level of well-being than children living in 

continuously intact families, the effect size is weak (Amato & Keith, 1991). Although 

around 20% of divorces occur in couples married over 15 years (Cooney, 1994 ) there is 

surprisingly little research on the impact of mid and later life divorce on adult children. The 

most common theme emerging from existing studies is that of role reversal, or 

‘parentification’, where adult children are forced to take on roles and responsibilities that 

were previously manage by mothers in particular (Pett & Lang,1992: Jurkovic et al., 2001). 

Adult children of divorce also report being forced to take sides (Cooney, Smyer, Hagestad, & 

Klock, 1986) or to act as mediators between their parents (Campbell, 1995: Pryor, 1999). 

Most of the variability in adult children’s relationships with their parents after divorce relates 

to the divorce process itself rather than the quality of the marriage (Cooney, T. M., 

Hutchinson, M. K., & Leather, D. M., 1995). 

 
Later life parental divorce has been linked to lower relationship quality and contact in both 

the mother/adult child and father/adult child dyads: however, the effect is much stronger on 
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paternal relationships (Aquilino, 1994). The deterioration in parent/adult child relationships is 

not necessarily permanent. Qualitative research by Joleen Loucks Greenwood (2012) found 

that adult children whose parents divorced within the past 5 years were more likely to report 

having a strained parent– child relationship than those whose parents divorced more than 5 

years ago (Greenwood, 2012). Adult children of divorce have a 60% higher risk of 

developing depression compared to those whose parents are still married (Uphold-Carrier, & 

Utz, 2012). 

 
Post-Divorce Adjustment 

 
Although divorce is associated with negative mental, physical, social, and financial 

outcomes, particularly for women, it improves life satisfaction for women who have been in 

high conflict or low quality marriages (Bourassa et al., 2015). Using data from 1,638 

participants with an average age of 46.4 who had taken part in the ‘Midlife in the United 

States Study’, Bourassa et al., (2015) assessed marital quality, marital status, and life 

satisfaction in 1995 and then again in 2005. Interactions between marital quality, gender, and 

marital status established that women in the lowest quality marriages had higher levels of life 

satisfaction after divorce, compared to women who remained in lower quality marriages. In 

contrast, women in high quality marriages who divorced had lower levels of life satisfaction 

compared to women who remained happily married. 

 
Similarly, Amato and Hohmann-Marriott (2007) identified 509 couples who had participated 

in the National Survey of Families and Households and had separated between the two waves 

of the study. They sorted the couples into two groups: high distress and low distress, and 

found that after divorce, the high distress couples were happier than the low distress couples. 

Lorenz, Wickrama, & Elder (2006) used Amato’s (2000) divorce-stress-adjustment scale to 

assess the short-term and decade-long effects of divorce on 416 middle aged women, 

including 102 who had recently divorced. The women were part of the Iowa Midlife 

Transitions Project (MTP). They had an average age of 40 when the study began in the early 

1990s, and by 2001, 88% of them were aged between 45 and 56. The researchers found that 

between 1991 and 1994, the divorced women in the study experienced greater levels of 

psychological distress, but no health differences compared to married women. However, by 

2001, the incidence of ill health was significantly higher for divorced women, even after 

controlling for age, remarriage, education, income, and prior health (Lorenz, Wickrama, & 
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Elder, 2006). All the women in the study were mothers, but the divorced women had an 

income that was less than half that of the married women. The authors conclude that the toxic 

combination of psychological distress and stressful life events make divorced women more 

susceptible to ill health over time. Illness further escalates stress levels because it impedes the 

capacity to work and parent effectively. 

 

Post-Divorce Identity 
 

Because getting married involves creating a couple identity, divorce necessitates a reversal of 

that process. Divorce can be a point of reorganization for ‘who a woman is’ and ‘who she is 

not’ and in time, women recognise that they can be a good mother, a good friend, and a good 

provider even when the identity of “wife” is no longer available to them (Radina, Hennon, & 

Gibbons, 2008). Divorce can be a much more challenging process for women who have 

adhered to a very traditional gender role and the level of psychological distress that a woman 

experiences after midlife divorce is proportionate to the level of importance she attached to 

being a “wife” (DeGarmo & Kitson, 1996). There is consensus that the status of “wife’ is 

generally a positive identity change, but the status of ‘divorced’ is ambiguous and when it 

occurs in midlife, women are forced to redefine themselves at a time when all woman, 

married or not, are dealing with biological and physical changes which can either undermine 

their self-confidence, or liberate them from biological constraints. 

 
Colburn, Lin, & Moore’s (1992) mixed methods analysis explored gender differences with 

regard to cause of, and adjustment to, divorce in 268 participants aged between 25 and 34. 

The younger age of the sample means that the marriages in question were relatively short, but 

the study identified that men construct their new post-divorce identities in different ways. 

Men ‘changed’ their lives by changing their wives, and their post-divorce identity was 

created externally by forming a new intimate relationship. In contrast, women were more 

likely to locate change within themselves. They spoke positively about the advantages of 

becoming more independent and being free to do what they wanted to do without having to 

answer to anyone else. The authors suggest that women, unlike men, have an opportunity to 

change identity and modify their social roles as adults. They have the potential to move from 

dependence to a state of independence where they are allowed to become themselves 

(Colburn, Lin, & Moore, 1992). 
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This theme of rediscovering the self is explored in Gregson & Ceynar’s (2009) qualitative 

study of 31 divorced women. Their study addresses the issue of identity through the material 

changes that women make to themselves and their lives after divorce. In the aftermath of 

their divorces, all of the women described altering themselves so that they looked and felt 

different from their former married ‘self’. Getting a different hairstyle, losing weight, or even 

having a tattoo made the women feel better about their physical appearance and helped then 

to create new post-divorce identities. Rather than becoming a new person, the women 

described this process of transformation as a reclamation, a rediscovery of their former 

identity which had been relinquished during the marriage (Gregson & Ceynar, 2009). 

 

Although the women’s ages (28-66 years), and the time since their divorce (from 1 to 29 

years) varied wildly, the authors argue that this does not limit the validity of experiences that 

maintain their meaning and resonance over time. In a later study Ceynar & Gregson (2012) 

explored an aspect of post-divorce identity that is uniquely available to women. After divorce 

women who have taken their husband’s surnames have the opportunity to revert to their 

maiden name. The authors conducted a narrative analysis of 29 women’s post-divorce 

surname decisions. There is no defined legal framework to assist women with this decision 

and this adds to the ambiguity around how women should behave after divorce. In this study 

13 women out of a total of 21 who were mothers decided to keep their husbands’ surnames 

in order to minimise disruption for their children. For them, the married surname was a legal 

connection to their children which legitimised that relationship. The 18 women who chose to 

change their surname did so because they wanted autonomy and independence and returning 

to their maiden name was symbolic of a new beginning and the creation of a distinct post-

divorce identity (Ceynar & Gregson, 2012). 

 
For older women who are no longer caring for dependent children, divorce can be an 

opportunity for reinvention. In Baum et al’s (2005) quantitative study of changes in self- 

concept in 70 Israeli divorcees who had divorced in the previous two years, most of the 

women (77%) experienced an increase in both their self-concept and their level of 

satisfaction since the divorce. A small number reported no change and 19% had experienced 

a decline in satisfaction. The authors suggest that divorce forces women to become more 

independent (Baum et al., 2005). Becoming the head of the household and supporting the 

family increases both confidence and competence and the divorced women finds herself 

assuming roles that are valued as traditionally masculine. In contrast, men who divorce find 
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themselves immersed in duties such has cooking cleaning and childcare, jobs that have 

traditionally been socially devalued by their association with femininity (Diedrick, 1991). 

This might explain why explain why Shor, Roelfs, Bugyi & Schwartz’ (2012) meta-analysis 

of 104 studies with more than 600 million participants which found that the mean mortality 

risk for middle-aged men after divorce was substantively higher than the risk for middle-

aged women. 

 

Divorce Narratives 
 

One aspect of midlife divorce that has been overlooked is the way in which women construct 

post-divorce narratives as way of making sense of the experience. Divorce is a disruptive life 

event and the way in which women restore a sense of order to the chaos, is to create an 

account of the divorce experience that they can share with others. As Holstein and Gubrium 

(2000, p103) observe: “Narrators artfully pick and choose from what is experientially 

available to articulate their lives and experience. Yet, as they actively craft and inventively 

construct their narratives, they also draw from what is culturally available, storying their 

lives in recognizable ways” 

 
In telling her story, the divorced woman rarely chooses to cast herself as the villain. Women 

tend to construct stories which absolve them of responsibility and blame their ex‐spouse the 

breakdown of the marriage (Montenegro, 2014). Riessman (1990) proposed that the accounts 

given by divorcing women and men allowed them “to convince a listener who was not there 

that a marriage was seriously troubled, and that he or she was justified in leaving it”. In 

Wallerstein’s (1986) ten year follow up of 52 women who went through divorce in the early 

1970’s, more than half the women in the study claimed no responsibility at all for the 

breakdown of their marriage. Wallerstein also noted that the participants engaged in 

retrospective trivialisation of the serious issues that triggered the divorce. Narrative accounts 

allow women to make themselves the victim of external forces. This identity is one that 

women may find easier to adopt because it fits with cultural ideas of femininity and passivity. 

 
Women’s midlife divorce stories often include the disclaimer that flawed reasoning led to 

their decision to marry in the first place (Canham et al., 2014). Women describe ignoring 

warning signs because their desire to have the status of ‘married’ was stronger than intuitions 

about negative personal traits, or behaviours (Thomas & Ryan, 2008). Kayser & Rao (2006) 
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found that more 40% of unhappily married men and women had doubts about their decision 

within the first six months of marriage and a further 20% admitted that they had doubts 

within the first year. 

 
Moving On 

 
Although it is a life changing experience for everyone who experiences it, divorce presents 

particular age-specific stresses for the older woman. In a society that privileges youth, older 

women are marginalised. For example, studies of film, television and advertising consistently 

find that older women are grossly underrepresented and negatively stereotyped in 

comparison to men (Kessler et al., 2004). This ‘invisibility’ has a direct influence on explicit 

and implicit attitudes and beliefs about female ageing. 

 

Throughout history women have been valued in terms of their sexual attractiveness, whereas 

men have been valued in relation to their employment status (Maguire, 1995). This bias 

becomes more extreme in later life, so for the older woman, divorce disrupts much more than 

a marriage. The probability of remarriage for a woman who divorces after the age of fifty is 

much lower than it is for a divorced man of the same age or older. When Wallerstein (1986) 

conducted her study of women and divorce, not one of the 12 women who were over 40 at 

the time of their divorce had remarried ten years later (Wallerstein, 1986). In 1985, less than 

three in every hundred divorced women aged 45 to 64 remarried and in the intervening years, 

that figure has declined further (Uhlenberg et al., 1990). 

 
Because women live longer than men, the population of older women is much larger than the 

population of older men. In 1991, single older women outnumbered single older men by 

more than four to one (Steitz & Welker, 1991). This demographic imbalance means that 

women who would like to repartner after midlife divorce are fishing in a greatly diminished 

pool, and they are doubly disadvantaged by the fact that older men tend to date downwards. 

 
In 1990, it was estimated that by 2025, roughly 50% of all women would be single in old age 

(Uhlenberg et al. 1990). Since then, online dating and smartphone dating apps have 

revolutionised the opportunities for people meet new romantic or sexual partners. A survey of 

AARP members in 2012 revealed that 43% of men over 50 and 57% of women over 50 use 

online dating (AARP, 2012). However, when Gewirtz-Meydan and Ayalon (2018) examined 
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the dating profiles of older men and women, they found that men with grey hair and wrinkles 

were not judged by their physical appearance but older women who showed normal signs of 

aging such as wrinkles and grey hair were viewed as too old for dating (Gewirtz-Meydan & 

Ayalon, 2018). 

 
Although there is a lot of evidence that ageing is a romantic disadvantage for women, but not 

for men, when Miller et al., (2021) analysed data from the 2014 wave of the Singles in 

America survey they found that older women who divorce are less likely to look for a new 

relationship than men. They argue that researchers should avoid the assumption that aging is 

an issue of disadvantage, decline, and dysfunction for women and suggest that the desire to 

maintain autonomy, relinquish caretaking responsibilities and embrace independence and 

agency are equally viable explanations (Miller et al., 2021). 

 
Key Papers 

 
The following five papers each played an important role in helping me to define the structure 

of my main study. 

 
Lloyd, G. M., Sailor, J. L., & Carney, W. (2014). A phenomenological study of 
post-divorce adjustment in midlife. Journal Of Divorce & Remarriage, 
55(6), 441-450. doi:10.1080/10502556.2014.931757 

 
 

The purpose of this study was to understand the phenomenon of post-divorce adjustment for 

people in midlife. The research is important because well-being studies have shown that 

people who are divorced, or divorcing, have greater levels of anxiety and fear and are at 

higher risk of depression and suicide. There is also a higher incidence of murder, alcoholism, 

and accidental death in this demographic (Amato, 2010; Sakraida, 2008). Lloyd, Sailor, & 

Carney (2014) adopt a phenomenological approach to try and distil the essence of post- 

divorce adjustment because “life experiences cannot be reproduced in a research laboratory”, 

making them almost impossible to study using quantitative inquiry. 

 
The study is based on interviews with 8 women and 6 men and the data was analysed using 

Clark Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental phenomenological research model. This included 

epoche, phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, synthesis of texture and 
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structure, and an integration of the essence (Moustakas, 1994).” The participants in Lloyd, 

Sailor, & Carney’s (2014) study were all aged of 42 and 64 and had divorced a minimum of 2 

years earlier. 

 
The main themes of the study were ‘time, emotional pain, post-divorce parenting, and 

“starting over from ground zero, in both emotional wellbeing and material objects”. The 

study did not account for gender differences which seems odd since the process of post- 

divorce adjustment must be framed within the context it is experienced in. For example, the 

experience of a father who loses joint custody of a child is markedly different to the added 

responsibility that a mother might feel when she loses her spouse and co-parent. 

 

Although the stated aim of this paper was to try and understand the essence of post-divorce 

adjustment, the descriptions of the experience of divorce - from feelings of devastation and 

shock, to anger, grief, mourning and pain - are overwhelmingly negative and although one of 

the themes is ‘starting over’, there is very little emphasis on the positives that emerge from 

this particular theme. It is also clear from the selected quotes that several participants had 

remarried and found happiness, yet this fact is ignored. 

 
This study does, however, confirm that divorce is not a static experience. It is a state of 

transition: personal, physical, emotional, relational, financial, that begins with mourning the 

loss of the marriage. Adjustment was found to be a developmental process which involved 

going through several transitions and taking at least two years for the individual to adjust to 

life as an independent person 

 
The study involved a single ninety-minute interview, during which time, participants were 

asked to reflect on an experience, that had taken place at least two years earlier. The focus 

was on post-divorce adjustment yet the interviews, by necessity, jumped back to the time of 

the legal divorce, in order to benchmark the participant’s current emotional state. The 

obvious deficiencies in this study design confirmed the need for a longitudinal study which 

tracked a series of ‘present tense’ interviews which, over time, might better capture the 

transition from hot cognition during the divorce process to a more reflective state two years 

later. This was an important realisation and informed the structure of my main study. 
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Radina, M. E., Hennon, C. B., & Gibbons, H. M. (2008). Divorce and 
mid- and later life families: A phenomenological analysis with implications 
for family life educators. Journal Of Divorce & Remarriage, 
49(1-2), 142-170. doi:10.1080/10502550801973146 

 
 

Radina, Hennon & Gibbon’s (2008) phenomenological study is interested in how middle- 

aged people who are getting divorced make sense of their life worlds, and their social 

position as ‘divorced’ within this world. The study shows how divorce 

can be a point of reorganisation for who a woman is, and who she is not. She can still be a 

good mother and friend even though she is no longer a wife. She is a person who supports her 

family but is no longer “just a housewife.” This study contains a lot of useful information on 

the way in which people use language to craft an identity and how a socially constructed 

reality is often accomplished by talking with other people about the marriage, the affair, the 

divorce, and what it all means. 

 
This study explored the lived experiences of three middle-aged women and one middle-aged 

man who were experiencing divorce in mid-and later life. The authors employ 

phenomenology to understand how people “make sense” of their life worlds, and their social 

position as “divorced” within this world. Divorce is a difficult life event which can be bound 

up in feelings of guilt, shame and failure, Negative social stigma is still associated with 

divorce, and this is especially true for older people. The older a person is when they divorce, 

the more difficult they can find it to detach from previous lifestyles, and the newly divorced 

can perceive themselves as having more limited options for the future and a general 

uncertainty about what to do next (Hennon &Brubaker, 1994). 

 
The study presented four separate case studies which represented a typology of divorce in 

mid-and later life: career divorced, serial divorced, newly divorced, and interrupted career 

divorced. The case studies provide useful insights into the different ways that the same 

experience can be interpreted, however in casting such a broad net, it fails to find any 

common ground amongst the four participants. In my critique of the paper, I focus on the 

case study of Karen, who was married to Michael for 25 years before they finally divorced. 

Feelings of resentment between them had been building for about ten years, before they 

jointly came to an understanding that their marriage was essentially over. They agreed that 
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they would wait to separate for the sake of the children, but when they eventually decided to 

instigate the legal divorce, the process took two years. During that time Michael began a new 

relationship. When Karen found out she tried to commit suicide. 

 
In 2016, I had no idea how pertinent Karen’s story would prove to be to my own research, 

but this study certainly braced me for the possibility that investigating the experience of 

divorce might involve dealing with women who are in extreme emotional distress. Divorce is 

now such a common phenomenon that people are expected to ‘deal with it’, yet the impact it 

has on people’s wellbeing can be extremely profound. This study also confirmed to me the 

importance of strict homogeneity within my sample. Homogeneity doesn’t mean that findings 

are applicable generally, but purposive sampling limits the variables and makes it easier to 

assess psychological variability within emerging patterns of convergence and divergence. 

 
Brown, S., & Lin, I. (2012). The Gray Divorce Revolution: Rising Divorce 
Among Middle-Aged and Older Adults, 1990–2010. Journals of 
Gerontology Series B: Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences, 
67(6), 731-741. 

 
Although previous studies had already established the increased prevalence of divorce 

amongst the over fifties, Brown & Lin’s (2012) study was the first to quantify the incidence 

of midlife divorce at a specific time. Prior to this study, surveys or studies of divorced adults 

didn’t limit the time frame so the respondents might have divorced in the last twelve months 

but equally, they may have been divorced for decades. Brown and Lin measured the 

incidence of divorce amongst the over fifties between two specific time points, and in doing 

so, they were able to estimate incidence rather than prevalence. This finding is important 

because the rise in mid and later life divorce has been anticipated as a direct consequence of 

the baby boom behaviour in midlife. What Brown and Lin were able to show was that 

number of divorces in people over fifty was disproportionate and that in the US, in 2010, 

roughly 1 in 4 divorces - over 600,000 in a single year - occurred people over the age of fifty, 

a finding which, by itself, confirmed the need for more research into the predictors and 

consequences of later life divorce. 

 
This is a quantitative study; and was the first research paper to identify the fact that the 

divorce rate for people over the age of fifty had doubled in two decades. In fact Brown and 
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Lin are credited for coining the now widely used term ‘Gray Divorce”. What struck me 

about this paper was the fact that the incidence of divorce was 12% higher for women aged 

50 or older, than it was for men. This finding has serious implications for society because 

divorce splits assets, and in later life when people are beginning to retire this may increase 

the financial burden on the state because of a greater reliance on public services It is also 

likely to have an impact on adult children. 

 
Brown and Lin’s methodology is a little confusing because they were comparing data from 

two different sources - the ACS nationwide survey that began in 2000 and gathered data on 

demographic, economic, housing, and social characteristics of the U.S. population, and the 

US Vital Statistics Report which only collected data at five year intervals and discontinued 

data collection for marriages and divorces in 1996. The overall sample size was huge 

(N=2,276,936), but the authors acknowledge the study’s limitations and say that they aim to 

provide trend data and correlational evidence which should be interpreted with caution. 

 
Brown and Lin’s study remains important, but it leaves many questions unanswered. The 

authors relate the increase in female midlife divorce to economic independence, but they 

don’t consider the possibility that initiator status might be not a completely reliable indicator 

of divorce intent. Other research shows that many women who file for divorce do so because 

they don’t want to be filed against (Sakraida, 2005). The authors suggestion that financial 

autonomy might actually be encouraging women to get out of unhappy marriages merited 

further exploration, and this prompted me to explore income as n inclusion criteria in my 

main study. It also confirmed to me that a more detailed qualitative and experiential 

investigation of the motivations of women who divorce in midlife was required. 

 
Montenegro, X. P. (2004). The divorce experience: A study of divorce 
at midlife and beyond. Washington, DC: AARP Public Policy Institute. 

 
Montenegro’s AARP (2004) study provides a really valuable overview of midlife divorce and 

generates useful insights into the specific ways in which divorce differs for older people. It 

examines why older people divorce, how they cope and the impact that it has their well‐ 

being. It is also one of the only studies which looks at sexuality in mid and later life 

relationships after divorce. The paper also highlights the legacy effect of divorce and shows 
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how divorce became more common amongst the parents of baby boomer children. The study 

dates to 2004, so the 60-year-old participants were too old to be classified as Baby Boomers; 

only 30% of their parents had divorced whereas 39% of the parents 40-year-olds (Baby 

Boomers) had divorced. It also addresses the impact on adult children which is not something 

that is widely covered in academic research. 

 
Montenegro surveyed 581 men and 566 women ages 40 to 79 who had divorced at least once 

during their 40s, 50s, or 60s. The majority, about 73 percent, divorced in their 40s. About one 

in five (22%) divorced in their 50s, while 4 percent divorced in their 60s or older. Although 

this was the biggest study of its kind at the time, the sample is relatively small considering 

that it is meant to be nationally representative. A sample of about four thousand would have 

given the results greater validity. 

 
The study identified a number of issues which merit further research. For example, one 

assumes that older children are less affected by divorce than younger ones but in 

Montenegro’s study 46% of participants said that their children had a negative reaction to 

their divorce. More than half (57%) had dependent children under 18 years old at the time 

they divorced and 56% of men and 36% women said that their children were either somewhat 

or very upset about their divorce. Around 17% of participants in the study waited five or 

more years to divorce and of those, 43 percent said that they stayed married because of the 

children. Men (58%) were also more likely than women (37%) to say that they stayed 

married in order to protect their children, a finding that may reflect the gender inequity that is 

inherent in custodial arrangements. Mothers of younger children can safely presume that they 

will be awarded the lion’s share of custody. Although things are gradually changing men 

cannot assume that they will be awarded joint custody of their children and therefore, divorce 

risks alienating men from their children. 

 
If men are penalised with regard to custody, women are penalised financially. The women in 

Montenegro’s study were several times more likely to say they had to prepare financially 

(27% women versus 6% men). A total of 37 percent of women divorcees had been thinking 

about getting divorced for at least five years but had postponed it for financial reasons. This 

study also showed that the older a woman is, the more difficult it is for her to deal with 

divorce. This is largely because older women have fewer options - in terms of employment, 
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romance, or even socially. They are more likely to say that their “divorce was more difficult 

than a major illness” and they recognise that they have less chance of remarriage. 

 
Montenegro’s study had some very interesting findings, but it only scratched the surface of 

the issues it raised. The issues concerning the impact on children were curious, but the 

findings were confounded by the fact that 57% of the participants had dependent children 

under the age of 18 years old at the time of their divorce. Divorce is much more likely to 

affect younger children, particularly if they are still living in the family home. To remove this 

factor so that my study could focus exclusively on the experiences of women, I decided to 

only recruit female participants who had children over the age of 18, who were either away at 

university or living independently. 

 
Duffy, M. E., Thomas, C., & Trayner, C. (2002). Women's reflections 
on divorce— 10 years later. Health Care For Women 
International, 23(6/7), 550-560. doi:10.1080/07399330290107313 

 
 

This study is very interesting because it was the final part of a longitudinal study which 

examined the long-term effects of divorce for women. Most longitudinal studies are relatively 

time limited, but divorce is a seismic life event so the ten year window that his study 

involved gave the participants real time to get over the trauma of divorce and build new lives 

for themselves. The study, which involved 95 women who had divorced a decade earlier, 

assessed how the women’s divorce had affected their self-esteem, control, life assessment, 

and how their lives had been in the ten years since the last study. The study revealed how 

gender roles within the marriage had an impact on who well women coped after divorce and 

how women who had worked tended to fare better. 

 
In the first study, which focused on the immediate crises of adjustment to divorce, the 

women felt they were doing reasonably well. Ten years later, 73.7% of the women reported 

that their lives were better than they were 10 years previously, and 25% felt the same or 

worse. Fewer than half the women had remarried, and of those who did, 10 had divorced for 

a second time. About a quarter of the women in the study never moved on or got their lives 

back on track. The study identified that women with traditional sex role attitudes 

experienced a less positive adjustment to divorce and their commitment to the traditional 
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identity of wife and mother impeded their ability to adapt to the altered family configuration. 

Divorce impels women to become breadwinners and working outside the home and for many 

women this leads to an increase in self-esteem and agency, as well as easing financial 

anxieties. In this study income was significantly correlated with self-esteem, control, and life 

assessment. 

 
This paper shows how perceptions of wellbeing and the way a woman responds to divorce is, 

to some degree, determined by how closely she adhered to traditional gender roles within the 

marriage. It also suggests that women who work while they are married may find it easier to 

adjust post-divorce. To extend and test these findings I decided to strategically recruit women 

from both demographic groups; women who had worked during their marriages, and women 

who had been stay at home parents, for my main study. 

 

Conclusion 
 

This literature review confirms the need for a more detailed qualitative, experiential and 

longitudinal investigation of female divorce in midlife. IPA is the ideal research method 

because as Lloyd, Sailor, & Carney (2014) say “life experiences cannot be reproduced in a 

research laboratory”. Most existing studies of divorce are either retrospective or use historic 

datasets which just happen to have captured relevant data. In contrast my main study will 

capture the complete divorce transition in real time; something which has not been before. It 

is important research because the divorce rate for people over the age of fifty has doubled in a 

decade. This is a consequential change, and one that disproportionately affects women; the 

median post-divorce income change for wives is –22 per cent, whereas for husbands it is +13 

per cent (Jarvis & Jenkins, 1999). 

 
Women aged between 50 and 65 were born at the tail end of the post war baby boom and 

many grew up believing in very traditional gender role ideologies. Duffy, Thomas & 

Trayner’s (2002 study of how women reflect on divorce ten years after the experience 

identified that how a woman responds to divorce is, to some degree, determined by how 

closely she adhered to traditional gender roles within the marriage and that women who work 

while they are married may find it easier to adjust post-divorce. To extend and test these 

findings I will explore differences between participants who worked during their marriages, 
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and those who were stay at home parents. 

 
Employment gives women financial and psychological autonomy and Hilton & Anderson 

(2009) found that women with higher levels of self-worth were more likely to divorce. Brown 

& Lin’s (2012) study of ‘Gray Divorce’ also related the increase in female midlife divorce to 

economic independence and suggested that financial autonomy might actually be 

encouraging women to get out of unhappy marriages. This has prompted me to use income, 

rather than past or present employment status, as an inclusion criteria in my main study. 

 

Midlife is a time when women are subject to multiple stressors as they cope with the multiple 

demands of menopause, adolescent children, employment, and ageing parents, stressors that 

can exacerbate conflict in any marriage. Montenegro’s (2004) study of divorce at midlife and 

beyond, found that divorce is much more likely to affect children who are still living in the 

family home. To remove this factor so that my study could focus exclusively on the 

experiences of women, I decided to only recruit female participants who had children over 

the age of 18, who were either away at university or living independently. 

 
There is surprisingly little research into the impact of parental divorce on adult children who 

are not co-resident with either parent. Most of the variability in adult children’s relationships 

with their parents after divorce seems to relate to the divorce process itself rather than the 

quality of the marriage (Cooney, T. M., Hutchinson, M. K., & Leather, D. M., 1995) and the 

most common complaints seem to be being forced to take sides (Cooney, Smyer, Hagestad, 

& Klock, 1986) or to act as mediators between their parents (Campbell, 1995: Pryor, 1999). 

However, adult children of divorce have a 60% higher risk of developing depression 

compared to those whose parents are still married (Uphold-Carrier, & Utz, 2012). 

 
Assessing the psychological impact on women going through the divorce process will 

obviously be important. People who are divorced, or divorcing, have greater levels of anxiety 

and fear and are at higher risk of depression and suicide. There is also a higher incidence of 

murder, alcoholism, and accidental death in this demographic (Amato, 2010; Sakraida, 2008). 

People who divorce also experience higher levels of depressive symptoms and it takes about 

four years for them to subside (Lin, Brown, Wright & Hammersmith., 2019). Divorce is more 

detrimental and lead to a slower recovery for parents than it was for couples with no children 
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(Tosi, Van Den Broek, 2021). Although I will be interviewing the women between six 

months and year post divorce, an interview at two and five years post-divorce would 

probably be advisable to complete the study. 

 
I expect that identity will be a strong theme for the women in this study because midlife 

divorce can clearly be a point of reorganisation for who a woman is, and who she is not. 

Getting older also makes women more conscious of personal goals. Midlife is a ‘pinnacle 

time’ or a time for a life review and a review of marital satisfaction (Sakraida, 2005). Once 

the women are divorced, repartnering is also likely to feature. I am curious as to how dating 

apps will help, or hinder, the women in their efforts to move on. 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 
 

Qualitative Research Methods 
Psychology has only been recognised as an independent discipline for about 150 years, 

however psychological speculation and even empirical research can be traced back to the 

ancient Greek philosophers Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. This is what the German 

psychologist Hermann von Ebbinghaus meant when, in 1908, he famously wrote that 

‘psychology has a long past, but a short history’ (Brinkmann, 2015). The emergence of 

structured qualitative research methodologies is much more recent. In 1940, the Social 

Science Research Council tasked Gordon Allport with appraising how “personal documents” 

were being used as source materials in psychological research. Two years later Allport 

published a report which counted 200 to 300 psychological authors who had employed 

qualitative data in research, yet less than a dozen had given any account of methodological 

issues as sampling, observer reliability, validity, and objectivity. 

 
At the time, Allport probably wasn’t aware of the young psychologist John C. Flanagan, but 

his contribution to qualitative methodology is important. Flanagan joined the US Army Air 

Forces in 1941, one year before Allport’s report was published. The US was on the verge of 

joining World War II and they only had 51,000 pilots. Flanagan’s job was to devise a set of 

tests that would help the US air force to identify which recruits had the qualities required to 

become combat pilots. In the winter of 1943, Flanagan and his team conducted the first large- 

scale, systematic data gathering exercise, which involved asking combat veterans to report on 

witnessed Officer behaviours which had helped, or hindered, on bombing missions. Several 

thousand combat reports were collected and analysed, and the resulting set of descriptive 

categories provided an objective and factual definition of what Flanagan called the “critical 

requirements” of effective combat leadership. By 1945 the US air force had 2. 3 million 

pilots, and Flanagan was awarded the Legion of Merit for his contribution to the war effort. 

Flanagan’s ‘Critical Incident Technique’ is one of the first ever papers to document a set of 

well-defined procedures for the collection of empirical real-world accounts of actual 

situations in order to yield new, ecologically valid knowledge. 
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By the 1960s, psychologists such as Amedeo Giorgi, who had been trained in quantitative 

research methods, were acknowledging the need for rigorous qualitative research methods. At 

Duquesne University, Giorgi developed a set of qualitative methods for phenomenological 

psychology. By 1967, the publication of Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss’ ‘The Discovery 

of Grounded Theory’, provided a detailed guide for conducting research using grounded 

theory. Language is obviously crucial for all qualitative analysis and the emergence of 

Jonathan Potter and Margaret Wetherell’s discourse analysis (1987) provided a new analytic 

tool for qualitative research methods rooted in language. At the same time Sarbin (1986), 

Bruner (1986) and Polkinghorne (1988) were developing epistemological and methodological 

guidelines for narrative inquiry. Finally, in 1996, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

(IPA) was defined as a qualitative research method in Jonathan A. Smith’s position paper in 

the peer reviewed journal Psychology and Health (1996, Vol.11, pp 261-271). Since its 

inception, IPA has rapidly become one of the best known and most commonly used qualitative 

methodologies in psychology (Smith, 2011). 

 
In a relatively short space of time, qualitative research has become a very broad church. 

Whilst all qualitative methods share a concern with human experience and meaning making, 

they differ in terms of their ontological, anthropological, epistemological assumptions, the 

types of research questions they address, the way they collect data, how they analyse it and 

the types of insights they can generate on the basis of that analyses. Despite their diversity, 

qualitative methods are united by the fact that they provide an alternative to the classical 

model of quantitative scientific research. Broadly speaking, qualitative approaches ask 

questions that are designed to elicit explanations. Therefore, qualitative research tends to 

generate data that is textual, rather than numerical, and it provides descriptions of 

phenomena, rather than, for example, counting their occurrences. 

 
Most qualitative methods rely on semi-structured interviews as a way of gathering data, 

although written accounts, diaries, or narrative content analyses, focus groups, or 

naturalistic conversations can also be used. In contrast, quantitative research examines 

cause and effect relationships without directly engaging with the phenomenon being 

studied. Theoretically, this is supposed to ensure objectivity and ecological validity, but 

that is open to debate. 

 

Qualitative research is primarily interested in the ‘person’, but it acknowledges that 
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individuals cannot be known through, or separated from their context. Rather than proving 

something that is already known, or suspected, qualitative research aims to generate new 

understandings of how individuals, or groups, extract, construct, present and communicate 

the ‘meaning’ of their experiences. To do this, qualitative researchers must get as close as 

possible to the phenomenon being studied. Because qualitative research is more hands on, 

rigour, validity and quality are dependent on the skills of the researcher. Face to face 

interviews mean that the interviewer is tasked with ethical responsibility for the wellbeing 

of the subject, whilst simultaneously attempting to create rapport and remain alert to 

personal subjectivity. 

 
Although qualitative research does not make claims that can be extrapolated to populations, 

it’s results can increase understanding of specific or homogenous population groups. Because 

it prioritises human experience, health professionals were amongst the first to recognise the 

benefits of using scientifically valid qualitative methods in general, and IPA in particular, to 

learn from the experiences of their patients. In fact, by 2011, 25% of the IPA corpus that had 

been published in respected, peer reviewed journals was related to the experience of patient 

illness, and the second largest domain was mental health/clinical and counselling psychology 

(Smith, 2011). 

 
In health psychology, qualitative methods have generated new and important insights into the 

experiences of dialysis patients, victims of cardiac arrest, or gay men with HIV. At an 

experiential level qualitative research has increased understanding of the experience of 

becoming a new mother or losing a spouse. My initial study on ‘How middle-aged women 

with an empty nest make sense of marital conflict?’ uses Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA) and my main study ‘How do women with an empty nest make sense of 

midlife divorce and does income impact experience or outcome?’ uses Longitudinal 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, (LIPA). 

 
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (lPA) 
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was first defined as a qualitative research 

method in Jonathan A. Smith’s position paper in Psychology and Health (1996, Vol.11, pp 

261-271). At the time, the opposing forces of social cognition and discourse analysis still 

dominated British social psychology. However Jerome Bruner, “the godfather of cognitive 
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psychology” (Popkewitz, 2013), had already publicly acknowledged his loss of faith in 

what he called “reductionist behaviourism and reductionist computationalism” (Bruner, 

1992). 

Bruner was not the first to decry the limitations of the ‘science’ of psychology. In 1894, 

Windelband had differentiated between a nomothetic approach which resulted in statements 

referring to “that which always is” and an idiographic approach which resulted in statements 

referring to "that which once was" (Windelband, 1894 quoted in Hermans, 1988). And at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, the philosopher William James had identified the 

fundamental significance of individual differences: 

 
“in every concrete individual there is a uniqueness that defies all formulation. We can feel 

the touch of it and recognize its taste, so to speak, relishing or disliking as the case may 

be, but we can give no ultimate account of it, and have, in the end simply to admire the 

Creator (James, 1911, p.20) 

 
Bruner argued that a scientific psychology which refused to accept what people ‘say’ as a 

basis for determining their intentional state, also failed to recognise how “common actions 

and common meanings are negotiated in cultural transaction” (Bruner,1992). In contrast, 

Potter and Wetherell (1987) challenged the assumption that verbal reports could illuminate 

underlying cognitions and proposed that they were, in fact, behaviours in their own right. In 

‘Beyond Attitudes and Behaviour’, they argue that what people say is largely contingent on 

where, when, and why, they are saying it, and so the primary concern for the discourse 

analyst is to find out what ‘that which is being said’ is, in effect, ‘trying to do.’ 

 
Smith recognised that IPA could potentially mediate between social cognition and discourse 

analysis whilst, at the same time, privileging the individual. With its theoretical roots in 

phenomenology (Giorgi, 1985), IPA shared a commitment to both the mind and cognition, as 

well as context and language. IPA also drew on theoretical ideas from hermeneutics (Palmer, 

1969), ideography (Allport, 1937) and engagement with subjective experience and personal 

accounts (Harré, Van Langenhove & Smith, 1995). Although it is a practical and structured 

research method, IPA has direct links to an extensive intellectual history in the social 

sciences. 
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Phenomenology 

 
Phenomenology, or the study of ‘phenomena’, is primarily concerned with how people 

perceive phenomena within certain contexts, at different times and in particular states of 

mind. IPA is phenomenological because it is concerned with an individual’s personal 

perception or account, of an object, an event, or an experience but it acknowledges that it is 

impossible to produce an objective statement about any of those things. The philosophy of 

phenomenology is primarily credited to the German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859- 

1938) who proposed an alternative philosophy of consciousness. Husserl considered 

intentionality to be the “fundamental property of consciousness” and he argued that 

‘consciousness’ and the ‘object of consciousness’ are so enmeshed that there is an intentional 

and reciprocal relationship between the phenomena that is being seen, felt, remembered, or 

evaluated, and the awareness of, or attention to, that phenomena. Husserl used the example of 

an apple tree in bloom to distinguish the difference between object and experience. If the tree 

is the object of perception, looking is the act of perception and the perception itself is what 

the apple tree in flower means to us. The phenomenological researcher is not interested in the 

actual tree, but in the sense of the tree and how the individual experiences it when they 

perceive it. 

 
Phenomenology then, is focused on subjective experience and the way in which people 

consciously interpret their own lifeworld, and actively construct meaning from experience. 

However, Husserl also understood that our capacity to understand the experience of a specific 

phenomenon well enough to be able to identify its essential features, was complicated by our 

tendency to assume, to predict, and to classify. In order to escape our “natural attitude”, 

Husserl urged researchers to adopt a phenomenological attitude by consciously and 

intentionally bracketing distractions, or the things we take for granted, so that, through 

reflection and repeated analysis, we can distil the essential essence of the experience. Husserl 

understood that the only objective knowledge that we can possibly have is that which is 

mediated through our consciousness, and because objects, and events, cannot be separated 

from the way in which they are experienced, in order to truly access the phenomenon, 

Husserl urged the researcher to “return to the things themselves”. 
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Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), who was a student of Husserl’s, also accepted that the person 

and the context could never be separated. Heidegger recognised that no ‘thing’ is ever 

revealed as any ‘thing’ until we encounter it, and it is therefore brought into meaningful 

existence (Polt, 2006). After all, if we never saw that tree in bloom, how could we be certain 

it exists? Heidegger described this relationship between subject and object as ‘Dasein’ which 

means ‘there being’ or ‘being there’. Dasein describes how our nature is to “be there, always 

somewhere, always located and always amidst and involved with some kind of meaningful 

context” (Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 2006). Heidegger argued that it was impossible for us to 

escape subjectivity and impose meaning on objects in the world, because we are, ourselves, a 

fundamental part of the meaningful world. Similarly, he believed that it was impossible for 

people to bracket themselves and their assumptions entirely, because all experience is 

embodied and so it is impossible to transcend ourselves completely. Although IPA 

researchers accept that it is not always possible to bracket assumptions entirely, IPA is 

phenomenological because it is committed to “exploring experience in its own terms” (Smith, 

Flowers & Larkin, 2009). However, at the same time, IPA acknowledges that experience is 

an “in-relation-to’ phenomenon, it is not really a property of the individual” (Smith et al., 

2009). 

 

Hermeneutics 
 

IPA is guided by phenomenological methodologies that require the researcher to describe, 

rather than to explain a phenomenon, and to ground everything in the data, rather than 

imposing theoretical frameworks to make sense of what has been uncovered. However IPA 

adds an additional layer of interpretation which is philosophically rooted in hermeneutics, the 

science of interpretation. Historically, hermeneutics has been concerned with the relationship 

between the context within which a text has been produced, and the context within which it is 

interpreted. The philosopher Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) proposed it as a way of 

accommodating both a grammatical, and a psychological, interpretation (Smith, 2007) of a 

given text. He argued that the techniques and intentions of the writer impress a particular 

interpretation upon a text and that interpretation subsequently becomes available to the 

reader. However, the reader’s subsequent interpretation must also incorporate the context, the 

‘historical genesis’, in which the writer’s text was first produced. The aim for the reader 

then, is to understand the writer as well as the text, and in doing so, Schleiermacher believed 

that the interpretative process could provide the researcher with 'an understanding of the 
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utterer better than he understands himself (quoted in Smith, 2007). 

 
IPA involves a detailed examination of both the lived experience and the way in which 

people make sense of that experience, yet at the same time, IPA acknowledges 

that “investigating how events and objects are experienced and given meaning requires 

interpretative activity on the part of the researcher” (Eatough, Smith & Shaw, 2008, p.8). 

Because the hermeneutic relationship between the ‘interpreter’ and the ‘interpreted’ is not 

unilateral, the researcher must be reflexive about their role in eliciting, transcribing, and 

interpreting the participant’s story. This engagement between the researcher making sense of 

the participant, and the participant making sense of their experience echoes Heidegger’s 

‘hermeneutic circle’, but IPA actually proposes a double hermeneutic, since the interpretive 

process also involves the researcher making sense of the participant making sense of their 

own experience. 

 

Idiography 
 

Because IPA privileges the individual it is also theoretically informed by idiography. The 

word idiographic was resurrected by Gordon Allport (1937) to indicate a concern for that 

which is specific to the individual case. Allport argued that psychology had become too 

preoccupied with nomothetic, and it needed to place greater emphasis on the variables and 

processes that happened within the person. The classic nomothetic approach proposed that 

broad generalisations about all people could provide adequate explanations and predictions 

for the behaviour of both the group, and the individual (Levy 1970). In contrast, ideography 

was considered to be “antiscience” (Nunally, 1967), because it encouraged description and 

discouraged the search of general laws. 

 
Allport illustrated the failure of statistical probabilities to illuminate the particular with this 

example: 

 
“Suppose we take John, a lad of 12 years, and suppose his family background is poor, his 

father was a criminal: his mother rejected him: his neighbourhood is marginal. Suppose 

that 70% of the boys having a similar background become criminals. Does this mean that 

John himself has a 70% chance of delinquency? Not at all. John is a unique being with a 

genetic inheritance all his own: his life experience is his own. His unique world contains 
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influences unknown to the statistician: perhaps an affectionate relation with a certain 

teacher, or a wise word once spoken by a neighbour. Such factors may be decisive and 

may offset all average probabilities. There is no 70 per cent chance about John. He either 

will or will not become delinquent. Only a complete understanding of his personality, of 

his present and future circumstances, will give us a basis for pure prediction” 

(Allport, 1962, p.279) 
 
 

Allport believed that "the outstanding characteristic of man is his individuality" (Allport, 

1937). He recognized that idiographic research needed to consider universal norms, group 

norms and idiosyncratic norms, but argued that the idiosyncratic had been largely overlooked 

(Harré, Van Langenhove & Smith, 1995). He suggested that prediction, understanding, and 

control were attainable scientific goals, even in the handling of a single case. Smith too, 

makes an argument for the importance of the single case. He suggests that if an individual 

account seems so rich that it can capture the ‘essence’ of an experience in its own right, then 

it merits more detailed investigation. 

 
Good IPA aims to achieve the kind of rich and in depth understanding of unique entities, 

events and trends that is not possible in nomothetic research, however it does so on the 

understanding that the personal can also shed light on the universal. Smith (2004) argues that 

'the very detail of the individual can bring us closer to significant aspects of a shared 

humanity' (Smith, 2004). 

 
“The particular eternally underlies the general, the general eternally has to comply with 

the particular” (Goethe quoted in Hermans, 1988) 

 

Meaning making in IPA 
 

The focus of IPA is on understanding people’s lived experiences, but it accepts that what 

people “say” is the route into that experience. However the “handy umbrella-word 'saying' 

covers a wide variety of different things” (Ryle, 1968), therefore, the IPA researcher’s 

understanding of what is being ‘said’, adds a necessary layer of interpretation that 

participants might be “unlikely, unable or unwilling to see or acknowledge themselves” 

(Smith, 2004). In IPA research, the emphasis is on achieving a detailed understanding of how 

particular people, in a specific context, understand certain phenomena, but experience is, in 
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itself, a complex concept. The verb is defined as ‘to encounter an event’, as well as, ‘to feel 

an emotion, or sensation’, whereas the noun, is explained as ‘an event or occurrence which 

leaves an impression on someone.’ Experience can explain phenomena at a micro 

(breathing), or macro (chronic asthma) level. Experience’ can be positive or negative. It can 

occur by accident or by design. It can be a one-off off incident, or a daily ritual. Most 

experiences of ‘living’ don’t demand our focused attention, but the ones that enter our 

consciousness, and affect our life world, are ‘phenomena’ worthy of investigation. 

 
A criticism that has been levelled at qualitative research in general, and IPA in particular, is 

the fact that the analysis of any narrative account is determined by the interpretation of the 

researcher (Gyollai, 2019), who may, in turn, use language to construct their own version of 

what has been said. All phenomenological or interpretive descriptions can be challenged and 

different explanations are always possible (Anderson 1991) but Smith (2009) stresses that 

IPA never seeks to find a single truth. Rather, it aims to provide a narrative that is acutely 

attentive to the words and meaning making of the participant, such that it resonates or 'strikes 

a chord' with the reader (Van der Zalm and Bergum 2000). 

 
IPA integrates several mechanisms to ensure the validity of its interpretations. Being strongly 

connected to hermeneutics, IPA acknowledges that the participants experience is not directly 

accessible and so the researcher is involved in a double hermeneutic as they attempt to “make 

sense of the participant making sense of their personal and social world” (Smith 2004, p.20). 

The IPA researcher’s is bound by the participant’s capacity to tell their story and their own 

capacity to interpret it but in the pursuit of validity, Yin (1989) also advocates using an audit 

trail. This involves the researcher organising the data in such a way that an independent 

observer could follow a logical step-by-step path through a chain of evidence that starts with 

their initial notes, through to the proposal, the interview schedule, the audio tapes, the 

interview transcripts, the tables and themes, the draft reports, and the final document. The 

audit is, of course, hypothetical, but the discipline ensures that the researcher, and anyone 

else, can check the rigour of their claims. 

Eliciting new insights: The power of IPA 
 

This resonance is, I feel, what defines the best IPA research. The hermeneutic relationship 

between the researcher interpreting the participant’s own exploration creates a dynamic that 

leaves both participant and researcher with novel understandings of the phenomena. One of 
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the best examples of this is Flowers, Smith, Sheeran and Beail’s study ‘Health And 

Romance: Understanding Unprotected Sex In Relationships Between Gay Men’. It was the 

first IPA paper that I ever read, and it demonstrates, unarguably, the power of this research 

method to reveal the hidden nuances of human behaviours. Published in 1997, the study 

predated anti-retroviral therapy. Aids was still a death sentence and health educators were 

confused by the fact that men were using condoms for casual sex yet failing to do so in 

committed relationships. In order to work out why this was happening, the researchers asked 

twenty working class gay men from a small South Yorkshire town why, in the light of such a 

significant health threat, they continued to engage in unprotected sex? The answer sent 

shivers down my spine: 

 
“but if we really loved somebody and that’s what you wanted to do, even if you knew they 

were HIV, I think that would even come into the equation, if you know, if you were 

wanting, you know, wanting to die with somebody, or even if you loved somebody that 

much I suppose, wanting somebody’s virus inside’em. You know they’ve got it then you 

want it as well (pause) sort of thing.” (Dan, p.9) 

 
Dan equates unprotected sex with loving someone so much that you want to die with them. It 

is not an isolated sentiment. Like all good IPA, this theme is robust and well evidenced: 

 
“No, it just feels better. It feels nice because he’s trusting me. Like my life’s in his hands 

and his life’s in my hands” (Brent, p.8) 

 
“You know you’re showing the partner of how much you trust them, especially if you don’t 

use a condom.” (Neil, p.8) 

 

This rationale of HIV as an expression of romantic commitment provided new and radical 

insight into the ways that gay men were beginning to construct meaning around HIV and it 

confirmed the importance of qualitative research when trying to understand risk from the 

perspective of a person, rather than a health care provider. Flowers et al.’s (1997) paper is 

also a good illustration of the way in which IPA’s commitment to ideography can really 

capture the ‘essence’ of a complex experience. It’s focus on people, and its authentic concern 

with how they make sense of, or derive meaning from, their life experiences, makes it a 
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particularly effective way in to awkward, or difficult subjects. 

 
IPA reveals how people make sense of, and derive meaning from, specific events, or 

experiences by asking and answering two distinct questions. IPA’s phenomenological 

underpinnings explore the participants concerns in terms of ‘how has this person understood 

this phenomenon’? IPA’s interpretive component contextualises the participant’s claims 

within a psychological framework and asks, ‘what does the phenomenon mean for this person 

in this context’? The outcome provides new insight which have been gleaned in their entirety 

from the participants understanding of, and engagement with, the phenomenon. IPA accepts 

that people are, of course, influenced by the social and political constraints of the world they 

live in, however, IPA maintains that it is still possible to access, distil and interpret the 

participant’s personal perceptions in order to gain unique insights into their ‘lived 

experience.’ 

 
IPA is an inductive approach which understands that the participants are the experts in the 

specific phenomena being investigated and that they have been purposely recruited for their 

expertise. However, the IPA researcher knows that there is no direct route to ‘pure’ 

experience, so the best we can hope for is to get “experience close rather than experience far” 

(Smith, 2011). Because “access to experience is both partial and complex” (Smith, 1996) 

there is no such thing as a genuinely first-person account. The account given is constructed 

between the participant and the researcher, so the initial objective is to produce an informed 

description which tries to get as close to the participants point of view as possible. The 

secondary objective is to develop a more overtly interpretive understanding. This second 

order account positions the participants ‘sense making’ activities (Smith and Osborn, 2003) 

within the extant literature and includes a wider social, cultural, and theoretical perspective. 

 

IPA takes account of the fact that an individual’s personal perspective is shaped by their 

physical presence in the world. Merleau Ponty (1908-1961) described this interdependent 

relationship between psychological make-up and physical presence as ‘embodiment’. He 

argued that “the body is no longer conceived as an object in the world, but as our means of 

communication with it” (Merleau Ponty, 1962). Smith (1996) suggests that IPA 

acknowledges “a chain of connection between embodied experience, talk about that 

experience and a participant’s making sense of, and emotional reaction to, that experience”. 
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Because IPA works best when it addresses a definable experience, it has a particular interest 

in understanding what happens when a person’s ordinary world is unexpectedly altered. This 

has made it a particularly useful tool in the field of health psychology it and it has been used 

extensively to explore the meaning and impact of illness, or treatment, on quality of life for 

the affected individual. Life transitions, identity, and psychological distress, as well as issues 

to do with sex and sexuality have also become important IPA research areas (Smith, Flowers 

& Larkin, 2009). 

 
IPA is a versatile method that can explore experiences that are historic or current, one-off, or 

longitudinal, but its empathic stance towards mind and body means that IPA has proved to be 

particularly useful in helping to answer very particular questions such as ‘How Does The 

Implantation Of A Ventricular Assist Device Impact Patients' Bodies And Lives’? (Chapman, 

Parameshwar, Jenkins, Large, and Tsui (2007), or ‘Doing The Right Thing For One’s 

Children: Deciding Whether To Take The Genetic Test For Huntington’s Disease As A 

Moral Dilemma’ (Smith, Stephenson, Jacobs, and Quarrell, 2013). IPA can also be highly 

effective when there is no clear research question, however it is at its best when it used to 

explore topics that involve ‘hot-cognition’ – subjects that are of existential importance to the 

participant (Smith & Shinebourne, 2012). 

 
Although most IPA studies focus on small homogenous groups, if a single account is rich 

enough, IPA can be generated from just one case, and certainly, within health psychology, 

IPA studies can parallel the traditional medical case study in providing unique insights into 

unusual presentations. Most IPA studies involve a small group of participants who have 

shared experience of a specific phenomenon, although they can also be carried out with focus 

groups, or through the use of written recordings such as diaries. Smith advocates small 

homogenous samples as a way of reducing the number of extraneous variables and 

concentrating the focus on the phenomena under investigation (Smith, 2009). 

 

Validity and Quality in IPA 
 

Jonathan Smith’s paper (2011) ‘Evaluating the contribution of interpretative 

phenomenological analysis’ provides a useful table outlining the core ingredients for what 

makes a good IPA paper. The number one priority is a clear focus. Smith encourages 
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researchers resist the temptation to try and do everything, and to concentrate instead, on 

understanding a particular aspect of an experience. 

 
Although IPA could probably be used to explore any human experience, it is most commonly 

used to examine experiences which are of existential importance to the person involved. The 

IPA researcher recognises that their access to the experience being investigated is mediated 

through the participant and that they are simultaneously involved in recalling, recounting, and 

making sense of what is happening to them. This describes the double hermeneutic where the 

researcher is actively trying to make sense of the participant actively trying to make sense of 

what is happening to them (Smith 2011). 

 
Transparency is a key characteristic of IPA research. For an IPA study to have merit, the 

reader must be able to trace a clear path from transcription to interpretation and analysis must 

always be always grounded in evidence. The IPA researcher is required to anchor all findings 

firmly in the data by using quotes from all participants to illustrate and inform master themes 

(Smith et al,. 2009). In order for a theme to have validity, it must have cross case support and 

it needs to be illustrated with a sufficient number of participant quotations. Extracts need to 

be selected to give some indication of convergence and divergence, representativeness, and 

variability. 

 
In good IPA, analysis should be interpretative, not just descriptive, and the interpretative 

commentary should capture the similarity and difference, convergence and divergence that is 

the hallmark of good IPA work. In this way, IPA achieves a much more detailed and in depth 

understanding of a specific phenomenon than a 'standard thematic analysis' (Brocki and 

Wearden 2006). Smith also emphasises the importance of careful writing so that the reader is 

engaged by the narrative and can learn, in detail, about the participants’ experience of the 

phenomenon being investigated. 

 
One of the hallmarks of the best IPA is its capacity to elicit insights that seem to have 

disproportionate resonance. Because of their relative rarity and particular value, Smith calls 

these contributions “gems”. In October 2011, he wrote about the power of ‘the gem’ in his 

article “We Could Be Diving For Pearls” which was published in the Qualitative Methods In 

Psychology Bulletin Issue. One of several examples that he cites in the article comes from his 

2007 paper ‘Pain As An Assault On The Self: An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 
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Of The Psychological Impact Of Chronic Benign Low Back Pain’ (Smith & Osborn, 2007). 

 
The study explores the experiences of six people who have recently been referred to the same 

pain clinic. One of the participants, thirty-six-year-old Kevin has been suffering from 

chronic lower back pain for thirteen years. He recounts how pain has turned him into a 

“monster”, 

 

“The hardest part is the pain obviously, but the fact that I’m like this monster, I get mean, 

I do things and I think things which are mean, things which I’d never tell anyone, and I’ll 

not tell you so don’t ask” (Kevin, p.8) 

 
Kevin recognizes that it is the pain that gives him “a nasty head” (p.10), but he fears the 

consequences of his unpleasant thoughts and behaviours: 

 
“I need to be careful about people and a bit worried about what’s going to happen to me. Are 

we all going to get rounded up and taken to a camp somewhere?”( Kevin, p.11) 

 
 

Although the word ‘prison’ does not precede the ominous word ‘camp’, it is immanent. 

Kevin’s statement is loaded, but the ‘prison camp’ interpretation would be entirely 

speculative, were it not informed by our hermeneutic understanding of Kevin’s narrative as a 

whole. Collectively, Kevin’s contributions confirm that he believes that his pain has made 

him “hateful”, and that society is intolerant of “hateful” people. Although this tiny gem is a 

fractional element of a much larger interview, it carries inordinate weight because it 

illuminates a previously inaccessible understanding of the shame, stigma and fear of social 

judgment that is felt by people living with chronic, long-term, pain. 

 
As phenomenologists, IPA researchers are sensitive to the need for subject matter to emerge, 

or to be revealed, on its own terms. It shouldn’t be extracted or arrived at as a result of the 

researchers own assumptions and expectations. However, IPA recognizes that we cannot 

escape ourselves, or the world we live in, so we can never fully escape our own 

preconceptions. The best we can do is to be as sensitive and responsive as we can and to 

balance the hermeneutics of empathy against the hermeneutics of suspicion, as we attempt to 

make sense of the participant’s sense making. 
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Chapter 4. Study 1 
 

How do middle aged women with an empty 
nest make sense of marital conflict? An 
interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

 
Introduction 

 
This small study was an exploratory precursor to my longitudinal study. It explored how 

three married women, aged between 50 and 56, made sense of marital difficulties once their 

youngest child left home. The women were all openly unhappy about aspects of their 

marriages, but they were not at the point where they were considering divorce. The study 

aimed to increase understanding of whether relationship difficulties are experienced and 

managed differently when they are not mediated by the needs of younger children. 

 
The study captured a particular time point when the women’s child-rearing responsibilities 

had diminished (Degges-White & Myers, 2006) and they were experiencing the impact of the 

“empty-nest” for the first time. For couples who are having difficulties, the empty nest stage 

is one of the most vulnerable periods in the life course (Hilton & Anderson, 2009) because 

when attention is directed away from children and back towards the primary relationship, it 

can highlight any shortcomings in the marriage. 

 
The women were also experiencing menopause, an additional developmental transition which 

can interfere with a woman’s confidence and her sense of self. For some women, the 

multiple strains that accumulate in middle age can contribute to decreased relational 

satisfaction (Amato, 2010: Davis, Shaver, & Vernon, 2003). Getting older can also make 

women more conscious of personal goals and more questioning of their level of marital 

fulfilment (Sakraida, 2005).  
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Method 
 

Sampling 
 

When trying to establish psychological similarities and differences within a group, it makes 

sense to limit the number of confounding variables, so IPA studies are conducted with small 

sample sizes with an emphasis on homogeneity. There is no right answer when it comes to 

the ideal sample size, and IPA argues that sometimes a single case is enough because the 

primary concern for IPA is to generate a detailed account of individual experience. Smith et 

al., (2009) suggest that between three to six participants is sufficient without being 

overwhelming. When Holland (2014) conducted an IPA study with a sample size of 13, she 

found herself overwhelmed with data and this resulted in a greater focus on common themes 

and a loss of idiographic detail. When Holland subsequently interviewed just four women, 

she was struck by both the quantity and the richness of the data that a smaller sample could 

yield (Holland & Peterson, 2014). Ideally, it is better to recruit participants who are similar in 

age, ethnicity, gender, level of education and socio-economic status so that significant 

findings can be confidently ascribed to that particular group. However, homogeneity is, to 

some degree, determined by the phenomenon being investigated. If, for example, a researcher 

is investigating the lived experience of adults suffering from a very rare disease, recruitment 

might be so difficult that it would be necessary to include people of different ages, genders, 

and ethnicities 

 

Recruitment 
 

For this particular study, a homogenous sample was recruited through a request posted on the 

Gransnet website. Gransnet is the busiest social networking site for the over 50s and it has a 

dedicated relationships section where older women can get advice from a Relate relationships 

counsellor, so it was aligned to my purpose. Candidates were selected on the basis of age, 

ethnicity, duration of marriage, age of biological children, socio-economic status, and 

geographical proximity. Three women of white British ethnicity, aged between 50 and 56 

years were eventually selected. Claudia, Lindsay, and Jane had all been married to their first 

husband for twenty years or more and they had co-parented biological children, the youngest 

of whom had recently left home. The participant group is small (N=3), but IPA studies 
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benefit from a concentrated focus on a small number of cases. 

 
Ethics 

 
The study was granted ethical approval from the School of Psychology at Birkbeck, 

University of London. It was agreed that the interviews would be recorded and that the 

recording would be destroyed after the research was completed. 

 

Data Collection 
 

A semi structured interview schedule was devised consisting of 12 open questions (Appendix 

P.240 ) which the participants were free to answer in any way they wanted to. Open questions 

asked about the participant’s marriage, their children, conflict in their relationship, aging, the 

self and hopes for the future. The interview schedule is a 'virtual map' (Smith et al., 2009) 

which shapes the interview. The early questions focus on the past and are designed to build 

trust between the researcher and the participant. Questions about conflict appear later on in 

the interview schedule when the participant is feeling more comfortable. Including a broad 

range of questions encourages dialogue and as the participant reflects on their own 

experience, the researcher can modify or return to earlier questions in order to elicit more 

detail or follow up on interesting revelations. 

 
Interviews took place in the participant’s homes and lasted approximately 70 minutes. 

Participants were given an Information Sheet (Appendix P.45) prior to commencement and 

each session began with an informal chat about the nature of the study. Participants were then 

given a Consent Form (Appendix, P.44) to sign and the subsequent interview was recorded 

on a Sony IC audio recorder. After each interview, participants were debriefed, and consent 

was rechecked. 

 
The same interview schedule was used for each participant, but their responses were never 

restricted to the questions they were asked because their deviations were often more 

revelatory. As Smith et al. (2009, p58) point out, the 'unexpected turns are often the most 

valuable aspects of interviewing: on the one hand they tell us something we did not even 

anticipate needing to know: on the other, because they arise unprompted, they may well be of 

particular importance to the participant' For example, in the following extract Jane has just 

explained that she has started sleeping in the spare room. When pressed about why she does 



56  

this, she confesses that she has recently ended an affair: 

 
“Well, this was, it stared around three years ago, and I’ve ended it about four months ago. 

I always feel like a really bad person when I say it, and I do feel like a bad <…>it’s not 

what I want for my life, or in my life and if Lara or Victor ever found out it would be 

horrific for them, and I felt horribly guilty the whole time, but it’s like one of those awful 

addictions isn’t it? You just sort of kept going back for more” (30.21, Jane) 

 
As a journalist, the interview process is something that I was relatively familiar with, 

however the IPA interview is different. It is less interrogative and rather than constantly 

trying to actively move the conversation forward, the IPA researcher tends to find that silence 

is a much more powerful tool. Silence creates space in the conversation. It is a ‘pause for 

thought’ which gives the participant and the researcher an opportunity to reflect on what has 

been said and what it might mean. 

 

Analysis 
 

Analysis was conducted following IPA guidelines developed by Smith (1996) and Smith et 

al. (2009). IPA is inductive and participants are considered to be experts in the phenomenon 

being explored, therefore the analysis is interpretive, but it is firmly grounded in the data. The 

process began with repeated listening to the recording of the first interview and then every 

word, pause and hesitation was transcribed verbatim. The complete interview transcript was 

then copied into an A3 document, and a detailed, line-by-line annotation explored the 

transcript from a narrative, linguistic, or conceptual perspective. The analysis explored the 

things that mattered to each participant; significant people, relationships, events, life 

experiences and the emotions and meanings attached to them. The analysis also paid attention 

to evaluative language and the ways that the participants expressed themselves through 

metaphor, distinctive phrases, repetition, gesticulation, or long pauses. After close analysis of 

each account, a set of key quotes which captured the essence of the participant’s experience 

and maintained the integrity of the unfolding narrative were extracted for more in-depth 

exploration and interpretation. Where quotes benefitted from short edits this symbol <-> is 

inserted to mark where the redaction has been made. 

Each quote and its subsequent interpretation provided both a compelling account of the 

participants experience and a newer and deeper analytic understanding of what it meant to the 
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participant. This dynamic interaction between the researcher, who making sense of the 

participant, who making sense of their own experience, is at the heart of good IPA. 

 
The three texts in this small study were analysed consecutively and although the researcher 

was aware of each preceding analysis, all efforts were made to approach each participant with 

an open mind in order to capture the essential essence of their personal attitudes and 

experiences. Once each text had been explored, the researcher looked across the analysed 

transcripts to find “similarities, differences, echoes, amplifications and contradictions” 

(Smith et al., 2012, p. 83) a higher order cross case analysis was devised from the themes of 

all three participants. 

 
 

Results 
Four super-ordinate themes identify a narrative arc that maps across all the women’s lives. 

Verbatim extracts from the original transcripts are used to support each interpretation and a 

full table of themes, sub themes and quotations can be found in the appendix. 

 

Theme 1. What’s love got to do with it? 
 

The interviews began by asking the women to reflect on how their relationships began and 

how they made the decision to get married . Their responses suggested that their underlying 

motivations were strategic, rather than romantic and not one of the women mentioned the 

word ‘love’ or described themselves as having ‘fallen in love’. 

 
All three participants relate their approach to marriage to the way that they were brought up. 

 
 

Jane’s mum was “absent, not physically absent, just mentally absent” (4.7) and her dad was 

“a bit of a cunt” (17.7). As a result, she and her siblings became “slightly feral” (2.9) and 

did what they could to get out of the house: 

 

 “ so it was a very unhappy house really, it was a bit, it wasn’t em, we all just used, we all 

escaped <…> we got boyfriends and girlfriends really early so that we could just spend 

our whole time with them really” (52.7. Jane) 
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Jane’s difficult childhood meant that she began to use sexual relationships as a way of getting 

away from the family home in her early teens. 

 
Claudia’s early childhood also informed her views on marriage and family 

 
 

“military brat and we moved all the time, and I really didn’t want that for my kids” (24.7). 
 

Having been moved constantly because of her father’s job in the military, Claudia was very 

clear that she wanted a different, more stable life for her children. 

 
Louise’s decision to marry was also motivated by a desire to escape her background. 

 
“At 28 it was quite exciting and diplomatic life when you are in a little one bedroomed flat 

in Crystal Palace and you fly out and your fiancée has a huge house with servants (29.15, 

Louise) 

 
Louise presents a Cinderella story, describing how her marriage propelled her out of a family 

who were “as poor as church mice” (8.12) into a glamorous new life: 

 
There is a strong sense from all three women that their pasts were either unhappy, unsettled, 

or underprivileged, and marriage offered them all an opportunity to create a better future for 

themselves. 

 
Financial stability was also an important part of the romantic package. All three women recall 

that their husbands seemed like a good long-term investment, both as fathers and providers. 

 
“Big house, servants, and I was back in London with nanny, kids, Sainsburys, nice 

lifestyle” (38.14, Louise) 

 

 “I wanted kids. I was really quite keen and em, and Nick was sort of holding back a little 

bit until we were a bit more financially stable,” (22.2, Claudia) 

 
“he seemed like a really good bet, <…> he was a good bet, he was going to be a good 

partner and dad I suppose” (4.15, Jane) 
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Jane’s parent’s marriage set such a low bar that Jane views marriage as a gamble and she is, 

therefore, willing to settle for a man who seems like ‘a good bet’. 

 
Although love is the basis of modern Western marriage (Giddens, 1992), and is a central 

concept for marriage, monogamy and family (Jackson, 1993), none of the women referenced 

the word ‘love’ in their accounts. Instead, they describe a process that is strategic rather than 

romantic. They recall their partners as being “a really good bet” (5.15, Jane) or having a 

“huge house with servants” (30.15, Louise) or being a “brilliant dad” (37.3, Claudia). 

 

Essentially, the women chose partners who would deliver the things that they wanted for 

themselves, and for the children they had yet to have. 

 
The women recognise that their beliefs about marriage are either a mirror of, or a reaction to, 

inherited parental legacies: 

 
“My mum didn’t work at all, my dad he was in the German air force, so it is very 

traditional where I come from (2.6 Claudia) 

 
“My mum had no energy, and it was too much and I wanted to be a very hands on Mum. 

Get it right this time but of course it’s gone completely wrong” (20.6, Jane) 

 
“I think that the way I am comes from my background” (2.12, Louise ) 

 
The stories the women talk about who they were before they married are non-agentic and 

marriage is an executive decision that gives them the chance to have some control over their 

lives. 

 

For all three women, marriage was also a way of fulfilling more specific personal needs too. 

Jane, for example, recognised that fidelity was an important issue for her. 

 
“I do think I was looking for some stability <-> he wasn’t going to go off with other 

women for one thing, which is, ‘cos I’m horribly jealous <-> I wanted, I suppose I 

wanted someone who was going to stick around” ( 1.15, Jane) 
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When Jane was a child her father had an affair and subsequently married his secretary, so she 

wanted a partner who would be faithful to her. There is some irony in the fact that she too 

started out as her husband’s secretary and was subsequently unfaithful to him. 

 
Louise was looking for a more exciting life. She married a spy who worked for MI6 and with 

that, came all the trappings of diplomatic life: 

 
“He was a spy. So that was very interesting… He was a diplomat and then we were 

married and that was great” (33.1) “We weren’t allowed to tell anyone - MI6 - it was 

huge. He’s a James Bond” (4.15, Louise) 

 
For Claudia, the English way of life represented an ideal of stability and because her own 

childhood was so disrupted, she was adamant that she didn’t want that for her own children: 

 
“so I thought we should go back and get them into a nice English school and, you know, 

good school system, and live in one house that they grow up in, which is what we’ve done, 

and that’s all been very lovely (37.7, Claudia) 

 
For all three women, marriage was an opportunity to fix aspects of their lives that had felt 

broken to them as children. For Jane and Claudia, a stable marriage would counter the 

instability they had experienced in their own childhoods. For Louise, marriage to a diplomat 

offered a glamorous counterpoint to her impoverished childhood. 

 

Theme 2. Motherhood as a trump card 
 

All three women bore the brunt of domestic responsibility in the early years, with varying 

degrees of resentment. Claudia wanted to be a full time Mum, but… 

 

“He was earning the money I was at home looking after the baby. <…> It really, really 

lowered my horizons. I remember sort of thinking “what, what can I do now? (20.8 Jane) 

 
Jane felt limited by the experience of being stuck at home with a baby while her husband 

went out and worked. Her husband was earning money while her horizons were now lowered 
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to such an extent that she couldn’t see the way forward. 

 
Louise continued to work in her dental practice, but she railed against the inequity of being 

stuck in London holding the babies while her husband continued to enjoy diplomatic 

privileges in whatever country he was stationed in at the time: 

 
“he didn’t have any responsibilities at all, gets up, goes to work, dinner, drinks, cocktail 

parties, whatever, comes back to his big house and whatever. And I’m back in London. No 

screaming kids, no tantrums, no nappy changing” (41.37, Louise) 

 
Louise has always felt conflicted by her husband’s enthusiasm for her professional 

independence. She believes that the only reason her husband values her professional 

autonomy is because it means that she makes fewer demands on him: 

 
“He loves the fact that I’m successful, that I’m professional, that I’m totally financially 

independent from him. He hates it if I cry, or if I need anything from him” (57.10, Louise) 

 
Despite wanting to be mothers and being determined to do a better job than their own parents 

had done, none of the women fully appreciated the day-to-day drudgery involved in 

mothering. 

 
Even so, motherhood validates the women, and they take credit for creating the family and 

this gives them both purpose and status: 

 
“the family thing is still core to everyone, but then I’m the one who’s created it. I’m the only 

one to blame for it”. (5. 8, Louise) 

 

There is absolute authority in the way that Louise asserts ownership over the family that she 

has created. 

 
“but I sort of thought you know; I’m running quite a good ship here and its nice”. (13.7. 

Claudia) 
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Similarly, Claudia is Captain of the ship and that is a nice feeling. 
 

The women regard their connection to their children as an instinct that is unique to them as 

mothers and maternal allegiance serves to emphasise the ‘otherness’ of husbands and fathers: 

 
“he can’t read her at all, he’s terrible at reading her <->because I am, we are, because I 

know her so well, like when you know daughters, you know all you have to do is see them 

slightly turn their body and you think “oh ok, I know what’s going on here” (43.17, Jane) 

 
Jane can intuit her daughter’s emotional state from the way she moves, whereas her husband 

can’t understand her at all. When she says ‘I am, we are’ she is almost saying that she and her 

daughter are one. 

 
Louise, in particular, seems to have created an exclusive coalition with her son and this gives 

her an illusory sense of stability, however the scenario she describes here sounds 

unboundaried, and divisive: 

 
“I’m close to them all, but Jack particularly, the eldest one, we’ll go out and have a 

dinner. We’ll get pissed and he said to me “Mum, our family unit is brilliant and it’s all 

because of you, but I want you to be happy. Whatever makes you happy, its fine with me. I 

love Dad, Mum, but whatever makes you happy its fine with me.” (11.18, Louise) 

 
One of the benefits of consistent maternal investment is that children become close allies who 

support the mothers emotionally and side with them when their marriages become difficult. 

 
“sometimes, she says this stuff that I’d really like to say at times but wouldn’t dare.” 

(Jane, 47.17) 

 
Sometimes Jane’s daughter becomes a mouthpiece for the things that her mother cannot say. 

 
Motherhood gives the women a powerful role and makes them the central force within the 

family. The women control the family dynamic and use their children’s loyalty to them as an 

insurance policy. 

 
“The trump card is the family thing, (8.15, Louise) and you know, the kids are, you know, 
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the kids are brilliant with him and they, but I know that if he did it again, or, or something 

happened, I know where their loyalties lie” (42.5, Louise). 

 
Louise is particularly explicit about her ownership of the children and their loyalty to her. 

She talks about them being a ‘trump card’, as if she is anticipating using them to win a poker 

game. 

 
Claudia positions herself as “mission control”, the central pivot around which the rest of the 

family revolves: 

 
“I do the house and the social side you know organize friends and stuff you know there 

are lots of jokes, you know “Nick have you checked with mission control” before he says 

to a friend yeah we can meet up” (32.5. Claudia) 

 
Despite recognising that her daughter and husband would have liked it, Jane exercised her 

control over the size and shape of her family by making a unilateral decision not to have 

another child: 

 
“I wasn’t bothered about having one child, that was fine, but I think Lara would have 

liked a little brother or sister and Victor would have liked one” (26.6, Jane) 

 
In fact, when Jane and her husband failed to conceive a second child, she made a unilateral 

decision that she was not: 

 
“gonna go down any sort of routes and I’m not going to start taking any hormones” (9.6. Jane). 

 
 

All three women have adhered to traditional gender roles within the family and have placed 

greater emphasis on their identity as mothers, than as working women. However, the 

maternal role is finite and when their children grow up and leave home, the women are forced 

to reconsider their lives and their relationships: 

 
“the idea of her going filled me with so much horror and, like empty nest fear, and that 

that’s why I started, that’s why I did the A levels and did that awful year of dental nursing 
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to get to, to this course, ‘cos I had to have something to aim for” (49.16, Jane) 

 
Apprehension about her daughter’s departure to university propelled Jane into a new career 

as a dental nurse. 

 
Claudia is also considering a new career as a “a fitness instructor for the elderly, “ 29.10, 

Claudia) but she is still struggling to overcome the impact of her newly emptied nest. 

 
“before I guess it’s all, you know, so full of life, like your house is full of life when your 

kids are there (23.12) and you just think, it’s all changed around me and I’m still and I’m 

just a bit lifeless (49.14, Claudia) 

 
Claudia describes herself as being in a state of inertia. It is as if everything around her is in 

motion, but in the absence of the children that she gave life to, she herself is lifeless. 

 
Theme 3. Into the sexual void 

 
This theme explores the difficult issue of sexlessness, which emerged as a problem for all 

three participants during interviews. 

 
Jane and her husband have not had sex for five years. Victor is twelve years older than her, 

and he would like to have sex, but Jane does not find him physically attractive:: 

 

 “Well, Victor and I haven’t had sex for five years. No, we, it is, he still finds me very 

attractive, but I don’t find him attractive <..> I just can’t do the sex thing.” ( 28.12, Jane) 

 
Jane actively avoids sex: 

 
“strategies like, if I brush my teeth for like, half an hour, and then just put my head around 

and hope he will be asleep” (12.14, Jane). 

 
Jane doesn’t seem to make the connection between the fact that while she has been avoiding 

sex with her husband, she has also been having an affair. In fact she negates her infidelity by 

describing herself as a “gorilla on steroids.” (27.22) and entirely rejecting her sexual self: 
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“I don’t like myself when I am with him. I don’t like the person who I am when I am doing 

that” (48.21. Jane) 

 
Louise’s husband also had an affair during their marriage and although they have tried to put 

it behind them, they have been unable to reconcile sexually. They have not had sex for twelve 

years: 

 
“The physical side never really came back (27.3) our relationship has never recovered 

really from that, in the sense that, we’re not, we’re not lovers. Nothing. There is nothing. 

(35.5) I don’t have a, I don’t have a sex life I don’t have that” (51.7, Louise) 

 
Claudia’s husband has lost his libido and seems to be suffering from erectile difficulties. He 

no longer wants to have sex with Claudia, and she feels that it is because he no longer finds 

her attractive. She blames the menopause and the indignities of side effects such as vaginal 

dryness, which she believes are a turn off: 

 
“maybe I’m too honest about, you know, menopause, and what it does to me, and then 

obviously, you know, if you get stuff like vaginal dryness and stuff, then he is aware, you 

know, he can’t em, he is aware of that and I just wonder whether, whether he wants to or 

not, whether that has an impact you know.” (14.17, Claudia) 

 

If not having sex is a problem, talking about seems to be an even bigger one. Louise and 

Claudia have tried to talk to their husbands about sex with little success: 

 
“He just refuses to speak and says,“so all you want is sex and then you’ll shut up”. It’s very 

demeaning.” (4.15, Louise) 

 
“he’s completely blocking the conversation, “oh you are just firing questions at me” and 

“I don’t wanna” and its literally like that (…) he is pretty rubbish at talking about sex, 

(33.17, Claudia) 
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In contrast, Jane is the one who wants to avoid talking about sex in her marriage: 
 
 

“every time we tried to talk about it, because he tried to bring it up every time, I would 

just, you know, prefer to chew my own foot off, rather than have that conversation” 

(23.14, Jane) 

 
Jane and her husband have discussed the idea of having open relationships outside the 

marriage but neither partner was willing to admit that they wanted to do so openly, even 

though Jane was having an affair at the time: 

 
“because we had that conversation again where he said, “do you want to have an open 

relationship” and I had, I think, been with this guy for about a year at this stage and I just 

thought “Oooo God” and knew that he wanted the answer to be “no” so I said, “no no no 

of course not, of course not”” (36.22, Jane) 

 
Claudia believes that simply getting her husband to talk about sex would help: 

 
“I guess I sort of think if he talked about it, then that would be the magic bullet” (18.18 

Claudia) 

 
Louise asks her husband why he doesn’t walk away from the marriage, but the question she 

really seems to want him to answer is “what is it that makes you want to stay?”: 

 

 “I still go on to him, “Look why don’t you just walk away?” “What is it?” I said. “You 

know, this marriage” I sometimes when I’ve had a few glasses of wine I say, “this 

marriage is lonely for me” (12.6. Louise) 

 
Sexlessness and lack of communication create doubt and all three women harbour concerns 

about betrayal and infidelity. Claudia worries that her husband is less attracted to her because 

she is ageing, and she fears that he might be unfaithful: 

 
“I just wonder whether he sometimes looks at me and he thinks “who is this old 

woman?” (32.13)  
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“and I, I just always think I wonder if men think that ‘cos you know, that’s, you know, 

they tend to go for the younger model and you just <…>I guess I worry that em, that 

maybe what’s happening to me is, you, is a bit of a turn off, I guess” (7.17, Claudia) 

 
Louise is still not certain of her husband’s fidelity: 
 

 
“And I keep thinking “Men like sex. Where is he getting it? Is it just him?” and I don’t 

know…” (42.9, Louise) 

 
Jane too, has reservations about whether or not her husband’s libido will remain in abeyance. 

However, it is unclear whether she is concerned in case he might want to resurrect their sex 

life, or whether she is concerned about potential infidelity: 

 
“he’s sort of said, he’s over the sex thing now he’s in his sixties, although, so you know, 

but men can go on forever can’t they?” (6.23, Jane) 

 
The silence and secrecy surrounding sex, or rather, sexlessness, in the women’s marriages 

make it a disproportionately loaded issue, and they construct elaborate belief systems about 

what would be required to fix their marriages. Louise idealises sex as the one thing that 

would make her happy: 

 

 “I think if we had that extra normal thing in life that every other couple appears to have, 

I wouldn’t want to go anywhere. I would be really happy because it would feel complete 

(30.11, Louise) 

 
Claudia clings to the belief believes that getting her husband to talk about sex would be a 

“magic bullet”(19.18) yet even as she itemizes physical dysfunctions: “libido” and 

“testosterone” and “vaginal dryness”, what she really seems to want is emotional 

reassurance: 

 
“I just want to hear more about how he feels about, you know, what’s happening to him and 

what’s happening to me” (14.16 Claudia) 
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The uncertainty that surrounds the sexual connection, or its absence, creates space for doubt, 

and trust is an issue for all the women. Claudia worries about her age and fears being traded 

in for a “younger model”(9.17). Louise’s fears are more concrete because they are based on 

experience: 

 
“Maybe he’s seeing somebody else. That’s what I think. I think he is seeing somebody 

else. (14.11, Louise). 

 

Theme 4. Stucknesss 
 

This theme encapsulates the dilemma that the women currently find themselves in. The 

women are processing the implications of their newly emptied nests and assessing the impact 

that this will have on their already strained marital relationships. Unease within the marriage 

causes them to explore alternatives, but age and infertility are perceived as significant 

barriers to the possibility of finding a new relationship. However, sexlessness and lack of 

communication are barriers to happiness within the marriage. This leaves the women feeling 

completely stuck. 

 
The women recognise that the children leaving has turned the spotlight back on to the marital 

relationship. Without the children as an anchor, their marital difficulties are more difficult to 

ignore, and this forces them to think about what the futures holds: 

 
 “It gets more intense for you as a couple when the kids have gone.” (25.17, Claudia) 

 
“I had to have, I sort of thought I can’t bear it if she goes and it’s just me and him in the 

house. It’s going to be horrendous. It’s going to be the end of us” (1.17, Jane) 

 
“Where am I going? What am I going to do when they’ve gone? Do I want to be more 

part, or not?” (42.16, Louise ) 

 
The idea of togetherness now poses a challenge, so the women are forced to consider the 

alternatives. 

 
Jane envisages a realistic possibility where she moves into a cottage that they own which is 
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close to her Mum and her sister: 

 
“We have a, we’ve got a little cottage down on the seaside in Kent and every time we go 

there, ‘cos my sister lives down there and my mum lives down there now, and when we go 

down there now, I just sort of envisage myself in that cottage, just me and the dog, yeah, 

sort of, yeah, wouldn’t it be lovely?” (33.19, Jane) 

 
Louise also thinks about an idealized version of aloneness: 

 
“I could have a lovely apartment in town. I’d have my job and my lovely friends, and I’d 

be all right with that” (38.24, Louise ) 

 
Claudia’s sense of aloneness is almost spectral. She describes her increasing sense of societal 

invisibility and wonders if, post menopause, her husband might have stopped seeing her too: 

 
“usually, it kind of coincides with becoming ‘the invisible woman’ as they all, they call 

you, when people don’t notice you anymore because you are, yeah, you are not in your 

prime, em, and I guess, I think, when, if you sort of, if you then suspect that that might be 

happening with your husband as well, I guess that’s, that’s really painful.” (2.20, 

Claudia) 

 

Having allowed themselves to explore the idea of moving away from the marriage, ‘alone’ 

ness is rejected because the reality of being alone, is being ‘lonely’: 

 
“recently when Victor has been away I’ve really missed him and really felt lonely, before 

Lara came back, so I was really sort of pacing round the house thinking “I don’t like this. 

I don’t like being on my own”( 40.19, Jane) 

 
Ultimately, the marriage is perceived to be a safer bet, because even though the children are 

not at home, that shared investment is an insurance policy. 

 
When Louise contemplates how difficult it would be to find another relationship that would 

offer her the security that she currently has, she dismisses the idea: 
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“I don’t hate what I’ve got so it’s difficult (47.13). I kind of feel safe within that environment 

because I’ve got the kids with him and when I look at the step-parenting thing that friends 

have, it is a disaster.” (9.15, Louise ) 

 
Jane believes that time, effort, shared histories, mutual friends and material possessions, 

investments that cannot be quantified, let alone extracted from the relationship, will be 

enough to keep her marriage together, even though her husband is living in a state of 

enforced celibacy: 

 
“like all married couples, you’re just very enmeshed aren’t you? All of your families are 

together and once you’ve got a child it’s that, and all of your long term friends and we 

have a, we do lots of stuff together <…> so we’ve got a lot of that in common and we do 

lots together and we have lots of good friends and we see them a lot” (32.16, Jane) 

 
Claudia simply cannot countenance the possibility that the difficulties she and her husband 

are currently having could mean the end of their sexual relationship: 

 
“I would never, with us, think this, this could break us, or this would end our sexual 

relationship.” (11.13, Claudia) 

 

When they contemplate alternatives, anxiety about the risks involved and how much they 

stand to lose makes them retreat back to the perceived safety of the marriage. However, the 

unresolved sexual issues are still a barrier, and so they envisage alternative relationship 

constructs that might enable them to live both in and out of the marriage simultaneously. 

 
Jane thinks of ways in which she and her husband could live separately, yet remain together: 

 
“independence yeah, and yet I still want him in my life <…> I always think that the way 

Helena Bonham Carter lived with the film director where they had their own houses, but 

they had a separate house with a door in between, that’s my idea of absolute heaven” 

(1.20, Jane). 

 
Louise wonders if an affair might fill the emptiness she feels whilst allowing her to hang on 

to the security that she gets from the marriage: 
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“I mean, I could very easily have an affair. I mean, I could because he doesn’t question 

where I am. I’m busy. He’s busy. He never asks me where I’ve been. (Louise) 1.6. I, I, 

have, I did meet someone who I’m really fond of, but I can’t go there because I’m not 

giving up what I’ve got.” (9.15, Louise ) 

 
Claudia’s strategy is denial. If they don’t talk about their sexual problems it is easier to 

pretend that they don’t exist: 

 
“I mean I’m, I really I don’t wanna, I hate just talking about it because it makes it, it sort 

of em, it em, in a way it sort of, it makes it, it makes it real, and I don’t want to, you know, 

I’m, I’m still trying to fight it all” (28.12, Claudia) 

 
Ruminating makes the women go around in circles. They recognise that their relationships 

are dysfunctional, yet they find it impossible to change them from within, or to dissolve them 

and get out. This leaves them in a constant state of uncertainty, but instead of serving as a 

catalyst, the ambiguity surrounding the future leaves these women, literally, petrified, unable 

to move, unable to make a decision, unable to discuss problems, or seek solutions: 

 

 “I’m, I don’t, I’m not sure, I’m, I have, I feel, I’m worried <…> These are all things that 

are going on in my head anyway.” (10.20, Claudia) 

 
“What to do? Do you branch out with something completely new, or do you stick with 

what you’ve got and make it work?” (9. 21, Louise ) 

 
“ I had the chance to leave, but I didn’t ‘cos I didn’t want to hurt him and also, I suppose, I 

was being (11.19, Jane). 

 
Study 1. Discussion 

 
This study illuminates a very specific time point in the lives of three middle-aged women 

who are contemplating the current state of their marriages against the backdrop of their 

recently emptied nests. The interviews began by asking the women to reflect on how their 
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relationships began. The women’s responses suggest that their underlying motivations for 

marriage were strategic, rather than romantic and not one of the women mentioned the word 

‘love’ or described themselves as having ‘fallen in love’. 

 
In Carter’s (2013) qualitative study of the language women use when they talk about their 

relationships, she too found that participants defaulted to talking about practicalities rather 

than emotions. It is conceivable that for the women in this study, the psychological effort 

required to reconcile their newly emptied nests with their ongoing marital difficulties, has 

skewed the women’s capacity to recount historic feelings of love and affection. However, 

when Louise contemplates what might happen if she moves on from her marriage, she talks 

about the possibility of “falling madly in love” as an opportunity to be free. Similarly, when 

Jane recalls her three-year affair she admits, “you can’t get enough of someone telling you 

that they love you”. For both women, falling in love is presented as a non-agentic 

experience: a force beyond their control and therefore, not something that they can control, or 

be held accountable for. 

 
People understand their past and present in terms of what they believe to be true about 

themselves (Campbell et al., 2003, Diehl et al., 2006) and they construct narratives about 

their personal histories as a way of finding meaning in their experiences. However, the 

remembered self is an edit, a reordering of experience, which is often coloured by the 

intensity of the ending, or the outcome (Kahneman, 2012). Disclosure can cause people to 

selectively present the positive and to de-emphasise negative aspects the self (Pasupathi, 

2007). It can also be an opportunity to construct attributions that absolve or diminish 

responsibility. 

 
Human beings are ‘sense-making creatures’ (Smith et. Al, 2009) and IPA recognises that 

participants are experts on their own experiences and can offer researchers an understanding 

of their experiences through telling their own stories, in their own words, and in as much 

detail as possible (Reid, Flowers, Larkin, 2005). The act of remembering and recounting 

clearly helps the women to make sense of, and find meaning in their past experiences 

(McLean, 2005: Pasupathi, 2007). By framing their motivation to marry as either escape, 

redress, or in Louise’s case, a non-agentic fairy-tale, the women are able to construct 

meaningful accounts that help to explain how they got to where they are now. 
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The drive to marry is stronger in women than it is in men (Blakemore, 2005) and for all three 

participants, getting married was synonymous with having children. Indeed, for Jane, 

pregnancy was actually the catalyst for commitment. Family values, beliefs, behaviours, 

skills, and parenting styles are transmitted from one generation to the next (Belsky et al., 

2012, Beaton, Doherty, & Rueter, 2003) and whether they were positive or negative, all three 

participants recognize that their own experiences of childhood have had a direct influence on 

how they mother. 

 
Contrary to popular assumptions, motherhood is not a universally enriching experience and in 

the early years, the pressure of childcare and the mundanity of domestic duties have a 

negative impact on marital quality (Kurdek, 1999, Orbuch, 1996). All three women describe 

how caring for small children created feelings of vulnerability and isolation. Jane, who had 

“never ever relied on anyone for anything” (8.5 Jane) found it particularly difficult to 

relinquish her successful career in advertising and she hated the loneliness of being confined 

to the home and the monotony of mother and toddler groups. 

 

Even Claudia, who wanted to be a stay-at-home mum, recognizes that her marriage really 

suffered in the early years when her husband was working in Europe during the week. She 

realises now that when she was stuck at home with three children under the age of five her 

marriages was really “on the edge there” (7.8. Claudia). 

 
Jane and Claudia resumed work once their children were at school, but “motherhood is costly 

to women’s careers’’ (Kahn, García‐Manglano, & Bianchi, 2014), and as is common with 

mothers who return to the workplace, they settled for dull jobs that were less well paid, so 

that they could have flexible working hours to accommodate childcare. Though it is not 

something that they considered at the time, this sacrifice would subsequently have a 

significant impact on how they experience the empty nest. 

 
Still, motherhood gives the women’s lives real meaning. In fact, Claudia describes it as her 

“purpose in life” (17.1, Claudia). It gives them power too. They are in charge of everything 

in the domestic realm and they determine the timing and number of children in the family 

(Testa, Cavalli, & Rosina, 2014) too. In fact, when Jane and her husband failed to conceive a 
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second child, she made a unilateral decision that she was not “gonna go down any sort of 

routes and I’m not going to start taking any hormones” (9.6. Jane). 

 
One of the benefits of consistent maternal investment is that children often side with mothers 

when their marriages become difficult, however this can create an imbalance in the parental 

relationship and in the longer term, relationships that violate generational boundaries and 

exclude one parent, end up weakening the parental and spousal relationship (Hiester & 

Egeland, 1993). Functional family systems rely on a system of healthy boundaries, which 

differentiate internal relational subsystems according to a generational hierarchy (Kerig, 

2005, Minuchin, 1974). Within this system, adults ordinarily get their needs met within the 

spousal subsystem, while children’s needs are met within the parent-child subsystem. In 

families where the spousal subsystem has been disrupted, parents may violate the 

generational boundary and depend on their children to meet their emotional needs (Shaffer, & 

Egeland, 2011). 

 
Motherhood provides the women with a raison d’etre. Their parenting role validates them, 

makes them feel needed and useful, as well as providing feelings of closeness and easy 

communication. However, the intensity of their involvement with their children only 

amplifies the sense of loss that they experience when their children leave home. Letting go 

of their maternal identity forces them to find new ways to define who they are within the 

existing marital structure, but they are not prepared for the feelings of fear, redundancy, and 

powerlessness that they experience when they contemplate their ongoing marital difficulties. 

 
One of the key determinants of a woman’s response to the empty nest is her level of 

involvement in the maternal role (Black & Hill, 1984) and women who develop alternative 

roles for themselves experience less stress during the empty nest transition. Jane recognised 

that her daughter’s departure for university would be difficult, so two years earlier she had 

gone back into education and completed her A levels so that she could train to become a 

dental hygiene therapist. Jane feels that she is moving towards greater independence, and this 

gives her a sense of agency. 

 
Claudia believes that she would have found the transition easier if she had put more into her 

career and she wonders why women are informed about the challenges of parenthood, yet no 

one prepares them for the feelings of loss that occur when the last child leaves home. This 
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observation merits further consideration, because although the women in this study have a 

relatively good grasp of the physical signs and symptoms of menopause, they are all, without 

exception, struggling to process the coincident disturbances of menopause, marital 

difficulties, and an empty nest. 

 
Midlife is a period that is commonly associated with increased levels of introspection 

(Degges-White & Myers, 2006) and it can lead men and women to review the quality of 

important relationships (Sakraida, 2005). For many couples the empty nest can be a time of 

renewal as they gain more time to devote to their relationship (Umberson et al., 2005) and 

after the preoccupations of child rearing, it can present the first real opportunity for autonomy 

and personal growth (Mitchell & Lovegreen, 2009). However, any relationship transition that 

disrupts routine has the potential to change the way people evaluate interpersonal 

circumstances (Solomon, Weber, & Steuber, 2010), so becoming an empty nester can be a 

turning point in a marriage (Helms-Erickson 2001). It can help spouses feel more intensely in 

love, or it can bring to light underlying contempt (Nagy & Theiss, 2013) and become a 

“trigger event” which forces a personal and marital re-evaluation (Black & Hill, 1984). 

 

Oliver (1982) argued that “the problem is not the empty nest, the problem is the empty 

woman” but for the women in this study, the ‘empty bed’ is an equally challenging issue. The 

finding that all three women are living in sexless marriages was unexpected and demands 

further investigation. Quantitative research would shed light on prevalence, whilst qualitative 

study would enable us to understand the ‘cause and effect’ relationship between sexlessness 

and marital distress. 

 
We know that sexual activity slows over time in most relationships (Edwards & Booth, 

1994). Even so, relationship quality is so highly correlated with sexual frequency that it is 

often used as a barometer of relational satisfaction (Sprecher, 2002). Clinical literature 

estimates that positive intimate functioning contributes approximately 15% to 20% to a 

marriage, whereas problematic intimacy holds much more weight, approximately 50% to 

75% (McCarthy & Thestrup, 2008). 

 
Sex represents “a fundamental way married people can show their love and care for one 

another” (Elliott & Umberson, 2008) and both men and women cite intimacy and sexual 
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gratification as one of the most important aspects romantic partnerships (Sedikides, Oliver, & 

Campbell,1994). Sexually satisfied couples are more likely to stay together (Yeh et al., 

2006). In contrast, being in an unhappy relationship, having plans to leave, or infidelity, are 

all correlated with lower levels of sexual interaction (Sprecher, 2002). 

 
Because sex is not something that people talk openly about, people really don’t know what 

normal looks like. The unchallenged assumption that everyone else is at it puts a lot of 

pressure on people, but in a large scale Australian study which involved telephone interviews 

with 10,173 men and 9,134 women aged 16 to 59 years, 24.9% of men and 54.8% women 

said they had no interest in having sex (Richters, Grulich, deVisser, Smith & Rissel, 2007) 

 
A sexless marriage is generally defined as one where sex occurs less than ten times a year 

and people who live in sexless marriages are more likely to have considered divorce than 

those in sexually active marriages (Donnelly, 1993). Although most sexual interactions 

involve a degree of bargaining over ‘what, when, and where’(Sprecher,1998), when these 

negotiations break down or one person withdraws from the sexual relationship, the other 

partner is forced into a state of involuntary celibacy. 

 
In sexless, or low sex relationships, the partner who refuses to have sex often has more power 

and control in the relationship. They get to decide whether or not sex takes place, and the less 

powerful partner has no choice but to agree with them. Withholding sex, therefore, can be a 

way of controlling a partner. It can also be a calculated strategy designed to force the other 

partner to find alternative sexual partners, or end the relationship and in so doing, take the 

blame for destroying the marriage (Donnelly, 2008). 

 
Sex is the central difficulty identified by all three women, but the inability to talk about sex 

seems to be an even bigger issue. Intimate communication is critical to sexual function and 

overall relationship quality (Cupach & Comstock, 1990: Kelly, Strassberg, & Turner, 2006) 

and the reverse is also true. Poor communication skills are related to low levels of sexual 

satisfaction and low marital quality (Litzinger & Gordon, 2005). 

 
For the women in this study, sex is more than a barrier to communication. It is the elephant in 

the bedroom. Louise’s husband “just refuses to speak” (4.15, Louise) about the fact that they 

have not had sex for twelve years. In fact, he demeans her for even mentioning the subject. 
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When Claudia tries to talk to her husband he ends up “completely blocking the conversation 

(33.17, Claudia) and she doesn’t press the issue because she is so worried about turning him 

off and making herself less attractive to him. 

 
Continual rejection is demoralising, and it has a negative effect on self-esteem (Donnelly, 

2008). For women in particular, sexual rejection is a highly gendered phenomenon because it 

is not consistent with conventional expectations that men should ‘desire’ and women should 

‘be desired’. For a woman to accept that her husband ‘does not want to have sex’, she must 

accept that he ‘does not want to have sex with her’, and that constitutes a threat to her ego, 

her sense of self, and indeed, her capacity to stay in the marriage. In order to remain in a 

sexless relationship, various coping strategies are employed (Donnelly, 2008). Louise relies 

on her children and her friends to support her. Claudia has sought help through the church 

and attended a marriage guidance course with her husband. 

 

All three women are conscious of how much they have invested in their marriages, but they 

are equally cognisant of the ongoing dissatisfaction that they feel. They ruminate on the 

possibilities of starting again, but a quick cost benefit analysis boomerang them back into the 

marriage. Despite the fact that they are employed, solvent and now, to all intents and 

purposes, child free, there is a sense that they are waiting for someone else to make a decision 

about whether they should go back into their marriages or come out of them altogether. They 

exist in a kind of twilight zone, half in and half out of their marriages, not happy enough to 

engage, not unhappy enough to leave. 

 
The pervading sense of ‘stuckness’ that emanates from all three women’s stories captures the 

essence of a difficult to define psychological struggle. Their ‘limbo’ state is compounded by 

a sense of isolation: they are too embarrassed to talk to friends and lines of communication 

with their husbands have shut down. What is clear is that the absence of an authentic sexual 

connection, and by association, genuine emotional intimacy, distorts their perspective and 

makes it difficult for them to evaluate what they actually have within their marriages. 

 
Rusbult & Steiner’s (1983) investment model explains relational satisfaction as a product of 

high rewards, low costs, and a low comparison level. Greater satisfaction increases levels of 

commitment, but so does the perception that there are no adequate alternatives. When the 
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women examine the alternatives, they are all conscious of the fact their age is a disadvantage. 

Throughout history women have been valued in terms of their sexual attractiveness, whereas 

men have been valued in relation to their employment status (Maguire, 1995). Although men 

are seen as more attractive and desirable as they age, women are generally perceived as less 

attractive (Schwartz & Rutter, 1998). In a society that privileges youth, older women are 

marginalised, and physical signs of ageing and menopause can damage the self-esteem and 

social confidence of many middle-aged women (Bogolub, 1991). 

 
When Claudia talks about becoming the “invisible woman” (3.20), she is correct. Studies of 

film, television and advertising consistently find that older women are grossly under 

represented (Kessler, Rakoczy, & Staudinger, 2004). This ‘invisibility’ has a direct influence 

on explicit and implicit attitudes and beliefs about female ageing. Claudia is very conscious 

of this. She admits that she is “worried about, you know, levels of attraction and stuff,” 

(40.11 Claudia) with her husband, but she also talks more generally about how “people don’t 

notice you anymore because you are, yeah, you are not in your prime” (4.20 Claudia). 

 
Intrinsic and extrinsic investments can increase commitment by making it more costly to exit 

the marriage and Jane seems to be believe that time, effort, shared histories, mutual friends 

and material possessions, investments that cannot be quantified, let alone extracted from the 

relationship, will be enough to keep her husband in a state of enforced celibacy: 

 
“Like all married couples, you’re just very enmeshed aren’t you? All of your families are 

together and once you’ve got a child it’s that, and all of your long-term friends and we 

have a, we do lots of stuff together <…> so we’ve got a lot of that in common and we do 

lots together and we have lots of good friends and we see them a lot” (32.16, Jane) 

 
Although the women believe that they are actively trying to think about their options, the 

more they ruminate, the more immobilized by uncertainty they become. Constant rumination 

increases marital disaffection, and as the women continually weigh up what they have and 

what they have lost, they keep their marriages in an unstable state (Kayser, 1993: Kayser & 

Rao, 2006). Marital dissatisfaction can be a relatively transitory state, but disaffection 

describes a gradual erosion of emotional attachment and loss of affection, to the point where 

a partner becomes indifferent to their spouse. 
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Kayser and Rao (2006) identified three key stages in the breakdown of a relationship. One of 

the characteristics of stage one is the way that couples experience self-blame and disillusion.  

 

For example, in this study Claudia blames herself for the fact that her husband won’t talk to 

her: 

 
“I’m too much of a bulldozer and, em, so I haven’t quite found the right tone yet” (24.20, 

Claudia). 

 
Early-stage disaffection is also characterized by a shift in perception, so that qualities that 

might once have been viewed as positive are switched to become negatives. For example, 

Jane revises her opinion of the twelve-year age gap between her and her husband. When she 

was younger it gave him seniority and presumably, financial security, but now that she is in 

her fifties, she admits that when they are: 

 
“Having arguments, I say really helpful things like “you stole my youth” (14.2, Jane) 

 
In stage 2 of Kayser & Rao’s (2006) disaffection model, anger and hurt replace disillusion 

and disappointment. At this stage individuals may still have some positive feelings for their 

spouse, but these are constantly challenged by negative thoughts and experiences, and this 

leaves them questioning the viability of their marriage. They engage in a cost-benefit 

analyses to assess whether they would be better off apart, but this process requires them to 

assess barriers to separation. For the majority of younger women, finance, housing, and the 

wellbeing of children are the biggest obstacles to leaving. For the women in this study, the 

primary barrier is fear: of loneliness, invisibility, ageing and infertility. 

 
Louise is aware that no relationship comes with a guarantee but because she is no longer 

fertile, she feels that she would not be able to cement a new relationship by having children: 

 
“You know, you go off with someone who you fall madly in love with, and you haven’t 

got longevity with, but the sex is good, and you’re having fun…. actually, ten years later 

what’s it gonna be like? Will you still be best friends? Will you still have kids that you can 

share? Because it’s not going to be quite the same” (10.9, Louise) 
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This relationship between loss of fertility and relational insecurity after the empty nest is one 

that would be worth exploring in greater depth. 

 
Stage Three is defined by apathy and indifference as feelings are “worn away” and any repair 

attempts seem to be “too late”. At some point the relationship is deemed beyond recovery, 

but the decision to end the marriage is still very difficult and couples feel grief and sense of 

loss for the marriage. Couples who get to this point and cannot split because of finances, 

children or socio-cultural barriers, experience “ambiguous loss” (Boss, 1999), where they 

remain living under the same roof, but the emotional connection between then is dead. 

 

The three women in this study have not reached the third stage of Kayser & Rao’s (2006) 

disaffection model, however, two of the participants have been questioning the stability of 

their marriages for more than a decade now, and neither one of them has sought professional 

help. Repairing a relationship is not a unilateral process and when communication breaks 

down it can be exceptionally difficult to achieve a cooperative commitment to counselling 

because the motivation and buy-in of both partners is required (Fleming & Cordova, 2012). 

Since men are particularly reluctant to seek help for marital difficulties (Addis & Mahalik, 

2003) and they usually only do so when they believe a relationship is going to end in divorce 

(Eubanks & Córdova, 2009), a comparative study exploring how men experience mid-life 

marital difficulties would provide a useful extension to this study. 

 
Most people suffering from marital difficulties do not seek professional help. Johnson et al., 

(2002) found that only 19% of currently married couples had ever participated in marital 

therapy and only 37% of divorcees had sought counselling before the collapse of their 

marriages. Couples experiencing sexual difficulties are particularly reticent about seeking 

help. Moreira et al., (2005) examined the help-seeking behaviours of men and women dealing 

with sexual problems from 29 different countries and found that 78% had not sought help 

from health professionals. On average, married couples wait 6 years after serious 

interpersonal problems develop before they seek therapy (Notarius & Buongiorno, 1992) and 

by then it is often too late. Counselling has been shown to help couples avoid divorce but the 

primary reason given by couples who divorce without seeking professional help is that they 

thought it was too late for counselling to make a difference (Wolcott, 1986). 
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This study highlights the failure of current marriage guidance counselling services to present 

as resources for marital support, rather than guides to marital dissolution. Barriers to support 

seeking such as the reluctance to share personal information could be overcome more easily 

if there was a concerted effort to destigmatise relationship education and all couples were 

encouraged to have annual relationship MOT’s. Family breakdown has been estimated to 

cost the British taxpayer approximately £46 billion a year (Relationships Foundation, 2014), 

yet counselling services are not free, and the cost of relationship support is prohibitive for 

some couples (Hill, 2012). 

 

Although this study is limited by the small sample size, the findings highlight important areas 

of further research. The study was further limited by the fact that all the participants were 

white British and of a similar socio economic and educational status, so comparative work 

with different ethnicities and socio-economic groups would be required. The study aimed to 

adhere to the core principles for good IPA research by being sensitive to context, coherent 

and rigorous (Yardley, 2000, 2008). It conformed to IPA methodology by being transparently 

idiographic in the way that it presents both the participants voice and the researcher’s 

interpretations, and the researcher was mindful to ground all interpretation in the data.



82  

Chapter 5. Study 2 
 

How do women experience midlife 
divorce? A Longitudinal Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis (LIPA) 
This study builds on the findings of Study 1 which explored how three married women, aged 

between 50 and 56, made sense of marital difficulties once their youngest child left home. 

The women in the first study were not happily married but nor were they at the point where 

they were considering divorce. They were, in effect, still wives, but they were no longer 

mothers, and the study explores their relationship dissatisfaction through this lens. Study 1 

established that the empty nest stage is a very vulnerable period in a marriage because 

without the distraction, or support of children, shortcomings in the marriage are much harder 

for women to ignore. Amato’s (2000) divorce-stress-adjustment model recognises that 

divorce is not a single event, but a series of transitions which can, over a period of months 

and years, create additional stress. Study 1 shows that the psychological transition out of a 

marriage begins long, long, before the implementation of a divorce. 

 
Study 2 is a logical progression from Study 1 in that it follows the experiences of eight 

women who have moved from marital dissatisfaction to divorce. The study is timely because 

ONS data shows a 28% drop in the overall divorce rate between 2005 and 2015, but in the 

same period, the number of women aged 65+ who got divorced increased by 38% (ONS, 

2017). Divorce has significant consequences for women at any age, but women who divorce 

in midlife are more likely to be financially disadvantaged and less likely to repartner. 

Because the financial implications of midlife divorce can be so profound for women who 

have been absent from the job market whilst working and who have no pensions, Study 2 also 

compares the experiences and outcomes achieved by two groups: women with a high income 

and women with low, or no, income. 

 
Although there is a wealth of quantitative research about divorce, the experiential corpus is 

extremely limited. This study is important because it investigates the emotional, relational, 

and financial consequences for middle-aged women who chose to make, or more commonly, 
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are forced into making, an enormous life transition. The study explores the experience of 

marital breakdown as well as the psychological, emotional, physical, legal, and financial 

separations that occur during a midlife divorce and understands these experiences from a 

phenomenological and interpretative perspective. 

 

Interpretative phenomenological analysis is commonly used to explore experiences that are 

existentially important to the participant, however, the way people respond to major 

transitions, or life changing events, naturally changes over time. Most studies of divorce 

capture a single time point, but with a major life transition such as divorce, this can be 

particularly problematic. If the study is conducted at the time of the divorce, the interviews 

capture a great deal of hot cognition, but not much else. If a study is conducted years after the 

divorce has taken place, it fails to capture the emotional intensity of the immediate 

experience. 

 
Capturing change over time is particularly pertinent to understanding the experience of 

divorce because the process involves two discrete legal stages. The first stage is the issuing of 

the Decree Nisi which signifies that the divorce is in motion. The second stage is the issuing 

of the Decree Absolute which indicates that the divorce is complete. In order to understand 

the full emotional trajectory of the divorce experience, it was necessary to design a study that 

could follow the participants journey and explore the many revisions and rationalisations that 

occurred as they moved through the stages of the legal divorce process. In recent years, 

longitudinal IPA (LIPA) has emerged as way of capturing dynamic change in order to 

achieve a better understanding of response trajectories. In LIPA studies, change, or indeed 

stability, over time is designed into the research process and is a key focus during the analysis 

process. 

 

Methodology (LIPA) 
 

My research set out to explore the female experience of midlife divorce and having used IPA 

previously, longitudinal IPA or LIPA was an obvious methodology for me to pursue. 

Although IPA is now one of the most popular and well evidenced Qualitative research 

methods, LIPA is still considered to be in its infancy (Farr & Nizza, 2019). However, since 

2013, longitudinal qualitative research in general and LIPA in particular has increased 



84  

exponentially. In 2019, Farr & Nizza conducted a review of existing LIPA studies which was 

published in the 16th volume of the Journal Qualitative Research in Psychology and found 66 

LIPA papers, 75% of which had been published since 2013 (Farr & Nizza, 2019). The 

majority of the papers (53%) were concerned with themes around patient illness (18), 

reproduction (10) and psychological distress (&), subjects which have always been a feature 

of the IPA corpus. However, LIPA is also being used in the creative arts in the fields of 

music, fashion, and theatre, as well as in sports and education. Not everyone gets it right. Farr 

and Nizza concluded that 30% of the entire corpus failed to show any connection between 

time points, or evidence of change over time, which renders the longitudinal study design 

pointless. 

 
In 2013, Calman, Brunton & Molassiotis published a paper on ‘Developing longitudinal 

qualitative designs’ in the journal ‘BMC Medical Research Methodology’ describing their 

experience of a large scale six-year qualitative research programme with cancer patients. 

They provided a list of recommendations to assist longitudinal researchers. Issues are around 

ethics and researcher wellbeing were particular to their study of end of life, but more general 

concerns around the timing of interviews and the management of large and complex datasets 

are extremely pertinent to the LIPA researcher. One of the main problems that they identified 

in existing longitudinal research was the fact that, rather than focusing on change over time, 

longitudinal qualitative studies which reported cross-sectional data had a tendency to provide 

descriptions or snapshots of individual time points. To be valuable, Calman’s team advise 

longitudinal qualitative researchers “to ground the interviews in an exploration of processes 

and changes which look both backwards and forwards in time” (Calman et al., 2013) 

 
LIPA provides an opportunity to illuminate the meaning of an experience and how that 

meaning, and it’s causes, consequences and continuities can change over time. As such, it is 

an ideal method for exploring life transitions, pathways, interventions, historical events, or 

any experience where temporal change, or adaptation, are integral to the experience (McCoy 

2017). LIPA is concerned with exploring the lived experience of individuals in a specific 

context and within a longitudinal framework. LIPA’s inductive and idiographic mode of 

enquiry reveals individual trajectories that show how the participants’ experience 

dynamically evolves within and between study time-points. LIPA takes an idiographic, 

phenomenological stance that allows for a nuanced, detailed explication of participants’ 

experiences, but as the participant moves through the experience, the researcher moves with 
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them, making sense of them making sense of how they are experiencing the present moment. 

When the different ‘presents’ are subsequently knitted together, the researcher has captured a 

complete transition which provides a new understanding of the participants subjective 

experience of change across time. From the initial causes to the final consequences, LIPA 

records key changes and critical moments to provide unique insights into how and why 

experiences change over time. 

 
In her analysis of the use of qualitative longitudinal research in evaluations, Jane Lewis 

(2007) identifies four different types of change that researchers must be attuned to. The most 

obvious type of change is narrative change. This describes how participants stories about 

their experiences and their emotions unfold over time. The second type of change is 

reinterpretation. This describes how participants may change their perspective on a particular 

issue. Something that seems very important at one point may merit less emphasis at another. 

The third type of change which Lewis identifies is change that occurs within the researcher as 

they learn more about the participants behaviours, stances, and experiences. The final change 

is, of course, no change. The absence of change, or continuity, may be a positive or a 

negative outcome, depending on the particular experience. 

 
When participants are moving backwards in time to relay historic events or experiences it can 

be very difficult to track the precise point of change. Where possible, in my study, I have 

confined myself to accounts that are spoken in the present tense. This gives the narratives 

greater clarity and makes it very easy to pinpoint the change that has occurred. 

 
Farr and Nizza (2019) found that the most meaningful studies were designed to collect 

sufficient data at key time points in order to effectively capture the dynamic under 

investigation. Decisions around when, and how often, to collect data were generally driven 

by the research question, and the longer the study, the greater the number of data collection 

points. Prospective designs which collect data before and after a life changing event such as 

childbirth are an effective way of capturing the anticipation before an event and retrospection 

or reflection afterwards. Longitudinal study designs assume a certain degree of linearity, but 

individual trajectories are not necessarily linear. In health research for example, Calman et al 

(2013) note the different conceptualisations of ‘clock time and embodied time’ for cancer 

patients, so from a purely practical perspective, flexibility is essential. A researcher who is 

aiming to capture the experience of treatment within three months of a new diagnosis, may 
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find that nothing has happened by the time of the interview. It is generally better to use the 

research question and the existing literature to work out key points where change might occur 

and to then build flexibility into the study design. 

 
One of the other challenges with longitudinal study designs is finding ways to manage and 

present large data sets in a way that shows how specific aspects of the participants’ 

experience have evolved and changed between the time-points. Farr & Nizza (2019) 

identified two core methods for structuring themes. The first could be described as ‘themes 

across time’ and involves the progress of a single theme through each time point of the 

complete study. This method was used by 39% of the LIPA corpus. The second could be 

described as ‘themes within time’ and involves the development of a set of themes that relate 

to a single time point. This method was used by 21% of the corpus of the LIPA corpus. The 

‘themes spanning time’ method uses a case-by-case approach which can help to maximise 

depth whereas the ‘themes within time’ approach may be better with larger participant groups 

as it allows more themes to be discussed. 

 
In what is probably the first ever study in the LIPA corpus, Jonathan Smith’s 1994 paper: 

‘Reconstructing selves: An analysis of discrepancies between women’s contemporaneous and 

retrospective accounts of the transition to motherhood’ explores the accounts of four women 

who were interviewed at four different time points as they made the transition into and 

beyond motherhood. The study compares the women’s accounts of the experience of 

pregnancy in real time, to their retrospective accounts of the experience once they have 

become mothers. The study privileges the dynamic role that memory plays in the 

construction of identity and captures an important shift from ‘real time’ negativity to post- 

partum positivity. Once their babies are born the four women’s reconstrue feelings of anxiety 

and uncertainty during pregnancy as feelings of excitement and anticipation. Smith’s study is 

a fascinating example of how, if IPA goes deep, LIPA goes both long and deep. Interviewing 

the same four women at a single time point would never have succeeded in capturing their 

complex and antithetical emotional trajectory to motherhood, and of course, in doing so, 

Smith inadvertently identifies the only reason that the human race has survived to date. 

 

IPA positions the participant’s narrative within a wider social, cultural, and theoretical 

context (Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 2006). This is uniquely relevant to my work because 
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women who were born between 1946 and 1964 have the most complex marital biographies of 

any other group in the population (Kreider, 2011). In the last sixty years, contraception, 

unilateral divorce, feminism, equal rights, and the emergence of a more individualistic view 

of marriage and family life have combined to create a generation of women who often 

believe themselves to be simultaneously at odds with, yet trapped by, traditional gender role 

ideologies. 

 
Phenomenological exploration is concerned with “how things appear, or are covered up” 

(Moran, 2000) and this is also germane to the female experience of mid-life divorce. Divorce 

is a life-event which legally demands that the individuals involved account for why a 

marriage has failed before a divorce will be granted, therefore, women’s meaning making 

when they reflect on divorce has to be considered within that context. The UK retains a 

‘fault’ based divorce system and the adversarial nature of the process forces those involved to 

create an explanation, or ‘narrative’, that will persuade lawyers and eventually, the court, that 

a divorce should be granted. This story is also disseminated to children, family, and friends as 

a way to justify, excuse, or defend, the decision to end the marriage. Atkinson et al. (2003) 

caution against the performative nature of interviews saying that “People do things with 

words, and they do things with narratives. They use biographical accounts to perform social 

actions. Through them they construct their own lives and those of others”. In the context of 

divorce, the IPA researcher’s understanding of what is being ‘said’ about an experience adds 

a valuable layer of interpretation that the participant might be “unlikely, unable or unwilling 

to see or acknowledge themselves” (Smith, 2004). 

 
Divorce is an emotional experience and as Smith and Eatough (2006) point out “People ‘do’ 

emotion in just the same way they ‘do’ anything else. They give emotional performances that 

tell us not about their emotional experience, but about the discursive skills and rules of 

emotion that they have acquired through language.” However, although the IPA researcher 

acknowledges the action-oriented nature of talk, it also accepts that when people talk about 

their lives, they are making meaning from their lived experience. The LIPA researcher 

understands that meaning making is not stable and interpretations can be reinterpreted over 

time. 

 
LIPA is designed to capture transitions so that researchers get a better understanding of the 
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psychological ‘before and after’ of major experiences. At its most basic this might break 

down into three distinct stages: anticipation, experience, and reflection. However, the 

methodology is much more sensitive than that and this study shows how LIPA also provides 

a unique opportunity to understand how the meaning of what is being said changes over time 

as people adapt, adjust, or accept their new reality. The three-time point design of this study 

allows us to track how the women’s accounts of the failure of their marriages move from an 

initial position of distress and indignance through to a position of greater honesty, 

authenticity, and accountability. 

 
LIPA is the only research method that has the power to capture change over time in such an 

experiential way. Although there is no direct route into someone else’s experience, LIPA’s 

focus on experience and its combination of both empathic and interrogative hermeneutics, 

coupled with a commitment to capturing longitudinal change, stability, or growth, make it an 

ideal methodology for a researcher who is attempting to get the heart of a hugely complex 

legal, emotional, and psychological transition. 

 

Method 
 

Data Collection 
 

In LIPA, data is collected for multiple cases across multiple time-points, so the volume of 

data requires a very clear design strategy in order to extract meaningful results. One of the 

biggest challenges with LIPA is designing a study that captures change at key time points. 

Decisions on timing and frequency of data collection tend to be determined by the research 

question and that was certainly the case for this study. 

 
Divorce is a process that has several clearly defined stages. The divorce process starts with 

one party (the petitioner) sending their Petition to the court. Once the petition has been sent to 

the court, copies are sent to the other party (the respondent). Generally speaking, it takes two 

to three weeks for the court to issue the divorce papers and send them out. Once the 

respondent receives the divorce papers, they must respond by filling in a form called an 

‘Acknowledgement of service’ and returning it to the Court within seven days. This form 

confirms whether or not the respondent agrees to the petition and states their position 

regarding any claim for costs and the arrangements as set out for the children, if applicable. 
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When the acknowledgment of service has been returned to the Court it is sent to the 

petitioner, who can then apply for Decree Nisi. This is the procedure by which the District 

Judge is asked to consider the petition and other papers and decide whether or not the 

petitioner is entitled to a divorce. If the District Judge is satisfied that the petitioner is entitled 

to a divorce, they will issue a Certificate confirming the time, date, and place when Decree 

Nisi will be pronounced. When the couple get their Decree Nisi are they are still technical 

married, but they have begun the divorce process. This was an obvious point at which to 

conduct first interviews. 

 
The structure of the divorce process also provided an obvious second time point for data 

collection. Forty-three days, or six weeks and one day, from the date that Decree Nisi is 

pronounced, the petitioner can apply for the Decree Absolute, the court document that 

officially ends the marriage. For my study, Decree Absolute was a natural point at which to 

conduct the second interviews. Because the legal transitions are well defined and segment 

into two specific time points, theoretically, it should be easy to design a study that captures 

the experience of midlife divorce. However, the way that people progress through those 

transitions varies wildly. The average divorce takes 58 weeks (MoJ, 2019), but solicitors 

advise clients not to apply for Absolute until all the finances have been settled and the 

consent order has been approved by the court. Research by Aviva (2018) suggests that money 

matters take an average of 14.5 months to settle after a split. Although the average is roughly 

one year, some couples get stuck and are still battling over the finances after six years. Even 

if I found the perfect homogenous group of participants and began the study at Decree Nisi, 

there was no guarantee that the group would complete their divorces within the required time 

frame. The only way to mitigate that risk was to accommodate a degree of attrition at the 

time of the second interview (Decree Absolute). In order to make provision for the 

probability that a number of my participants would not complete within the required time 

frame, I over recruited by 50% to account for attrition at the second time point. 

 

Because divorce is such an emotional process, it was important to add in a third time point 

when the dust had settled on the divorce and the participants had begun the process of putting 

their marriages behind them and beginning to build a new life for themselves. The third 

interviews took place roughly six months after the women had received their Decree 

Absolute. 
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Box 1. The divorce timeline 

 
 
 

Recruitment 
 

In IPA, “purposive homogeneity” refers to a shared perspective on the phenomenon of interest. 

For example, a researcher might explore the question “how do people make sense of the 

experience of having a heart attack?” by conducting interviews with people who have had a heart 

attack. In this context, socio-demographic homogeneity would not be critical because the 

phenomenon of interest is the experience of cardiac arrest, treatment within the NHS and 

subsequent recovery. For my study, socio-demographic homogeneity was more important because 

culture influences divorce decisions (Furtado et al., 2011). Culture influences who, and how, 

people marry, and it also affects how, why, and when people divorce.  

 

Limiting my participants to a homogenous sample of white British women avoided the potential 

problems presented by cultural differences, or language barriers, and to maintain consistency with 

my initial study of three white middle-aged British females, the participants for my second study 

were selected to conform to the same sampling constraints. The population of the UK is 82% 

white, so I was also giving myself the best chance of finding participants (UK Census, 2021). 

Recruiting participants for this study was never going to be easy. In order to find a homogenous 

sample for a longitudinal study of female midlife divorce, I needed to locate a group of women 

who were in the right age group and at exactly the same stage in the divorce process. They also 

needed to be coming out of a first marriage that had lasted more than twenty years and to have 

children over the age of 18. 
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Box 2. Recruitment criteria for participants taken from recruitment flyer (appendix, P.256) 

 

If I was recruiting for a study which was exploring the experience of heart attacks, or childbirth, I 

could have gone to a cardiac clinic, or an ante-natal unit, but there is no easy way to locate a group 

of people who are divorcing. In the absence of a central source, I had to find alternative ways of 

connecting to women. I spread the word about the study by publishing flyers which specified the 

selection criteria (Appendix P.250) on divorce support groups that I found through Facebook and 

the Wikivorce website. There was so much interest in the study that I rapidly realised that I needed 

a way to filter out women who didn’t fit the criteria. I created a simple questionnaire using Survey 

Monkey (Appendix P. 251)which applicants filled in and returned. I then made posts on Facebook 

and Wikivorce with a link to the survey and asked women who were interested in taking part in 

the study to fill it in.  

 

As the responses began arriving, I would read through them hoping that each one was a match, 

and then sigh with disappointment when I realised that the applicant didn’t have Decree Nisi yet, 

was coming out of a second marriage, or was childless. A total of 82 women filled in the survey, 

but only twelve women matched all the criteria for the study. The time constraints of the PhD 

meant that I needed the women to get to their Decree Absolute within about a year of our first 

interview, so that there would be enough time for the final post-divorce interview six months later. 

 

Inclusion Criteria  
 

When I first began thinking about this project the government had withdrawn legal aid for 

divorce and introduced compulsory ‘Mediation information and assessment meetings’ 

(MIAM) for couples who wanted to get divorce. The decision was made in response to 

National Audit Office figures on legally aided mediation which found that the average time 

for a mediated case to be completed was 110 days, compared to 435 days for court cases on 
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similar issues. Inevitably, shorter time frames meant less cost. The average cost of mediation 

for a legal aid client was found to be £535 compared to £2,823 for cases going to court (NAO 

2007). After an initial compulsory MIAM session, couples then had the option of conducting 

their divorce negotiations with the help of a mediator, or alternatively, opting to use individual 

solicitors. 

 
Mediation didn’t take off as the government had hoped. By 2013, only 17,000 couples in 

England and Wales out of a total of 118,140 had used mediation services during their divorce 

(MOJ, 2014). With such a low take up, I was aware that the majority of participants would 

end up following a legal path and my study would be unbalanced, but I still believed that a 

comparative study of a smaller number of women who used mediation as a route to divorce 

would be a worthwhile investigation. After just one interview, I realised why the take up for 

mediation was so low. I’ll let Angela explain: 

 
“The mediators were in my view were completely and utterly useless. This was in a 

mediation service that I had found had advertised locally in London, where I live. They 

were registered with National Family Mediation, but they were independents. They were 

really appallingly awful” (Angela, high Income, T1, P7, L51) 

 

Angela’s experience was echoed by several other women that I spoke to. When I began to 

explore why it was so unsuccessful, I soon learned that like so many well-intentioned policies, 

the governments enthusiasm for mediation was not backed up by investment in adequate 

training for mediators. When you consider the emotional and financial issues at stake in 

divorce mediation, it is absurd that it takes just eight days to qualify as a mediator with the 

Family Mediators Association. Angela’s description of the ineptitude of the two female 

mediators that she and her husband were dealing with is almost comical: 

 
“I felt there were not great skills in terms of managing this very, very difficult situation. 

They were also not dealing with the practicalities very well. They’ve got a flip chart up on 

a piece of, up on a wall and it kept falling down and it was, it was... then we couldn’t see it 

properly because it was too small. Just the whole thing, and it was like, we were 

wondering, why isn’t she just doing it on a piece of paper, you know. It was just, the whole 

thing it was just amateur” (Angela, high Income, T1, P7, L16) 
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One of my participants, Tessa, had a very good experience with mediation, but the crucial 

difference is that she used a qualified lawyer, who was also a mediator. Although the upfront 

cost was expensive - £500 per hour – the overall cost of the divorce was significantly cheaper. 

Tessa was in a position to make that upfront investment, but many of my other participants 

were not. Interviewing Tessa made it clear that income was actually a more important 

inclusion criteria than mediation. Having discussed the issue with my supervisor Jonathan 

Smith, I changed track. Fortunately, I had included questions on income in my survey, so 

shifting the focus was relatively simple. At the time, the average pay for a woman aged 50 to 

65 in the UK was 25k a year so that made a natural threshold for women to qualify for a high-

income category. Low income was any amount below that. In the final cohort, I had a neat 

split of four women who met the criteria for high-income, and four women who were very 

clearly in the low-income group. 
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1. Decree Nisi. Interview Schedule Time 1 
How Do Women With An Empty Nest Make Sense Of Midlife Divorce And Does A Woman’s Income 
Impact The Experience, Or The Outcome?: An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

 
Questions about the marriage 
Tell me about how you met your 
husband When did you decide to 
get married? 

 
Questions about children 
How did you decide to have children? 
What impact did having children have on your relationship? 

 
Questions about conflict 
What went wrong in the marriage? 
Who made the decision to end the marriage? 
If you could go back in time what would you do differently? 
How did deciding (or not deciding) to end the marriage impact how you felt? 

 
Questions about the route to divorce? 
What was the experience of divorce like for you 
personally? How do you feel about the route you 
took to divorce? 
Do you think that it was the best route for you? 

 
Questions about age 
How did being older impact your experience 
of divorce? Did having an empty nest affect 
the divorce outcome? Have your children 
been supportive? 

 
Questions about expectations for the future 
How did the divorce meet your expectations in terms of financial settlements, housing, or 
pensions? How do you feel about the future? 
Is there anything else you would like to add? 

Interview Schedule 
 

A semi structured interview schedule was devised consisting of three sets of twelve open 

questions, one for each of the three time points. 
 

 

Box 3. Interview Schedule 1 which occurred once participants had initiated divorce and received Decree Nis
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3. Three months post-divorce. Interview Schedule Time 3 
How Do Women With An Empty Nest Make Sense Of Midlife Divorce And Does A Woman’s Income Impact The 
Experience, Or The Outcome?: An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

 
The Experience 
How are you feeling now? 
How does it feel to be divorced? 
How has your life changed since the divorce? 
Is there anything you miss about your marriage? 

 
The Divorce 
How do you feel about the divorce process? 
If you could go back in time what would you do 
differently? How do think the divorce process could be 
improved? 

 
Relationships 
Have you met anyone else/Would you like to meet someone 
new? Does being older impact how you feel about the future? 
Is your ex in a relationship? 
How have your children coped with everything? 

 
Settlement 
Has your ex-husband met his obligations in terms of financial settlements, housing or 
pensions? Do you feel that the outcome was fair? 

 
The Future 
How do you feel about the future? 
Is there anything else you would like to add? 

 

 
Box 4. Interview Schedule 2 which took place once the divorce was finalised and Decree Absolute was received 

Box 5. Interview Schedule 3 which occurred six months post-divorce 

 

 
2. Decree Absolute. Schedule Time 2 
How Do Women With An Empty Nest Make Sense Of Midlife Divorce And Does A Woman’s Income Impact The 
Experience, Or The Outcome?: An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

 
The Divorce 
How did deciding or not deciding to end the marriage impact how 
you felt? What has the experience of divorce and like for you 
personally? 
How do you feel about the route you took to divorce? 
What do you think it could be done to improve the experience of 
divorce? How did you make the decision to go to court if 
applicable? 

 
The Outcome 
How did the divorce meet your expectations in terms of financial settlement, housing or 
pensions? If you could go back in time what would you do differently? 

 
Impact on Relationships 
How has the divorce affected your relationship with your children? 
How has to divorce affected your relationship with your extended 
family? How has the divorce affected you as a person? 
How do you feel about 
the future? Do you feel 
you have moved on? 
Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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Participants were given an Information Sheet to the commencement of the interview. The 

information sheet explained the purpose of the study and made it clear to the participants that 

their interviews would be recorded and that the data would then be transcribed and 

anonymised at which point the recordings would be erased. The women were also given a 

Consent Form to sign which confirmed that they understood and agreed with the information 

that they had been given. All the interviews were recorded on a voice recording app on an 

iPhone X and after each interview, participants were debriefed, and consent was rechecked. 
 

 

Box 6. Information Sheet (left) and Consent Form (Right) 
 
 

The Participants 
 

Divorce is not a linear process and somewhat inevitably, some of the women got stuck along 

the way. I conducted first interviews with twelve women but by the time of the second 

interview, four of the original twelve participants were still caught up in financial wrangling. 

The study proceeded with the eight women who had completed their divorces and received 

their Decree Absolute within the required time frame. The eight remaining participants 
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divided neatly into two groups according to income. Four were in the high-income group and 

four were in the low income group. Through the analysis and the results you will learn about 

their experience of divorce, but the following brief summaries are a useful introduction to 

their marital histories and their motivations for marriage. 

 

High Income Group 
 

Tessa 
 

Tessa is 58 years old and has been married to her husband for 25 years. They have three sons; 

the youngest is nineteen. Tessa is a successful civil servant, but her husband has always 

earned a lot more money than she has. This has created a power imbalance in the 

relationship. Throughout the marriage Tessa worked full time, but she was also responsible 

for all the domestic chores and raising their three children. Tessa also managed her husband’s 

diary and she felt, to some degree, that without her, he would never have been as successful 

as he was. Tessa feels that she was taken for granted and cites numerous examples of her 

husband’s insensitivity, for example, despite promising to do so, her husband never put her 

name on the deeds of their home. Before she instigated the divorce, Tessa’s friend died in an 

accident and she took some time off work. During that period she decided to end the 

marriage. She used lawyer mediators in order to keep everything as amicable as possible and 

her focus was on getting everything sorted as quickly and as efficiently as possible. Tessa 

knew that her husband would not be willing to sell the house, so Tessa agreed to move into 

her own much smaller house to ensure that their adult sons could maintain a primary 

residence at their father’s house and experience minimal disruption. 

 

Valerie 
 

Valerie is 55 years old and has been married for thirty five years. She has two sons and a 

daughter, all of whom are adults. Valerie married when she was just twenty years old and as 

her husband was relatively wealthy, she never needed to work. Instead, she did what her 

mother and her grandmother did before her and stayed home to raise her three children.When 

her children were in their teens, she began an affair with a family friend. It went on for ten 

years before her husband found an email chain that revealed everything. He forgave her and 

they soldiered on, but the marriage never really recovered. Valerie realised that she was due 
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to inherit some money and she promised herself that she would use it to leave her husband. 

However, when the time came, she was worried that the inheritance would not be enough for 

her to sustain the lifestyle she was accustomed to. A fluke financial windfall put paid to those 

concerns. She hid the money and waited five years until the moment was right for her to for 

divorce. Her money eventually had to be declared, but during the legal process, it was 

revealed that her husband was massively in debt and the lifestyle they had been leading was 

achieved by moving borrowing around. Because Valerie isn’t really qualified to do anything 

and she has not had a job since before she got married, she is in an exceptionally vulnerable 

financial position. If she doesn’t get a good divorce settlement she has no way of supporting 

herself and because her children are adults, she is not entitled to child support ,or preferential 

treatment in terms of a budget for housing allocation 

 

Rachel 
 

Rachel is 60 and has been married for twenty five years. She has two adult children a son and 

a daughter. When Rachel met her husband to be Robert, she was thirty-five and desperate to 

have a child. In fact, she feels that her biological clock drove all her decision making and she 

was pregnant within six weeks of the wedding. Rachel’s father was a dark illiterate hard 

working Greek. Her husband was the blonde, educated son of a self-made millionaire, who 

could not hold down a job. Rachel had an important job and during the entire marriage, she 

was the primary earner, however she had very little agency within her marriage. Her 

relationship with her husband was turbulent from the start and she spent years battling 

emotional and financial abuse. During the marriage her husband had a long standing affair 

and Rachel realises she should have left then. She stayed with him because he had never 

worked and so she knew she would be treated as the man in the relationship and she would be 

forced to sell the family home. When Rachel was recovering from lung cancer, Robert’s 

father told him that he was going to transfer £800,000 of shares into his name. Robert 

immediately filed for divorce so that those assets would not be included in any settlement 

calculations. Her ex-husband’s family also subsidised his divorce costs, whereas Rachel has 

been forced to do most of her own representation because she could not afford a lawyer. 

 
Angela 

 
Angela is fifty seven and has been with her partner for twenty years, although they only got 

married in 2014. She has one son, Freddy. Angela was thirty-three when she got pregnant and 
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although she knew she wanted to have a baby, she says that she didn’t get pregnant on 

purpose. Instead, she says that subconsciously, she must have known that her boyfriend 

would make a good father. Her ex-husband was very supportive, but the relationship was 

complicated by her depression and anxiety. As their son Freddy got older, he became 

increasingly disruptive and difficult to manage, and that caused a lot of conflict within the 

family. As soon as Freddy turned eighteen he moved out of the family home, and a few 

weeks later, Angela’s husband also left. Angela blames herself and feels that if she and her 

husband had the right counselling, the marriage might have survived. After the split her 

husband wavered several times and might have come back if they had sought help sooner. 

Angela initiated the divorce process but she does not want to divorce, and if her husband 

agreed to try again, she would definitely be up for it. She thinks the marriage would work 

now because she has become ‘more the sort of person that her husband would have liked’. 

 

Low Income Group 
 

Lindsay 
 

Lindsay is 60 years old and was married to Frank for 42 years. She has one adult daughter, 

Tina. Lindsay had a very difficult childhood. Her mother was a gambling addict and she was 

neglected to such a degree that she and her foster sister were almost taken into care. Lindsay 

left school with no qualifications and married Frank when she was just 18, despite the fact 

that he had been both unfaithful and violent to her while they were dating. Lindsay thinks 

that she married Frank because she was worried that no one else would have her. For 

Lindsay, marriage was a way of escaping from her dysfunctional family and it was also an 

opportunity for reinvention. Lindsay wanted to create a family of her own and give her 

children all the things that she had never had as a child. During the marriage Frank continued 

to be sporadically violent and emotionally abusive to both Lindsay and Tina, but she never 

told anyone about it. When Frank suddenly abandoned Lindsay for another woman, 

Lindsay’s world stopped. She became suicidal and lost two stone in weight but she is now 

having counselling and is taking anti-depressants. 
 

Mandy 
 

Mandy is fifty five years old and has been married to her husband for thirty five years. She 

has an adult son and daughter. Mandy had a very troubled childhood. Her mother worked to 
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support the family, leaving Mandy and her sisters at home with their alcoholic father, who 

sexually abused all three of his daughters. Mandy met her husband-to-be when she was 15. 

He was a lodger in her parents’ house and the decision to marry was strongly motivated by a 

desire to escape from her father. Mandy had ambitions of being a vet, or an artist. Instead, she 

married when she was 20 and became a housewife. Although her husband worked for a big 

company, money was always very tight and there were no luxuries. When Mandy’s two 

children were still toddlers, she discovered that her husband was being blackmailed by a man 

who had caught him exposing himself to children at a playground. Mandy never told anyone 

what had happened, and because she kept her husband’s secret for 35 years, she firmly 

believed that her husband would never leave her. When Mandy found divorce papers in the 

kitchen cabinet in 2019, she filed for divorce before her husband could. Though she initiated 

proceedings she never actually wanted a divorce and would have preferred to remain 

married, despite the dysfunctional nature of the relationship. 

 

Eva 
 

Eva is sixty and has been married for thirty years. She has two adult sons. . Eva is convinced 

that her ex-husband is autistic and at least one of her two sons is on the spectrum. Eva frames 

her decision to marry in terms of social and gender norms. When she was a teenager in the 

late seventies, getting married and having kids what girls aspired to. She didn’t know that 

living alone, or staying single, was even an option for women. Her husband moved out seven 

years ago after he had an affair with his son's school careers advisors. When Eva looks back, 

she feels that she was depressed during the marriage and that she never felt quite good 

enough. She feels that her husband was not good for her confidence and his autistic 

tendencies meant that he could not show empathy. Eva was recently diagnosed with a rare 

form of terminal cancer. Her diagnosis preoccupies her more than her divorce and she acutely 

aware of the time she has left. The rarity of her condition makes her feel that at least one 

aspect of her ordinary life is extraordinary. Eva and her husband remained separated for 

seven years before he finally asked for a divorce. The lengthy split should have made the 

process less emotional, but instead, it has dragged up a lot of old feelings and unresolved 

issues. 
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Lisa 
 

Lisa is fifty five and has been married for twenty-five years. She has a grown up daughter 

and a son at university. Lisa met her husband when she was 15. She followed him around like 

a puppy and put up with being cheated on and dumped repeatedly until finally, at the age of 

26, she married him As a young woman, Lisa was so desperately lacking in confidence that 

she was grateful that anyone would want to be with her. One day, out of the blue, her 

husband telephoned her and told her that he was having an affair. They continued to live in 

the same house, but one day Lisa came back and found her husband in bed with his lover in 

her daughter’s bed. Although her solicitor advised her against moving out of the family 

home, she could not tolerate the situation any longer. She rented a flat with financial help 

from her parents and her job in Tesco meant she had a small amount of money to live on. She 

thought the situation was temporary and the divorce would be over in six months, but her 

husband had a brain hemorrhage during legal proceeding and so Lisa’s divorce took four 

years to resolve. She has had counselling and is on anti-depressants. 

 

The Interviews 
 

The semi-structured interview process is important because it gives participants freedom to 

freely explore their own experiences. This enables the researcher to completely enter the life 

world of the participant and helps to liberate the researcher from the burden of prior 

assumptions about expected outcomes (Farr, 1982). The same interview schedule was used 

for each participant, but the participants responses were never guided, or restricted, because 

their deviations were often more revelatory. For example, in the following extract Tessa is 

asked what impact having children had on her relationship with her husband. The question 

elicits a different, more personal insight: 

 

R: When you look back, can you think about what impact, if any, having children had on 

your relationship? 

 
P “I think if we were comparing, who was impacted more it was clearly going to be me, I 

mean clearly, You know, yeah, His job has always been more important than my job, And 

yet he didn’t want me to give up work, He’s never wanted me to give up work, partly I 

think, because that made me dependent on him, I think actually mainly, It wasn’t to do 
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with my emotional wellbeing and working and continuing to have a demanding, and 

rewarding career, It’s more about ‘Oh my God if she gives up work then she’ll never go 

back to work and I’ll have to look after her’, I honestly I think that’s right” 

(Tessa, High income, T1, P3, L6) 
 

Because the interviews were timed to three specific stages of the divorce process, the 

questions on each schedule related, in part, to recent events, however each schedule was 

designed to look backwards, at what had happened prior to the current time point, to explore 

feelings in the present moment and also to look forward to what was now expected. Each of 

the three interviews included questions about the marriage as whole (Past): questions about 

the divorce experience and how they are feeling right now (present) and questions about their 

hopes and expectations for the future (future). 

 
The interviews took place in a number of different venues. The first interviews were 

particularly tricky because some of the women were still living in the same home as their 

husbands and so it was not possible to do the interviews there. The women were located all 

over the UK, so I travelled the country meeting participants in coffee shops, restaurants, and 

offices. On more than one occasion interviews were conducted in the participants car as the 

agreed venue was too noisy. Because the car is a quiet, safe, and very personal space, it 

actually proved to be an excellent place to conduct the interviews. 

 
Because qualitative research in general and IPA in particular is very ‘hands on’, rigour, 

validity and quality are dependent on the skills of the researcher. Face to face interviews 

mean that the interviewer is tasked with ethical responsibility for the wellbeing of the subject, 

whilst simultaneously attempting to create rapport and remain alert to personal subjectivity. 

In LIPA, multiple interviews with the same participant can create a strong bond between the 

participant and the researcher. Because the priority for the researcher is to remain inductive, 

there is a tension between the desire to be supportive and the need for a degree of distance. 

The researcher must be alert to their level of familiarity with the subject and reflexivity is 

fundamentally important to rigour. This complex interaction between the ‘interpreter’ and the 

‘interpreted’ is what makes LIPA so rewarding, but it is also one of its greatest challenges. 

 
In this study for example, several participants revealed that they felt suicidal. Although 

Lindsay made an attempt on her life prior to the study, all the women who were distressed 
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were being cared for by their GP, were on antidepressants and were also receiving 

counselling. I kept a diary to alleviate the emotional burden on me and shared specific 

concerns with my supervisor. After one worrying interview I telephoned the participant to 

check on their wellbeing and she reassured me that she was fine. 

 
For several participants, the opportunity to talk to a neutral third party through the course of 

the divorce process seemed to be beneficial. There is evidence to suggest that qualitative 

longitudinal research has therapeutic potential for participants (Dickson-Swift et al., 2006, 

Peel et al., 2006) and that proved to be the case in this study too: 

 
“It’s been a pleasure. I’ve really enjoyed it it’s been really nice kind of meeting up and 

just sort of you know talking about myself ha ha. It’s it’s it’s been totally painless and no, 

really been quite helpful in a way. It’s quite a thought provoking, you know, sort of makes 

you sort of think about stuff and a bit sort of a way but not too much though, so it’s not 

intrusive, it’s just the questions you’ve asked have been entirely kind of reasonable and 

you know anyone who really wants to, I guess, could have stuck entirely to the point, not 

like me, and answer questions in a very sort of impassive sort of you know detached way 

so not intrusive questions” (Tessa High income,T3, P45, L54) 

 

The Analysis Process 
 

Analysis was conducted following Smith’s guidelines for IPA (Smith, 2009), Nizza, Farr & 

Smith’s (2021) guidance on markers of high quality in IPA, and Farr & Nizza’s guidelines 

for LIPA (Farr & Nizza, 2019). IPA accepts that people are inherently self-reflective and 

when faced with difficult life events, they automatically attempt to make sense of what is 

happening to them (Smith, 2018), however the essence of IPA is its analytic focus. The 

analytic process is a dialogue between the participant’s account of their experience and the 

researcher’s psychological knowledge about what it might mean for that person to have those 

concerns, in that context (Smith et al., 2009). 

 
I avoided the temptation to begin the analyses process until I had all three interviews for each 

woman. I wanted to be able to capture the women’s experiential transitions and to access how 

the meaning of specific events, experiences or emotions changed and evolved over time. The 

analysis was conducted on a case-by-case basis and each individual transcript was analysed 
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line by line and important issues or good potential quotes were noted in the margins. 

 

Obviously, as I worked through the participants, I was aware of each preceding analysis, but I 

did my best to approach each participant with an open mind, in order to capture the essential 

essence of their personal attitudes and unique experiences of the divorce process. 

 
Transcription 

 
The interviews were transcribed verbatim soon after they were conducted while the 

experience was still fresh in my mind. The transcription process followed the methods 

described in for Study1 (P.58.) The transcription process is painstaking and time consuming, 

but the benefit of transcribing each and every word is that it embeds the narrative so firmly in 

the researcher’s brain that it speeds up the process of referring back to the master text to find 

things later on. Listening to the recorded interviews while reading the transcript enabled me 

to clarify words, or sentences, that were unclear and to note the emotional resonance of voice 

tone or responses such as crying. I was also able to slow down the speed of the audio so that I 

didn’t miss non-verbal communication such as long pauses Jonathan Smith believes that 

“Transcription is itself a form of interpretative activity” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 74) and for me 

certainly, converting the women’s spoken words into text deepened my engagement with the 

participant. Sometimes, as I transcribed, I became so deeply involved with the narrative that I 

noticed my facial expressions mirroring the participant’s emotional state. 

 
Anonymisation 

 
During the transcription process, all the participants were given pseudonyms. This point 

marked a psychological shift into a new, more analytical realm. The interviewee who 

sniveled into a handkerchief, sitting in a Ford Fiesta in the rain, suddenly morphs into a 

narrative representation. Their bodily characteristics which were so real during the interview, 

are no longer a feature, and this eliminates a certain amount of noise from the process of 

analysis. For me, giving the women a pseudonym created a little distance and that made it 

easier for me to make sense of the woman as she made sense of her essential experience. The 

process helped me to escape my “natural attitude” and adopt a phenomenological attitude, so 

that I was better able to distil the essential essence of their experience. 
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Immersion 
 

The first step in the analytic process involves immersing oneself in the original data. This 

meant that once the three transcripts for an individual were complete, I engaged in several 

more rounds of reading and re-reading. Although I waited to complete all the interviews 

before beginning the analysis process, each interview was tackled separately so that I could 

completely commit myself to understanding that woman’s experience at that particular time 

point. In reading the transcripts certain obvious points jumped out at me but I resisted the 

temptation to begin annotation until I had a much better understanding of the nuance in the 

text. That was a good strategy because often it became clear that the very obvious transitions 

were less significant than more subtle psychological shifts. 

 

Formatting 
 

Once the transcription process was complete the interviews were transferred into an A3 

format with columns either side of the central text. With so much data, it was vital that 

annotation was extremely precise, so quotes could be quickly located once they were 

separated from the original transcript. Each line of text was numbered so that all quotes could 

be easily accessed through a combination code using both page and line numbers. The two 

columns to the left of the text were assigned to descriptive and linguistic notation. The two 

columns on the right were assigned to conceptual observations and emerging themes. 

 
Initial Notation 

 
Line by line analysis is a very structured way of unpacking the meaning of what is being said. 

It draws attention to the very specific ways that individual participants use language to make 

sense of themselves and their experiences. My initial notes were often focused on describing 

the content of what the participants were saying and the subject of that particular piece of 

conversation. With so much data, it was helpful to simply pull out key points in a different 

colour. 

 
In Box 7, the blue text in the original transcript identifies the central conflict that Valerie is 

describing. Valerie talks about how her husband’s temper made life very difficult, but it 

wasn’t constant, and she didn’t feel that she was in danger, so the fear went in and out of her 

mind. Although she and her husband still had lots of good times together, she never knew 
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how long it would last before he lost his temper again. She describes fantasising about 

leaving him but then deciding that she was not desperate enough to go. She is immobilised by 

her situation and can’t decide what she needs to do. 
 
 

Box 7. Initial exploratory noting for Valerie at Time 1 
 
 

The linguistic column explored how the participants used language and this provided very 

useful insight into the individual characters of the participants. Some of the women used 

language in a precise or restrained way; others were much more dramatic. Because the 

women in this study were from all over the UK, they often used colloquialisms and unusual 

expressions that were unique to where they lived. All the women played with tense, 

metaphor, repetition, analogies, key word strings, pauses and hesitations to make sense of 

complex ideas, opinions, or concerns. In this example from Valerie, she uses the word 

resigned twice, in quick succession. 
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Box 7a. Initial exploratory noting for Valerie at Time 1 

 
 

The notes on language formed a bridge from the descriptive to the conceptual. The 

descriptive notes picked out issues that were important to the participant and the language 

they used to describe those concerns lead to a more conceptual understanding of the 

overarching meaning of that particular event, experience, interpretation, or emotional 

response. In the conceptual column (See Box 7a), I began to integrate my own psychological 

understanding, and thus began the process of me, the researcher, making sense of the 

participant, making sense of their experience. For Valerie, the conceptual notations highlight 

the fact that because some parts of the marriage were good, and other parts were bad, the 

decision to end it was not clear cut. Valerie is stuck. 

 

Emergent themes 
 

The fourth stage of the analysis process is the development of emergent themes. Because 

divorce is such a major life transition, the participant’s narrative is very compelling, but good 

IPA requires the researcher to interrogate what is being said, how it is being said, why it is 

being said and what it actually mean. The themes that emerge at this stage capture what was 

most important to the participant at that time point, but importantly, the participants meaning 

making is interpreted through the researcher’s conceptual or psychological interpretation of 

the experience. This hermeneutic circle: the researcher trying to make sense of the participant 

as they try to make sense of their experience, is the beating heart of IPA analysis. 
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Analysing exploratory comments to identify emergent themes involves working with discrete 

sections of the transcript, so the original ‘whole’ becomes a set of parts. Although this 

fragmentation takes the researcher further away from the participant, the end result is a more 

concise version of what is being expressed. Whereas the initial notation feels loose and 

observational, the emergent themes are more concrete. They capture a specific aspect of the 

participants experience which simultaneously integrates the researchers understanding of it. 

By marrying the participant’s experience with the analyst’s interpretation, the emergent 

themes speak to the psychological essence of the experience. 

 
In the example illustrated in Box 8, we can see how a specific theme emerges from the 

descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual understanding of Valerie’s transcript. Valerie describes 

how she was half in and half out of her marriage for years. She fantasised about leaving, but 

she wasn’t desperate enough to do it. Her husband was volatile, but she wasn’t in danger. 

They lived in a big house, they had wealthy friends and they still had good times. In contrast, 

divorce was an unknown quantity. Valerie is immobilised by the ‘push’ of her unhappiness, 

and the ‘pull’ of her need for security and the conceptual interpretation of this is the emergent 

theme; ‘The Not Bad Enough Marriage’. 
 
 

Box 8. Emergent themes. In this image, the theme of ‘The not bad enough marriage’ is emerging for Valerie. 
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At the end of the analysis process, the fourth column of each transcript was populated with 

countless themes which were then transferred to a new A4 document with supporting quotes 

which were tagged with the participant’s pseudonym, income group, interview point, page 

number and line number. Initially, the themes and supporting quotes were transferred 

chronologically in the order that they appeared in the transcript, but once they were in a 

separate document, the links between themes became easier to see. I saved the document 

with the original themes and supporting quotes as a master template and began copying 

sections that seemed to relate to each other into a separate document. Where quotes 

benefitted from short edits, this symbol <-> is inserted to mark where the redaction has been 

made. This process of clustering emergent themes allowed me to see clear connections and 

points of convergence and divergence within the emergent themes. 

 
For Valerie at Time 1, I ended up with four pages of emergent themes which were loosely 

gathered together under very general headings. In this example themes around the tactics 

Valerie used to remain in the marriage are grouped as ‘Maintenance Strategies: Ways to stay 

Married”. The emergent themes are a very accurate distillation of Valerie’s much larger 

narrative and they capture the extent to which Valerie actively tried to keep the marriage 

going. From ignoring obvious red flags, to sweeping issues under the carpet, to having a 

long-term affair with a neighbour who was also married, and equally unwilling to leave his 

family, Valerie effectively immobilised herself. The complete tables for Valerie are in the 

Appendix on pages 254 to 262. 
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Box 9 Emergent themes for Valerie grouped under the heading “ Maintenance Strategies; Ways to stay married. 

 
 

Extracting the emergent themes and transferring them into a smaller format allowed me to 

weed out instances of repetition or crossover. At this stage, themes that didn’t fit, or that felt 

like outliers were dropped, but for Valerie at Time 1 alone, I still had four pages of emergent 

themes. IPA is concerned with how people make sense of events, experiences or transitions 

that have experiential or existential significance. Because these experiences often involve 

major transitions or life changing circumstances, IPA tends to generate very strong data. 
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However, with interviews at three time points, it was imperative to let go of data that didn’t 

contribute to the shared story of change, no matter how exciting or meaningful that data was 

in its own right. After some ruthless pruning I cut the data in half. Even so, I knew that 12 

emergent themes was too many, but at this stage I needed to see what would happen at 

subsequent time points before I made final decisions about what data I could afford to lose. 
 
 

Box 10. Two pages of emergent themes for Valerie at Time 1 with a brief summary at the top. 
 
 

When the analysis for Time 1 felt robust, I moved on to the data for Time 2 and repeated the 

step by step process that I have outlined for Time 1. I began with exploratory notation which 

was descriptive, linguistic and conceptual until I was able to extract a set of emergent themes. 

These themes were then clustered and re-clustered, until I had identified a set of super- 

ordinate themes which felt like an accurate reflection of the participant’s experience at that 

time point. Once Time 2 was complete, I moved on to Time 3 and repeated the same process. 
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Chronology 
 

The prospective design of this study meant that the interviews occurred at three different time 

points. The first interviews were conducted just after the women had received their Decree 

Nisi. They were at the very beginning of a daunting legal process and the process of 

transcribing those first interviews provided an obvious window into the women’s 

psychological state. During the transcription process I realised that chronology was going to 

be problematic because at the time of the first interviews the women were still legally 

married, and they were, understandably, still making sense of how they had ended up in the 

situation they now found themselves in. Although I was focusing on the divorce process, it 

was important for the participants to be able to recount the entire history of their marriages. 

 

The initial interviews were the longest and the most emotional because the women were 

cramming thirty years of history into a single conversation but most of the events and 

experiences they were referring to had happened in the past. 

 
The fact that the women were all following a roughly similar trajectory through the same 

experience meant that there were some predictable patterns to the shape of the subsequent 

interviews. At Time 2, the women were very much more focused on the legal process, the 

financial settlement, and the outcome of the divorce. Many of them had been negotiating for 

over a year and had been completely pre-occupied by the legal process. These interviews 

were often shorter in length and although the women were universally relieved at finally 

having closure, they were exhausted and unable to think about the future. 

 
By Time 3, the women were just beginning to emerge from the fog of the divorce process and 

there was a sense that they were finally beginning to look forwards rather than backwards. 

These interviews occurred roughly six months after the women received their Decree 

Absolute and in these conversations the women flipped between historic events and related 

emotions, and their current circumstances and state of mind. One of the problems with this 

was that it made accurate sequencing much more difficult. Early experiments with 

sequencing revealed that it was not possible to clearly capture change in a participant’s 

emotional state using quotes that mixed tenses. In order to ensure that the study accurately 

captured how the women were in the here and now it was necessary to impose some 

grammatical discipline on the analysis. 
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In this quote, for example, Valerie talks about her emotional state in the past tense. She 

switches briefly to the present tense and then reverts to the past tense. 

 
“I was shocked and filled with this terrible fear of, oh my God, what am I going to do 

kind of thing. I realise hearts won’t bleed when they see where I’m living, but 

everything’s relative you know, to your life and everything, it’s a question of being able 

to afford to stay, you know, how did it go, it was very, I was very anxious 

(Valerie, High Income, T2, P22. L30) 
 

In contrast, here Valerie is talking about her emotional state in the present tense. The 

immediacy of her words makes this quote so much more resonant. 

 
“I’m worried about being a burden on my kids in the future. I’m very conscious about 

trying not to talk about things in front of my daughter. But I’m not terribly successful as 

they are that you know. I get very, very bad days when I’m in tears most of the time. 

Not, not for regret, not from, because I’ve left, but for fear. Tears of fear. Tears of not 

wanting her to see me upset. I mean we’re very close to that. It’s all based on fear” 

(Valerie, High Income, T1, P21, L63) 

 
The decision to use quotes which were only spoken in the present tense meant losing a lot of 

interesting data, but ultimately it became a useful filter and the resulting analysis provided a 

more accurate reflection of the woman’s psychological state at that time point. 

 
Change over time 

 
Each interview was analysed in its own right with no consideration given to the findings in 

the previous interviews. Once I had a complete set of emergent themes, I began looking for 

patterns of distinct change in a single phenomenon that appeared in each of the three time 

points for that person. This process meant finding meaningful themes and quotes that were 

obviously connected and could demonstrate temporal change or illustrate the participant’s 

progression through the divorce process. At this point, emergent themes such as “The not 

bad enough marriage” (Valerie) had to be abandoned because they were only relevant at a 

single time point. 
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Identifying obvious associations between specific issues that were discussed across the three 

time points was an exciting process. It provided unarguable evidence of psychological change 

and confirmed the unique value of longitudinal investigation. 

 
If we look at Valerie, we can see that at Time 1, one of her emerging themes was the fact that 

she had no academic qualifications and she had not had a job for thirty years: 

 
“I’ve got no qualifications <-> I’ve not worked for 30 years”. 

(Valerie, High Income, T1, P17, L32) 

 
At Time 2, Valerie returns to this theme and a transformation has taken place. In the twelve 

months since our first interview, she has started her own business and it has been really 

successful. Her confidence has grown immensely as a result: 

 
“I’m completely different I’ve really, really grown in confidence I’ve launched this 

business which has excelled all expectations” 

(Valerie High Income, T2, P37, L6) 
 
 

By Time 3, Valerie is emphatic that leaving her marriage is the best thing she has ever done. 

She has survived the divorce, started a business, and met a new partner. Valerie is not, 

however, a victim of hindsight bias. She knows that if she had realised how hard the divorce 

would be, and how much money she would lose, she probably wouldn’t have had the guts to 

leave: 

 
“now I can say it’s the best thing I’ve ever done, because I’ve done, I’m through the end, 

I’m still here, and I’ve started a business and I’ve met someone and we might be able to 

make it work together, but if I hadn’t known all of this obviously, I didn’t at the 

beginning, and I was told the money you have won is going to evaporate anyway in terms 

of the settlement then the truthful answer is I probably wouldn’t have had the guts to 

leave” (Valerie, High Income, T3,P50, L10) 

 
Watching the transitions emerge across the three time points was powerful. The process 

involved looking for direct relationships between the issues the participants were discussing 

across different time points. Although most of my work was done on a computer, I used a 
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much more old-fashioned method to find these transitions. I printed out all the quotes for 

each time point on A4 sheets and cut them up. On a large table I laid them out and moved 

them around until I could start to see associations emerging. I found it much easier to identify 

what was changing by being able to see everything at once. This just wasn’t possible on a 

computer screen. 
 
 

Box 11. Searching for change over time with themes for Valerie across three time points. 
 
 

In Box 11, you can see how being able to freely move the blocks around is a more efficient 

way of following a theme laterally through the three time points. The blocks at the top tell a 

story of agency and show how Valeri became stronger and more confident through the course 

of the divorce. At Time 1 she is terrified. She feels powerless to do anything to stop the car 

crash that is hurtling towards her. At Time 2 Valerie is divorced and she is more confident. 

Having had to battle through the divorce process has made her stronger. By the third 

interview, Valerie is still facing lots of challenges but she doesn’t doubt herself in the way 

that she used to and she is doing things she never thought she would be able to do. In Box 12, 

you can see how this theme has been isolated from the rest of the dataset and now forms a 

standalone theme which is confirmed across each of the three time points. 
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Box 12. Change over three timepoints for a single theme for Valerie 
 
 

Superordinate themes 
 

Producing a set of super-ordinate themes that had a very clear and defined relationship to 

each other, in the present tense, across the three time points, created a much more 

manageable dataset and made it easier to see how a single phenomenon changed over time. 

The process of refining related emergent themes so that they demonstrated an obvious change 

in the same phenomenon introduced the issue of valence. Linking the emergent themes 

demonstrated that change had happened, but I also needed to show whether that change had 

been positive or negative? 

 
In the example we have just seen, Valerie transitions went from a negative position (“I’ve got 

no qualifications” Valerie) to a very positive one (I’ve started a business” Valerie). Other 

transitions went from positive to negative, or they did not change between Time 1 and Time 2 

but change occurred at Time 3. When you are looking for longitudinal change it might sound 

counterintuitive to focus on phenomena that remain stable, but it can be just as revealing. 

 
In Box 13, you can see Valerie’s final superordinate themes, divided according to the 

direction of the valence. Four are positive, two are negative and one is neutral. The super- 

ordinate theme that does not change is one of the most interesting because it relates to the fact 

that Valerie had a long term affair when she was married, and just six months post-divorce 

she is already juggling a new boyfriend and an old affair. 
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Box 13. Final superordinate themes for Valerie by positive, negative, or neutral valence 
 
 

Visualising change over time 
 

With so much data, LIPA researchers have to think carefully about presenting findings in a 

way that clearly expresses the dynamics of temporal change for their participants. Clear 

labelling makes it easier to see the trajectory of change over time and provides a transparent 

evidence base for claims. I began experimenting with ways of visualising these dynamic 

patterns. My initial attempts simply used red arrows to indicate the trajectory of change. I 

found it helpful to be able to ‘see’ what was going on for the participant and I felt that 

visualising the direction of emotional travel made the data more immediately accessible. 

 
In this diagram you can see how some aspects of Valerie’s life improved through the course 

of the three interviews, whereas other aspects of her life became more difficult. 
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Box 14. Early attempts to visualise positive and negative change over time 
 
 

These early versions ignored a key element that I had been using to distinguish between the 

three interviews. For organisational purposes, I had been using colour coding to distinguish 

between my first, second and third interviews. The first interview was given a red panel. The 

second interview was given a blue panel and the final interview was given a green panel. 

These colour labels were assigned to all the interviews simply because there was so much 

data for each participant and the colour blocks provided a visual short cut which helped me to 

see which interview I was in. Colour coding the longitudinal data subsequently provided a 

novel way of visualising the direction of change over time in the final analysis. 

 

By staggering the coloured panels as steps up or steps down it was possible to illustrate the 

emotional trajectory of change through the three time points in a simple and accessible way. 

The blocks step up for positive change, down for negative change and remain level when 

there is no change. This simple visual key to temporal change is an easy way to communicate 

whether a theme’s trajectory has been positive, negative, or stable over time and it may be a 

useful addition to future LIPA studies. 
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Box 15. Superordinate themes for Valerie across three time points with positive, negative, and neutral valence 
 
 

Patterns across cases 
 

The analysis process involved moving from the descriptive to the interpretative, and from the 

particular to the shared, as emergent themes revealed convergence and divergence across the 

participant group. Where participants accounts were universally synchronous, I could assume 

commonality, but divergent accounts of the same phenomenon were equally important and 

ensured that the experience of the entire participant group was considered in context. 

For a theme to be supported according to IPA sampling criteria, evidence from half a 

participant group of eight or more must be presented. In this study, most themes in this study 

were supported by at least six, and often seven of the eight participants. By the time I was 

looking across cases I had created very structured sets of themes that were easy to view 

across the three time points for each woman and the valence was obvious because of the step 

up, step down colour coding that I had developed. My initial cross case table provides a very 

simple breakdown of colour coded key themes for the two groups, and shows whether the 

change over time was positive, negative, or neutral. The headings are abbreviated but at this 

stage I was seeing clear changes across the group with regard to agency, emotional state, 

identity, financial security, relationships status and relationship with adult children. Each of 
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those themes was assigned a colour and dropped into a table which indicated whether it was 

positive or negative, for that particular woman, at that specific time point. 
 
 

Box 16. Cross case super ordinate themes showing positive and negative change across two income groups 
 
 

Working through each of the tree time points for each individual woman allowed me to see an 

overall change, but it was only when I began to look laterally at longitudinal change in specific 

sentiments, or experiences, that the magic of LIPA as a research method really revealed itself. 

Although each case had been analysed individually and the themes extracted were unique to that 

participant, the parallels in the psychological and relational outcomes for the women were 

unarguable. Using my colour coded step up step down format, I was then able to present my final 

cross case themes for both income groups in a very clear and accessible way. 
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Box 17. Positive change over three time points for a single super-ordinate theme for the high income group 

 

Box 18. Positive change over three time points for a single super ordinate theme for the low income group 
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The examples in Box 17 and Box 18 show how the women in both the high income and the low 

income group moved from a state of self-doubt, to a state of self-esteem by the time their divorces 

had concluded. This is the first theme that I explore in my results as it applies to all eight women in 

the study. 
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Chapter 6: Results and Theme 1 
The results of the analysis break down into four clearly defined themes. 

 
 

Theme 1. 
‘From Anxiety To Relief’ explores the rollercoaster of negative and positive emotions that 

the women experience across the three time points of the divorce. 

 
Theme 2. 
‘From Self-Doubt To Self-Esteem’ explores the impact of midlife divorce on female 

agency. At time 1, in Theme 1, the women feel that marriage has disempowered them and left 

them in a very vulnerable position. By the third interview, a change has occurred, and the 

women are significantly more confident and agentic. 

 
Theme 3. 
‘Repartnering: From Unattainable To Undesirable’ explores how the women move 

from wanting a new relationship to valuing their independence more than anything a 

relationship might offer them. 

 
Theme 4. 
‘Maternal Role: From Privileged To Peripheral’ examines the way the women’s 

relationships with their adult children change through the course of the divorce process. 

 
Because this study is designed to capture change, the three time points are not given equal 

weighting and the second interview is either collapsed into Time 1 or into Time 3, as 

appropriate. This structure makes the change process that has occurred within each theme 

more distinct. 
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Theme 1. From Anxiety To Relief 
This chapter explores the emotional impact of midlife divorce. At Time 1, the women are 

angry and distressed. They are worried about money and fearful of the future. By the third 

interview, the women are relieved that the process is over and five of them have had 

counselling as way of coping with the trauma of marital breakdown and divorce. 

 

Times 1 & 2: Decree Nisi and Decree Absolute 
 

Divorce is a major stressor 
 

At Times 1 and 2, there is so much hot cognition that it is often difficult to make sense of the 

women’s immediate emotional state: 

 
Valerie is very angry with her ex-husband, but she can’t quite articulate why: 

 
 

“I’m angry with him. But that’s got nothing to do with him finding somebody new. That’s 

got nothing to do with relationships. I’m very angry with him that he’s lied and put me in 

this uncertain position. That’s where my anger comes. I’m angry at him for putting me in 

the position that he destroyed all our love” (Valerie, High Income, T1, P22, L16) 

 
Her rationale is muddled because she actually initiated the divorce after a ten-year affair, but 

she blames her husband for everything, nonetheless. Valerie refuses to be accountable, and 

she accuses her soon to be ex-husband of effectively putting her in that position. 

 
Tessa is also angry at her husband because she feels that divorce has not affected her 

husband’s life in any way, whereas her life has changed unrecognisably: 

 
“Oh I have my angry moments, My, my my, my, my, moments when I just think, Actually 

the anger At the moment it’s about the fact That he basically is Having no change at all in 

his life, I mean absolutely none, He’s keeping the dogs, the kids, the house, the house in 

France, the car, You know, everything, plus, the washing machine, I mean plus, plus the 

bed, plus you know I’m going to buy beds, washing machines, all sorts of stuff which I 

already have, I’m, I’m angry about the house in France, I’m angry about the fact that 

none of the contents of the house in France have been valued, So although I can go and 
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take stuff, You know, there’s 25 years of investment in towels and sheets and crockery in 

the kitchen equipment and furniture, I’ll never see anything any of that, And he still earns 

twice what I earn, And he probably will inherit more money from his mother”. 

(Tessa, High Income, T1, P11, L51) 
 

Although Tessa instigated the divorce, and decided the living arrangements, she recites a 

shopping list of items that her husband will retain - the house, the kids, the dog, their home in 

France and his big salary - as a way of emphasising this perceived injustice. At the end of a 

25-year marriage it seems odd to talk about having made years of investment in sheets and 

towels. It is as if splitting ‘chattels’ becomes a proxy for splitting the family. 

 
Angela is angry about the fact that being older makes it much more difficult for her to rebuild 

her life: 

 
“I think I’ve been particularly angry about the whole thing because I’m older” 

(Angela, T1, P11, L9) 

 

At time 2 her feelings have not changed: 
 

“I might look together, and I am quite together, but I am really, really increasingly angry 

about it”. (Angela, T2, P16, L8) 

 
She is conscious of the enormous gulf between the way she looks on the outside and the 

turmoil that she feels inside. 

 
Eva feels emotionally volatile. She veers between being very angry and upset, to being happy 

about tiny things. Conscious that her emotions are extreme, she tries to hide them: 

 
“I get very angry, upset or very happy about very tiny things um and I know it’s not 

irrational that’s the wrong word, it’s a bit overreacting, but I feel I’m aware of this and it 

doesn’t really interfere with my life, because I tend to not show it to everybody all the 

time, but yes, I am emotional.” (Eva, Low Income, T1, P14, 28) 

 

 
Betrayal and infidelity exacerbate anxiety 

 
Lindsay is so angry that her narrative reverberates. She is so furious with Frank that she 



126  

wants to hurt him, but she cannot vent her anger because she has not seen him since the day 

he walked out on her. 

 
“I feel like how dare you, how dare you just get up and walk out with no explanation, no 

nothing. It’s, I feel really angry” (Lindsay, Low Income, T1, P8, L2) 

 
Lindsay expresses this frustration more explicitly than many of the other participants, but 

with the exception of Tessa, it is a feeling shared by all the women. Regardless of how bad 

the marriage was, the fact that one person can unilaterally make a decision to walk away, 

leaving their partner of several decades alone, hurt, and angry, feels like a grievous injustice. 

 
Rachel runs through a list of the painful emotions she has experienced in response to the end 

of her marriage: 

 
“Shame. Humiliation. Loneliness. Amazing loneliness. Abandonment. You name it. I 

mean… he wiped the floor with me. There’s no doubt”. (Rachel, High Income, T1, P13, 

L52) 

 
Rachel’s husband filed for divorce as soon as he found out he was going to inherit a lot of 

money from his father. That money will not be included in the financial divorce and she is 

bitter about the fact that by never holding down a job during their marriage, her husband now 

has the ‘legal’ upper hand. She feels the system has allowed him to ‘wipe the floor’ with her 

as if she were a cleaning rag. 

 

At Time 2 Lindsay is also bitter about the injustice of her situation: 
 
 

“Why, when I haven’t the. I’m not the one who’s had the affair. This is something I’ll 

never, never, ever understand or get in me brain. I think there isn’t a day that goes by that 

doesn’t think about that. I don’t think I’ll ever have a closure and it dri... it does, 

sometimes it drives me bonkers thinking about it. I can wake up thinking about it. I wake 

up nearly every morning, well I do every morning thinking, what am I doing here. Why am 

I in this situation? What happened? You know.” (Lindsay T2, P32, L12) 

 
To ‘never, never, ever’ understand what has happened implies a refusal to do so and there 

‘isn’t a day that goes by’ when she doesn’t think about it. Constant rumination on the 
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unfairness drives her bonkers. She describes the disorienting experience of waking up in a 

life that she doesn’t recognise each and every morning. Like an amnesiac, she starts her day 

by asking herself ‘what am I doing here?’ 

 

Lindsay is bitter because her husband left her for someone else. Eva feels bitter for the same 

reason: 

 
“ It’s fucking unfair that I’ve got this thing that’s nothing do with me <-> I’ve got this 

shitty disease and my ex has buggered off with this new woman and they’re going off on 

holiday together so yes I do feel bloody annoyed, not only is he going off on holiday with 

her, but he’s rubbing my nose in it” (Eva, Low Income, T2, P46, L8) 

 
Eva is angry about her cancer and resents the fact that she gets a ‘shitty disease’ while her  

ex-husband gets a new girlfriend and a holiday in the sun. She is ‘bloody annoyed’ about the 

cancer is in her blood which will eventually terminate her life. In contrast her now  

ex-husband has a bright shiny future with his new partner. There is an uneasy physicality to 

the expression ‘rubbing my nose in it’, as if her ex-husband is roughly pressing her face into 

his good fortune. 

 
Valerie is also bitter because her husband has already met and moved in with another 

woman: 

 
“I’m angry and resentful, so what I’m about to say, <->but the fact is he’s moved in with 

someone who’s quite well off, that’s fine, that’s not the issue here, the issue is, it might be 

a little bit” (Valerie, High Income, T2, P29, L44) 

 

To add insult to injury, the woman her husband has moved in with is independently wealthy 

so her husband does not have to worry about money, whereas it keeps her awake at night. 

 

 
 
Divorce impacts the women’s mental and physical health 

 
A number of the women feel so bad they have contemplated suicide. Worrying about money 

has made Valerie physically and emotionally fragile. Unable to sleep or eat, she has 
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contemplated taking an overdose: 

 
“I was feeling desperately suicide’s a strong word I was never at that stage, but you do 

start to think along those lines sometimes, but I’d had those pills for a while <-> you think 

to yourself how many pills have I got in my drawer, not obviously going to do anything 

about it, but I’ve had quite a few days thinking, I can’t get out of bed I just want to go 

back to sleep, that’s for sure because of financial fear” (Valerie, High Income, T2, P41, 

L57) 

 
Rationally, she doesn’t believe that she would resort to suicide, but knowing that she has the 

pills and that it is an option is a way of coping with the fear. 

 
Rachel is so distressed by her divorce that she has also thought about killing herself just to 

make the pain stop: 

 
“I’m not going to do anything, but I have thought of killing myself. I’m not. I’m not. 

Because my children. I love my children to bits. But just to make it stop you know”. 

(Rachel, High Income, T1, P21, L35) 

 
Like Valerie, Rachel is at pains to confirm that she would not actually do it because she 

loves her children too much, but she is clearly struggling to cope. In contrast to Valerie who 

uses the word ‘suicide’, Rachel uses the much more violent expression ‘killing myself’. 

 
Lindsay is so distressed and desperate that she too, has thought of killing herself as a way to 

stop the pain. She has been having counselling to help her cope, but she is still having 

suicidal thoughts: 

 

 “this counselling I’ve had, is to, the times when I feel desperate when I have the bad 

thoughts is what do I do then. And what I can do to stop those thoughts. But I’ve told her it 

never stops the thoughts because I still think, I still think about killing myself.” (Lindsay, 

Low Income, T1, P23, L58) 

 
“I still think about killing myself”. (Lindsay, Low Income, T1, P23, 60) 

 
Like Rachel, Lindsay talks about killing herself, rather than suicide. It is a more violent but 

also a more agentic way of describing the ultimate means of putting an end to extreme pain. 
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Lindsay still doesn’t see the point of her life and like Valerie and Eva, she is tormented by the 

fact that her husband is now living happily with another woman and does not appear to have 

suffered in any way: 

 
“I will say, I haven’t told Tina, but I have thought to meself a couple of times I might as 

well just be dead, I might as well just kill meself <-> Some days I just think what what’s 

the point, I have got this and I have got the house and I think there’s Frank with his 

happy life and I’ve had it all taken away you know” (Lindsay, Low Income, T2, P52, L5) 

 
Lindsay has never had much self-worth, and now that Frank has gone, she genuinely believes 

that she ‘might as well just be dead’. 

 
Lisa’s mental health has suffered too. She has been prescribed both antidepressants and 

sleeping tablets by her GP at Time 1: 

 
“I went to the doctors this time. I just said, I said ‘I just want you to give me something 

that will block everything out, I don’t want to have to think about anything. I don’t want 

to, I don’t want to think or, I just wanna be in cloud cuckoo land’, and I think part of me, 

was, for like a little while, and that’s just how I wanted to be. I didn’t want to think about 

anything. I just wanted to be like you know, like, taken away. But I am gradually trying to 

em, come off, to come off the, the tablets now, <-> I’ve cut them down because I’d 

increased them again. But all they do is mask it. They don’t, they don’t solve it. But they 

just, you know, they just mask it a bit, don’t they? But they don’t solve the problem. <-> 

I’ve had days where, you know, some days I’ve just been a bit, but, on the settee like all 

day and my friend’s horrified because I say, “I didn’t even get dressed” and she’d say, 

“what do you mean?” and I’d say, “what’s the point?”  

(Lisa, Low Income T1, P17, L23) 

 
The medication has helped Lisa to block everything out, but she is trying to wean herself off 

them. She repeats the fact that the tablets ‘only mask the problem, they don’t solve’ it like a 

mantra. Even so, she still has days when she doesn’t see the point in even getting dressed. 

 
Tessa feels anxious and overwhelmed: 

 
“I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed. So there are moments when I just, I actually do go, and 
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having had the builders in for, it must be nearly two months now. <->Yeah yeah. Yeah. 

They say its divorce, moving house, and a death of a relative. Well, I’m nearly there. 

Right. Yeah. And I feel occasionally just more than slightly anxious but I mean that’s a 

thing with me. So, but um the option of not having a duvet day because of the builders 

has been really tricky and I would not normally ever take one, but not having the 

option of having one has been really kind of my God, I’ve got no safe space which has 

been really tricky to deal with.” (Tessa High Income, T2, P22, L49) 

 
A lot has happened in the last year. She has experienced bereavement and divorce, and she 

has also moved to a new house. She is to the kind of woman to dwell on emotion, but here, 

she admits that she feels ‘occasionally just more than slightly anxious’. Tessa works in a 

high-powered job and right now, she would like to have the option of crawling under a duvet 

for the day, but because her house is full of builders, she has no ‘safe space’ for herself. 

 
Lindsay ruminates constantly. Here, she rattles through all the things that go through her 

head when she cannot sleep: 

 
“you go from being in a marriage, and admittedly your instincts were telling you 

something was wrong, and then all of a sudden, it’s all gone. I feel like. I don’t know what, 

very emotion possible you go through everything. Everything. You blame yourself, you 

blame, other people you blame. You know, if you’d done this, or if you hadn’t done that, 

and you go through all of that, and it’s in your head constantly, from the minute you get 

up in the morning to the minute you go to bed, and then you can’t sleep, and I have 

sleeping tablets and I still don’t sleep. I still am awake at 2:00 and 3:00 in the morning. 

Which isn’t doing any good, doesn’t do anybody any good.” (Lindsay, Low Income, T1, 

P14, L65) 

 
Lindsay wonders whether the outcome would have been different if she had done this, or 

not done that. Although she takes sleeping tablets every night this constant questioning 

means she is still waking up at 2am every morning 

 
Valerie’s health has been affected by the stress of the divorce: 

 
“I was diagnosed with arthritis in my ankle 10 years ago, actually it was the year my 

husband found out about the affair, typical, and it’s been livable up till now, and it’s 

gradually got worse, but certainly in the last 3 months it’s really got worse” (Valerie, 
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High Income, T1, P38, L32) 

 
Her painful arthritis seems to be a metaphor for her painful marriage. She was first diagnosed 

when her husband first found out about her affair but, like the marriage, it was ‘livable’ then. 

Now that the divorce is in motion it has flared up and is much, much worse. 

 
Valerie is frustrated by the fact that every time she tries to sort herself out, some other aspect 

of her life becomes more complicated: 

 
“my arthritis has now decided to take a huge downturn for the worse and I’m really going 

to require surgery in the next few months so that’s another and not part of the divorce 

thing, but I do get angry because whatever I seem to be doing to try and you know sort 

myself out, I’m being zapped back in the face again with obstacles” (Valerie High Income, 

T2, P38, L8) 

 

Angela feels vulnerable, even though her financial settlement has been negotiated and she is 

in a relatively good position: 

 
“loss of confidence, I feel more vulnerable, it’s a struggle. I’m much more worried about 

the future, even though I’m in a good position”. (Angela, T2, P21, L42) 

 

Mandy is still waiting for her husband to say sorry and despite everything, if he could just 

bring himself to utter those two words Mandy would go back to him: 

 
“I’m still waiting for him to say, “I’m sorry” and if he said to me “I’m sorry” tomorrow, I 

would have him back, which is mad, but yeah” (Mandy T1, P8, L51) 

 

Mandy realises that her behaviour is ‘mad’, but she hates living alone, and she feels very 

isolated. However difficult her husband was, his presence in the house meant that Mandy 

always had someone to talk to: 

 
“you know, you come home and there is nobody to talk to, so yeah, you end up not really, 

and even if you’ve gone out and you’ve had a nice time, as you’re coming towards home, 

you’re getting more and more upset, because, you know, you’re going home and there’s 

nobody to tell” (Mandy Low Income, T1, P14, L36) 
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She describes the emotional transition from having a ‘nice time’ to the impending distress of 

‘coming towards home’ where the only thing waiting for her is loneliness. Mandy never 

wanted to divorce and she is the least independent of the eight women in the study so she 

finds it very difficult to envisage a different, better future for herself. 

 

A number of the women explicate concerns for the future. Mandy is not at all optimistic 

about what lies ahead for her. She spends her days working and her nights alone and she 

cannot ever see that changing: 

 
“I, I cannot see a life, I can’t see a life, I can’t see a different life. <-> you know, I go to 

work, I work hard, I come home, I have a bath, I watch the telly, play with the dog, go to 

bed and I can’t see that ever being any different”, (Mandy Low Income, T1, P14, L3) 

 
She feels immobilised by her situation. She repeats the same routine day in, day out. It isn’t 

living but she ‘can’t see a life’ for herself. 

 
Valerie has really bad days when she cries most of the time because she so afraid: 

 

 “I get very, very bad days when I’m in tears most of the time. Not, not for regret, not from, 

because I’ve left, but for fear. Tears of fear.” (Valerie, High Income, T1, P21, L64) 

 
Ultimately, Valerie is scared because she does not know what her future holds: 

 
“I don’t know what the future’s going to hold, you know” 

(Valerie High Income, T2, P35, L26) 

 
Crippled by uncertainty, none of the women can’t imagine the life that lies ahead. The only 

exception is Eva. She has a much greater degree of certainty about what lies ahead for her, so 

when she says the future is unknown it is almost wishful thinking: 

 
“Well the future is unknown and not just the cancer but the fact that you know my brothers 

died, all of this, I tend to think it’s all a bit grim from now on, because either I’m going to 

die, or my mother’s going to die, one of those two things will happen, and I will have to 

deal with all of that, and I’d like to say that there are things to look forward too, but I 

don’t, I can’t see what the things to look forward too are, really and you know it’s not just 
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having cancer, you know, I’m getting older, so my knees are going, and I haven’t got the 

energy I used to have, um, I can’t see anything now”, (Eva Low Income, T1, P15, L20) 

 
Eva genuinely doesn’t have much to look forward too. She feels physically debilitated and 

inevitably, this leaves her feeling depressed: 

 
“Sometimes I feel very depressed about it all” (Eva, Low Income,T2, P31, 33) 

 
 

Financial fear exacerbates anxiety 
 

Regardless of income or employment, all the women worry about the financial impact of 

getting divorced. The divorce process, by necessity, forces the women to think about their 

futures and that increases their anxiety. 

 
Rachel, who has a full time job and is the main bread winner in her household is more 

distressed about finances than the women in the low income group: 

 

 “my husband had thirty years of me going out to work, building a small pension, taking 

my parents money, providing a home, educating the children, bringing the shopping home, 

doing everything that it was possible to do, and as soon as his inheritance came, he went 

off, <-> Getting half of everything. Being able to milk it to stop working, to take half of my 

pension, to beggar me, they beggared me, they wanted to beggar me for the whole of the 

rest of my life, and he’s going to walk around, please, I mean it’s just, he has two children. 

I mean I’m looking after the, I’m, the one that they come to is me and he’s taken away the 

ability for me to help them (Rachel, High Income, T2, P30, L26) 

 
Rachel is angry about the unfairness of the legal outcome. Rachel’s words tumble out as she 

describes how much she has contributed to the marriage. Having always been the main 

breadwinner in the family, and after years of supporting her husband while he did nothing, he 

filed for divorce as soon as he was told that he was going to be inheriting a large amount of 

money. Rachel is angry that her ex-husband, who never worked, has been able to ‘milk’ the 

legal system and make a ‘beggar’ out of her. She talks about ‘the children’ coming to her for 

help as if they are dependents, but they are in fact adults. 

 
Valerie, who has always been relatively wealthy is equally distressed about money: 
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“all of a sudden everything’s changed and so I’m very, very angry financially, if the 

finances so, I’m scared you know, I’m alright at the moment, but about the distant future” 

(Valerie High Income, T2, P29, L53) 

 
“this is not with the regret of leaving the marriage, it is regret of the fear of the financial 

future” (Valerie High Income, T2, P35, L42) 

 
Valerie has not really processed the legal outcome of her divorce, so she feels that the change 

in her circumstances has happened ‘all of a sudden’. She acknowledges that she is financially 

stable right now, but she is very scared about what will happen to her in the distant future. 

Valerie is struggling to adapt to her situation and the existential dread that she feels is a 

response to a major life transition which threatens personal security. 

 
Angela is worried about the fact that she has had to take out a mortgage: 

 

 “I am having to get a mortgage, it’s not a big mortgage, but I’m still going to have 

debt which means I have to keep working for the next ten years”. (Angela, High 

Income, T2, P20, L47) 

 
She doesn’t have enough money to buy a flat outright so she has to borrow money from the 

bank. This means that she is going to have to carry on working for another ten years to pay 

off the debt. She is also anxious about job security as it would not be easy for her to get 

another job if she was laid off: 

 
Lindsay grew up in poverty, so she is desperately afraid of having no money: 

 
“I used to think we can have quite a nice retirement. You know we’ll be okay. I’d always 

had a fear of having no money because I grew up in poverty really. I did. I had coats on 

the bed. So, I’d always had this fear of having nothing.” (Lindsay, Low income, T1, P37, 

L12) 

 
Because she had nothing as a child, the fact that she and Frank were comfortably off was 

incredibly important to her. Divorce means losing the future she had mapped out for herself 

and Frank. She uses the plural ‘we’ to describe the nice retirement she hoped to have and the 

singular ‘I’ to describe her deep-rooted fear of having nothing, again. 
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Lindsay can barely articulate how scared she is about finances: 
 

“having to sort finances out. I was terrified. When I went in Nat West I couldn’t stop 

crying. I bet the girl thought I was bonkers. Just couldn’t stop crying. could hardly get a 

word out. And I was ashamed about that, how can you even. I just think. You know. Why is 

somebody. Why would you do that to somebody.” (Lindsay, Low income, T1, P27, L15) 

 
Her husband managed all their money when they were married, so when he left, Lindsay 

didn’t know what to do. She was so terrified when she went to the bank that she couldn’t 

speak because she was crying so much. As she recounts her shame and distress her sentences 

fracture as if she is reliving the experience. 

 

Lindsay feels as if she has no control over the divorce. In contrast, Tessa has managed her 

divorce very efficiently, however her husband was unhappy about having to share his pension 

which was much bigger than hers: 

 
“Well, the lawyers are motivated by defending their client’s position. My lawyers were 

make making you know basically saying to me you know come on, you know, buck up 

you’ve got to basically press a lot harder on his pension. You know you’ve got to go for 

parity of income. Nothing else is fair. Which involved me having some very difficult 

conversation, conversations which we should have had during our financial mediation, I 

should have been. I should have been more aware that he was going to kick up about, kick 

off about his pension” (Tessa, High Income, T1, P11, L60) 

 
There is a notable lack of emotion as Tessa describes the details of her financial divorce and 

she uses legal jargon ‘parity of income’ to explain how her lawyers persuaded her to press 

her husband for a bigger share of his pension. She now feels that she was naïve to think that 

her ex-husband would be willing to share his pension. 

 
Valerie and her husband were relatively wealthy, but the divorce reveals that the lifestyle 

they were leading was largely funded by borrowing that she knew nothing about: 

 
“I’m very scared now. You know I am scared now. I wouldn’t have been scared had I not 

been lied to about the money. The money has taken on a whole new difference to me. <-> 

Because of the financial situation I’m now terrified. And I didn’t think I was going to be. 

<-> I didn’t think I was going to have to worry about money in a big way. And now, I’m 
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now I’m petrified.” (Valerie, High Income, T1, P17, L55) 

 
Valerie is now petrified about how this will impact her settlement. For Valerie ‘the money’ is 

and always has been her central focus. She only decided to divorce because she won the 

lottery and so she thought wouldn’t have to worry about money, but now she is completely 

preoccupied with it. Valerie repeats the word scared three times in the first sentence and then 

escalates it to terrified. By the final sentence she has dialed her emotional state up to 

petrified. 

 

Valerie is not the woman to uncover spousal deceit during the divorce process. Eva has 

recently discovered that her husband had two pensions and savings that he had been hiding 

from her: 

 
“he has disclosed all his assets now, which he hadn’t done, which is quite interesting 

because he’s got 2 more pensions that he hadn’t told me about, and he’s got more money 

in his savings then he has told <-> with his girlfriend <-> I’ve got this cancer thing. I 

might be dead in 5 years. I might not be<-> I’m really annoyed now <-> I told my friend 

the other day if only when he said he got this other woman I had got a hitman, I said, even 

if they traced me and found out it was me, I would have got, I would have got out by now 

on good behaviour and I would have gotten all this money, and I would have gotten the 

insurance, and I would have gotten the whole of the bloody house and his pensions”.(Eva, 

low income,T1, P5, L57) 

 
Eva is annoyed that her ex-husband has not been honest about his financial situation. Her 

irritation is magnified by the fact that her ex-husband is building a new life with his girlfriend 

while she has terminal cancer and probably won’t live more than another five years. She 

muses on what would have happened if she had simply hired a hitman to take her husband 

out and figures she would have been better off. 

 
Angela thinks that she has been naïve and feels that she has probably sold herself short in the 

financial settlement: 

 
“I didn’t look into how much is his University pension going to be worth, because he’s a 

professor and he is going to be worth a lot of money in the future and it’s possible that 

I’ve sold myself short, but I just <-> he’ll have probably 25- 30 years of final salary 
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pension and he’s going to be earning a lot of money by the time he retires and he’s 

younger than me,” (Angela, High Income, T1, P11, L66) 

 
Her husband has a final salary pension which will be sizable by the time he retires because he 

is a lot younger than her. She regrets not thinking about that when they were doing the 

negotiations. 

 

Uncertainty leaves the women constructing unhelpful ‘what if’ scenarios as they imagine all 

the things that could go wrong. 

 
Angela is currently employed but she worries about what would happen if she lost her job. 

 
“If I was to lose my job I would be really, really stuck, you know, I’m less employable and 

I probably wouldn’t be able to get another job, and I am spending a lot of my savings on 

my stamp duty for the property, so I’ve less money to fall back on”. (Angela, High Income, 

T2, P21, L43) 

 
Tessa is not worried about her current financial situation, but she projects ahead to when she 

is seventy and wonders what would happen if, at the age of 70, she can’t afford to eat beans 

on toast, while her ex-husband is sitting in a multi-million-pound mansion in Oxford: 

 
“I, I’m, anxious in a way that I think not because it’s what it’s not about what other 

people think of me, I don’t care about that, it’s that I will end up aged 70 thinking “can I 

have cheese on my baked beans, or can I just have baked beans today? Whereas he is 

sitting in a nice little house in Oxford having sold the house in London for three million, 

four million pounds and won’t have, noticed any change to his lifestyle whatsoever,” 

(Tessa, High Income, T1, P11, L60) 

 
Despite the fact that she has her own career and her own income, the dramatic contrast 

between her ex-husband having millions of pounds, and her having to choose between cheese 

and baked beans reflects the powerlessness and the financial inequity that Tessa felt 

throughout her entire marriage. 

 
Lisa’s wonders what would have happened if her Mum and Dad had not helped her out 

financially: 
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“he thinks that everything’s his, well he hasn’t got this big pension without my help. So 

he’s got to share some of it, but no, he’s sat in a nice four bedroomed house, fully 

furnished, and I’ve literally been, well, I aint been kicked out onto the streets, but without 

my mum and dad it would be a very different situation. Without my mum and dad, I 

wouldn’t have had the money to have a solicitor so what would I have had to have done? 

Just walked away and leave it?” (Lisa, low income, T1, P18, L8) 

 
Lisa’s divorce was particularly acrimonious and her husband was so antagonistic that she 

ended up leaving the family home. He did nothing to help her and without her mum and dad 

she would not even have been able to afford a solicitor. Lisa contrasts her ex-husband sitting 

in a nice four-bedroom house, ‘fully furnished’, with her having been kicked out onto the 

street. Without financial help from her parents, that might have happened. 

 
Finding the money to pay solicitors creates additional stress for all the women. 

 
 

Lindsay has very little money left, and she lives off less than she pays her solicitors every 

month: 

 
“I’ve paid solicitors fees, and the solicitor fees are more than what I’ve lived off and I’m 

still paying. I’ve got to pay out now, I’ve got 7k left and I’ve got to sell the house yet. What 

am I going to live on? What am I going to live off?” (Lindsay, Low income, T1, P16, L41) 

 
Mandy is living on a credit card which her husband has the power to cancel at any time: 

 
“the credit card that we’ve used for the last, however many years, is in his name, but I am 

named on the card. I’m a card holder, so I am waiting, at some point, he did cancel it, 

because he said there was fraudulent activity on it, but I mean, I never saw any fraudulent 

activity on it, I mean, I can’t even see any statements on it because it’s all electronic, 

going to his email, so I can’t see, that used to come to the joint, <-> I mean I am, every 

day, waiting for him to cancel the credit cards. I’ve still got the debit card from the joint 

account which I don’t think he can stop without freezing the account”, (Mandy, Low 

Income, T1, P12, L5) 

 
Mandy has been so controlled by her ex-husband that she has no access to any bank 

statements, so she lives in a constant state of anxiety. 
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Lisa’s situation is not much better: 

 

 “because I would have qualified for legal aid originally, they did it at a reduced rate so I 

was so I was only paying I think about 80 pounds an hour, whereas I think the normal 

things about two hundred, two hundred twenty an hour, dependent on what level.<->I 

think my bill came to just over 20 and I think his was nearly, no, in fact, no probably more 

than that because I think it was about twenty eight with the last lot he had <->I’ve got lots 

of bills because I’ve just paid as I go cause when they’re doing that for you, you have to 

pay upfront so I was paying blocks of three hours like two hundred and six, two hundred 

and sixteen pounds so I was just keeping on top of it so I’ve still got debts because I’ve got 

it on credit cards with balance transfers and that” (Lisa, low income, T1, P34, L30) 

 
Lisa would have qualified for legal aid but in April 2013 it was withdrawn for almost all 

divorces. It is now only available to women who can prove they have suffered domestic 

abuse. Although her lawyer charged her a reduced rate, her legal bills still amounted to 

£20,000. Lisa knows how much her lawyers cost to the pound, and she has been trying to 

keep on top of the debt she has accrued. Though the divorce is over she is still paying her 

legal bills off using credit cards and balance transfers. 

 
Mandy worked in an extremely low paying job and her husband worked in a very high 

paying one, so when the divorce finally went to court, he was ordered to pay Mandy’s legal 

costs: 

 
“he, he had to pay the divorce cost which to me was a gain, a mega goal, because 

normally they split the cost and you pay your own costs, but for me, at least I have got 

something a little bit more of what I classed as fairness,” (Mandy, Low Income, T1, P12, 

L48) 

 
Getting her costs paid was a ‘mega goal’ for Mandy because it meant that she didn’t have to 

worry about legal fees. The importance of that legal decision becomes clear at time 2. 

Mandy’s half of the divorce cost a staggering £40,000: 
 

“I mean it was certainly in excess of £80,000 for the whole divorce for both of us” 

(Mandy, Low Income, T2, P32, L50) 
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Time 3. Six months post-divorce 
 

Settlement brings relief 
 

By Time 3, Valerie’s financial settlement has been sorted out and even though it is less than 

she had hoped for, she feels an enormous sense of relief: 

 

“once the settlement was sorted, even though I knew it wasn’t going to be enough, once it 

was sorted and it was enough for the immediate years, five or six, it was an immense relief 

that I had made the decision, that I wasn’t going to spend another hundred thousand pounds 

to go to court and that we had finally reached a decision and all of a sudden it was like this 

huge relief, <-> the minute David said ‘yes I can accept that, let’s move with that one’, it 

was like oh my God it was just unbelievable, even though it hasn’t taken away all the fears I 

have now, it really took away that terrible feeling of not wanting to get out of bed in the 

morning” (Valerie High Income, T3, P53, L67) 

 
As soon as her husband agreed to settle, she felt her fear and anxiety lifting. The change in 

her mental state was ‘sudden’ and ‘unbelievable’. Reaching a decision gave her certainty and 

that took away her terrible ‘feeling of not wanting to get out of bed in the morning’: 

 

Even though she has paid a high price to leave the marriage, Tessa believes that she has done 

the right thing for herself and now that it is all over, she feels relieved: 

 
“I’ve done the right thing for me, I feel angry with him, but I, I feel relieved, relieved. 

That’s another good word isn’t it, relieved that I’m out of it all, but the cost is high, you” 

(Tessa, High Income, T3, P42, L51) 

 
Rachel’s husband has done his absolute worst to hurt her, but she has survived. She had 

been paralysed with fear, but the divorce is now over, and she feels immense relief: 

 
“I was paralysed with, you know, fear, fear of everything, and now it’s gone, because 

he’s, you know, he’s done what you know, the worst, and also, in a sense I feel relief”, 

(Rachel, High Income, T3, P31, L44) 

 

The relief that Rachel describes is not the presence of positive emotion, but the removal of 
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fear that had left her feeling paralysed. 

 
“I’m not desperate. I was desperate”. (Rachel, High Income, T3, P42, L55) 

 
Lisa feels relief: 

 
“now it’s a relief <-> for me in the way he treated me, that was all good, if he’d been 

nicey, nicey, all the time then I would have struggled. I needed to have that fight” (Lisa 

Low Income, T3, P42, L50) 

 
Although arguably Lisa had the most difficult divorce of all, the obstacles that her ex- 

husband put in her way made her more, rather than less determined. It may be confirmation 

bias but she now says that she would have found it harder if she had not had to fight. The 

words ‘nicey, nicey’ are deeply sarcastic, as if she could never, ever envisage her ex-husband 

behaving in that way. 

 
 

Although Lisa does not think that she got a fair deal in her divorce settlement, but that 

doesn’t matter now: 

 
“We ran out we had a meal a bottle of wine and it was just the relief that it was over and 

as I say I don’t think the outcome was fair ahm so as I said do I think it’s fair? No, but can 

I live with it yeah ahm” (Lisa Low Income, T2, P35, L22) 

 
The fact that it is over, and she is now free, is a huge relief. 

 
Lindsay, who has struggled with her mental health for years, now feels that she is less 

depressed: 

 
“I don’t think as much as I get depressed sometimes. I don’t think I’m as stressed even 

though I’m worried about the finance bit now. I feel I was living on a knife edge before: I 

was on pins all the time. And I used to dread if I’d been out. I used to dread coming back 

to the house<-> I don’t feel I’m all stressed out all the time” (Lindsay, Low Income, T3, 

P59, L28) 

 

Lindsay uses language in a powerful way. She describes how she felt like she was living on a 

“knife edge” and that she was “on pins’, all the time. These words really evoke the stress of 
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living with the constant threat of domestic violence. 

 
Although she has a long way to go, Rachel no longer feels desperate and being able to sleep 

provides tangible evidence of an improved emotional state. 

 
“so how am I feeling? I sleep which I didn’t before”, (Rachel, High Income, T3, P31, L3 

 
Lisa feels she is finally in control of her own destiny. 

 
“I think now all the uncertainty is all behind me now, there is still uncertainty, but I’m in 

control of it which is a big difference” (Lisa Low Income, T3, P29, L40) 

 
Her divorce has taken nearly four years and in that time, she was living in financial limbo. 

Now she can put the uncertainty behind her and move on. 

 

Having been controlled by her husband for decades, Mandy’s settlement is a psychological 

and financial victory: 

 
“For me, it feels like I’ve got everything because all the money that we had was kept so 

hidden and so secret.” (Mandy, Low income, T2, P33, L29) 

 
Knowing that she has financial stability is a huge weight off her shoulders: 

 
“you’re responsible for yourself, not worried, but you have to sort your own problems <- 

> I definitely you know I do feel taller you know in that you’re going around holding your 

head up and you just feel a whole lot better you know” 

(Mandy Low income, T3, P44, L15) 
 

Mandy is now responsible for herself and she can sort her own problems out. She is a 

changed person and after years of being cowed by her husband, she can now hold her head up 

and she feels taller as a result. 

 

Angela never wanted to be divorced, but the experience has forced her to find tools to help 

herself manage her emotions better.: 

 
“I am less stressy now, and also feel I have more tools to manage it because I’m going, 

you know, I go to the gym much more, and I’ve been meditating now for about three years, 

or trying to, so I sort of feel like I’ve got tools to manage it”, (Angela High Income, T3, 
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P28, L51) 

 
Eva has bought a flat and she is financially secure. She is grateful for her ‘little life’ and 

appreciates small pleasures, like her son asking her how she is and making her a cup of tea: 

 
“ I feel I’m in a more secure place because I’ve got my money I’ve got my flat and I’ve got 

my little life and it’s okay <-> I’m lucky I’ve got my boy and I’m lucky I’m living with a 

son who’s lovely and calm and nice and who says how’s your day mum and how do you 

feel and would you like a cup of tea and I can talk to him about things (Eva, Low Income, 

T3, P51 L5) 

 
Angela speaks for all the women when she says she has definitely moved on: 

 
“Yeah, definitely I’ve definitely moved on”. (Angela, T3, P32, L33) 

 
 

Counselling offers valuable support 
 

At Time 3, Tessa, Angela, Rachel, Eva, Lisa, and Lindsay are either having counselling, or 

have had counselling as way of coping with the trauma of marital breakdown and divorce. 

 

Tessa’s employers are paying for her to have ‘coaching’, but she knows that it is actually 

counselling: 

 
“I had the first session with the coach last week and I’ve got another one next week which 

is good. <->they’re calling it coaching. I know full well it’s counselling and so does she. I 

mean, I said, is this, is it coaching or counselling too, and they said it doesn’t matter. Just 

use the time for whatever you want, so that’s what I’m doing, but yeah, I want to talk 

through the whole thing yeah. Um I just think I mean what’s bothering me I suppose is 

that I actually started my, I can talk about this, so I started my conversation with this 

woman at the time, the Tavistock last week, with basically, it’s been a massive year, you 

know, I’ve had the most enormous year, you know, I have, I started, last January, and by 

you know, six months later I was divorced and had moved house, and then I had the 

builders in, and you know and then now this <-> and you know, and now changing jobs 

and you know it just hasn’t stopped. (Tessa, High Income, T3, P34, L41) 

 
Tessa finds it hard to admit that she needs counselling, so she talks about stress in terms of 
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practical challenges like renovating her house or changing jobs, but she does plan to ‘talk 

through the whole thing’. 

 
Angela sees a counsellor almost every week and it has become her main support system: 

 
 

“I see somebody you know every week, well it’s not, well it is more or less every week 

actually, I sort of feel like my main support” (Angela High Income, T3, P36, L13) 

 
Lisa has had counselling and she has found it helpful. 

 
“so counselling I find really good it helped me yeah” (Lisa Low Income, T3, P45, L66) 

 
Eva wisely suggests that everyone who goes through divorce should talk to a counsellor 

because divorce is a legal ‘process’, but it is an emotional ‘experience’: 

 
“I think it’s trouble is the process is the process is a legal thing and it isn’t an emotional 

process you have to go and find your own counsellor or whatever you don’t want to do it 

through the courts lawyers because that’s very expensive <-> You know that would be 

good to unpick how you feel about things I mean I’d go to counselling when Brian first 

moved out and that was very helpful because I felt very confused about everything, about 

him” (Eva Low Income, T3, P43, L45) 

 
Counselling has given Lindsay the coping mechanisms she needs to manage her depression: 

 
“Counselling teaches you coping strategies (Lindsay, Low Income, T3, P60, L16) 
 

I’ve got the I’ve got the mechanisms there I have to be. I have days where when I’m not 

it’s when I’m not feeling well in myself as well, that makes a difference” (Lindsay, Low 

Income,T3, P60, L30) 

 

Theme 1: Discussion 
 

Ever since stress was considered to be a measurable entity, divorce has been classified as one 

of the most stressful life events (Strizzi, 2021). In the original Social Readjustment Rating 

Scale (1967) for example, divorce was rated 73 out of 100, which made it less stressful life 

than the death of a spouse (100, but more stressful than a spell in prison (63). Assigning 

ratings scales to a phenomenon such as divorce sanitises it, because it is so much easier to 
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ignore numbers than it is to ignore people. In contrast, qualitative investigation demonstrates 

that ‘stressful’ is a completely inadequate descriptor for the tumultuous feelings of anger, 

distress, fear, and uncertainty that define the divorce experience. 

 
At Time 1, the women in this study are collectively traumatised. Their interviews reveal, in 

great detail, their sense of desperation and their overwhelming feelings of intense anger. They 

find it hard to rationalise the vitriol that they feel, but in their (2008) IPA study of ‘Women, 

Anger, and Aggression’, Virginia Eatough, Jonathan A. Smith and Rachel Shaw position the 

emotion of anger in a relational contest: 

 
“Emotions bind us to other people, and when we are angry, we are angry in the context of 

the relationship. The close and intimate relationships we with our spouses and partners, 

children, and family, for example, are shot through with complex and dynamic power 

relations and are the ones likely to elicit the most intense anger.” 

(Eatough, Smith & Shaw, 2008) 
 

The women’s feelings of anger, and frustration, and injustice, don’t just relate to the divorce 

process; they are a response to a multitude of stressful experiences; relationship conflict, the 

breakdown of their marriages, betrayal, infidelity, financial insecurity, the strain of the legal 

process and the uncertain futures that they face. 

 

In psychological terms, divorce is a traumatic event, but marital breakdown is a chronic 

stressor. The average divorce takes around 12 months, but the marital breakdown that 

precedes divorce can take years, or even decades. Divorce is not a single event, therefore. It 

is a complex process involving multiple traumas and transitions, which unfold across years, 

not months, and because every single divorce follows its own individual time trajectory, most 

research into divorce is, by necessity, retrospective. The need for studies of divorce that occur 

in “real-time” has been widely acknowledged (Thuen, 2001; Cipric et al., 2020) because 

health outcomes related to divorce can be sensitive to a “time heals effect” 

 
The research linking stress to negative health outcomes is vast (O Connor, 2020) and studies 

of divorce confirm the relationship between divorce and poorer physical and mental health. 

Divorcees report more symptoms of stress, anxiety, depression, and social isolation than the 

general population (Amato 2000, Kessing et al. 2003 Hewitt et al. 2012 Hald et al. 2020). 

Divorce has also been linked to health problems (Sbarra, 2015), more frequent hospitalization 

(Nielsen et al., 2014), higher general mortality rates and higher suicide rates (Corcoran & 
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Nagar, 2010; Kposowa, 2020). In this study, all the women experience mental and physical 

health problems. At Times 1 and 2, Valerie is suffering from debilitating arthritis and is 

taking tablets to help her sleep. Eva is depressed. Tessa is anxious and overwhelmed. Lisa 

and Lindsay are on anti-depressants and Valerie, Rachel and Lindsay have suicide as a way 

to stop the emotional pain. Twice during the first interview, Lindsay says ‘I still think about 

killing myself”(Lindsay). 

 
This particular finding merits further research because although marital status has been 

identified in sociological, epidemiologic, and psychiatric research as an acute risk factor for 

suicide (American Association of Suicidology, 2013), the relationship between suicide, 

divorce and gender is underexplored. Most studies of marital status compare the rate of 

suicide in divorced populations to the rate of suicide in single or married people, but very few 

have looked at the differences between divorced men and women. Most recently, Kposowa 

(2020) interrogated the US 2015 National Longitudinal Mortality Study (NLMS) and found 

that divorced people have a suicide risk that is over 97% higher than that of married people. 

Overall the male age-specific suicide rate is around three times higher than the female (ONS, 

2016) however the differences between male and female suicide rates close when divorce is 

factored in. Kposow (2020) found that divorced men are twice as likely to die by suicide as 

their married counterparts, but divorced women are more 1.5 times likely to suicide than 

married women (Kposowa, 2020). 

 
Kposowa’s (2020) data does not look at age as a variable, but it is a factor that should not be 

ignored. In the UK, people aged 40-59 have the highest age specific suicide rate. Although 

the ONS does not publish data on suicide by marital status, several of my participants 

mentioned suicidal ideation in their first interviews so I paid the ONS a fee of £125 to 

produce a dataset which showed mortality rates for suicides by females aged 40 to 64 by 

marital status in England and Wales. The data shows that the suicide rate for divorced women 

is 8.9 per 100,000 compared to just 3.2 per 100,000 for married women in this age range. 
 
 

Box 1.9 Deaths registered between 2010 – 2017: Suicide by marital status in women aged 40-64. 
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Other ONS data from 2002 to 2015 shows that the average suicide rate for divorced women 

(10.1) is three times higher than it is for single women (3.1) and married women (3.3), and 

1.5 times higher than it is for women who have been widowed (6.5). The findings from my 

study and this confirmatory ONS data suggest that suicidality in women who divorce in 

midlife is an area that urgently requires further investigation. 

 
Using datasets to explore completed suicides in middle aged women who have divorced 

provides a useful quantitative benchmark, but it tells us nothing about how women struggle 

with their mental health before, during and after marital breakdown. Marital break-up 

involves a great deal of stress and intrapersonal conflict before the actual decision to separate 

is made (Bulanda et al., 2016), and as this study demonstrates, the impact of a particular 

stressor such as divorce cannot be adequately understood if it is examined in isolation. As 

Pearlin (1989) argued, stressful experiences don't occur in vacuum, they need to be 

considered within the structural contexts of people’s lives. It is only by examining the 

constellations of stressors surrounding a disruptive life event such as divorce, that we can 

establish a holistic understanding of how chronic strains such as financial difficulties are  

compounded by overlapping stressors such as health problems, or depression, to aggravate 

the level of stress that a person experiences. On a practical level, depression and anxiety 

triggered by the cumulative impact of multiple stressors also add to the burden of divorce by 

making tasks such as dealing with lawyers or moving house even more challenging (Amato, 

2010, 2014). 

 
Previous research has found that sociodemographic factors such as being unemployed or 

having lower levels of education are linked with more depressive symptoms (Symoens et al., 

2014). However, regardless of income, education or employment, this study found no 

difference in the level of distress experienced by participants. Despite having jobs and being 

relatively financially independent, the women in the high income group – Rachel, Valerie, 

Angela, and Tessa - are just as anxious about the financial implications of divorce. They may 

be justified in feeling this way. Fisher and Low's (2016) study on 10,300 adults across 18 

annual waves of British Household Panel Survey (1990–2008) showed that women from the 

highest income households (pre-divorce) lost more and took longer to recover their standard 

of living than women from lower-income households. 

 
All the women worry about the financial impact of divorce and they are right to do so 
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because an abundance of research confirms that women do end up poorer after (Arber, 2004, 

Dolan, 2019, De Hoon et al., 2015). Jenkins (2008) analysis of data from the British 

Household Panel Survey found stark and sustained gender differences in income between 

men and women after divorce. After five years, men’s earnings had increased by 25% 

whereas women’s income levels remained lower than they had been prior to the divorce. 

Lichtenstein (2022) examined the financial well-being of divorced women from 1996 to 2016 

and found that 40% of the cohort experienced financial strain for twenty years. 

 
The financial aftermath of divorce for women is well researched, but the economic 

consequences for women who divorce in midlife are under explored. After divorce, older 

women have fewer years of working life remaining to recoup financial losses before old age. 

Remarriage can be a route to economic recovery (Jansen et al., 2009; Ozawa & Yoon, 2002), 

but age is a barrier to repartnering for older women (Brown et al., 2019). Economic well- 

being is lower for those who experience a later-life divorce than a divorce earlier in the life 

course (Lin et al., 2017; Zissimopoulos, 2013). When Lin and Brown (2021) investigated the 

economic consequences of grey divorce for women and men they found that women 

experienced a 45% reduction in their standard of living compared to a 21% reduction in the 

standard of living for men (Lin & Brown, 2021). The poverty levels of women who are on 

benefits are nearly twice as high for women who divorced after age 50, as they are for those 

who divorce prior to age 50 (Lin et al., 2021). By comparison, no appreciable economic 

differential emerges for men (Lin et al., 2017). 

 
This study provides a clear explanation of why women are financially disadvantaged by 

divorce. Most of the participants married when they were very young and few went to 

university. During their marriages they shouldered the burden of childcare and took lower 

paid jobs so that their hours were more flexible. Most of them have no pensions, or savings, 

and cumulatively, these factors make them extremely financially vulnerable. For all the 

women in this study, financial anxiety is both real, and anticipatory. They believe that they 

will end up having less money than their husbands when their divorces are finalised and that 

inequity fuels their anger. Even Tessa, who is arguably the most professionally successful of 

all the participants, worries that: 

 
“I will end up aged 70 thinking “can I have cheese on my baked beans, or can I just have 

baked beans today? Whereas he is sitting in a nice little house in Oxford having sold the 

house in London for three million, four million pounds and won’t have, noticed any 
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change to his lifestyle whatsoever,” (Tessa, High Income, T1, P11, L60) 

 
This study is unique because it is the first LIPA study to track the experience of divorce in 

real time and capture the changes in women’s psychological states as the move through the 

divorce process. For this particular theme, the key transition occurs at Time 3, six months 

post-divorce. By this time, the women’s financial settlements are in place and the 

overwhelming emotion is initially one of relief. Sheets and Braver (1996) found that even 

women who only received satisfactory divorce settlements still report high levels of 

satisfaction and they attributed this to the greater perceived control women gain after divorce. 

Valerie articulates this precisely,  

 

‘once the settlement was sorted, even though I knew it wasn’t going to be enough, once it 

was sorted and it was enough for the immediate years, five or six, it was an immense 

relief’ (Valerie). 

 
The women’s financial settlements provide them with certainty and allow them to begin to 

think, with greater clarity, about the future. At Time 3, the women realise that a lot of their 

anxiety was related to the fear that they might not have been awarded a reasonable settlement 

and the sense of autonomy that a divorce settlement provides gives the women a sense of 

both closure, and control. Doss Damo & Cenci (2021) identified a similar sequence of initial 

feelings - fear, relief, sadness, anger – in 24 people who had divorced or separated in the 

previous 3 years (Doss Damo & Cenci, 2021) 

 
This study clearly demonstrates that divorce anxiety is exacerbated by the unnecessarily 

opaque legal process. There appears to be absolutely no regulation around legal fees. Tessa, 

the wealthiest woman in this study, paid just £5,000 for her divorce whereas Lisa, who would 

have qualified for legal aid if it had not been abolished, paid her lawyers more than £20,000. 

This study confirms that partners who are unwilling to co-operate, who lie about assets such 

as pensions, or who have the best legal advice, seem to be able to manipulate the legal 

process to their advantage. The inadequacies of the divorce process urgently need to be 

examined through the lens of the psychological impact that they have on women in particular. 

 
Divorce is a traumatic experience but the women emerge from the process feeling as if they 

have survived something terrible. This seems to empower them and their mental health and 

wellbeing improves as a result. Lindsay feels ‘less depressed’ and her physical health 
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improves too. Angela feels ‘less stressy’ and Eva feels ‘more secure’, Rachel finds she can 

‘sleep’ again and Lisa finally feels like she is ‘in control.’ One of the reasons that the women 

have transitioned from a negative to a positive emotional state is because they have had 

psychological support. Tessa, Angela, Rachel, Eva, Lisa, and Lindsay are either having 

counselling, or have had counselling to help them deal with the trauma of divorce. Searches 

of Google Scholar, Psych Info, APA and UCL academic libraries reveal no research on the 

specific impact of therapy on post-divorce adjustment in women who divorce in midlife, 

however Sakraida (2005) found that women use counselling or talking to friends as a coping 

method (Sakraida, 2005). 

 
Women are generally more likely than men to seek help for psychological trauma. In fact 

women in the UK are more likely than men to receive treatment for all mental health 

conditions, with 15% of women receiving treatment compared to 9% of men (Lubian et al., 

2016). The participants in this study certainly find counselling universally helpful and since 

being divorced is a predictor of higher health service utilisation (Twomey et al., 2015), the 

relationship between counselling and post-divorce adjustment merits further investigation 

from a health economics perspective. In this study counselling gives the participants much 

needed coping mechanisms for dealing with the stress of their divorces and in her final 

interview, Eva wisely advocates that everyone who goes through divorce should talk to a 

counsellor. As she says divorce may be a ‘legal process’, but for the person going through it, 

it is an ‘emotional experience’ 
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Chapter 7.  
 
Theme 2. From Self-Doubt To Self-Worth 
This theme explores the impact of midlife divorce on female agency. In the first interviews, 

the women reflect on how marriage has disempowered them and as a result they are now in a 

much more vulnerable position. By the third interview, a change has occurred, and the 

women are significantly more confident and determined. 

 

Time 1: Decree Nisi 
 

Marriage disempowers women, regardless of income or employment 
 

When the women in this study got married, they were expected to have children, not careers. 
 
 

Valerie has been a wife and mother for three decades and she is not qualified to do anything 

else: 

 
“I’ve got no qualifications <-> I’ve not worked for 30 years”. (Valerie, High Income, T1, 

P17, L32) 

 
When Valerie got married, she didn’t think that qualifications were important. In fact not 

working was aspirational because it meant that her husband was rich enough to support her. 

 
Lindsay wanted to be a nurse but she had no qualifications. 
 

“I wanted to be a nurse and I hadn’t got any qualifications then, only secondary 

education. But I got accepted to go and take an exam and I passed and I got in. I went. I 

didn’t end up going. The biggest regret of my life.” (Lindsay, Low Income, T1, P7, L12) 

 
Lindsay actually passed the nursing exam, but family problems prevented her taking the 

place. It is the biggest regret of her life because she knows that if she had a career to fall back 

on, she would not be in such a vulnerable position now. 

 

For Valerie, Lindsay and all the other women in this study, being a wife and mother was a 
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full time job. Even those who worked full time still had primary responsibility for childcare 

and running the home. 

 
Rachel was the main breadwinner in the family but she pulled a second shift when she got 

home: 

 
“Up all night, feed this, despite the fact that they were my beloved children and I love 

them to bits, work and then go home and cook. <-> I did everything. Absolutely 

everything. And then he would bowl in at 7 o’clock at night in time for dinner. 

(Rachel, High Income, T1, P7, L13) 

 
Rachel’s marriage was dogged by enormous domestic inequity and resentment was the 

inevitable consequence. 

 
Tessa also worked full time but felt like she was doing two jobs: 

 
“actually I feel as if I’ve been doing two full time jobs for 25 years, <-> I’ve been making 

80 percent of the effort and getting 20 percent of the power. And that’s what this is all 

about. That’s what this is all about, I’ve just had enough of putting all the effort in and 

getting none of the power” (Tessa, High Income, T1, P1, L57) 

 
Although she had a high powered job in the civil service, Tessa feels that during her 

marriage she did 80% of the work, but she only ever had 20% of the power. She asserts - 

twice- that her entire divorce is motivated by her lack of power in the marriage. 

 
For all women, the job of ‘mother’ is time limited: 

 
“ It’s like, kind of, almost as if we, we’ve done our job now, well, you’ve brought the kids, 

you know, he doesn’t need you anymore. I mean. You know. I don’t particularly. You 

know. I don’t particularly want you now, you know, you do it, like we’ve done our job. 

Yeah. We’re like surplus to requirements” (Lisa, Low Income T1, P24, L3). 
 

After a lifetime of child rearing and domestic responsibility, Lisa likens midlife divorce to 

redundancy. Once the job of raising the kids is done, women are ‘surplus to requirements. 

 
Lindsay echoes Lisa’s sentiment: 
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‘I felt like a piece of rubbish he’d just thrown in the bin. That’s what I felt like. 

(Lindsay, low income, T1, P15, L60) 

 
Rachel sees menopause as the turning point: 

 
‘once you’ve got the menopause it’s like, as if men’s instinct is that you’ve got to go. 

They’re neither interested, or disinterested. You’ve just got to go. (Valerie, High Income, 

T1, P22, L2) 

 
She feels that once women hit menopause, men lose interest in them and they become 

disposable. She repeats ‘you’ve got to go’ as if it is an ultimatum. 

 
Angela’s husband was particularly brutal: 

 
“stony faced” <-> hardened his resolve, yeah it made him think “she’s really emotional I 

don’t want to have anything to do with her” (Angela, T1, P13, L59) 

 
Her use of the words ‘stony faced’ and ‘hardened’ make her husband sound completely 

impenetrable. To not want anything to do with the mother of your child is the ultimate 

rejection. 

 

Doubting the past. Fearing the future 
 

The women are neither married nor divorced at Time 1. The divorce has been filed for, but 

the actual state of ‘being divorced’ is as yet unknown. Suspended between marriage and 

divorce, they wait for the future to arrive. 

 
Angela keeps herself busy doing things that feel meaningless: 

 

 “I try to do a lot of things, you know, some of that feels a bit meaningless really, you 

know, you go to this, you go to that, when actually I just want to be part of my family.” 

(Angela, High Income T1, P12, L26) 

 
She bides her time going to this, and that, but what she really wants to do is to go home. 

 
Mandy turns her distress inwards and finds fault with herself. 

 
“I am so naive and that’s why I get so upset with myself” 

(Mandy, Low Income, T1, P32, L67) 
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She is full of self-doubt and hates the fact that she is so naïve. 

 
Eva is self-critical too. 

 
“I feel I ought to be a bit more confident, I keep reading that people get more confident 

when they’re in middle age, but I don’t feel any more confident” (Eva, Low Income, T1, 

P14, L54) 

 
She compares herself to people that she reads about and finds that she does not measure up. 

The fact that she has not become more confident in middle-age compounds her feelings of 

inadequacy. 

 
When Angela looks back, she sees her marriage through a completely different lens: 

 
“when I look back, you know, you, um, sort of feel like, um, he was in the driving seat a lot 

more than he would have thought, he was, um, he would say that I was in control and I 

was the sort of um assertive partner, but actually it when I look back now, I realise that 

wasn’t the case at all. I was trying to please him all the time”. 

(Angela, High Income T1, P11, L15) 
 

Her husband used to tell her she was in control, but when she looks back, she realises that he 

was actually in the driving seat and she just spent all her time trying to please him 

 
Lindsay no longer knows who she is: 

 

 “I always thought it was Frank, Lindsay and Tina. And now it’s just Lindsay. And I 

didn’t know how to, even now. I don’t really know who Lindsay is, I don’t know who I am, 

because who I thought I was has been taken away, being a wife. And being the person who 

was the homemaker, even though I went to work. And the person who liked to look after 

people. You know. And the person who sorted family problems out, cos I did even, in his 

own family. I was always there to sort problems out” (Lindsay, Low Income, T1, P30, 

L28) 

 
She was a wife, a mother, and a homemaker. Now that those roles have been taken away 

from her, she doesn’t know who she is anymore. 

 
Valerie describes a kind of existential dread as she contemplates what lies ahead: 
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“I’m in limbo. I need to know what’s going to happen even though I’m terrified of what 

that might be and that I don’t know what to say”. (Valerie, High Income T1, P18, L46) 

 
She talks about being ‘in Limbo’, a ‘non-place’. Limbo is an appropriate analogy for the 

Decree Nisi stage of divorce which leaves all the women in a very uncertain state. 

Uncertainty creates a sense of stasis. The women can’t go backwards and they don’t know 

what lies ahead, so they can’t move forwards either: 

 
Time 2 & 3: Decree Absolute and six months later 

 
Midlife divorce increases feelings of confidence, control, 
and self-worth. 

At Times 2 and 3, the women reflect on how they were constantly undermined by their 

husbands when they were married. Now that they are divorced, they realise that they are 

much more confident and capable than they ever realised. 

 
When Lisa looks back she sees that her husband made her feel like a useless idiot: 

 

 “I’m not willing to put up with any, any nonsense now, I just if I don’t want to do 

something, I don’t do it and I’ll say so, it’s been. I have paid and I’ve had counselling, 

I’ve not just sailed through it, but I think you do you find yourself again and I realise I’m 

not the idiot I was made to feel and I’m not useless and I am quite capable of doing things 

myself, so it’s just sad that it’s, you know, after all these years that it’s, that it’s come to 

this” (Lisa Low Income, T2, P33, L6) 

 
Being alone has shown her that she is actually very smart and quite capable. She feels that 

she has found ‘herself’ again and she is much stronger and more determined. She wishes it 

had not taken her so long to realise her own worth. 

 
Lindsay’s husband also made her feel useless: 

 
“I think the change is that Frank’s gone. I think he made me feel I was useless I couldn’t 

do anything” (Lindsay, Low Income, T3, P62, L5) 

 
Lindsay used to be scared of everything when she was married. She was afraid to drive 

anywhere by herself but now, she puts a route into her satnav and heads off. Lindsay is 
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‘going places’, in every sense: 

 
“I was scared, I was scared of everything. I am now scared but I’m not as scared how 

can. When I was married, I was scared of everything the littlest of things could scare me. I 

wouldn’t drive I wouldn’t drive a distance on me own I wouldn’t plan a route and go and 

drive somewhere. Now I put me satnav on me phone and I can find places and go places”. 

(Lindsay, Low Income, T3, P60, L65) 

 
Eva’s husband also made her feel very insecure: 

 
“and he wasn’t going to make me feel secure because that’s down to me, but I was 

wanting him to do something that he couldn’t do, so that was difficult, and I wasn’t able to 

realize that until he left, and then I thought, once he’d gone, the whole world doesn’t fall 

apart, I can manage, I can unblock the loo, I can phone people up and get them to come 

and sort things out” (Eva, Low Income, T3, P45, L53) 

 

Now Eva takes pleasure in the fact that she can do practical things for herself. When she was 

married, she relied on her husband to make her feel secure so being able to unblock the loo or 

call a handyman confirms that she can manage by herself. Eva now accepts that her security 

is, and always was, something that she has to take responsibility for. 

 
Like Eva, Valerie has discovered that she is much more capable than she thought she was: 

 
“facing lots of challenges, and being continually outside my comfort zone which I never 

was and I used to think I can’t do that, I don’t know about this, and I couldn’t possibly do 

that, and all of those things I do, I don’t think to myself, I do think I can’t do it, I don’t 

have a lot of choice sometimes, and I just have to go ahead and ring this person and make 

that uncomfortable phone call, and hang on the phone for hours, and deal with 

aggravation, and these things I never thought I’d be able to do” (Valerie High Income T3, 

P43, L58) 

 
Mandy’s ex-husband controlled her completely, but since the divorce she has become much 

more assertive: 

 
“I don’t take any nonsense I have stopped being a yes person because I suppose I’ve 

always been so controlled it’s always been yes okay, yes okay, yes okay and I would be 
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running myself ragged to please everybody whereas now I just say no I can’t do that <- 

>so you know I have taken back control in quite a few different ways, so I’m definitely 

changed like that” (Mandy Low Income T3, P48, L61) 

 
Mandy has stopped being a ‘yes’ person who runs herself ragged trying to please everyone. 

She has definitely “changed’ and has ‘taken back control’ of her life. 

 

Feeling better about life 
 

Post-divorce, all the women are in a much more positive state of mind. Now that she doesn’t 

have to tiptoe around her husband, Lisa feels that she is a different ‘better’ person: 

 
“I think I have to say that it has changed me for the better. I think I’m a nicer a better 

person because I don’t have to be walking on eggshells” (Lisa Low Income, T3, P43, L43) 

 

Emotionally, Angela feels that she is in a better place. She also has a better understanding of 

the dynamic that led to the divorce now: 

 
“I feel like I’m in a much better place in terms of my emotional understanding than I was 

before, (Angela, High Income T3, P28, L42) 

 
Eva feels much freer now, and she is proud at how she has coped with everything: 

 
“I feel much freer I think that’s just how I feel I do feel freer, and I’ve coped with 

everything now I’ve been through all those stressful things of divorce and death and 

moving house and being diagnosed with a serious illness. I’ve done all of them I’m still 

here, so you just get on with it and I think that’s I think it’s natural in human beings to 

worry about things and now I’ve got big worries I realize that there is a quite pathetic 

really, but I think if you haven’t got big worries the little worries just fill the space you 

have to worry about don’t they so just I am quite a pragmatic person. I take every day as it 

comes and I think of that John Lennon song you know life is what happens to you when 

you’re busy making other plans” (Eva, Low Income, T2, P33, L20) 

 
Eva’s cancer diagnosis has helped her to put a lot of things in perspective, so she does not 

worry about the future. Instead, she prefers to ‘take each day as it comes’: 
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Lindsay’s physical health has also improved. 
 

“I think generally my health is a bit better. Yes I do, and I think it’s now, this is all over, 

all since Frank’s been gone, even, I think I’ve had a bit better health, yes I do. There’s still 

things I can’t do, or I still have days here and there and I’m unreliable, but generally 

speaking, I would say I am, so perhaps some of the stress of living with him. I’m convinced 

I became ill because of my marriage. I’m convinced of that, you know, about being 

knocked about cause it wasn’t just a slap across the face, when he did do it you know, and 

don’t get me wrong, he never blacked me eye, I never got a bloody nose, or a bloody lip, 

but I’d be black and blue down here and down me arm there, or all down me back. I 

remember once I saw me back and it was all colours, like from down there.” (Lindsay, 

Low Income, T3, P69, L46) 

 

She has begun to understand the association between the stress of living with Frank and 

hiding the domestic violence and the health problems that dogged her during her marriage. 

 
Valerie’s divorce has not been easy, but the obstacles she has encountered seem to have 

made her stronger and more confident: 

 
“I found the confidence who’d have thought I could tackle obstacles that have been 

thrown my way “(Valerie High Income T2, P38, L50) 

 
Tessa is much more optimistic about her life: 

 
“I make my own decisions about absolutely everything, that’s huge for me, so I don’t have 

to consult. If I want to buy pans and I know it sounds silly as an example, but I don’t, I can 

get rid of things, I get rid of a lot,<->or buy another one, so that feels very good, so I 

make my, I’m doing a lot of, it’s easy, life is easy in terms of, I don’t have to consult, you 

know, I just, I just, I just make my own decisions. I know what I want to do, and I just get 

on and do it now, you know, it’s, I’m to, I’m at liberty to, I’m not controlled. I feel very 

free <-> I feel much, I feel in control of it all, which is good (Tessa, High Income, T3, 

P34, L65) 

 
Now she feels that she is finally ‘at liberty’ to make her own decisions and life is a lot easier 

as a result. She doesn’t have to consult her husband and she can just get on and do stuff. She 

no longer feels that she is being controlled and that feels good. 
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Lisa also feels that she is finally in control her own destiny: 

 
“it’s in my control now isn’t it so it’s down to me to make the best of it really and that’s 

not revenge I don’t think the right word but to go on and have a good life that’s the best 

the best thing you can do” (Lisa Low Income, T3, P37, L29) 

 
Lisa is determined to make the most of her life going forwards. For a woman who has been 

treated as badly as Lisa has, living well really is the best revenge. 

 
Opportunities for growth 

 
Many of the women have set themselves new goals or found new projects and activities to 

engage in. Lindsay is thinking about going back to school: 

 
“I have thought about going back to college and doing O level, is it an O level <-> so I’ve 

thought about going to, I like English, I used to love English, and English literature at 

school, so I thought well I’ll do that one" (Lindsay, Low Income, T2, P43, L30) 

 
Although she is sixty years old, she wants to go back to school and do her GCSE’s. 

She is looking forward, not backwards now, and from thinking about getting a GCSE in 

English and math, she moves from volunteering through to an image of herself working in a 

school: 

 
“I’ve seen a job working for MENCAP, but voluntary, six hours one day a week, and they 

will train you to do one to one session with disabled people, or mentally impaired people 

as well, just basic things like reading, writing, so I’ve got that on me iPad now. I’ve 

downloaded the stuff so I’ve just got to get me CV together and I’m going apply for that 

because I said to Tina that might get me into something<-> You know they’ll train if 

they’re going to train me to get some basic skills of doing that and then could perhaps go 

on to working in a school. (Lindsay, Low Income, T3, P56, L4) 

 
Being able to picture the future is an important part of the post -divorce recovery process for 

Lindsay. 

 
Valerie has completely turned her life around: 
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“I’m completely different I’ve really, really grown in confidence I’ve launched this 

business which has excelled all expectations” 

(Valerie High Income, T2, P37, L6) 
 
 

Angela has turned the activities that she previously described as ‘meaningless’ into useful 

coping strategies: 

 

 “I have more tools to manage it because I’m going, you know, I go to the gym much 

more, and I’ve been meditating now for about three years, or trying to, so I sort of feel 

like I’ve got tools to manage it, (Angela, High Income T3, P28, L51) 

 
She has developed a number of healthy coping strategies and the activities that she has used 

to fill her time, have become useful self-help tools. 

 
Lisa is investing in herself too: 

 
“I’ve got back to doing a few keep fit classes I don’t particularly relish them but after I’m 

there afterwards I feel better so I’m doing that I’ve been on holiday I don’t know and I’m 

seeing my parents and various friends that I meet up with and do things through yes it’s 

just you’ve got to put a bit of effort in it doesn’t come knocking to your door but it’s worth 

it because you’re kind of doing for yourself if that makes sense” (Lisa Low Income, T3, 

P44, L10) 

 
She is going to the gym regularly, and although it’s an effort, it makes her feel better, so she 

perseveres. She is also investing in her social support network and is spending time with her 

parents and her friends. 

 
Rachel has discovered that she has a talent for doing mosaics: 

 
“I have started mosaic classes and I have absolutely unbelievably taken to it like fish to 

water. First time I did it I couldn’t believe it and I’m going to have a studio and I’m going 

to do portraits of women” (Rachel, High Income, T3, P40, L60) 

 
Discovering her creative ‘self’ has given Rachel’s life new meaning and purpose and 

her newfound creativity is helping her to envisage a new life for herself. 
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Moving forwards 
 

Moving on after divorce is both psychological and geographic. Most of the women have had 

to sell their family homes and downsize. Although that seemed terrifying when the divorce 

was initiated, resettling, and owing their own homes helps to give the women a sense of 

security. 

 
Tessa is now living in her own house and thinking about what she wants to do with her life: 

 
“the point is I have moved on, Because I moved, and because that’s a final, literally 

closing the door, I feel that, that, kind, I’m now thinking ahead, In terms of, what’s next 

for me, And the answer is well I can do any job I like, I can move abroad if I want to, I can 

let my house out and I can, I can go, you know I could, I could save some money and take 

a year off, You know, I could do an extra bathroom, I could have a lodger, You know, I 

could do something at the City Lit or something at Birkbeck, I can do whatever I want, full 

of opportunity, (Tessa, High Income, T2, P27, L1) 

 
Simple things like being able to make decisions about saving money, putting in a bathroom, 

taking in a lodger, or going to night classes give Tessa a sense of agency. She is finally able 

to think in terms of ‘what’s next for me?’ 

 
For Mandy, having her own money is transformative. It makes a material difference to her 

life, and to the lives of her adult children, but it also gives her the power to control her own 

destiny. Money means she can look forward to having a new car and a new kitchen, and she 

can give her children deposits so that they can buy their own homes. Most importantly, 

having money will finally allow Mandy to live like a ‘normal’ person: 

 
“I’m very happy that I can look after my children and I’m not going to be worrying about 

money at all yeah I’m very happy that I can have a new kitchen and I can have a new car, 

and I know it sounds stupid, but I can live like a ‘normal’ person” (Mandy T3, P51, L51) 

 
Having been terrified of losing her home, Rachel is now excited about moving : 

 
“I think of the studio I’m going to have, any of these three houses I saw have gardens, I 

have to have a garden, and there’s plenty of room where I am going to hopefully have a 

studio.” (Rachel, T3, P41, L36) 
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The desire to have space for a studio for her mosaic works has made the prospect of moving 

from her house feel like a positive step forward. 

 
At Time One Angela was still hoping that her husband might call off the divorce, but by 

Time 3 she says: 

 
“Yeah, I’ve definitely moved on. ( Angela, High Income T3, P32, L34) 

 
Although Angela has moved house, for her moving on is both geographic and psychological. 

 
 
 

Theme 2. Discussion 
 

From a demographic perspective, the participants in this study are a representative sample of 

women who were born during the baby boom and inculcated with very traditional ideas about 

gender roles. All the women’s identities were very much bound up in ‘being a wife. And 

being the person who was the homemaker’ (Lindsay). The ‘motherhood penalty’ is the term 

that is widely used to describe the disadvantages that having children has on women’s 

earnings and career prospect (England et al., 2016). In the 21st century, women have many 

more opportunities, but they are still expected to be the primary carers for children (Hadfield 

et al., 2007). In April to June 2019, 3 in 4 mothers with dependent children (75.1%) were in 

work in the UK, but almost 3 in 10 mothers (28.5%) with a child aged 14 years and under, 

said that they had reduced their working hours because of childcare reasons. This compares 

with just 1 in 20 fathers (4.8%) (ONS, 2019). 

 
Kahn et al., (2014) used data from the National Longitudinal Study of Young Women (NLS- 

YW) to model the motherhood penalty over the course of women’s careers as they age and 

found that for the majority of mothers who had fewer than three children, by the time they 

reached their 40s, their wages approached those of childless women. However the women in 

this particular study are aged between 50 and 65, and that extra decade makes a difference. 

Women over 50 face particular difficulties in accessing work in later life. Deemed ‘too old to 

hire, too young to retire’, they tend to have been away from the labour market for longer and 

they face additional barriers such as a lack of digital skills. They also impede themselves by 

having very gendered expectations about the types of jobs that they perceive themselves as 

being suitable for. 
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In this study, seven of the eight women worked, but in both the low income and the high 

income groups, work choices were often limited to jobs with flexible hours that would fit 

around childcare. Peake & McDowall’s (2012) research demonstrates that career 

development is never linear and for women in particular, external factors such as pregnancy, 

and by extension, childcare, scupper progress (Peake & McDowall, 2012). Women with 

children are much more likely to drop out of work force, to cut back to part-time 

employment, or to choose occupations that are family friendly (Harkness et al., 2019). 

Cumulatively, these compromises mean that mothers achieve less than women who are able 

to commit to full-time employment and take advantage of opportunities for training and 

career advancement (Aisenbrey et al., 2009). 

 
Working is about much more than having an income. It is a protective factor for women’s 

mental and physical health. When Caputo et al, (2020) drew on more than three decades of 

data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Mature Women to assess the relationship 

between female employment during midlife and women’s mental and physical health and 

mortality over the following 16–25 years, they found that consistent work earlier in life 

predicted improved health and longevity as women enter late life. 

 
Valerie was the only woman in the group who actively chose not to work at all. Her husband 

earned a lot of money, so she didn’t need to. She was also culturally programmed to believe 

that it was better for women to stay at home and mind the children. The paradoxical ‘good’ 

stay at home mother and ‘bad’ working mother argument is one that only those who don’t 

require a second income can afford to engage with, but Valerie’s domestic arrangements are 

still very much a middle class ideal (Orgad and De Benedictis, 2015). However, as Valerie 

realises to her detriment, women who adhere to traditional gender roles are doubly 

disadvantaged after midlife divorce. She emerges from her marriage with no qualifications 

and she has not worked for thirty years, so her chances of getting a job are extremely limited. 

 
Theoretically, the empty nest should relieve women of their domestic burden and allow them 

to pursue jobs, but having been out of the market for decades, the women have no skills and 

no confidence. All the women in this study were also very young when they married which 

limited their opportunities for education and employment. This was not unusual at the time. 

Today, the average age at which a woman in the UK marries is 31.5 years, but in 1970 it was 

22.8 years (ONS, 2019). Valerie and Lindsay had ‘no qualifications’ (Valerie, Lindsay) and 
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bar Tessa, none of the women had been to university. This is in line with research which 

shows that in the UK, women over the age of 50 are less qualified than any other age group: 

one in five 50 to 64 year olds have no qualifications compared to less than one in ten 35 to 49 

year olds (Palmer, 2015) and fewer than half (48.5%) of those with no qualifications are in 

employment compared with 8 in 10 (80.7%) of those with at least one qualification (UK 

Census, 2011). 

 
Like any major transition that disrupts routine, the empty nest has the potential to change the 

way people evaluate interpersonal circumstances (Solomon, Weber, & Steuber, 2010) and 

one of the key determinants of a woman’s response to the empty nest is her level of 

involvement in the maternal role (Black & Hill, 1984). Research into ‘empty nest syndrome’ 

tends to focus on maternal feelings of redundancy which relate to children no longer needing 

mothering. Sheriff and Weatherall (2009) explored this topic in their accounts of post 

maternity and observed that ‘a nest without chicks captures some of the redundancy of a 

family home without children’ (Sheriff & Weatherall, 2009). 

 
However, in this study, the significance of the empty nest is less to do with losing children 

from the home and more to do with losing the role that made them feel valuable within the 

marriage. Lisa explains that once children are raised ‘we’ve done our job now, well, you’ve 

brought the kids, you know, he doesn’t need you anymore’ (Lisa). The feelings of redundancy 

that Lisa describes relate to the fact that she is now worthless to her husband. Her job is done 

and she, as a woman, is now ‘surplus to requirements (Lisa). Lisa articulates it most 

explicitly, but it is a sentiment that many of the women share. Lindsay felt like ‘a piece of 

rubbish he’d just thrown in the bin’ (Lindsay) and Rachel believes that once women hit 

menopause ‘men’s instinct is that you’ve got to go’ (Rachel). Angela’s ‘stony faced’ husband 

didn’t ‘want to have anything to do with her” (Angela). I can’t find any research that has 

explored the uncomfortable relationship between midlife divorce, an empty nest, and feelings 

of marital redundancy which were mentioned by so many of the women in my study. It is 

possible that it is a phenomenon that is specific to women born in the Baby Boom whose 

primary role in adult life has been motherhood. It may also be a reflection of their very low 

self-esteem at that time point. 

 

Certainly, all the women in this study feel angry about how things have worked out for them. 

They feel that they sacrificed opportunities, shouldered the entire domestic burden, ran the 

home, and raised the kids, and yet, they got absolutely no credit for it. Looking back on the 
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domestic inequity that they experienced within their marriages, the women regret prioritising 

the needs of their families and wish they had thought more about their own needs. This is in 

line with existing research by Levinson and Levinson (1996) which observed that middle- 

aged women, born during the Baby Boom, who adhered to traditional gender roles of wife 

and mother, had more serious regrets than women of that generation who had also pursued a 

career (Levinson & Levinson, 1996). Nearly two decades later, Newton et al. (2012) found 

that the majority of women experience regrets about prioritising their family and significantly 

more regrets about experiencing limitations on their career such as working part-time instead 

of full-time. 

 
Although the women resent their husbands for taking their labour for granted within the 

marriage, they also blame themselves for allowing it to happen. Regret is a backward looking 

emotion which is experienced when people realise that their present situation would have 

been better if they made different decisions in the past (Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2007). The 

women are riddled with self-doubt and self-blame and they regret the choices that they made, 

or that they failed to make. When Angela looks back she realises that her husband was in the 

driving seat and she was ‘always trying to please him’ (Angela). Eva wishes that she was 

‘more confident’ (Eva) and Mandy gets upset with herself for being ‘so naïve’(Mandy). They 

try to do things to keep busy, but it all feels ‘meaningless’ (Angela) and they end up feeling 

as if they are in ‘Limbo’ (Valerie). They regret the past and are ‘terrified’ (Valerie) of the 

future. 

 
Divorce can serve as a ‘midcourse correction’ for women who have regrets about adhering to 

traditional roles within a marriage. (Stewart and Vandewater ,1999) and by Times 2&3, the 

experience of divorce seems to have galvanised the women. They have a very different 

perspective on what happened during their marriages. Lindsay realises that there was nothing 

wrong with her, it was her husband that made her feel ‘useless’. Lisa realises that she is not 

the ‘idiot’ she was made to feel in her marriage and Eva recognises that she had been looking 

to her husband to make her feel more secure but now she knows that she can manage alone. 

 

Eva delights in the fact that she can ‘can unblock the loo’ and Lindsay, who was ‘scared of 

everything’ when she was married, now puts on her SatNav, and takes herself to new places. 

 
Stewart and Vandewater (1999) also found evidence that recognising regret can motivate 

behavioural changes such as returning to school to pursue a degree. That is certainly the case 
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for the women in this study. Although she is sixty years old, Lindsay has ‘thought about 

going back to college and doing O levels ‘(Lindsay) so that she can get a decent job. Peake 

and McDowell (2012) found that external factors and unforeseen event can be a catalyst for 

career change. Their study of seven men and women who had made mid-career transitions 

found that experiences such as an unplanned pregnancy or unexpected redundancy can end 

up providing the impetus that is needed for a career change. Midlife divorce is no exception. 

By the end of the study Valerie has ‘launched this business which has excelled all 

expectations’(Valerie). Lindsay is applying for volunteering work at a charity with a view to 

full time employment. Lisa has gone full time at her job in a supermarket and Tessa is 

applying for a different job. 

 
The women are also investing in personal growth. Rachel has discovered that she has a talent 

for mosaic and she begins to ‘think of the studio I’m going to have’ (Rachel). Angela is 

practicing meditation and Lindsay feels that her mental and physical health has improved 

since the divorce and is convinced that the stress of her marriage was what made her sick in 

the first place. This finding that is at odds with most research which finds that midlife divorce 

has an adverse impact on women’s health (Wickrama, 2022, Thomas et al., 2019, Lorenz et 

al., 2006). 

 
Other studies have found that divorce enables women to become more independent, feel 

more in control of their lives, and acquire greater self-esteem (Baum et al., 2005) and that 

they go through a process of ‘finding themselves’ (Gregson and Ceynar, 2009). More 

recently, Sarah Milton (2022) conducted some qualitative research in which middle-aged 

divorced women spoke of ‘a newfound independence which they both valued and enjoyed, 

compared to the ‘compromise’ they had experienced within their former relationships 

(Milton & Qureshi, 2022). In Milton’s (2022) study, women described finally ‘knowing 

themselves’, and being increasingly conscious of their ability to make ‘deliberate choices that 

were in their own interests’. This study echoes Milton’s findings. Although divorce has not 

been easy for them, they come through the experience feeling stronger, more confident, and 
more optimistic about the future. The words ‘free’ and in ‘control’ are repeated constantly. They have 

discovered autonomy and are determined to make the most of themselves and the time they have left. 



167  

Chapter 8.  
 
Theme 3. Repartnering: From 
Unattainable To Undesirable 

 
This theme explores the women’s aspirations to repartner after divorce. Initially the women 

would like to find new relationships, but they know that age is a barrier because men prefer 

younger women. By the time their divorces are complete, the women are much more 

focused on protecting their financial settlements. They are enjoying their independence and 

finding a new relationship is not a priority. 

 

Time 1: Decree Nisi 
 

Being older makes it much harder 
 

The women are not yet divorced but they are thinking about the future and finding a new 

relationship. Although they would like their divorces to have a ‘nice fairy-tale ending’, they 

know that age means the odds are stacked against them. The women feel angry that it is 

acceptable for middle aged men to date, but the same is not true in reverse. 

 
Rachel believes that menopause is the female equivalent to a ‘best by’ date: 

 
“ The whole idea that it’s okay for a man to go out – this is our society- with a woman 

who is 26, 36, 40 years younger than him. And this is what we are. And then, you know, I 

thought of the menopause. And I thought, once you’ve got the menopause, it’s like as if 

men are, their instinct is that you’ve got to go. They’re neither interested in it, nor 

disinterested. You’ve just got to go. <-> I mean why have we got this. And we, we applaud 

and laud it.” (Rachel, High Income. T1, P22, L1) 

 

She rails at the unfairness of a society which disposes of women once they have reached 

menopause yet lauds older men who date women who are several decades younger. 

 
Angela thinks that the odds of repartnering are against older women too. 

 
“I think I’ve been particularly angry about the whole thing because I’m older, <-> I did 



168  

feel, you know, and I still do really, he’s left me, um, and it’s very, very different for 

middle-aged women than it is for middle aged men. I don’t know if you’ve ever been on 

‘Guardian Soulmates’ for example <-> they are 60, <-> they would like to meet a woman 

between 35 and 50.” (Angela, T1, P11, L8) 

 
She has been experimenting unsuccessfully with online dating, but she is finding it to be a 

very disheartening experience, because men of her age are only interested in dating much 

younger women. She worries that she is too old now because the men in her age bracket are 

only interested in women who are significantly younger: 

 
Mandy sees her age as a barrier too: 

 
“so where as if it had been 10 years before, if I have been 43 not 53 you know, 

probably I would have looked for something more in my life, but no,” 

(Mandy T1, P14, L4) 
 

She feels that if the divorce had happened ten years earlier she would have had a chance of 

meeting someone new. Because she is now 53 years old, she feels that divorce has robbed her 

of the possibility of future happiness: 

 
“I mean I just feel that he’s robbed me of any future happiness, you know, because now I 

feel too tired and too old and too far down the line to happily start another relationship.” 

(Mandy, Low income, T1, P25, L3) 

 
She is just too old and too tired and ‘too far down the line’ to have another relationship: 

 
 

Eva has terminal cancer, and she thinks that getting involved with someone else would just 

be too complicated: 

 

 “I’m not thinking of getting married now because it’s just too complicated, I can’t deal 

with the complications, um, you know, do you want to come and live with me and sit 

around in a hospital while I wait for a consultant, um”, (Eva, Low income, T1, P11, L21) 

 
She needs to conserve her energy and she is pragmatic about the limited appeal of having a 

relationship with someone who spends half their life in hospital waiting rooms. 
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Angela sums up how the women feel about midlife dating: 
 

and I just think it’s really, really, really hard for middle-aged women, you know” 

(Angela, High Income. T1, P11, L28) 

 
Although they know that their chances of finding a new partner are limited, they allow 

themselves to dream 

 
Valerie thinks it would be nice to have someone in her life: 

 
“ I didn’t leave my husband to, for somebody else. <-> wasn’t desperately trying to find 

somebody else, you know, to help me out, to pursue my knight in shining armour. That 

would be a huge bonus. I’m not denying it. Yeah, that wasn’t the reason I left. Yeah. So 

I’m not looking for a man to come and save me. But it would be nice to have a. It would be 

nice to have someone in my life”. (Valerie, High Income, T1, P18, L53) 

 
Valerie already has a boyfriend and she still keeps her lover on the side, but she still believes 

that finding someone to ‘help her out’ would be a huge bonus. Although she insists that she 

doesn’t need rescuing, she would not be averse to being saved by a knight in shining armour. 

 
Lisa would also like a fairy-tale ending: 

 
“I’d like to think, or be a nice fairy-tale ending <-> But yeah, I wouldn’t like to think that 

I would never. I think I’d like a quite like a companion, or like someone that you can take 

out of the cupboard, a bit like when you’re a child and you got toys and you take them out 

when you want, and when you don’t want em, you can put em back in” (Lisa Low Income, 

T1, P20, 62) 

 
The relationship that Lisa describes is a fantasy which is entirely on her terms. She wants a 

companion that she can play with when she feels like it, but who can be put back in the 

cupboard when she loses interest. Focusing on fairy tales is a way of avoiding the grim 

reality of midlife dating. When she says ‘I wouldn’t like to think that I would never’ she 

betrays her anxiety about the fact that she might never find another relationship. 

 
Eva misses companionship: 

 
“I miss the companionship. I miss having a cuddle, I miss when you come home at night 

there isn’t someone there to say how was your day, that’s what I miss, but then my ex 
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wasn’t very good at that anyway, so I suppose it’s just having somebody there, they don’t 

actually do anything, they’re just there” (Eva, Low Income, T1, P15, 49) 

 
However when Eva says she ‘misses’ simple things like having a cuddle and having someone 

to talk to at the end of the day, she is not describing something that she has lost because her 

ex never actually did any of those things for her. What she is really describing is what she 

would like to have in her ideal relationship. Realising her mistake, she concludes that because 

men don’t actually do anything so relationships are just about having somebody else around. 

 
Mandy finds it difficult to think about the future at all: 

 
“but yeah, I mean I, I cannot see a life, I can’t see a life, I can’t see a different life. I’m never 

going to have a relationship with anybody else 

(Mandy T1, P14, L42) 
 

She didn’t want her marriage to end and she cannot picture herself in a different life or a 

different relationship. 

 
Times 2&3: Decree Absolute and six months later 

 
 

The women are unwilling to jeopardize their financial security by having 
a new relationship 

 
Once the women’s financial settlements are in place there is a clear focus on protecting the 

assets that they have fought so hard to secure. They don’t trust other people’s motives and 

they have been wrong once, so what would stop them being wrong again. 

 
Lisa won’t jeopardize her financial security: 

 
“I’m not gonna jeopardize what I fought so hard to get, what I’ve got now, and I’m 

certainly not going to jeopardize losing any of it now, but that’s me, other people you 

know need to be in a relationship, don’t know, some people have to, but I, am at the 

moment that’s, no I don’t. I don’t need and can’t see that it can enhance my life in any 

way” (Lisa Low Income, T2, P37, L38) 

 
She fought a long and difficult battle to get her divorce settlement and having finally 

achieved a degree of financial stability, she can’t see what a relationship would bring to her 
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life. 

 
Lindsay has also had to fight for what she got and she has no intention of sharing it: 

 
“even if I did meet somebody, I can’t see me ever having anybody in my home me now no, 

no visit, you visit, yeah that’s fine come for a, mean yeah that’s fine, but no I’m not 

sharing my home with another man ever again. What I’ve got here I’ve worked hard for, 

I’ve had to fight for every step of the way when I shouldn’t have to do, when I’ve worked, 

because one man said it was all his, it was all his money, because he was the 

breadwinner” (Lindsay, Low income, T2, P42, L34) 

 
Lindsay feels that she worked hard to get the money she was awarded in the divorce and she 

has no intention of diluting her assets by letting a man share her home. 

 
Mandy is now wealthy. However she finds that money is a double-edged sword. 

 
“I would say, I would assume that somebody would be wanting something out of it other 

than just a friendship and I suppose the money side of that has made it a little bit more 

difficult as well in the sense that I don’t know, you know, now it would be are they going 

out with me because they know I am okay, you know, I have a nice house, I have a nice 

car”. (Mandy, Low income, T2, P47, L28) 

 
Mandy feels that she couldn’t have a relationship because she would be too suspicious that 

any man who might want to date her would just be after her money: 

 
“I just could not fall into a relationship, you know <-> I just don’t want anybody, I don’t 

want to be suspicious of why people are there, unless they’re fixing my car and fixing my 

water tank” (Mandy, Low income, T3, P49, L29) 

 
Mandy’s settlement has given her financial security but it has also created a barrier to the 

possibility of a new relationship. She would rather be alone than become economically 

entwined with anyone who might potentially threaten her financial security. 

 
Money also makes it difficult for Eva to trust other people’s motives: 

 
“I’m a lot better off than I would have been which is nice because I don’t have to worry 

about money, but yes, there’s always that, I just think that relationships are very difficult, 
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…<-> It’s not just about not trusting them, it’s about trusting my judgment of that person, 

because I thought I knew my husband and I obviously didn’t and I don’t know whether the 

person I thought he was when I married him was that person, and what I believed about how 

things were going was happening, or whether he was this other person, and I just didn’t see 

it, and whether that would be the same if I met someone else who looked really nice” (Eva 

Low Income, T3, P50, L58) 

 
It is not just about not trusting men. Eva wouldn’t allow herself to have another relationship 

because when it comes to men, she no longer trusts her own judgement. She was wrong 

before and she could be wrong again. 

 
The women value their independence and are ambivalent about finding a 
new partner 

 
Post-divorce, the women are more optimistic about the possibility of finding a new partner 

but they no longer want one. They are intent on retaining their independence. 

 
Lisa is not looking for a relationship at all: 

 
 

“At the moment that is really I really can’t see what anyone could bring to my life at the 

moment that could enhance it so I’m certainly I’m certainly not looking, and I can’t 

imagine me ever, I can’t imagine me ever re marrying, and I kind of think I wouldn’t live 

with anybody. I could see having a relationship, they do, you know, meet up, maybe stay 

over there or something, but again, that’s a, I feel, a long way off, but I can’t” 

(Lisa Low Income, T2, P37, L35) 
 

She can imagine herself having a relationship at some point in the future but whoever it is 

will be staying firmly ‘over there’ and she cannot imagine herself living with someone or 

remarrying. Divorce has made think about what she wants and how a relationship might 

enhance her life. She concludes that it would add nothing. 

 
Lindsay is very clear about wanting to retain her independence too: 

 
“I think I’ll end up wanting a physical relationship if somebody’s nice to me, and kind to 

me, and we can go places, but I still want my independence. I still want to be able if they 

came here, say look I’m fed up of you now, go, go home you” 

(Lindsay, Low income, T3, P75, L5) 
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She wants a sexual relationship with someone who will be kind to her, and who she can do 

things with, but she wants to be able to get rid of them when she is fed up with them. She is 

much more assertive and if she has a relationship with anyone it will be on her terms. 

 
Valerie is equally ambivalent about commitment: 

 

 “owning my own flat, and he stays sometimes, and I kind of look forward to when he goes 

so I’ve got my place back to myself again, and I’m thinking if I’m happy to see him three 

or four nights a week and stay there, but as happy to leave him and get back to my own 

space again, how can I possibly ever live with somebody again, you know, they say people 

get older you get set in your ways, you don’t want to live with someone again and I’m 

thinking to myself how am I ever going to ..”. (Valerie, High Income, T3, P45, L46) 

 
Although she has a boyfriend and she likes it when he stays over, she is just as happy when 

he leaves and she is not sure that she will ever be able to live with anyone again. 

 
Eva now believes that the only way for her to be herself is to remain single: 

 
“I don’t feel I could be myself unless I’m on my own, that I could be myself with somebody 

else” (Eva, Low Income, T3, P45, L11) 

 
Angela no longer trusts men and she is unable to think about a new relationship. 

 
“It makes me <-> very, very, very cautious, <-> I sort of think I can’t really focus on a 

new relationship at the moment”. (Angela, High Income, T3, P34, L25) 

 
Angela’s confidence has been knocked by the failure of her marriage and she feels so badly 

betrayed that she would be ‘very, very, very’ cautious about trusting anyone else. 

 
Mandy completely rules out the possibility of a new relationship: 

 
“I gave my heart to him and it’s not there to give to anybody else now” 

(Mandy, Low Income, T3, P53, L52) 

 
Despite everything her husband put her through, Mandy feels that she gave her heart to her 

husband and so therefore, it is not hers to give to anyone else. 
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Theme 3. Discussion 
 

Collectively, the women have difficulty envisioning themselves in new relationships and the 

idea of a new partner seems to be something that several of the women can only ‘imagine’. 

Lisa and Valerie fantasise about a ‘fairy tale ending’ (Lisa) and being saved by a ‘knight in 

shining armour ‘(Valerie), while Eva conjures up a spectral companion who doesn’t actually 

do anything but is ‘just there’ (Eva). The unreal way the women broach the topic of 

repartnering, may, in part, reflect the ambiguity that they feel about relational commitment. 

Lisa articulates it best when she describes wanting a companion that she ‘can take out of the 

cupboard, a bit like when you’re a child and you got toys and you take them out when you 

want, and when you don’t want em, you can put em back in’ (Lisa. 

 
The women are acutely conscious of how their age disadvantages them. Rachel describes 

how menopause makes women invisible to the opposite sex and rails at the fact that it is 

deemed perfectly acceptable for a man to out with a woman who is ‘26, 36, 40 years younger 

than him’ (Rachel). Eva’s life is made more complicated by the fact that she has a terminal 

cancer diagnosis, so the idea of getting married again would be ‘too complicated’ (Eva). It 

would also be very unlikely. Older women are significantly less likely to be actively dating 

than men of the same age (Miller et al., 2021) and they are less likely to remarry than men. 

When Brown and Lin examined women’s and men’s likelihoods of forming a remarriage or 

cohabiting union they, found that about 22 % of women and 37 % of men reparteed within 10 

years after grey divorce (Brown et al., 2019). 

 
Theoretically, online dating should make it easier for the women to repartner, but Angela’s 

experience with it has been disastrous. Age hypergamy, the tendency of men to data and 

marry women who are younger than themselves, becomes more extreme with age and she 

routinely sees men of 60 advertising for partners in their thirties. Research by England and 

McClintock found that when men are in their 20’s they typically marry women who are 

roughly one year younger than they are, but when men are over 60, they typically marry 

women who are between 9 and 12 years younger than they are (England and McClintock, 

2009). 

 

Women are doubly disadvantaged by the fact that, on average, they live longer than men, so 

after the age of 40, there are significantly more women than men in the population. Mandy 

realises that if she had been even ten years younger, she might have had a chance of meeting 



175  

someone new. By waiting until she was 53, her husband has managed to ‘rob’ her of the 

‘chance of any future happiness’ (Mandy). Demographics and age hypergamy mean that the 

repartnering pool shrinks rapidly as women age, whereas for ageing men, the pool of eligible 

partners grows (Schimmele and Wu 2016). As a result, older women are less likely to 

repartner and more likely to live alone. In 2007, 20% of men and 30% of women in the 65– 

74 year age group lived alone (Rolls et al., 2011). 

 
When the women talk about the possibility of meeting someone new, they describe wanting a 

relationship that is based on companionship, rather than sex. This is in line with existing 

research which finds that companionship is by far the most cited reason for dating in mid and 

later life (Dickson et al., 2005). The emphasis on companionship may also reflect the 

predominant cultural script which suggests that sexual desire is not an age-appropriate norm 

for women in midlife (Bradway & Beard, 2015,). 

 
The second interviews in this study took place shortly after the women’s divorces were 

granted and the third interviews took place within twelve months. This time frame may not 

have been long enough for the women to really put the experience behind them and lingering 

feelings of vulnerability make them very cautious about any kind of romantic commitment. 

As Angela says, the fact that a man she loved and trusted for twenty years could ‘just betray 

me by leaving me, makes me very, very, very cautious’ (Angela). Rachel has been damaged 

by all the ‘lies, deceit and betrayal’ and as a result she feels she must now ‘question 

everything’ (Rachel). 

 
There is a clear shift in the way that the women approach the possibility of repartnering 

between Time 1, and Times 2 and 3. At Time 1, meeting a new partner is a fantasy that is out 

of their reach. At Time 2 and 3, it is something that they may, or may not, eventually choose 

to do, but they will only do it if it is on their terms. The women’s divorce settlements have 

given them greater financial security and they are much more ambivalent about repartnering 

as a result. Lisa is ‘can’t see what anyone could bring to my life at the moment that could 

enhance it (Lisa). Even Valerie, who has continually had both a romantic partner and a 

backup just in case, asks ‘how can I possibly ever live with somebody again’ (Valerie). 

 

Although she looks forward to seeing her boyfriend, she looks forward to him going home 

just as much. Lindsay thinks she will want a relationship at some point but she is adamant 

that she wants to retain her independence, ‘I still want to be able, if they came here, say look, 
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I’m fed up of you now, go, go home you’ (Lindsay ). 

 
The motivations for repartnering in midlife are very different to the motivations driving 

relationships at earlier stages of the life course. With children out of the picture, the resources 

and constraints facing older adults are different from those that younger adult experience 

(Brown et al. 2012; Vespa 2012). For younger people, research repeatedly finds that 

economic resources are positively associated with marriage formation for women and men 

alike (Schneider 2011). In fact, for younger adults, financial stability is viewed as a 

prerequisite for marriage, whereas cohabitation is more likely to be an option for people in 

more fragile financial circumstances (Cherlin 2004;). 

 
Vespa (2012) used economic theory to examine whether union formation during young 

adulthood was comparable to union formation in later life and found that regardless of age, 

wealthier individuals are more likely to repartner during the second half of life, but older 

people are more likely to cohabit than they are to marry (Vespa, 2012). Because couples who 

remarry become entwined economically, cohabitation is a much more appealing option for 

women who divorce in midlife (Vespa, 2012) and older single adults, are now equally likely 

to form cohabiting or marital unions (Brown, Bulanda, & Lee, 2012). Remarriage also 

frequently involves relinquishing a pension received from a previous spouse, whereas living 

together means that women can maintain their financial autonomy, protect their assets, and 

continue to receive pension benefits. As a result, cohabiting women receiving a pension are 

less likely to marry than their counterparts who do not have this resource (Vespa 2013). 

 
In this study, cohabitation is viewed as too big of a risk. Decisions around repartnering are 

almost entirely driven by post-divorce anxiety around financial security, and the main barrier 

to forming new relationships is the risk of unwittingly compromising themselves financially. 

As Lisa says, ‘I’m not gonna jeopardize what I fought so hard to get’ (Lisa). Lindsay says 

that even if she did meet someone else she would never risk letting them move in: ‘no I’m not 

sharing my home with another man ever again. What I’ve got here I’ve worked hard for 

(Lindsay). Mandy is even more cautious. She was awarded a life changing financial 

settlement by the courts and although it has made her life immeasurably better she is now 

suspicious that the only reason people might be nice to her is because of her money. She says, 

‘the money side of that has made it a little bit more difficult as well in the sense that I don’t 

know, you know, now it would be are they going out with me because they know I am okay’ 

(Mandy). 
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Eva doesn’t want a new relationship. It is partly to do with the fact that she now has more 

money than she anticipated and partly to do with the fact that she doesn’t trust her own 

judgement. Her argument is that she trusted her husband and he turned out to be a mistake, so 

what would stop her making the same mistake again. Previous research with women who 

have been bereaved has found that widowed women believed that men would try and take 

advantage of them because they had been left a ‘nice sum’ of money (Dickson, 2005). 

 
This study adds to a body of research which confirms that in midlife and late adulthood, 

women are significantly less likely to seek a relationship, less likely to desire a relationship, 

and less likely to marry than their male counterparts (Miller et al., 2021). Older divorced 

women enjoy the company of men, but they don’t necessarily want to remarry (Dickson et 

al., 2005). They enjoy a newfound sense of autonomy and view this stage of their lives as 

time for themselves. The findings in this particular theme strongly echo Bianca Fileborne’s 

(2015) study of women’s sex and dating behaviours in later life. Her qualitative interviews 

with 15 women aged 55 to 81 found that they were overwhelmingly single by choice, that 

they fiercely protected their independence and freedom, and that they were unwilling to 

compromise (Fileborne et al., 2015). The women in this study are similarly determined to 

prioritise themselves. As Lisa says,‘ I’m not willing to make any compromises, because I’d 

rather have nobody than just make do’ (Lisa) 
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Chapter 9.  
 
Theme 4. Maternal Role: From Privileged 
To Peripheral 
This theme explores the impact of midlife divorce on maternal relationships with adult 

children. In the first interviews the women were all very confident about the strength of the 

bond between them and their children. By the third interview this has changed significantly. 

With the exception of Mandy, all the women find that their relationships with their children 

have been destabilised by the divorce process. 

 
Time 1: Decree Nisi 

 
Mothers are primary carers, regardless of income or employment. 

 
The women’s relationships with their adult children at Time 1 reflect a lifetime of maternal 

investment. Despite differences in income and employment status, the women adopted very 

traditional gender roles throughout their marriages. They were all primary carers and because 

they did the bulk of the childcare, they spent much more time with their children than their 

fathers did. As a result, fathers appear to have had a much more peripheral role in their 

children’s upbringing. 

 
Tessa believes that she is the primary parent and she is confident that if her sons had a ‘real’ 

problem, she is the one they would turn to: 

 
“I’m definitely the primary parent <-> They’re very conscious of their, Dad’s, sort of, 

limitations, in the nicest possible way, <-> but em, I suspect, if there was a real problem 

they’d come to me first, Probably”, (Tessa, High Income, T1, P2, L53) 

 
She is so sure of her connection to her sons that she can afford to be magnanimous. She 

describes her sons as being conscious of the fact that their dad has ‘limitations’ and then 

softens her tone by adding ‘in the nicest possible way'. 

 
Lisa did absolutely everything for, and with, her children while they were growing up: 
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“You know they were. They were mine. <->Well they were his. They were his. But he 

wasn’t the one doing everything for them 24/7. He didn’t have to. He never had to pick 

them up from school, or he never had to, you know, if there was a parents evening then it 

would be me that’s sorted all that” (Lisa Low Income, T1, P4, L1) 

 
The children were Lisa’s domain and she felt they belonged to her, much more than they 

belonged to her ex-husband. 

 
Angela worked full time, but she was very happy to be responsible for running the home: 

 
“I always thought that the, you know, the home, my mothering, my being a mum and 

John’s partner were the center of my life and then really the main other part of my life was 

my work, and I didn’t have loads of outside things that I did on my own” (Angela, High 

Income, T1, P4, L56) 

 
Angela’s identity was so completely bound up in being a wife and a mother that she now 

recognises there was little else in her life beyond those roles. 

 
Tessa worked full time too and she was also responsible for running the home and doing 

everything for her three children: 

 
“I’ve been doing two full time jobs for 25 years, and haven’t actually had a lot of choice 

in a lot of the stuff that I’ve been enabling, So you know things like our lifestyle and you 

know, I, I’ve, made all the social arrangements, You know I’ve kept the kids happy and 

fed, and adjusted and, make big decisions about their exams, And I’ve helped them and fed 

them and encouraged them and I’ve got three lovely boys I mean they are great, but, I just 

feel as if I have made vast amounts of effort, huge, huge, huge effort, And he hasn’t” 

(Tessa, High Income, T1, P12, L3) 

 
She recites a shopping list of chores to illustrate the ‘huge, huge, huge’ effort that she alone 

made to support her family. 

 

Lindsay structured her entire life around caring for her daughter Tina and she was virtually a 

single mother because her husband was never around: 

 
“I went back to work when Tina was three and I did part time and when she was five, I did 
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full time. And again, I continually worked but having horrible jobs that I hated. But I 

could never do a job I liked because I had to fit in with his hours. I couldn’t rely on him 

coming home in the evening to pick Tina or anything, from child-minders. (Lindsay, Low 

income T1, P1, L61) 

 
Lindsay did jobs that she hated just so she could have the flexibility she needed to manage 

the childcare. Although she needed to finish work to pick her daughter up from a 

childminder, she describes this as fitting in with her husband hours. 

 
Mandy’s husband was never around so she had sole charge of the children: 

 
“He was never there. And I mean I don’t know also whether he didn’t put that gap there 

himself. <->So it wasn’t that I didn’t allow him. You know he would never have bathed 

children. But he would never have put himself in that position anyway. 

(Mandy T1, P26, L18) 
 

She exercised maternal gatekeeping to protect her children but now she wonders whether he 

actually kept himself away from the children on purpose. 

 
Eva was responsible for everything when it came to the children too, but she resented the fact 

that she was expected to do everything: 

 
“I found it very difficult in that anything to do with the children was somehow my job.” 

(Eva Low income T1, P3, L54) 

 

Mothers assume their children prioritise them, but maternal investment 
does not guarantee support. 

 
As the women begin the process of divorce, there is an unspoken assumption that maternal 

investment will be rewarded with loyalty from their adult children. The women present 

themselves as consistent parents who have tolerated years of inconsistent behaviour from 

their soon to be ex-husbands, and seven of the eight participants recall their adult children 

either criticising their fathers or blaming the failure of the marriage on them. 

 
Mandy’s husband played such a small part in childcare that the bond between him and his 

children was unusually fragile: 
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“I don’t think they care if they never see him again because he doesn’t really mean anything 

to them, em, because he wasn’t a loving considerate, his main obsession by the end was 

money, it was all he wanted, was money” (Mandy Low Income T1, P8, L41) 

 
Mandy is very clear about why her children have no time for their dad. Because he was never 

loving or considerate, and he cared more about money than he did about his family, by the 

time of the divorce, Mandy is fairly certain that her children don’t care if they never see their 

father again. 

 
Lindsay’s husband was violent to her and to her daughter Tina and he eventually left Lindsay 

for another woman: 

 
“she says “I’m an adult Mum and I never want to see him ever again in my life. Never.” 

(Lindsay, Low Income, T1, P4, L37. 

 
Lindsay has been the primary support for her mother, who has been suicidal since her 

husband left. As a result of how her father has behaved, Tina has now completely cut her 

father out of her life. Lindsay reiterates the word ‘never’ for emphasis. 

 
Rachel also says that her daughter will never speak to her father again: 

 
 “She says she’ll never speak to him again.” (Rachel, High Income, T1, P20, L28) 

 
Rachel’s daughter Ines is furious with her father because he makes no effort to hide the fact 

that he has a new mistress, whilst continuing to live in the family home. 

 
Valerie’s adult children have been very supportive because they ‘understand why’ the 

marriage is ending: 

 
“My children have been very supportive. As I said to you, you know, they understood that 

we weren’t happy, they understood why David made me unhappy because he’s done it to 

them, yes, unpredictability, irrational personality, inconsistencies, and they understand 

why.” (Valerie, High Income, T1, P16, L23) 

 
Valerie presents her children as allies by explaining that they too, had first-hand experience 

of all her ex-husband’s negative attributes. They know their father is unpredictable because 
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he has been as irrational with them as he has been with Valerie 

 
Tessa believes that her sons are cross with their father and that they blame him for messing 

up the marriage: 

 
“I think they think that their dad has messed things up. And I think they’re cross with him, 

because he has, because they say things to me like ‘oh god, dad’s still doing this’, or ‘he’s 

not done that’, or ‘I’m finding this really difficult” (Tessa, High Income, T1, P19, L62) 

 
‘I think they think’ is not the most reliable evidence, and the examples Tessa provides are 

very vague and not related to specific behaviours or experience. 

 
When Eva remembers her son casually characterising his father as ‘knob head’, it provides a 

little light relief in an interview that is otherwise punctuated with the desperate details of her 

divorce and her diagnosis with terminal cancer: 

 
“Charlie just said to me “dads a knob head. End of”, we don’t need to discuss anything. 

He is very black and white, and I said to Frank about it, and he said I don’t want to talk 

about it, and he said, ‘when dad was here he used to ignore me all the time anyway, so 

it's not any different now” (Eva, Low Income, T1, P13, L63) 

 
Eva’s sons are not at all bothered by the fact that their father has left. He ignored them when 

he was living with them, so they don’t feel his absence will make much difference to their 

lives. 

 
Angela’s son Freddy ‘felt’ for his mother after his father left her and saw him as the ‘villain’: 

 
“after John left, um Freddy, I felt, turned more towards me, in that he saw John as the 

villain of the piece, and that, he felt for me,” (Angela, High Income, T1, P9, L40) 

 
Angela has not coped well with the divorce process and when she describes how her son 

‘turned more towards’ her, she paints a picture of an adult child who has been forced to pivot 

away from his own future, towards the parent that has displayed the greatest emotional need. 

 
Although there was convergence in five of the eight women’s assumptions about support 

from their children at Time 1, there was divergence in the experiences of three of the 
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participants which is worth exploring in more depth. Despite having been the primary carers 

for their children, the relationship between three of the participants and their adult children 

appears to be fragile and Rachel, Angela and Lisa are uncertain about the support of one or 

more of their adult children. 

 
Although Rachel’s daughter has rejected her father, her son Toby is pragmatic about his 

father’s decision to end the marriage: 

 
“Toby until recently, his attitude has sort of been. What do you expect dad to do? You 

know, he, we don’t like. We don’t want it; we don’t like it. But you know he’s entitled not 

to love you and to want to get out.” (Rachel, High Income, T1, P20, L1) 

 
Angela’s son supported her initially, but he has also made it clear to his mother that he does 

not want her to depend on him. He appears to be compartmentalising his relationship with his 

father as something that is separate to his relationship with his mother, and Angela is careful 

not to complicate the relationship by talking to him about her ex-husband: 

 

 “his main thing is that he doesn’t want me to be dependent on him and to show any signs 

of vulnerability with him, so I don’t talk to him about John. I don’t ask him about has he 

seen his dad really, <-> I don’t want to sort of make it more complicated 

(Angela, High Income, T1, P9, L47) 
 

Lisa’s children were both at university when her husband had an affair and then filed for 

divorce. Because Lisa feels that she is the innocent ‘victim’, she expects her children to 

prioritise her over their father, but her children don’t see things that way: 

 
“Because the way I see it, see I’m the victim and I’m the innocent party. So I should be 

prioritized over him. That’s how I see things. And they don’t.” 

(Lisa, Low Income T1, P14, L14) 
 
 

Time 2 & 3: Decree Absolute and six months later 
 

Mothers compete for support as their adult children insist on remaining 
neutral 

 
The women in this study enter into the divorce process worrying about split finances, not 
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split loyalties amongst their adult children. They are not at all prepared for the possibility that 

they might have to compete for their children’s attention once their divorce is finalised. 

 
The one person who has maintained an unchallenged relationship with her children 

throughout the course of her divorce is Mandy 

 
“I was so lucky with my kids, because it was always going to be a one-sided relationship. 

You know I know my kids are 100 percent behind me. I don’t know how I would have 

coped if they were 50/50”. (Mandy Low Income T2, P39, L46) 

 
Strict maternal gatekeeping and the one-sided nature of her relationship with her children has 

ensured that she has remained fully supported throughout the entire legal process. Now that 

Mandy has received her Decree Absolute and is legally divorced, she is able to admit that she 

would have found it very hard to cope if her children had a more equal relationship with both 

their parents 

 
In contrast, Rachel feels hurt by the fact that her children refuse to support her unilaterally: 

 
“Yes it is, yes, it’s hurtful in a way, yes, <-> I expect the children to support me you know, 

meaning to hear, to be horrified at what this man has done. I expect it...” (Rachel, High 

Income, T3, P39, L48) 

 
She thinks that they should be horrified at what their father has done to her, and she expects 

her adult children to take sides. 

 
Lisa’s children have made it clear that they will maintain relationships with both their parents 

and that they refuse to get dragged into their parent’s divorce: 

 
“ in the beginning it was more or less said to me, ‘Oh you know you’re our mum, that’s 

our dad, and you know we don’t want nothing to do with the divorce’, and so I just kind of 

felt, so I don’t talk about, I don’t really talk about anything to them about it at all” 

(Lisa Low Income, T2, P26, L17) 
 

Their neutrality silences Lisa who has now stopped trying to talk to them about the divorce, 

or indeed anything at all. 

 
Valerie’s adult children don’t want to be caught in the middle of their warring parents: 
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“yes my eldest son found it difficult, and they don’t like to talk about it, or be caught in the 

middle, you know, initially my husband was, they were getting furious with him because he 

was in a state, <-> I was also voicing my opinion about certain things, and they couldn’t 

stand it” (Valerie High Income, T2, P37, L3). 

 
Her adult children can’t stand the ongoing antagonism between their parents and although 

they have been clear about the fact that they don’t want her to discuss the divorce with them, 

she can’t resist ‘voicing her opinions’. 

 
Rachel’s adult children have also told her not to talk to them about the divorce: 

 
“don’t speak to me about it mummy, the children, because I don’t want to be involved <- 

> so it’s a lonely thing” (Rachel, High Income, T3, P43, L46) 
 

They don’t want to be involved and are no longer willing to listen to anything to do with their 

father or the divorce. This leaves Rachel feeling both silenced and lonely. 

 
Although Valerie’s adult children have made it clear that they want her to stop offloading her 

anxiety on them, six months after the legal process has been finalised, she continues to do 

just that: 

 
“I find I’m doing that (consulting)with my kids which is not very healthy <->They told me 

to stop, and even though they’re adult children and I’m a mature woman and it would be 

hard not to gripe about things sometimes, and she lives here, if she didn’t live here it 

wouldn’t be nearly so bad for her, but going through that whole process, and going 

through extreme anxiety on certain days, I couldn’t really hide it from her.” 

(Valerie High Income, T3, P44, L48) 
 

Valerie acknowledges that she is a mature woman and she knows it is not healthy, but she 

feels unable to hide her anxiety or stop herself griping in front of her daughter. This process 

has led to an inversion of the normal parent child : 

 
“it’s changed the dynamic between my daughter and I which I’m not terribly keen on<-> 

It means that sometimes she seems more like the mother, and I seem more like the child 

which you know should come much later in life when the mother becomes old and infirm” 

(Valerie High Income, T2, P38, L60) 
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Valerie, who has never really lived independently or supported herself, acknowledges that 

this inversion of responsibility is a little premature, but nevertheless, she assumes it to be an 

inevitability. 

 
Lindsay’s relationship with her daughter Tina has also been inverted: 

 

 “The only thing I’m truly thankful for is, I’ve got Tina, but there’s a sting in the tail 

isn’t there, because Tina’s had to lose her dad, that’s the thing. I’ve got Tina, but I don’t 

care about him not having Tina, but I care that Tina hasn’t got him”. 

(Lindsay, Low Income, T2, P46, L58), 
 

Tina has had to care for her suicidal mother since her father left. Lindsay is grateful for 

Tina’s support, but she acknowledges that there is a ‘sting in the tail’ because it comes at a 

price. In choosing to stand by her mother, Tina has sacrificed her relationship with her father. 

Lindsay sums up the impossible dilemma that divorce presents for a woman who is estranged 

from her partner. She wants the best for her daughter, so she wants her to have access to her 

father, but she hates her ex-husband, so she wants to deny him access to his daughter. Even 

so, Lindsay sounds victorious when she repeats the phrase “I’ve got Tina” twice. 

 
Lisa wants her children to prioritise her, but she can’t compete with her ex-husband: 

 
“I can’t compete with somebody that’s nearly died from a brain hemorrhage and that. I 

think you tell anybody that, they’re going to get a sympathy vote aren’t you, aren’t they, 

and what happened to him, and for those couple of months yes, you know, for a week or 

so, he was at, you know it was 50/50 whether he was gonna survive, and so I can’t do 

anything to compete with that”. (Lisa Low Income, T2, P35, L35) 

 
Lisa’s husband had an affair, however her ‘victim’ status has been undermined by the fact 

that her ex-husband had a brain hemorrhage in the middle of the divorce proceedings. Lisa 

now feels that she ‘can’t compete’ with somebody that’s nearly died because they’re 

obviously going to get the ‘sympathy vote’. 

 
that’s all I wanted them to do of me, is to see things from my point of view and think of 

yeah mum what he did was wrong, we know that, but I think his illness kind of gave him 

a bit of a, a bit of a, and you know, he’s milked it, so yeah, (Lisa Low Income, T2, P27, 

L13). 
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When she says, ‘his illness kind of gave him a bit of a, a bit of a’, the word that she leaves out 

is ‘edge’. Her ex-husband’s illness gave him a competitive advantage and he ‘milked’ it in 

order to get his adult children to support him: 

 
Mandy clearly articulates the competitive nature of post-divorce parental relationships: 

 
“your worry is always them against you, him with the children with him, as opposed to me 

with the children. I mean I know they’re not children, but they’re my whole world, and it 

would have mattered. I know you don’t use the children, but I didn’t want him to suddenly 

to become super dad having not been there for the 30 years. <-> so yeah, we are stronger, 

and he is, as I was hoping, and as I thought he would do, gone off to do his own thing” 

(Mandy Low Income T3, P44, L53) 

 
Her secret fear was that her ex-husband might suddenly turn into ‘super dad’ after the 

divorce, and she is very grateful that this hasn’t happened. 

 
Mothers feel excluded when adult children continue to have a 
relationship with their fathers 

 
Having been the conduit through which their ex-husbands related to their children: the 

women are now completely excluded from that relationship. While the women’s family 

support structure feels diminished, their adult children now have two satellite families formed 

from the original family unit. 

 
Angela’s feels that her son has abandoned her: 

 
“when we first split up, which is three and a half years ago now, he was very, very angry 

with John to begin with, you know, because John had left and that’s understandable. I 

think it was about six months when he didn’t see John, but now John’s back in favour 

again. John’s so cool. Well, Dad’s so cool, why can’t you be cool. Take a chill pill. Dads 

really chilled.” (Angela, High Income, T3, P25, L31) 

 
Angela’s son has switched his allegiances completely and having initially seen his father as 

the villain, he now thinks his father is ‘so cool’ and his mother should take a ‘chill pill’ 

 
When Eva was first interviewed, both of her sons were living with her. Since then, her eldest 

son has moved out of her house, and he is now living with his father: 
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 “the older one <-> He’s very like his dad, <-> He’s living with this dad at the moment at 

the moment because he’s between flat shares” (Eva, Low Income, T2, P28, L60) 

 
It appears to be a temporary arrangement, but Eva puts some emotional distance between 

herself and her son by describing him as being ‘very like his dad’ 

 
The feeling of abandonment is something that Tessa is also experiencing: 

 
“it feels as if they’re just carrying on without me. And that was my fear. You know, 

nothing for them has changed. Their bedrooms are the same. The dogs are the same <-> 

Anyway so, I do sort of feel slightly sad about the fact that they’re all or, I’m imagining 

that they’re all they’re round the kitchen table having a roast chicken without me. But 

they’re probably not.” (Tessa, High Income, T2, P23, L32) 

 
When Tessa instigated her divorce, she knew that her husband would not be willing to sell his 

historic family home and the decision was made early on that her three adult sons would 

maintain a primary residence at their father’s house. She had not anticipated that the idea of 

her ex-husband and her sons carrying on with their old life, without her in it, would affect her 

emotionally. 

 
Valerie attempts to rationalise her ‘weird’ feelings of loss as she tries to reconcile herself to 

the fact that her adult children continue to have a relationship with their father: 

 
“It’s just things happening in a new life that I’m not part of, it’s not a big thing, it was and 

it’s part of divorce you know, they’re still in touch with their father, so therefore if it’s 

their father’s birthday, or his girlfriend’s birthday, they’re going to be there, it’s quite 

normal, it’s just that I didn’t expect it to hit me with such a blow the first time, but now 

what can I do it’s part of the divorce <->)I don’t know what the word is, sadness, loss, 

sense of loss, jealousy that he should spend time, it’s not jealousy it’s not, it’s not jealousy, 

but it’s a sad sense of loss, than a weird feeling that I’m not part of this new life, that 

they’ll have when they spend, when they’re celebrating with them, that’s not jealousy, it’s 

not ‘I wish it was me and I want to be there’, it’s just a sense of loss”. 

(Valerie High Income, T2, P37, L27) 
 

However, pragmatic she tries to be, she feels a mix of sadness and jealousy and an 
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overarching sense of loss as her ex-husband and her adult children create a ‘new’ life together 

that she will never be a part of. 

 
Both of Eva’s sons continue to have a relationship with their father and his girlfriend: 

 
“I don’t think they’re particularly bothered by the girlfriend. They go out together. The 

girlfriends got a sister and they both quite like, they think she’s really fun, but they don’t 

really talk about it, and I don’t really want to ask them about it because it looks like I’m, 

you know, prying, and I don’t really care quite frankly” (Eva, Low Income, T2, P28, L66). 

 
Eva is dying of cancer and her ex-husband has a girlfriend who has a sister that gets on well 

with her sons. It can’t be easy for Eva to watch this new family dynamic, but she doesn’t talk 

about it with them and says, rather unconvincingly, that she doesn’t really care. 

 
Tessa believes that her sons should want to see her: 

 
“they should, they should want to see me, which they do, but they don’t need me”. 

(Tessa, High Income, T2, P23, L22) 

 
But the more she thinks about it, the more she is aware that she is no longer ‘needed’. 

In fact she worries that her sons might erase her from their lives: 

 
“They might just, I might just disappear” (Tessa, High Income, T2, P19, L45) 

 
Tessa’s concerns about disappearing get to the heart of the divorce dilemma. When children 

are no longer dependent, they have the power to choose whether or not they want a particular 

parent in their lives. If Tessa’s adult children decide that they don’t want to see her, she might 

as well disappear. 

 

Mothers feel held to account 
 

Uncomfortable and unanticipated feelings of exclusion are compounded by the growing 

realisation that their adult children are now critically scrutinising their contribution to the 

failure of the marriage. 

 

Valerie is now being judged harshly by her adult children. Valerie had a ten-year affair with 

a neighbour which her marriage never really recovered from. She spent years planning to 



190  

leave but was worried about finances. An unexpected financial windfall suddenly made it 

possible, but instead of declaring the money, Valerie hid it: 

 
“he always thinks he’s right and everything, but it’s black and white, and he had a hard 

time, not because I left my husband, although he understands why, but then, when the 

long-time affair came into it, and winning all that money came into it, he finds it very, very 

hard to get over that” (Valerie High Income, T3, P47, L30) 

 
Valerie was finally forced to reveal the money during the legal negotiations and her eldest 

son, in particular, cannot get over her deceptiveness. Valerie finds his criticism difficult to 

take and she is, in turn, critical of him. It’s easy to see how this stance could rapidly 

undermine the maternal bond. 

 
In the first two interviews, Tessa provided a very traditional divorce narrative of a woman 

who had made enormous sacrifices to accommodate the needs of her husband and her 

children, whilst having her own needs ignored. She presented her decision to let her husband 

and sons remain in the family home as an act of self-sacrifice. By Time 3, the revelation that 

Tessa is living with another man makes her decision to move out look a lot more calculated: 

 
R: Do you think half of your kind of mixed emotions about the kids feeling guilty is to do 

with the fact that you’ve met someone else? 

P: Yeah probably, probably, I mean you know, they’ve met him because he lives in the 

house, you know so so so 

R: Do they not question that? 

P: No, they don’t. I mean they can have their own opinions, you know, it’s another of the 

unspoken things. I mean I could, I mean, I need to talk to this other guy and say to him, 

look, you know, I mean, I said to him, look, I’m not, but if they are 

R: He sleeps in your room? 

P: Yes (Tessa, High Income, T3, P40, L54) 
 

She has described her partner as her ‘lodger’ to her sons but they share a bedroom, so it is 

obvious that they are lovers. Despite the fact that her sons have been in her house and know 

that she shares her bedroom with another man, she has never actually talked to her sons about 

her new relationship. Addressing the ‘unspoken things’ would require Tessa to take more 

responsibility for the failure of the marriage and that is not something she finds easy to do. 
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Rachel’s daughter blames her for not having had the courage to leave sooner: 

 
“My daughter says Mummy you should have just left it, and that, that is what I regret”. 

(Rachel, High Income, T3, P42, L11) 

 
Valerie regrets that she wasn’t more honest with her children and she thinks she probably 

should have attempted to repair the marriage by going to counselling: 

 
“That it was all my fault, well the way I did things. My eldest son has an issue with the 

way I did things, he thinks I should have told David that I wanted to leave, but then stayed 

at home to discuss it, to maybe have gone for counselling and this kind of thing, and 

divvied up the money, you know, in a more amicable fashion 

(Valerie High Income, T3, P48, L16) 
 

Tessa’s sons now blame their mother for the marriage breaking down: 
 

“if we had a conversation, they’d probably just say, well actually, you know, you’ve 

basically blown everything apart haven’t you mum, you know, you’ve, you’ve changed, 

you, it’s a game changer, you’ve changed everything, and dad’s, you know, and you know, 

we’re having to look after dad” (Tessa, High Income, T3, P35, L17) 

 
The realisation that their mother has not been completely transparent about her motivations 

for divorcing their father has fractured Tessa’s relationship with her sons: 

 
“basically, saying you know it’s all mum’s fault. She’s left Dad” 

(Tessa, High Income, T3, P31, L52) 

 
Rachel’s daughter is angry with her mother too: 

 

 “she’s very sad, but at the same time she’s angry with me” 

(Rachel, High Income, T3, P31, L28) 

 
Valerie’s children also blame her for the divorce: 

 
“I am held to account, it shattered their security, even if you’ve got adult children and 

they’ve moved out, they can always run home to mummy and daddy, that’s what I always 

had, you know, somewhere to go on a Sunday, somewhere, it’s that security of your 
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parents, when they’re there, and all of a sudden, even though I’m still alive, and my 

husband’s still alive, the fact that I broke the family unit, even though they know why it 

happened, and I understand that it’s very hard for them to come to terms with”. 

(Valerie High Income, T3, P48, L35) 
 

She is now being ‘held to account’ for breaking up the family unit. 
 

Tessa who has always been very confident and assertive is uncharacteristically emotional 

during this third interview. She is no longer certain that she has done the right thing: 

 
“I occasionally have moments of when I think, not, that I’ve done the wrong thing”, 

(Tessa, High Income, T3, P31, L36) 

 
“This whole episode has shaken me more than I thought”. 

(Tessa, High Income, T3, P31, L32) 

 
“I feel a bit raw about it” (Tessa, High Income, T3, P37, L50) 

 
“It feels slightly ahm rudderless”, (Tessa, High Income, T3, P34, L46) 

 
Having steered her family through the entire divorce process, she has emerged feeling lost 

and rudderless. 

 
“I’m a bit kind of lost with it all”, (Tessa, High Income, T3, P37, L25) 

 
Mothers are rejected by their adult children 

 
At Time 3, the relationship between three of the women and one or all of their adult children 

has collapsed completely. Angela, Eva, and Lisa share some characteristics. They all suffered 

from post-natal depression, or experienced clinical depression, and this may have 

complicated both their marriages, and their relationships with their children. Eva has also 

been diagnosed with terminal cancer and is more focused on her health, than her divorce, or 

her children. Lisa’s ex-husband had a brain hemorrhage during the divorce process and her 

inability to show empathy may have soured her relationship with her daughter and her son. It 

has certainly made her bitter and volatile. As the third interview in this study was conducted 

just six months after the completion of the divorce, a follow up interview after eighteen 

months or two years would provide a more complete illustration of this trajectory of change. 

 
By Time 3, Angela’s relationship with her adult son has completely broken down. Having 
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specifically bought a flat so that she could be close to him, Angela has not seen her son for 

months: 

 
“I mean he’s nearly 22 now. He lives only just round the corner and he’s completely 

ignoring me at the moment since January” (Angela, High Income, T3, P25, L23) 

 
At Time 2, Eva’s eldest son was living with his father temporarily. Six months later he is still 

there and despite the fact that she has terminal cancer, Eva has not seen him for more than a 

month. Far from regretting his absence, Eva is openly critical of him and says she is glad that 

he is now living with his father. Given her health issues, distancing herself from this kind of 

aggravation may be a necessary form of self-preservation: 

 
“I’d rather he was living with his dad than living with me. I love my older son but he’s very 

noisy, he’s very messy, and he’s not really considerate, and he reminds me of his dad a 

lot. I mean I adore him, but I haven’t seen him in a month or so (laughs”). 

(Eva, Low Income, T3, P43, L11) 
 

Lisa’s son and daughter have both chosen to pursue PhDs at Edinburgh University which is 

several hundred miles away from where she lives. In a very unexpected turn of events, her 

ex-husband then moved to Edinburgh too, and to add insult to injury, Lisa’s daughter has 

moved in with him: 

 
“Oh well he’s moved up near the children and Lottie’s already moved in with him” 

(Lisa Low Income, T3, P40, L143) 

 
Angela cannot acknowledge that she might have anything to do with the breakdown in her 

relationships with her son: 

 
“My relationship with my son is broken down. I blame all of this on the breaking up of the 

relationship”. (Angela, High Income, T3, P28, L5) 

 
She blames what has happened entirely on the divorce and describes her son as a misogynist 

who views women as weak: 

 
“because I’m the victim and he is a top dog, and victims are not what the top dog wants. 

Well, I’m the victim in his eyes, you know, I was the one that was left and I’m so, I’m 
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really weak, and then also, I’m a woman and that’s added to my weakness, so he is 

particularly taking his anger out on me”. (Angela, High Income T3, P25, L24) 

 
When Angela says “I’m the victim’ she is articulating something that she, and many of the 

other women believe. 

 
Lisa has always believed that she is a victim who deserves to be supported by her children: 

 
“Oh gosh I’m gutted that he’s moved up near them. I do feel that they’re up there, so a 

nice family and I’m the one who hasn’t done anything yet I’m the one left here” 

(Lisa Low Income, T3, P40, L50) 
 

Instead, she is now completely alienated from both of her children by the third interview. The 

word gutted evokes disemboweling, as if Lisa’s internal organs have been ripped out. Her 

children are gone, and she has been discarded. 

 

Angela desperately wants to repair her relationship with her son, but her strategy is to 

employ precisely the kind of passivity that her son can’t bear: 

 
“my big priority, <-> is to sort out my relationship with Freddy, <-> I don’t feel I really 

did anything wrong, but I don’t mind apologizing. I’ll eat humble pie if it means that, you 

know, I can have a relationship again with him that’s a bit more normal, oh yeah”, 

(Angela, High Income, T2, P25, L47) 

 
Alienated from her family, Lisa’s mental health has deteriorated noticeably and although she 

is clearly stressed, she has stopped taking her anti-depressants: 

 
“I’m not taking any of my anti-depressants at the moment. I’ve kind of been weaning them 

on and off, on and off and then I actually forgot to take them for a couple of days I just 

thought I don’t think I need them, so I haven’t taken them now for a few weeks. I’m kind of 

ready to have a crash” (Lisa, Low Income, T3, P40, L26) 

 
Rejected by her adult children, Lisa, in turn, is beginning to find ways to reject them. 

Changing her name by deed poll feels like an act of revenge by a woman who has been 

excluded from the family that she created: 
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“I do intend then to change my surname because more to the point I don’t want to be 

buried with that name because I’m not that person anymore. I kind of feel I’ve done that 

now, brought up. They’re older now, they’ll potentially be changing their names. And at 

the end of the day, it is just, I know it’s just a surname, but I kind of don’t want to be part 

of that anymore, if that makes sense <-> Yeah, I’m not part of that family anymore”. 

(Lisa, Low Income, T3, P39, L44) 

 

Mothers prioritise their own needs 
 

A narrative of self-sacrifice is more fitting for the role of ‘wife and mother’, and it is very 

difficult for any woman to admit to prioritising herself over her children. However, when 

children are adults, women who want to redefine themselves as someone other than a wife, or 

a mother, have to cut the umbilical cord in order to get on with their lives. 

 

Valerie recognises that her children would have preferred it if she had stayed in a marriage 

that made her miserable while they got on with their lives, but she is not ready to give up on 

life: 

 
“ But also how many times do you read in magazines and television that you should never 

stay at home for the sake of the kids, they’ll never thank you for it anyway, and I can see 

that’s exactly the case, my eldest would rather I’d have stayed at home in a miserable 

marriage while he goes on with his life and goes here, there and everywhere, which is 

exactly what he should be doing, but I’m only fifty, I’m not ninety five and ready to be 

pushed into a home,” (Valerie High Income, T3,P47, L44) 

 
When the offspring in question are thirty years old, Valerie feels that there is no point in a 

woman staying in an unhappy marriage ‘for the sake of the kids.’ In previous interviews she 

was relying on her adult children for support. Now she is adamant that she is not ninety-five 

and she wants to live her life to the full. 

 
At Time 3, Tessa finally admits that moving into a smaller house was not an act of generosity 

which ensured consistency for her sons, it was an attempt to escape: 

 
“You know what, I’m fed up of living with adult children. I want, part of this was about 

actually having a life of my own really, you know, and I quite, I mean you know to be 
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honest with you, I mean it’s things like, maybe I’d like to have another relationship, and 

how would that have worked, you know, with the children” 

(Tessa, High Income, T3, P34, L39) 
 

Tessa can now admit that she did not actually want to have her sons living with her and what 

she really wants is a new life and a new relationship. 

 
Angela is conflicted, because on the one hand she is desperate to repair her relationship with 

her son Freddy, but on the other hand she recognises that the only reason she is less anxious 

now is because he is not in her life: 

 
“for the last few years when we were all together, Freddy was really all I could focus on. I 

was, my anxiety was all about Freddy, because he was creating absolute havoc in my 

view, and I was so stressed out with Freddy, so I don’t miss that, you know, that being 

stressed, stressy, and I am less stressy now, <-> but actually, the main factor is that I 

don’t have Freddy every day of my life, you know, so I don’t have to cope with him,” 

(Angela High Income, T3, P28, L49) 

 
Angela has realised that Freddy was the cause of a huge amount of her stress and now that he 

is not around, she feels a lot less ‘stressy’. 

 
Having been let down by her adult children Lisa says she is now determined to prioritise 

herself: 

 
“ultimately I’m top of the list now and that’s how it’s going to be” 

(Lisa High Income, T3, P41, L42) 

 
Lisa is now intent in prioritising her needs, even at the expense of her children: 

 
“the only difference, the situation I’m in whether I buy a property or not, the only 

difference that makes to, is going to be Lottie and Connor. If I buy somewhere when I pass 

away, they can sell it and they can half each. If I rent for the rest of my life there’ll be 

nothing at the end. There’ll be nothing to sell and they won’t have nothing to share <-> I 

don’t know if I want the responsibility <-> do I want the responsibility of owning a 

property? I don’t know <-> that decision only really affects Lottie and Connor” 

(Lisa Low Income, T3, P41, L48) 
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All through the first interview Lisa talked about the importance of securing a settlement so 

that she could buy a property so that she would have something to leave to her two children 

when she dies. At the third interview she is considering renting for the rest of her life because 

the only people who might be affected by that decision are her children. When she says ‘If I 

rent for the rest of my life there’ll be nothing at the end it sounds like a way of punishing her 

adult children for their betrayal. 

 
Theme 4. Discussion 

 
The eight women in this study have a total of sixteen adult children, who range in age from 

19 to 35. During their marriages, they adhered to very traditional gender roles, and as primary 

carers, they spent much more time with their children than their husbands did. They fully 

expect this pattern to continue and, indeed, most research on the impact of divorce on 

relationships with adult parents finds that mothers have more frequent contact with their adult 

children (Aquilino, 1994; Cooney, 1994; Shapiro, 2003). In fact Lin et al (2022) found that 

the odds of increased interaction between older mothers and their adult children doubles after 

midlife divorce, whereas contact with father’s cuts by half (Lin et al., 2022). 

 
At Time 1 in this study, all eight participants have complete confidence in the strength of 

their relationships with their adult children. As Mandy says, ‘my kids are 100 percent behind 

me’ (Mandy). Collectively, they believe that the huge maternal investment that they have 

made ensures their adult children’s support for them during the divorce. Lisa describes her 

relationship with her children in terms of ownership, ‘They were mine. <-> he wasn’t the one 

doing everything for them 24/7’ (Lisa). 

 
Academic research certainly supports the relationship between maternal investment in 

childhood and filial support in later life. Parents build reserves of social capital through 

investments of time, money, and affection in their young children and this investment obliges 

adult children to reciprocate in kind if the invested parent experiences challenges in later life 

(Henretta et al., 1997). Relative to mothers, fathers tend to spend less time with their children 

(Sayer et al., 2004) and the women in this study are acutely conscious of that inequity. Tessa 

quantifies it when she says, ‘I have made vast amounts of effort, huge, huge, huge effort, And 

he hasn’t’ (Tessa). 
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Because fathers don’t invest as much in their children, they are less likely to receive support 

and caregiving from adult children as compared to mothers (Lin, 2008) and the contact 

fathers have with adult children post-divorce is further weakened by the fact that adult 

children often blame fathers for the breakup (Cooney et al., 1986). Rhyne (1990) found that 

adult children report feelings of anger toward their fathers, but not their mothers after the 

divorce (Rhyne, 1990). In this study, seven of the eight participants recall their adult children 

either criticising their fathers or blaming the failure of the marriage on them. At Time 1, 

Angela’s son saw his father as ‘the villain’ (Angela). Tessa’s sons ‘think that their dad has 

messed things up’ (Tessa) and Rachel, Lindsay, and Mandy’s children ‘don’t care if they 

never see him again’ (Mandy). Valerie’s children ‘have been very supportive’ (Valerie ) 

because they had first-hand experience of her husband’s ‘unpredictability, irrational 

personality, inconsistencies’ (Valerie). 

 
Most adult children of divorce are aware of the conflict in their parents’ relationship prior to 

divorce (Kozuch & Cooney, 1995) and the quality of adult children’s relationships with their 

parents after midlife divorce may actually reflect the quality of the relationship they had with 

them when they were growing up (Nakonezny et al., 2003). When relationships between 

parents and children are strong, that solidarity can help to buffer the stress of divorce. In this 

study, Mandy exercised strict maternal gatekeeping to protect her children from their father 

and as a result ‘it was always going to be a one-sided relationship’ (Mandy). Because her 

children always had a very distant relationship with their dad, divorce was unlikely to change 

that in any way. 

 
At Time 1, this theme seems to fit neatly with academic research which suggests that after a 

midlife divorce, adult children are more willing to provide support and caregiving to their 

mothers than fathers (Lin, 2008). However, between the interviews at Time 1 and Time 3, 

this theme departs rather dramatically from existing literature. The relationship between six 

of the eight participants and their adult children deteriorates significantly and in three cases, it 

completely collapses. Because the valence of this theme is so at odds with what is known, it 

needs to be very well evidenced. For a theme to be supported in an IPA study, it must be 

relevant to half the participants or more (Smith et al., 2009) and that is certainly the case in 

this study. Post-divorce, only two out of eight participants (Mandy and Lindsay) maintain the 

support of their adult children and in both cases, the adult children are completely estranged 

from their father. 
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Despite the disproportionate increase in ‘grey divorce’, very little is known about the impact 

that midlife divorce has maternal relationships with adult children and when family 

communication around divorce is examined, the behaviour of individual parents are very 

rarely considered separately. One exception to this is Leustek & Theiss’ (2020) exploration 

of how family communication patterns influence psychological wellbeing in adult children 

following late life parental divorce (Leustek & Theiss, 2020). Their study, which was largely 

focused on communication patterns, found that when fathers are more open and have more 

conversations about divorce, it makes adult children feel unsettled and distressed. The 

researchers suggest that this is because it is generally out of character for fathers to 

communicate in that way. In contrast, openness and conversation with mothers is more 

normative, and therefore adult children are less likely to feel that the purpose of a mother’s 

communication is to burden them with information about the divorce. Leustek & Theiss 

(2020) did not actually explore the content of communication between mothers and their 

adult children and they consider this a crucial next step because mothers’ conversations with 

adult children could potentially invoke conflict or turmoil by increasing adult children’s 

perceptions of turbulence in the family (Leustek & Theiss, 2020). 

 
My study extends Leustek & Theiss’ (2020) research by providing new insights into the ways 

in which women’s conversations with their adult children can exacerbate distress and 

ultimately, cause adult children to distance themselves from their mothers. My study 

confirms that women routinely drag their adult children into parental conflict and ask them to 

take sides. Although feeling pressure from parents to take sides during divorce causes great stress 

(Cooney et al., 1986), the women in this study demand their children’s unilateral support. 

Rachel finds it ‘hurtful’ that her adult children don’t seem to be ‘horrified’ by their father. 

Lisa just wants her children to ‘see things from my point of view’ (Lisa) 

 
In order for adult children to continue to have a relationship with both parents, they must 

remain impartial, but when emotions are running high, adult children’s neutrality can feel like 

rejection. Lisa’s children have told her ‘we don’t want nothing to do with the divorce’ (Lisa). 

Rachel’s children have said “don’t speak to me about it mummy’ (Rachel). Valerie’s children 

have made it clear that they don’t want to ‘be caught in the middle’ (Valerie,) and yet, even 

though Valerie knows that her children can’t stand her ‘voicing her opinions’ about their 

father, she can’t stop herself. 
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Adult children are an important source of psychological and social support for parents across 

the life course (Kalmijn & de Vries, 2009) and in qualitative studies, the most common theme 

expressed by adult children of divorce is the issue of parentification, or role reversal (Jurkovic et 

al., 2001). This is evident in my study too. Valerie describes how her daughter sometimes seems 

more like ‘more like the mother’, and she seems ‘more like the child’(Valerie). In contrast, by 

leaving their father, Tessa’s sons are now ‘having to look after dad’ (Tessa). Lindsay’s 
relationship with her daughter Tina has also been inverted. Tina had to care for her mother when she 

was suicidal and she is now completely estranged from her father. 

 
Because adult children are not bound by custodial orders and can choose to maintain contact 

with both parents, it should, theoretically, be easier for them to sustain good relationships 

with both mother and father. They can also prioritise their own needs, form their own 

opinions and give and withdraw support in ways that younger children cannot. Adult children 

have the capacity to negotiate parental relationships for themselves, and they also have longer 

and therefore stronger ties to their father. 

 
When parents’ divorce in mid or later life, there is no need for them to be involved in 

facilitating the relationship that their adult children have with the other parent. In fact adult 

children who live independently don’t even need to tell their mother if they are seeing their 

father, and the same is obviously true in reverse. This lack of involvement in the relationship 

their adult children now have with their fathers is problematic for the women. Tessa feels left 

out of the relationship that her sons have with their father and says it ‘feels as if they’re just 

carrying on without me’ (Tessa). She imagines that ‘they’re all they’re round the kitchen 

table having a roast chicken without me’ (Tessa). Valerie struggles to articulate what she 

feels ‘sadness, loss, sense of loss, jealousy’ (Valerie) when she thinks about the life that her 

adult children have with their father and his new partner 

 
The women find themselves competing for their adult children’s attention. Lisa’s ex-husband 

had a brain hemorrhage during the divorce process and she ‘can’t compete with somebody 

that’s nearly died (Lisa). As a result, she has now withdrawn from her adult children and 

doesn’t ‘really talk about anything to them’ (Lisa). Angela can’t bear the fact that her son 

thinks his dad is ‘so cool’ (Angela) and Valerie ruminates on her adult children attending 

‘their father’s birthday, or his ‘girlfriend’s birthday’, and admits that she did not ‘expect it to 

hit me with such a blow’. Although Mandy is the only participant whose relationship with her 

adult children has not been in any way compromised, she honestly articulates the competitive 
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nature of post-divorce parental relationships: 

 
“your worry is always them against you, him with the children with him, as opposed to me 

with the children. I mean I know they’re not children, but they’re my whole world, and it 

would have mattered. I know you don’t use the children, but I didn’t want him to suddenly 

to become super dad having not been there for the 30 years. <-> so yeah, we are stronger, 

and he is, as I was hoping, and as I thought he would do, gone off to do his own thing” 

(Mandy Low Income T3, P44, L53) 

 
Younger children are rarely aware of the details of parental divorce, but when parents with 

adult children divorce, their behaviour is subject to a much greater degree of scrutiny. Adult 

children have an insider perspective on the marriage, and they understand the nuances of the 

parental relationship in ways that are not necessarily available to external observers. As such, 

they are able to make their own minds up about who is responsible for what, and when 

mothers are perceived to be at fault, they are held to account. This is certainly the case in this 

study. Tessa’s children think that the divorce is ‘all mum’s fault’ (Tessa). Valerie’s children 

also believe that the divorce is ‘all my fault, well the way I did things’ (Valerie) and Rachel’s 

daughter is ‘angry with me’ for putting her through so much. 

 
By Time 3, the relationship between three of the women and one or more of their adult 

children has collapsed completely. Angela’s son has been clear that ‘he doesn’t want me to be 

dependent on him and to show any signs of vulnerability with him’ (Angela). Having moved 

to a flat near where he lives, she has not seen him for months and she believes that their 

relationship has ‘broken down’ (Angela). Eva’s son has moved in with his father and his new 

girlfriend, and both of Lisa’s children are now living hundreds of miles away with her ex-

husband. The women ‘blame all of this on the breaking up of the relationship’ (Angela) and 

are unable to acknowledge that they might have had anything to do with the outcome ‘I don’t 

feel I really did anything wrong’ (Angela). They feel both indignant and abandoned ‘I’m the 

one who hasn’t done anything, yet I’m the one left here’ (Lisa). 

 
Rejected by their adult children, the women find ways to reject them in turn. Eva reframes 

her relationship with her son by saying he is ‘very messy, and he’s not really considerate, and 

he reminds me of his dad’ (Eva). Angela makes herself defenseless, ‘I’m the victim’ ‘I’m 

really weak’’ I’m a woman’ (Angela). Lisa is so ‘gutted’ (Lisa) by the fact that her husband 

and two children have created a ‘nice family’ which excludes her, that she has decided to cut 
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all ties to them by cutting her adult children out of her will and changing her name so that 

‘I’m not that person anymore’. 

  

Although this study was purely focused on the women’s experience of divorce, the deterioration in 

the women’s relationships with their adult children may be best understood by looking at research 

which has explored the experience of parental divorce in childhood from the perspective of young 

adults. When Kate Hughes (2007) conducted interviews with young adults whose parents had 

separated she found that although they all had stronger, closer relationships their mothers than their 

fathers, they were simultaneously intensely critical of their mothers, particularly about the 

longevity of their anger and their hostile feelings about the divorce. The participants described their 

mothers as angry, bitter, and depressed and there was a collective sense that mothers should have 

‘moved on’ and (Hughes, 2007) 

 
Hughes’ study was retrospective, so it is difficult to make a comparison between her findings 

and mine. Her participants were also younger when the divorces occurred and had remained 

very close to their mothers. Although their mothers demanded support at the time, it may, in 

fact, have inhibited their capacity to ‘move on’. In this study, the emotional distance that 

manifests between the women and their adult children seems to motivate the women to turn 

their focus back towards themselves and start getting on with their lives. Having sacrificed 

everything for their children the women conclude that ‘ultimately I’m top of the list now and 

that’s how it’s going to be” (Lisa). Valerie stops worrying about being the one who instigated 

the divorce because ‘you should never stay at home for the sake of the kids, they’ll never 

thank you for it anyway’ (Valerie). Tessa, who also instigated her divorce, finally admits that 

the real driver was not her husband’s inadequacies, but desire to have ‘a life of my 

own’(Tessa). Even Angela acknowledges that during her marriage her ‘anxiety was all about 

Freddy, because he was creating absolute havoc’ and now that her son is not around, she is a 

lot ‘less stressy now’ (Angela). This finding also merits further research. 

 
Greenwood (2012) found that five years after a mid to late life divorce, most parent/offspring 

relationships have recovered and are no longer reported as strained (Greenwood, 2012) so it 

would be prudent to interview this cohort of women in five years’ time to see whether there 

has been any further change in their relationships with their adult children. 
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Chapter 10. Conclusion. 
 

Study 1 uses IPA to explore the experiences of three married women, aged between 50 and 

56, who were all openly unhappy about aspects of their marriages. The three women’s 

children had recently left home and in their absence, the women focus on the shortcomings in 

their relationships with their spouses. Within the marriage, motherhood gave them power and 

authority. In contrast, the empty nest makes them feel more vulnerable and they are disturbed 

by the fact that they are all living in sexless marriages. They are not sure whether their 

marriages will survive, and yet when they contemplate the reality of divorce and what they 

would lose, they hastily retreat back into the comfort of the marriage. The women exist in a 

state of limbo, half in and half out of their marriages. They are not happy enough to stay, but 

they are not unhappy enough to leave. As a result, they feel stuck. Louise explains it best: 

 
“I don’t hate what I’ve got so it’s difficult (47.13). I kind of feel safe within that environment 

because I’ve got the kids with him and when I look at the step-parenting thing that friends 

have, it is a disaster.” (9.15, Louise ) 

 
The average divorce takes around 12 months, but as Study 1 demonstrates, the psychological 

transition out of a marriage begins long, long, before the implementation of a divorce. It is a 

natural precursor to Study 2 because it captures a time point in the divorce story that directly 

precedes the experience under investigation in Study 2. 

 
The eight women in Study 2 are aged between 50 and 65 and when we first meet them, they 

have just received their Decree Nisi, which means that they are still technically married, but 

their divorce has been filed. Using LIPA, interviews at three time points capture the changes 

in the women’s psychological states as they move through the legal process. The first 

interviews occur shortly after the women receive their Decree Nisi. The second interviews 

occur just after they receive their Decree Absolute and the final interviews take place six 

months after the women’s divorces have been finalised. Through the study the women move 

from states of anxiety to relief, and from self-doubt to self-esteem. Pre-divorce, repartnering 

is an aspiration that ageism will deny them. Post-divorce, repartnering feels available, but is 

no longer desirable. At the beginning of the study all eight women have strong and stable 

relationships with their adult children. By the end of the study, there has been a pronounced 

deterioration in the relationship between six of the women and their adult children. In three 
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cases the relationship has broken down completely. 

 

Contribution 
 

Study 2 makes an extremely important contribution to existing research on divorce because it 

is the first LIPA study to track the experience of divorce in real time, as it is happening. 

Conducting a LIPA study is always a logistical challenge, but this is even more true for a 

study of divorce. If a LIPA researcher is conducting a time-based study of cardiac recovery 

they can recruit through a heart clinic. If they are doing a LIPA study of the transition from 

pregnancy to childbirth, they can recruit through an ante-natal clinic or a hospital. Divorce is 

different. It is a largely private event and each divorce has its own individual trajectory so 

finding a homogenous sample of participants who began their divorce at the same time and, 

more importantly, move through it at a roughly similar pace is a major challenge. Divorce 

also requires two people, who are generally at loggerheads, to cooperate with each other. 

If one spouse refuses to sign a form or reveal their assets, progress halts and there is nothing 

the other partner can do to hasten the process. Finding the eight women who took part in my 

study required a great degree of persistence. A total of 82 women filled in the survey to take 

part in this study, but only 12 matched all the required criteria. First interviews were 

conducted with all of them, but there was a 30% attrition rate. Four of the Time 1 participants 

did not progress to their Decree Absolute within the required time frame and so sadly, they 

had to be dropped from the study. 

 
The argument for a longitudinal approach to qualitative divorce research is strong. Cross-

sectional analysis only gathers data at a single time point. If the study is conducted at the 

time of the divorce, the interviews capture a great deal of hot cognition, but not much else. If 

a study is conducted years after the divorce has taken place, it fails to capture the emotional 

intensity of the immediate experience. There is a wealth of longitudinal quantitative data on 

divorce, but large-scale recurring survey datasets generate big ‘thin’ data (Elliott et al., 2008) 

which provides a useful snapshot of social behaviour as it changes and has, for example, 

captured the increased prevalence of grey divorce (Brown and Lin, 2012) however it tells us 

nothing about the psychological impact of divorce on ordinary people. This is an oversight 

because divorce is both a common and an extremely stressful life experience (Strizzi et al., 

20221). 

 
IPA is commonly used to explore experiences that are existentially important to the 



205  

participant, however the way people respond to major transitions, or life changing events, 

naturally changes as they move further away from the event in time. In response to this, 

longitudinal IPA or LIPA has emerged as a way of capturing these changes as they happen. 

The growing popularity of the LIPA model reflects the need for research to better understand 

the lived experience of change. By integrating a longitudinal perspective, LIPA enables the 

researcher to illuminate the meaning of an experience and how that meaning, and it’s causes, 

consequences and continuities can change over time. As such, it is an ideal method for 

exploring major life transitions, or any life event where temporal change, or adaptation, are 

integral to the experience (McCoy 2017). 

 
In the context of an experience like divorce which impacts society at both a macro, and a 

micro level, understanding how and why change occurs, and how people adapt to it is 

fundamentally important. Although there is no direct route into someone else’s experience, 

LIPA’s focus on experience and its combination of both empathic and interrogative 

hermeneutics, coupled with a commitment to capturing longitudinal change, stability, or 

growth, make it an ideal methodology for a researcher who is attempting to get the heart of a 

hugely complex legal, emotional, and psychological transition. 

 
Limitations of the study 

 
Income proved to have no real impact on the women’s experience of divorce. Regardless of 

whether they were working in high powered jobs, or on the till at Tesco, all of the women in 

this study experienced extreme anxiety about the financial impact of getting divorced. With 

hindsight, I should probably have realised that resource loss is always stressful (Hobfoll, 

1989), so regardless of income group, wealthier women were just as likely to be distressed 

about financial outcomes as the women in the lower income group. The reference point for a 

woman who is divorcing is the level of wealth that was available to her during her marriage, 

and since post-divorce financial outcomes were always going to be less than their original 

reference point, distress was inevitable (Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 2005).  

 

This study did find evidence that the least well-off women were paying much more to their 

lawyers than the women in the high-income group. Tessa, the wealthiest woman in this 

study, paid just £5,000 for her divorce whereas Lindsay and Lisa, who would both have 

qualified for legal aid if it had not been abolished, paid their lawyers more than £20,000 

each. Mandy, who was also in the low-income group, had her legal fees paid by her 

husband, but they amounted to £40,000. Exploring discrepancies in how lawyers charge and 
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investigating whether poorer women are being unfairly penalised was beyond the scope of 

this study and would need to be explored at a much larger scale using a quantitative 

methodology. 

 
Both Studies included small numbers of participants who were all females of white British 

ethnicity, so the findings may not be generalisable to the female population as a whole, and 

comparative work with different ethnicities and socio-economic groups would also be 

required to confirm these findings. The findings for women are unlikely to be applicable to 

men, or to couples in same sex relationships. The challenge of recruiting a homogenous 

sample of participants to a longitudinal study of divorce limited the number of participants in 

Study 2 and it would be worth repeating this study with a bigger, or different, cohort to 

confirm the findings. Study 2 (LIPA) uncovered such an extensive range of mediating factors 

that there would be scope for further research to narrow its gaze and analyse individual issues 

such as ‘the impact of female midlife divorce on mental health’ or ‘the impact of female 

midlife divorce on relationships with adult children’ in greater detail. 
 

Evaluation 
 

Both Study 1 (IPA) and Study 2 (LIPA) adhered to the criteria for good quality IPA as set out 

by set out by Smith (2011) by being sensitive to context, coherent and rigorous (Yardley, 

2000, 2008). They conformed to IPA methodology by being transparently idiographic in the 

way that they present both the participants voice and the researcher’s interpretations, and all 

interpretation is grounded in the data Both studies have a clear focus and the data collected 

was exceptionally rich. The volume of data required a very strict approach to transcription 

and analysis. In fact there was so much data for Study 2, 24 interviews in all, that I was 

forced to develop new selection protocols for the methodology in order to retain rigour. 

 
Learning how to use LIPA in a way that captured change was, at times, very difficult. The 

LIPA research method is still considered to be in its infancy (Farr & Nizza, 2019) and so 

there were no existing protocols for some of the difficulties that I encountered. As a result 

there was a degree of experimentation and iteration as I worked out how best to present the 

women’s stories as they changed over. I have, however, been incredibly fortunate because I 

have been travelling just behind a group of LIPA pioneers who have laid an important trail 

of research by which I can judge the merits of my own. Joanna Farr and Isabella Nizza’a 

(2019) review of 66 sixty-six papers from peer-reviewed journals that used LIPA to capture 
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and analyse data over multiple time points identified the common features of good quality 

studies. The first marker is that good LIPA studies present their findings in a way that 

clearly expresses the dynamics of temporal change for their participants. I have, I hope, 

made a new contribution to the method in this respect.  
 

My former career as a Graphic designer was an advantage as I began experimenting with 

ways of visualising the valence of psychological change. My initial attempts were simply to 

use red arrows to indicate the trajectory but the final solution involved colour coding each 

interview time point and using colour coded blocks to step up for positive change, down for 

negative change, or to remain level when there is no change. This simple visual key is an 

easy way to communicate whether a theme’s trajectory has been positive, negative or stable 

over time, and it may be a useful mechanism for researchers who are conducting future LIPA 

studies.  

 

Farr and Nizza (2019) identify two main approaches to managing data and presenting results 

in LIPA. The first, ‘Themes spanning time’ tracks the progress of a specific aspect of the 

participants’ experience over multiple time-points, whereas the second, ‘themes tied to time 

points’ develops themes around a single time-point. My study takes the first approach and it 

follows changes in themes through the course of three time points at both an individual and a 

group level. Although it was relatively easy to identify themes that repeated across all three 

time points, locating the specific transitions for a single phenomenon proved much more 

challenging. My participants were looking back and relaying historic events or experiences, 

and looking forward to an unknown future, so it could, at times, be very difficult to track 

precise points of change. A key breakthrough came in reading Lloyd, Sailor, & Carney’s 

(2014) phenomenological study of post-divorce adjustment in midlife. Their study was 

focused on post-divorce adjustment, but the interviews with participants, by necessity, 

jumped back to the time of the legal divorce, in order to benchmark the participant’s current 

emotional state against how they had been during the event. The obvious deficiencies in this 

study design confirmed the need for a longitudinal study which tracked a series of ‘present 

tense’ interviews which, over time, might better capture the transition from hot cognition 

during the divorce process to a more reflective state two years later. 

 
This was an important realisation and informed the structure of my main study. Discussions 

with my supervisor Jonathan Smith further led to the decision to restrict myself to using 

quotes that were spoken in the present tense. This discipline rooted the quotes I used in the 
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here and now and made the jump from one time point to the next much more distinct. It 

meant letting go of lots of fascinating data, but the rigour made it so much easier to see 

identify important transition points and present real psychological change. If I were to 

conduct this study again, I would be much more attuned to the tense that my participants 

were speaking in, and would, at all times, prompt them to return to the present when they 

drift away from it. This learning is something that will benefit other LIPA students.  

 

In 2020 Nizza, Farr and Smith published their paper ‘Achieving excellence in interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA): Four markers of high quality’ (2020)’. The four markers 

that they identify are: constructing a compelling, unfolding narrative; developing a vigorous 

experiential and/or existential account; close analytic reading of participants' words and 

attending to convergence and divergence. This thesis certainly tells a compelling story. 

Study 1 involves three women contemplating their marital difficulties and wondering whether 

they would be better off in or out of their marriages. Study two continues that narrative by 

following eight women as they move from married, to divorced and beyond. Developing a 

vigorous experiential and/or existential account of the experience of divorce requires the 

researcher to provide a narrative that is acutely attentive to the words and meaning making 

of the participant (Van der Zalm and Bergum 2000), but which also facilitates the double 

hermeneutic as the researcher attempts to “make sense of the participant making sense of 

their personal and social world” (Smith 2004, p.20). For good IPA and LIPA it is important 

that the analysis should be interpretative, not just descriptive. In conducting my analysis I 

followed IPA guidelines and did my best to understand what the experience of divorce was 

like, at that time, from the point of view of the participants, whilst at the same time, asking 

critical questions about what they else they might be trying to reveal, or to hide, whether 

consciously or subconsciously. Sometimes my participants ‘leaked’ feelings that they didn’t 

actively want to communicate to me, for example, when Lindsay talks about how her 

daughter Tina, who is estranged from her father, has had to lose her dad, she unwittingly 

repeats the words ‘I’ve got Tina’ twice in quick succession. 

 
Close analytic reading of the participants' words was core to the analysis process. Everything 

I found is rooted in the data and all themes are supported by at least five, often more, of the 

participants. With so much data to deal with, accurately labelling quotes so that they could 

easily be traced back to transcripts was very important. In Study 1, there was only one 

interview to contend with, but in Study 2, each participant had interviews at three time points. 

Labelling was designed to include Name, Income group, Timepoint, Page Number, Line 
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Number, for example, (Valerie, High Income, T1, P22, L16). In Study 2, there was a great 

deal of convergence but divergence was just as important. This was most evident in theme 

three. Six of the eight women experienced a deterioration in their relationships with their 

adult children and in three case the relationship broke down completely. For the other two 

women, the pattern was completely reversed. They retained the undivided loyalty of their 

adult children but in both of those cases, the children were alienated from their fathers.  

 
Future Research 

 
Using LIPA for Study 2 was a process of discovery. Every time I returned to interview a 

participant I had no idea what to expect. Their stories and experiences were all so very 

different, yet when I conducted the analyses, identified themes, and looked across cases, the 

parallels were extraordinary. I was most surprised by the deterioration in the relationship 

between the women and their adult children, but having completed the analysis for the second 

study, I realised that Study 1 had already red flagged this issue. In Study 1, all three women 

described their absolute conviction in the loyalty of their adult children. Louise describes it 

best when she say: 

 
“The trump card is the family thing, (8.15, Louise) and you know, the kids are, you know, 

the kids are brilliant with him and they, but I know that if he did it again, or, or something 

happened, I know where their loyalties lie” (42.5, Louise). 

 
The women in the Study 2 group were in exactly the same position at Time 1. They were 

convinced that their adult children would side with them unilaterally thorough the divorce, 

but by Time 3, the relationships between six of the eight women and their adult children had 

fractured and in three instances, had broken down completely. Eight women is a small 

sample and my results may not be generalisable, but this finding is so at odds with existing 

research on female divorce that it merits further research. 

 
It would also be worth following up on the psychological wellbeing of the women’s adult 

children. There has been a great deal of research into the psychological impact of divorce on 

younger children, but remarkably little investigation into the impact that mid or later lifer 

divorce has on the mental health and wellbeing of adult children. This small study suggests 

that this subject requires further investigation, because during the course of their divorces, 

five out of eight participants mention that one of their adult children had been suffering from 
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anxiety, depression, taken anti-depressants or had thoughts of suicide during the course of 

their parent’s divorce.  

 

It is widely known that children of divorce are more susceptible to mental health problems 

(Auersperg, 2019; Strohschein, 2012) and have long-term issues with depressive symptoms 

(Uphold-Carrier & Utz, 2012), but the specific influence of midlife divorce on the maternal 

relationship and corresponding mental health problems in adult children of divorce has not 

been examined. Exploring this finding was beyond the scope of this thesis, but in view of the 

deterioration in the women’s relationships with their adult children, the exponential increase 

in grey divorce, and the corresponding escalation in both mental illness and suicide in young 

people under the age of 25 (McManus et al., 2019), this is an area that requires investigation 

sooner rather than later. 

 
During the course of this research project, I was always aware that I was only getting one 

side of the story, so conducting a comparable longitudinal study with men would be crucial 

to achieving a full understanding of the experience of divorce in midlife. Existing research 

on men and divorce is largely focused on the negative impact it has on father’s relationships 

with their children, but my findings from Study 2 contest this. Further research would clarify 

whether how midlife divorce impacts father’s relationships with adult children and 

comparing and contrasting the male and female experiences would provide greater insight 

into the points of convergence and divergence between the genders. 

 
I also feel that more research needs to understand why couples don’t engage with relationship 

counselling. Six of the women in Study 2 had personal counselling during the course of their 

divorce, but none of them had gone to relationship counselling with their partner. Most 

couples wait approximately six years after their marital difficulties and problems surface 

before they seek help (Doss, Simpson, & Christensen, 2004) and by that stage it is often far 

too late. There is a real need for simpler, less antagonistic, ways to help couples to understand 

each other, as making early intervention solutions more acceptable could potentially save a 

lot of relationships. 

 
Reflexive Statement 
 

Many IPA researchers are ‘insiders’ who share some aspects of the experience that they are 

investigating. This is certainly true for me. I got divorced when I was in my thirties and 
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although my experience was different because I was younger and I had three small children, 

the psychological and emotional impact was no different at all. At times, the women I spoke 

to were very, very distressed and throughout my PhD I kept notes as a way of offloading 

some of the feelings that the interviews brought up for me.  

 

On the sixteenth of June, 2017, I wrote the following note after an interview with Rachel. It 

reveals how in tune I was with my participants, but also, how much residual anger I felt at the 

unfairness of the divorce system. 

 

 “I’ve just left Rachel. We talked for three hours and she revealed so much of herself in that 

time that by the time we parted she felt like an old friend. These interviews bring up so many 

things for the participants, but they bring up a lot of stuff for me too. More and more, I realise 

that I would not be qualified to do this research if I had not been through the experience of 

divorce myself. When the participants talk about how they feel, I understand the crazy mixed 

up emotions that they are describing. I find it hard to put into words. So do they. But I know 

it, and I remember it, and I can be genuinely empathic because I really have felt their pain. <-

> The women describe a tumultuous and overwhelming cascade of feelings which appears to 

makes no sense, but the commonality of those feelings suggests that they are a universal 

response to a divorce system that is purposely obstructive, unfair and unhelpful. For one 

woman to feel that way might imply that the issue was within her. For every woman I speak to 

feel that way suggests that the divorce system itself is culpable.” 

 

Seeing my participants emerge from their divorces feeling stronger and more confident 

confirmed that, despite the pain, they, and indeed I, had done the right thing in getting out of 

an unhappy marriage. There is no doubt that my interest in this topic is personal, but it is also 

professional interest. For the last nineteen years I have been the sex and relationships 

columnist at The Times newspaper and in that time I have supported nearly a thousand 

couples.  

 

I was keen to research the experience of divorce because it is an incredibly common, but 

utterly life changing, experience. Half of all marriages end in divorce and it is the gift that 

keeps on giving. Children whose parents divorce face – on average – a 103% higher chance of 

getting divorced themselves, compared to children whose parents do not divorce (Diekmann 

& Schmidheiny, 2004) and that intergenerational transmission means that a single divorce 

ripples down through subsequent generations. Marriages end, and I don’t think there is 
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anything we can do to change that, but this PhD confirms that a lot more should be done to 

make the process less traumatic for everyone involved.   

 

A Final Thought 
 

The eight participants that allowed me to be part of their journey deserve a lot of credit. They 

generously allowed me into their lives when they were at their most vulnerable. There was a 

lot of tears and tissues in the early interviews, but it was a complete privilege to be able to 

document their journeys and see them change and become stronger over time. Many of the 

participants told me that taking part in the study provided them with an important opportunity 

to reflect on what was happening to them. Tessa explains: 

 

“ it’s really been quite helpful in a way. It’s quite a thought provoking, you know, sort of 

makes you sort of think about stuff and a bit sort of a way but not too much though, so it’s not 

intrusive (Tessa, High Income, T3, P4,5L55,) 

 
Rachel took part in the study because she wanted to contribute to research that might, 

conceivably, help other women going through the experience, however talking to me also 

seemed to make the experience less lonely for her: 

 
“It feels like I might be able to share the awful experience of this with other people who must 

be going through exactly the same things on their own without the help, because there’s no 

help, you know, it’s, it’s a lonely thing, so it slightly makes you feel less lonely that, you 

know, you might be able to extrapolate something, or someone might be able to extrapolate 

something constructive to help, (Rachel, Time 3 P43, L56) 

 
This study provides important insights into the immediate impact of divorce, but the final 

interviews took place sooner than I would have liked. I think that interviewing this same 

cohort of women again in five years would provide a really valuable long-term perspective on 

post-divorce recovery. 

 

 
 
 



213  

References 
 
AARP. (2012). AARP online dating survey. https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/ 

surveys_statistics/general/2012/AARP-Online-Dating-Survey-AARP.pdf 

AARP (2105) Caregiving in the U.S. National Alliance for Caregiving and the AARP Public 

Policy Institute. 

Ahrons, C. R. (2007). Family Ties After Divorce: Long-Term Implications for Children. 

Family Process, 46(1), 53-65. doi:10.1111/j.1545-5300.2006.00191.x 

Aisenbrey, S., Evertsson, M., & Grunow, D. (2009). Is there a career penalty for mothers' time 

out? A comparison of Germany, Sweden, and the United States. Social Forces, 88(2), 573-605. 

Allemand, M., Hill, P. L., & Lehmann, R. (2015). Divorce and personality development across 

middle adulthood. Personal Relationships, 22(1), 122-137. doi:10.1111/pere.12067 Allport, G. 

(1962). The general and the unique in psychological science. Personality, 30, 405-422. 

Alvesson M, Karreman D. Varieties of Discourse: On the Study of Organizations through 

Discourse Analysis. Human Relations. 2000:53(9):1125-1149. doi:10.1177/0018726700539002 

Amato, P. R., & Keith, B. (1991). Parental Divorce and the Well-Being of Children: A Meta- 

Analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 110(1), 26-46. doi:10.1037/0033-2909.110.1.26 

Amato, P. R. (2000). The Consequences of Divorce for Adults and Children. Journal of 

Marriage & Family, 62(4), 1269-1287. 

Amato, P. R., & Deboer, D. D. (2001). The Transmission of Marital Instability Across 

Generations: Relationship Skills or Commitment to Marriage? Journal of Marriage and Family, 

63(4), 1038-1051. doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2001.01038.x 

Amato, P. R. (2003). Reconciling Divergent Perspectives: Judith Wallerstein, Quantitative 

Family Research, and Children of Divorce. Family Relations, 52(4), 332-339. 

doi:10.1111/j.1741-3729.2003.00332.x 

Amato, P. R., & Hohmann-Marriott, B. (2007). A comparison of high- and low-distress 

marriages that end in divorce. Journal of Marriage and Family, 69(3), 621-638. 

doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00396.x 

Amato, P. R. (2010). Research on Divorce: Continuing Trends and New Developments. Journal 

of Marriage and Family, 72(3), 650-666. doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00723.x Amato, P. R. 

(2014). The consequences of divorce for adults and children: An 

update. Društvena istraživanja-Časopis za opća društvena pitanja, 23(01), 5-24. American 

Association of Suicidology (2013). “Risk Factors for Suicide and Suicidal Behaviors” 



214  

Aquilino,W. (1994b). Impact of childhood family disruption on young adults’ relationships 

with parents. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 56, 295-313. 

Arber, S. (2004). Gender, marital status, and ageing: Linking material, health, and social 

resources. Journal of Aging Studies, 18(1), 91-108. 

Ateret Gewirtz-Meydan & Liat Ayalon (2018) Forever young: Visual representations of gender 

and age in online dating sites for older adults, Journal of Women & Aging, 30:6, 484- 502, 

DOI: 10.1080/08952841.2017.1330586 

Auersperg, F., Vlasak, T., Ponocny, I., Barth, A.(2019) Long-term effects of parental divorce 

on mental health – A meta-analysis, Journal of Psychiatric Research, Volume 119, 

Baum, N., Rahav, G., & Sharon, D. (2005). Changes in the Self-Concepts of Divorced Women. 

Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 43(1/2), 47-68. doi:10.1300/J087v43n01•03 Belfer, M. L., 

Mulliken, J. B., & Cochran, T. C. (1979). Cosmetic surgery as an antecedent of life change. 

The American Journal of Psychiatry, 136(2), 199. 

Black, S., & Hill, C. (1984). The Psychological Well‐Being of Women in Their Middle Years. 

Psychology of Women Quarterly, 8(3), 282-292. 

Booth, A., Johnson, D. R., White, L., & Edwards, J. N. (1984). Women, outside employment, 

and marital instability. American Journal of Sociology, 90(3), 567-583. doi:10.1086/228117 

Booth, A., Johnson, D. R., White, L., & Edwards, J. N. (1984). Women, outside employment, 

and marital instability. American Journal of Sociology, 90(3), 567-583. doi:10.1086/228117 

Bourassa, K. J., Sbarra, D. A., & Whisman, M. A. (2015). Women in Very Low Quality 

Marriages Gain Life Satisfaction Following Divorce. Journal of Family Psychology, 29(3), 

490-499. doi:10.1037/fam0000075 

Bohannan, P. (1970)). The six stages of divorce. . In P. Bohannan (Ed.), Divorce and after (pp. 

29-55). Garden City, NY: Doubleday. 

Booth, A., Johnson, D. R., White, L., & Edwards, J. N. (1984). Women, outside employment, 

and marital instability. American journal of Sociology, 90(3), 567-583. 

Bradway, K.E., Beard, R.L. (2015) Don’t be trying to box folks in’: Older women’s sexuality 

Affilia, 30 pp. 1-15 

Braver, S. L., Whitley, M., & Ng, C. (1994). Who Divorced Whom?: Methodological and 

Theoretical Issues. Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 20(1-2), 1-20. 

doi:10.1300/J087v20n01_01 

Brinkmann, S. Perils and Potentials in Qualitative Psychology. Integr. psych. behav. 49, 162– 

173 (2015). https://doi.org/10.1007/s12124-014-9293-z 



215  

Brown, S. L., & Lin, I. F. (2012). The Gray Divorce Revolution: Rising Divorce Among 

Middle-Aged and Older Adults, 1990–2010. Journals of Gerontology Series B: Psychological 

Sciences and Social Sciences, 67(6), 731-741. doi:10.1093/geronb/gbs089 

Brown, S.L., Lin, I.F., Hammersmith, A.M., Wright, M.R., (2019) Repartnering Following 

Gray Divorce: The Roles of Resources and Constraints for Women and Men. Demography 1 

April 2019; 56 (2): 503–523. 

Brown, S. L., Bulanda, J. R., & Lee, G. R. (2012). Transitions into and out of cohabitation in 

later life. Journal of Marriage and Family, 74(4), 774-793. 

Brown, S.L. I-Fen Lin I. F., Vielee, A., Mellencamp K. A., (2021) Midlife Marital Dissolution 

and the Onset of Cognitive Impairment, The Gerontologist, Volume 61, Issue 7, October 2021, 

Pages 1085–1094, https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnaa193 

Brown, S.L., Lin I. F., Mellencamp, K.A., (2022) The Roles of Gray Divorce and Subsequent 

Repartnering for Parent–Adult Child Relationships, The Journals of Gerontology: Series B, 

Volume 77, Issue 1, January 2022 

Bruner, E. M. (1986). The anthropology of experience. University of Illinois Press. 

Bulanda, J. R., Brown, J. S., & Yamashita, T. (2016). Marital quality, marital dissolution, and 

mortality risk during the later life course. Social Science & Medicine, 165, 119-127. 

Bumpass, L. L., & Sweet, J. A. (1972). Differentials in Marital Instability: 1970. American 

Sociological Review, 37(6), 754-766. 

Busch, S. H., Barth-Olofsson, S. A., Rosenhagen, S. S., & Collins, S. A. (2003). Menopausal 

transition and psychological development. Menopause, 10(2), 179-187. 

Canham, S. L., Mahmood, A., Stott, S., Sixsmith, J., & O’Rourke, N. (2014). ’Til divorce do us 

part: Marriage dissolution in later life. Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 55(8), 591-612. 

doi:10.1080/10502556.2014.959097 

Carter, J. (2013). The curious absence of love stories in women's talk. Sociological Review, 

61(4), 728-744. 

Campbell, J. D., Assanand, S., & Di Paula, A. (2003). The structure of the self-concept and its 

relation to psychological adjustment. Journal of Personality, 71, 115–140. 

Caputo, J., Pavalko, E. K., & Hardy, M. A. (2020). Midlife work and women’s long-term 

health and mortality. Demography, 57(1), 373-402. 

Ceynar, M. L., & Gregson, J. (2012). Narratives of Keepers and Changers: Women's Post 

divorce Surname Decisions. Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 53(7), 559-580. 

doi:10.1080/10502556.2012.719412 



216  

Ceynar, M. L., & Gregson, J. (2012). Narratives of Keepers and Changers: Women's Post 

divorce Surname Decisions. Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 53(7), 559-580. 

doi:10.1080/10502556.2012.719412 

Cherlin, A. J. (2004). The deinstitutionalization of American marriage. Journal of marriage and 

family, 66(4), 848-861. 

Cherlin, A. J. (2009). The Origins of the Ambivalent Acceptance of Divorce. Journal of 

Marriage & Family, 71(2), 226-229. doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2009.00593.x 

Choi, H., Schoeni, R. F., Martin, L. G., & Langa, K. M. (2018). Trends in the prevalence and 

disparity in cognitive limitations of Americans 55–69 years old. The Journals of Gerontology, 

Series B: Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences, 73(Suppl. 1), 29– 37. 

Cipric, A., Strizzi, J.M., Øverup, C.S., Lange, T., Štulhofer, A., Sander, S., Gad Kjeld, S., & 

Hald, G.M. (2020). Cooperation after divorce: An RCT study of the effects of digital 

intervention platform on self-perceived stress. Psychosocial Intervention, 29(2), 113–123. 

https://doi.org/10.5093/pi2020a7 

Colburn, K., Lin, P. L., & Moore, M. C. (1992). Gender and the divorce experience. Journal of 

Divorce & Remarriage, 17(3-4), 87-108. doi:10.1300/J087v17n03_06 

Cooney, T. M., Smyer, M. A., Hagestad, G. O., & Klock, R. (1986). Parental divorce in young 

adulthood: Some preliminary findings. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 56(3), 470-477. 

Cooney, T. M. (1994). Young adults’ relations with parents: The influence of recent parental 

divorce. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 56, 45-56. 

Cooney, T. M., & Dunne, K. (2001). Intimate Relationships in Later Life: Current Realities, 

Future Prospects. Journal of Family Issues, 22(7), 838-858. 

Corcoran, P., & Nagar, A. (2010). Suicide and marital status in Northern Ireland. Social 

psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology, 45(8), 795-800. doi:10.1007/s00127-009-0120-7 

Cortez, S. (2016). The subjective lived experiences of midlife women and the process of 

empowerment post-divorce (Order No. 10243543). 

Crowley, J. E. (2019). Once bitten, twice shy? Gender differences in the remarriage decision 

after a gray divorce. Sociological Inquiry, 89(1), 150-176 

Damo, D.D., Cenci, C.M.B. Emotional Divorce: Similarities and Differences According to the 

Position Occupied. Trends in Psychol. 29, 505–518 (2021). https://doi.org/10.1007/s43076-

021-00088-w 

Davis, D., Shaver, P. R., & Vernon, M. L. (2003). Physical, emotional, and behavioral 

reactions to breaking up: The roles of gender, age, emotional involvement, and attachment 

style. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 29(7), 871-884. 

doi:10.1177/0146167203029007006 



217  

DeGarmo, D. S., & Kitson, G. C. (1996). Identity Relevance and Disruption as Predictors of 

Psychological Distress for Widowed and Divorced Women. Journal of Marriage and Family, 

58(4), 983-997. doi:10.2307/353985 

De Hoon, S., Keizer, R., & Dykstra, P. (2015). The male marriage wage premium in cross- 

national perspective (No. 642). LIS Working Paper Series 

Degges-White, S., & Myers, J. E. (2006). Women at Midlife: An Exploration of Chronological 

Age, Subjective Age, Wellness, and Life Satisfaction. Adult span Journal, 5(2), 67-80. 

Denney JT, Rogers RG, Krueger PM, Wadsworth T. Adult suicide mortality in the United 

States: marital status, family size, socioeconomic status, and differences by sex. Social Science 

Quarterly. 2009 

Denyer, D., & Tranfield, D. (2009). Producing a systematic review. In D. A. Buchanan & A. 

Bryman (Eds.), The Sage handbook of organizational research methods (pp. 671–689). Sage 

Publications Ltd.Diekmann A and  Schmidheiny, K, (2008), The Intergenerational 

Transmission of Divorce: A Fifteen-Country Study with the Fertility and Family Survey, No 4, 

ETH Zurich Sociology Working Papers, ETH Zurich, Chair of Sociology 

Dickson, F.C., Hughes. P.C., & Walker, K.L., (2005) An exploratory investigation into dating 

among later‐life women, Western Journal of Communication, 69:1, 67-82, Diedrick, P. (1991). 

Gender Differences in Divorce Adjustment. Journal of Divorce &amp: Remarriage, 14(3-4), 

33-46. doi:10.1300/J087v14n03_03 

Diekmann A and Schmidheiny, K, (2008), The Intergenerational Transmission of Divorce: A 

Fifteen-Country Study with the Fertility and Family Survey, No 4, ETH Zurich Sociology 

Working Papers, ETH Zurich, Chair of Sociology 

Diehl, M., Jacobs, L. M., & Hastings, C. T. (2006). Temporal stability and authenticity of self-

representations in adulthood. Journal of Adult Development,13, 10–22. 

Donnelly, D. A., & Burgess, E. O. (2008). The decision to remain in an involuntarily celibate 

relationship. Journal Of Marriage And Family, 70(2), 519-535. doi:10.1111/j.1741- 

3737.2008.00498.x 

Doss, B. D., Simpson, L. E., & Christensen, A. (2004). Why do couples seek marital therapy?. 

Professional psychology: Research and practice, 35(6), 608. 

Eatough V., Smith J.A., Shaw R. (2008) Women, anger, and aggression: an interpretative 

phenomenological analysis. J Interpers Violence. 2008 Dec;23(12):1767-99. doi: 

10.1177/0886260508314932 

Edwards, J. N., Johnson, D. R., & Booth, A. (1987). Coming apart: A prognostic instrument of 

marital breakup. Family Relations: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Applied Family Studies, 

36(2), 168-170. doi:10.2307/583948 



218  

Elliott J, Holland J and Thomson R (2008) Qualitative and quantitative longitudinal research. 

In: Bickman L, Brannen J and Alasuutari P (eds) Handbook of Social Research Methods. 

London; Thousand Oaks Sage 

Elliott, S., & Umberson, D. (2008). The performance of desire: Gender and sexual negotiation 

in long-term marriages. Journal Of Marriage And Family, 70(2), 391-406. doi:10.1111/j.1741-

3737.2008.00489.x 

England, P., and McClintock, E.A. (2009). The gendered double standard of aging in US 

marriage markets. Population and Development Review 35(4): 797–816. doi:10.1111/j.1728- 

4457.2009.00309. 

England, P., Bearak, J., Budig, M. J., & Hodges, M. J. (2016). Do highly paid, highly skilled 

women experience the largest motherhood penalty?. American sociological review, 81(6), 

1161-1189. 

Ferrer-i-Carbonell, A. (2005). Income and well-being: an empirical analysis of the comparison 

income effect. Journal of public economics, 89(5-6), 997-1019. 

Fileborn, B., Thorpe, R., Hawkes, G., Minichiello, V., & Pitts, M. (2015). Sex and the (older) 

single girl: Experiences of sex and dating in later life. Journal of Aging Studies, 33, 67-75. 

Fisher, H., & Low, H. (2016). Recovery from divorce: comparing high and low income 

couples. International Journal of Law, Policy, and the Family, 30(3), 338-371. 

Flanagan, J.C. (1954). The Critical Incident Technique. Psychological Bulletin, 51(4), 327- 

357. 

Flowers, P., Smith, J. A., Sheeran, P., & Beail, N. (1997). Health and romance: understanding 

unprotected sex in relationships between gay men. British Journal of Health 

Frederick, S., & Loewenstein, G. (1999). Hedonic adaptation. In D. Kahneman, E. Diener, & 

N. Schwarz (Eds.), Well-being: The foundations of hedonic psychology. (pp. 302-329). New 

York, NY, US: Russell Sage Foundation. 

Furtado, D., Marcén, M., & Sevilla, A. (2013). Does culture affect divorce? Evidence from 

European immigrants in the United States. Demography, 50(3), 1013-1038 

Galezewska, Paulina, Barbara, Perelli-Harris, Brienna and Berrington, Ann (2017) Cross- 

national differences in women’s repartnering behaviour in Europe: the role of individual 

demographic characteristics. Demographic Research, 37 (8), 189-228. 

Gaugler, J. E. (2009). How Caregiving Affects Development: Psychological Implications for 

Child, Adolescent, and Adult Caregivers - Edited by Kim Shifren. Journal of Marriage & 

Family, 71(4), 1100-1102. doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2009.00655.x 



219  

Gewirtz-Meydan, A., & Ayalon, L. (2018). Forever young: Visual representations of gender 

and age in online dating sites for older adults. Journal of Women & Aging, 30(6), 484-502. 

Giddens, A., (1992), The Transformation of Intimacy, Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (2017). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for 

qualitative research. Routledge. 

Gregson, J., & Ceynar, M. L. (2009). Finding 'me' again: Women's post-divorce identity shifts. 

Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 50(8), 564-582. doi:10.1080/10502550902970546 

Greenwood, J. L. (2012) Parent–Child Relationships in the Context of a Mid- to Late-Life 

Parental Divorce, Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 53:1, 1-17, DOI: 

10.1080/10502556.2012.635959 

Gubrium, J. F., Holstein, P. o. S. J. A., Holstein, J. A. (2000). The Self We Live by: Narrative 

Identity in a Postmodern World. United Kingdom: Oxford University Press. 

Gustavson, K., Nilsen, W., Ørstavik, R., & Røysamb, E. (2014). Relationship quality, divorce, 

and well-being: Findings from a three-year longitudinal study. The Journal of Positive 

Psychology, 9(2), 163-174. doi:10.1080/17439760.2013.858274 

Gyollai, Daniel. (2019). Getting into it in the wrong way: Interpretative phenomenological 

analysis and the hermeneutic circle. Nursing Philosophy. 21. 10.1111/nup.12294. 

Hald, G. M., Ciprić, A., Øverup, C. S., Štulhofer, A., Lange, T., Sander, S., ... & Strizzi, J. M. 

(2020). Randomized controlled trial study of the effects of an online divorce platform on 

anxiety, depression, and somatization. Journal of family Psychology, 34(6), 740. 

doi:10.1037/fam0000635 

Hadfield, L, Rudoe, N, Sanderson-Mann, J (2007) Motherhood, choice, and the British media: 

A time to reflect. Gender & Education 19(2): 255–263. 

Hagestad, G. O., & Smyer, M. A (1982). Dissolving long term relationships: Patterns of 

divorcing in middle age. In S. Duck (Ed.), Personal Relationships 4: Dissolving Personal 

Relationships (pp. 155-188). New York: Academic Press. 

Hamill, C., & Sinclair, H. (2010). Bracketing-practical considerations in Husserlian 

phenomenological research. Nurse Researcher, 17, 16-24. 

Harkness, S. E., Pelikh, A., & Borkowska, M. (2019). Employment pathways and occupational 

change after childbirth. /Bristol_Final_Report_1610.pdf 

Hart C. Doing a literature review: Releasing the social science research imagination. London: 

SAGE Publications; 1998. 

Henretta, J. C., Hill, M. S., Li, W., Soldo, B. J., & Wolf, D. A. (1997). Selection of children to 

provide care: The effect of earlier parental transfers. Journals of Gerontology Series B, 52, 110-

119. 



220  

Hewitt, B., Turrell, G., & Giskes, K. (2012). Marital loss, mental health and the role of 

perceived social support: findings from six waves of an Australian population based panel 

study. J Epidemiol Community Health, 66(4), 308-314. doi:10.1136/jech.2009.104893 

Hiedemann, B., Suhomlinova, O., & O'Rand, A. M. (1998). Economic independence, economic 

status, and empty nest in midlife marital disruption. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 219-

231. 

Highsmith, S. L (1992) Women who divorce over the age of sixty: Over sixty and starting over: 

The University of Arizona. 

Hilton, J. M., & Anderson, T. L. (2009). Characteristics of women with children who divorce 

in midlife compared to those who remain married. Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 50(5), 

309-329. doi:10.1080/10502550902766365 

Hobfoll, S. E. (1989). Conservation of resources: A new attempt at con-ceptualizing 

stress.American Psychologist,44, 513-524 

Holland, F, (2014). Teaching in higher education: An interpretive phenomenological analysis. 

SAGE Research Methods Cases. 10.4135/978144627305014528646 

Holland, F., & Peterson, K. (2014). Stepping off the “treadmill of fret”: An interpretative 

phenomenological analysis of healthy, non-dieting women who live above the 

medically defined acceptable weight. (unpublished manuscript)Holmes, T. H., & Rahe, R. H. 

(1967). The Social Readjustment Rating Scale. Journal of Psychosomatic Research, 11(2), 

213–218. https://doi.org/10.1016/0022-3999(67)90010-4 

Holstein, J. A., & Gubrium, J. F. (2008). Interpretive practice and social action. In N. K. 

Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Strategies of qualitative inquiry (3rd ed.). (pp. 173-202). 

Thousand Oaks, CA, US: Sage Publications, Inc. 

Hughes, K. (2007). Mothering mothers: An exploration of the perceptions of adult children of 

divorce. Australian Journal of Social Issues, 42(4), 563-579. 

Hughes, M. E., & Waite, L. J. (2009). Marital biography and health at mid-life. Journal of 

health and social behavior, 50(3), 344-358 

Jackson, S. (1993). Even Sociologists Fall in Love: An Exploration in the Sociology of 

Emotions. Sociology 27 (2): 201-220 

James, William. Memories and studies. New York, Longmans, 1911. 

Jansen, M., Mortelmans, D., & Snoeckx, L. (2009). Repartnering and (re) employment: 

Strategies to cope with the economic consequences of partnership dissolution. Journal of 

Marriage and Family, 71(5), 1271-1293. 

Jarvis, S., & Jenkins, S. P. (1999). Marital splits and income changes: Evidence from the 

British household panel survey. Population Studies, 53(2), 237-254. 



221  

Jenkins, S. (2008). Marital splits and income changes over the longer term (Vol. 2008-07): 

Institute for Social and Economic Research. 

Jurkovic, G. J., Thirkield, A., & Morrell, R. (2001). Parentification of adult children of divorce: 

A multidimensional analysis. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 30(2), 245-257. Kahn, J. R., 

García‐Manglano, J., & Bianchi, S. M. (2014). The motherhood penalty at midlife: Long‐term 

effects of children on women's careers. Journal of Marriage and Family, 76(1), 56-72. 

Kahneman, D. (2012). Thinking, fast and slow (New ed.]. ed.). 

Kalmijn, M., & De Vries, J. (2009). Change and stability in parent–child contact in five 

Western countries. European Journal of Population/Revue europeenne de 

demographie, 25(3), 257-276. 

Kayser, K., & Rao, S. S. (2006). Process of Disaffection in Relationship Breakdown. In M. 

A. Fine & J. H. Harvey (Eds.), Handbook of divorce and relationship dissolution. (pp. 201- 

221). Mahwah, NJ, US: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers. 

Kessing, L. V., Agerbo, E., & Mortensen, P. B. (2003). Does the impact of major stressful life 

events on the risk of developing depression change throughout life?. Psychological medicine, 

33(7), 1177-1184. doi:10.1017/S0033291703007852 

Kessler, E. M., Rakoczy, K., & Staudinger, U. M. (2004). The portrayal of older people in 

prime time television series: The match with gerontological evidence. Ageing & 

Society, 24(4), 531-552. 

Kozuch, P., & Cooney, T. M. (1995). Young adults' marital and family attitudes: The role of 

recent parental divorce, and family and parental conflict. Journal of Divorce & 

Remarriage, 23(3-4), 45-62. 

Kreider, R. M., & Ellis, R. (2011). Number, timing, and duration of marriages and divorces: 

2009 Current Population Reports, P70-125). Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau. 

Kurdek, L. A. 1999. “The nature and predictors of the trajectory of change in marital quality for 

husbands and wives over the first 10 years of marriage.” Developmental Psychology 35: 1283-

1296. 

Kurdek, L. C., & Kennedy, C. (2001). Differences between couples who end their marriage by 

fault or no-fault legal procedures. Journal of Family Psychology, 15(2), 241-253. 

doi:10.1037/0893-3200.15.2.241 

Larkin, M., Watts, S., & Clifton, E. (2006). Giving voice and making sense in interpretative 

phenomenological analysis. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 102-120. 

Levinger, G. (1991). Sex, lies, and no videotape. PsycCRITIQUES, 36(2), 141-141. 

doi:10.1037/029423 



222  

Leopold T. Gender Differences in the Consequences of Divorce: A Study of Multiple 

Outcomes. Demography. 2018;55(3):769-797. doi:10.1007/s13524-018-0667-6 

Leustek, J., & Theiss, J. A. (2017). Family communication patterns that predict perceptions of 

upheaval and psychological well-being for emerging adult children following late-life divorce. 

Journal of Family Studies. 

Levinson, D. J., & Levinson, J. D. (1996). The seasons of a woman’s life. New York: Knopf. 

Lichtenstein, B., Jayne Lucke, J., & Deborah Loxton, D., (2022) Women and divorce: financial 

coping from midlife to older age, Journal of Women & Aging, 34:3, 323- 

340, DOI: 10.1080/08952841.2021.1935552 

Lin, I. F. (2008). Consequences of parental divorce for adult children’s support of their frail 

parents. Journal of Marriage and Family, 70(1), 113-128. 

Lin, I. F., Brown, S. L., & Hammersmith, A. M. (2017). Marital biography, social security 

receipt, and poverty. Research on Aging, 39(1), 86-110. 

Lin I-F, Brown SL, Wright MR, Hammersmith AM. (2019) Depressive Symptoms Following 

Later-life Marital Dissolution and Subsequent Repartnering. Journal of Health and Social 

Behavior. 60(2):153-168. doi:10.1177/0022146519839683 

Lin, I. F., Brown, S. L., & Mellencamp, K. A. (2022). The Roles of Gray Divorce and 

Subsequent Repartnering for Parent–Adult Child Relationships. The Journals of Gerontology: 

Series B, 77(1), 212-223. 

Lloyd, G. M., Sailor, J. L., & Carney, W. (2014). A phenomenological study of post-divorce 

adjustment in midlife. Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 55(6), 441-450. 

doi:10.1080/10502556.2014.931757 

Lorenz, F. O., Wickrama, K. A. S., Conger, R. D., & Elder, G. H., Jr. (2006). The Short- Term 

and Decade-Long Effects of Divorce on Women's Midlife Health. Journal of Health and Social 

Behavior, 47(2), 111-125. doi:10.1177/002214650604700202 

Lubian, K., Weich, S., Stansfield, S., Bebbington, P., Brugha, T., Spiers, N., ... & Cooper, C. 

(2016). Mental health treatment and services. NHS Digital. 

Lucas, R. (2005). Time does not heal all wounds: a longitudinal study of reaction and 

adaptation to divorce. Psychological science, 16(12), 945-950. 

McCoy, L. K. (2017). Longitudinal qualitative research and interpretative phenomenological 

analysis: Philosophical connections and practical considerations. Qualitative Research in 

Psychology, 14(4), 442-458. https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2017.1340530 

McDaniel, A. K., & Coleman, M. (2003). Women's Experiences of Midlife Divorce Following 

Long-Term Marriage. Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 38(3/4), 103. 



223  

McManus, S., Gunnell, D., Cooper, C., Bebbington, P. E., Howard, L. M., Brugha, T., ... & 

Appleby, L. (2019). Prevalence of non-suicidal self-harm and service contact in England, 

McMunn, A., Bartley, M., & Kuh, D. (2006). Women's health in mid-life: Life course social 

roles and agency as quality. Social Science & Medicine, 63(6), 1561-1572. 

doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2006.03.039 

Maguire, M. (1995). Women, age, and education in the United Kingdom. Women's Studies 

International Forum, 18(5), 559-571. doi:10.1016/0277-5395(95)80093-5 

Manzoli, L., Villari, P., M Pirone, G., & Boccia, A. (2007). Marital status and mortality in the 

elderly: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Social Science & Medicine, 64(1), 77-94. 

doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2006.08.031 

Miller, L. R., Garcia,J. R., Gesselman, A. N., (2021) Dating and sexualities across the life 

course: The interactive effects of aging and gender, Journal of Aging Studies, Volume 57, 

Milton, S., & Qureshi, K. (2022). Reclaiming the second phase of life? Intersectionality, 

empowerment, and respectability in midlife romance. Sociological Research Online, 27(1), 27-

42. 

Mitchell, B. A., & Lovegreen, L. D. (2009). The empty nest syndrome in midlife families: A 

multimethod exploration of parental gender differences and cultural dynamics. Journal of 

Family Issues , 30 , 1651–1670. 

Montenegro, X. P.(2004). The divorce experience: A study of divorce at midlife and beyond. 

AARP The Magazine 

Montemurro, B., & Gillen, M. M. (2012). Wrinkles and Sagging Flesh: Exploring 

Transformations in Women's Sexual Body Image. Journal of Women & Aging, 25(1), 3-23. 

doi:10.1080/08952841.2012.720179 

Nagy, M. E., & Theiss, J. A. (2013). Applying the relational turbulence model to the empty- 

nest transition: Sources of relationship change, relational uncertainty, and interference from 

partners. Journal Of Family Communication, 13(4), 280-300. 

Nakonezny, P.A., Rodgers, J.L. and Nussbaum, J.F. (2003), The Effect of Later Life Parental 

Divorce on Adult-Child/Older-Parent Solidarity: A Test of the Buffering Hypothesis. Journal of 

Applied Social Psychology, 33: 1153-1178. 

Newton, N., Torges, C. & Stewart, A. Women’s Regrets About Their Lives: Cohort 

Differences in Correlates and Contents. Sex Roles 66, 530–543 (2012). 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-012-0126-6 

Nielsen, N. M., Davidsen, R. B., Hviid, A., & Wohlfahrt, J. (2014). Divorce and risk of 

hospital-diagnosed infectious diseases. Scandinavian Journal of Public Health, 42(7), 705- 711. 

doi:10.1177/1403494814544398 



224  

Nizza, I., Farr, J., & Smith, J.A. (2021) Achieving excellence in interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA): Four markers of high quality, Qualitative Research in 

Psychology, 18:3, 369-386, DOI: 10.1080/14780887.2020.1854404 

O'Connor, D. B., Thayer, J. F., & Vedhara, K. (2021). Stress and Health: A Review of 

Psychobiological Processes. Annual Review of Psychology, 72(1), 4.1–4.26. 

Office For National Statistics (2012) Marriages in England and Wales 

Office For National Statistics (2016) Suicides by marital status and sex, England, and Wales, 

2002 to 2015 

Office For National Statistics (2017) Marriage and divorce on the rise at 65 and over 

Office For National Statistics (2018e). Estimates of the population for the UK, England and 

Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland 

Office For National Statistics (2021) Retrieved 14.11.21/divorces in England and Wales, 2019 

Oishi, S., & Koo, M. (2008). Two new questions about happiness: 'Is happiness good?' and 'Is 

happier better?'. In M. Eid & R. J. Larsen (Eds.), The science of subjective well-being. (pp. 

290-306). New York, NY, US: Guilford Press. 

Oliver, R. (1982). "Empty Nest" or Relationship Restructuring? Women & Therapy, 1(2), 67- 

83. 

Orbuch, T. L., House, J. S., Mero, R. P., & Webster, P. S. (1996). Marital quality over the life 

course. Social Psychology Quarterly, 59(2), 162-171. doi:10.2307/2787050 

Orgad, S., & De Benedictis, S. (2015). The ‘stay-at-home’mother, postfeminism and 

neoliberalism: Content analysis of UK news coverage. European Journal of Communication, 

30(4), 418-436. 

Ozawa, M. N., & Yoon, H. S. (2002). The economic benefit of remarriage: Gender and income 

class. Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 36(3-4), 21-39. 

Palmer, K.T., Walker-Bone, K., Harris, E.C. et al. Health and Employment after Fifty (HEAF): 

a new prospective cohort study. BMC Public Health 15, 1071 (2015). 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-015-2396-8 

Pasupathi, M. (2007). Telling and the remembered self: Linguistic differences in memories for 

previously disclosed and undisclosed events. Memory, 15, 258–270. 

Peake, S., & McDowall, A. (2012). Chaotic careers: A narrative analysis of career transition 

themes and outcomes using chaos theory as a guiding metaphor. British Journal of Guidance & 

Counselling, 40(4), 395-410. 

Pearlin, L. I. (1989). The Sociological Study of Stress. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 

30(3), 241–256. https://doi.org/10.2307/2136956 



225  

Pett, M. A., Lang, N., & Gander, A. (1992). Late-life divorce: Its impact on family rituals. 

Journal of family issues, 13(4), 526-552. 

Pettit, E. J., & Bloom, B. L. (1984). Whose Decision Was It? The Effects of Initiator Status on 

Adjustment to Marital Disruption. Journal of Marriage and Family, 46(3), 587-595. 

Pittman, F. (1991). Betraying trust. Utne Reader (87500256)(48), 105-111. 

Prigerson, G. H., Maciejewski, K. P., & Rosenheck, A. R. (1999). The Effects of Marital 

Dissolution and Marital Quality on Health and Health Service Use Among Women. Medical 

Care, 37(9), 858-873. 

Polkinghorne, D. E. (1988). Narrative knowing and the human sciences. Suny Press. 

Quartermain S. (2011) Sustainability of mediation and legal representation in private family 

law cases: analysis of legal aid administrative datasets. Ministry of Justice research series: 8/11 

Radina, M. E., Hennon, C. B., & Gibbons, H. M. (2008). Divorce and mid- and later life 

families: A phenomenological analysis with implications for family life educators. Journal of 

Divorce & Remarriage, 49(1-2), 142-170. doi:10.1080/10502550801973146 

Raschke, H. J. (1987). Divorce. In Handbook of marriage and the family (pp. 597-624). 

Springer, Boston, MA. 

Rashid, T., & Seligman, M. P. (2018). Positive psychotherapy: Clinician manual. Oxford 

University Press. 

Richters, J., Grulich, A. E., De Visser, R. O., Smith, A. M., & Rissel, C. E. (2003). Sex in 

Australia: Sexual difficulties in a representative sample of adults. Australian and New Zealand 

journal of public health, 27(2), 164-170. 

Riessman, C. K. (1990). Divorce talk: Women and men make sense of personal relationships. 

Piscataway, NJ, US: Rutgers University Press. 

Remarriage, Unmarried Cohabitation, Living Apart Together: Partner Relationships Following 

Bereavement or Divorce. (2004). Journal of Marriage and Family, 66(1), 236-243. Rhyne, M. 

C. (1990). The effects of parental mid-life divorce on young adult development. 

Rolls L, Seymour JE, Froggatt KA, Hanratty B. Older people living alone at the end of life in 

the UK: Research and policy challenges. Palliative Medicine. 2011;25(6):650-657. 

Sarbin, T. R. (1986). The narrative as a root metaphor for psychology. 

Sakraida, T. J. (2002). Divorce transition, coping responses, and health-promoting behavior of 

midlife women. (62), ProQuest Information & Learning, US. 

Sakraida, T. J. (2005). Common Themes in the Divorce Transition Experience of Midlife 

Women. Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 43(1/2), 69-88. doi:10.1300/J087v43n01•04 

Sakraida, T. J. (2008). Stress and Coping of Midlife Women in Divorce Transition. Western 

Journal of Nursing Research, 30(7), 869-887. 



226  

Sayer, L. C., & Bianchi, S. M. (2000). Women's economic independence and the probability of 

divorce: A review and reexamination. Journal of Family Issues, 21(7), 906-943. 

doi:10.1177/019251300021007005 

Sayer, L. C., Bianchi, S. M., & Robinson, J. P. (2004). Are parents investing less in children? 

Trends in mothers’ and fathers’ time with children. American journal of sociology, 110(1), 1- 

43. 

Sbarra, D. A. (2015). Divorce and health: Current trends and future directions. Psychosomatic 

medicine, 77(3), 227. doi: 10.1097/PSY.0000000000000168 

Sbarra, D. A., & Whisman, M. A. (2022). Divorce, health, and socioeconomic status: An 

agenda for psychological science. Current opinion in psychology, 43, 75-78. 

Schimmele, Christoph M., and Zheng Wu. "Repartnering after union dissolution in later life." 

Journal of Marriage and Family 78, no. 4 (2016): 1013-1031. 

Schoen, R., Astone, N. M., Rothert, K., Standish, N. J., & Kim, Y. J. (2002). Women's 

employment, marital happiness, and divorce. Social Forces, 81(2), 643-662. 

doi:10.1353/sof.2003.0019 

Shapiro, A. (2003). Later-life divorce and parent-adult child contact and proximity: A 

longitudinal analysis. Journal of Family Issues, 24(2), 264-285. 

Sheets, V. L., & Braver, S. L. (1996). Gender differences in satisfaction with divorce 

settlements. Family Relations, 336-342. 

Sheriff, M., & Weatherall, A. (2009). Empty nest” or “guilty little secret”: Discourses of 

motherhood at postmaternity. Feminism & Psychology, 19(1), 89-108. 

Shifren K. (2009) How caregiving affects development : psychological implications for child, 

adolescent, and adult caregivers / edited by Washington, DC: Washington, DC : American 

Psychological Association. 

Shifren, J. L. (2009). Androgens, estrogens, and metabolic syndrome at midlife. Menopause, 

16(2), 226-228. 

Shor, E., Roelfs, D. J., Bugyi, P., & Schwartz, J. E. (2012). Meta-analysis of marital dissolution 

and mortality: Reevaluating the intersection of gender and age. Social science & medicine, 

75(1), 46-59. 

Schneider, D. (2011). Wealth and the marital divide. American Journal of Sociology, 177, 627–

667. doi:10.1086/661594. 

Singer, J. A. (2004). Narrative Identity and Meaning Making Across the Adult Lifespan: An 

Introduction. Journal of Personality, 72(3), 437-460. doi:10.1111/j.0022-3506.2004.00268.x 

Shor, E., Roelfs, D. J., Bugyi, P., & Schwartz, J. E. (2012). Meta-analysis of marital dissolution 



227  

and mortality: Reevaluating the intersection of gender and age. Social Science & Medicine, 

75(1), 46-59. doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2012.03.010 

Silverstein M, Gans D, Yang FM. Intergenerational Support to Aging Parents: The Role of 

Norms and Needs. Journal of Family Issues. 2006;27(8):1068-1084. 

Smith, R. (1988). Does the history of psychology have a subject? History of the Human 

Sciences, 1, 147-177. 

Smith, J. A. (2004). Reflecting on the development of Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis and its contribution to qualitative research in psychology. Qualitative Research in 

Psychology, 1, 39-54. 

Smith, J.A. (2007). Hermeneutics, human sciences and health: linking theory and practice. 

International Journal of Qualitative Studies on Health and Well-being, 2, 3-11. Smith, J. A., & 

Osborn, M. (2007). Pain as an assault on the self: An interpretative phenomenological analysis 

of the psychological impact of chronic benign low back pain. Psychology & Health, 22(5), 

517–534. 

Smith, JA., Flowers, P. and Larkin, M. (2009) Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis: 

Theory, Method, Research. London: Sage. 

Smith, JA., (2011) Evaluating the contribution of interpretative phenomenological analysis, 

Health Psychology Review, 5:1, 9-27, DOI 

Smith, J. A., Flowers, P., Larkin, M. (2012). Interpretative phenomenological analysis theory, 

method and research. Sage Publications. 

Smith, J. A., & Nizza, I. E. (2022). Essentials of interpretative phenomenological analysis. 

American Psychological Association. 

Solomon, D. H., Weber, K. M., & Steuber, K. R. (2010). Turbulence in relational transitions. 

New directions in interpersonal communication research, 115-134. 

Steitz, J. A., & Welker, K. G. (1991). Remarriage in Later Life: A Critique and Review of the 

Literature. Journal of Women & Aging, 2(4), 81-90. doi:10.1300/J074v02n04_07 

Stewart, A. J., & Vandewater, E. A. (1999). " If I had it to do over again...": midlife review, 

midcourse corrections, and women's well-being in midlife. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 76(2), 270. 

Strizzi, J.M., Ciprić, A., Sander, S., & Hald, G.M., (2021) Divorce Is Stressful, But How 

Stressful? Perceived Stress Among Recently Divorced Danes, Journal of Divorce & 

Remarriage, 62:4, 295-311, DOI: 10.1080/10502556.2021.1871838 

Suh, E., Diener, E., & Fujita, F. (1996). Events and Subjective Well-Being: Only Recent 

Events Matter. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 70(5), 1091-1102. 

doi:10.1037/0022-3514.70.5.1091 



228  

Sweeney, M. M. (1997). Remarriage of women and men after divorce: the role of 

socioeconomic prospects. Journal of Family Issues, 18(5), 479. 

Sweet, J., Bumpass, L., & Call, V. (2019). National survey of families and households, 1988. In 

The American Family (pp. 28-i). Routledge. 

Symoens, S., Van de Velde, S., Colman, E., & Bracke, P. (2014). Divorce and the 

multidimensionality of men and women’s mental health: The role of social-relational and 

socio-economic conditions. Applied Research in Quality of Life, 9(2), 197-214. 

Thomas, C., & Ryan, M. (2008). Women’s Perception of the Divorce Experience: A 

Qualitative Study. Journal of Divorce &amp: Remarriage, 49(3-4), 210-224. 

doi:10.1080/10502550802222394 

Thomas, A. J., Mitchell, E. S., & Woods, N. F. (2019). Undesirable stressful life events, 

impact, and correlates during midlife: observations from the Seattle midlife women’s health 

study. Women's Midlife Health, 5(1), 1-13. 

Thuen, F. (2001). Psychiatric symptoms and perceived need for psychiatric care after divorce. 

Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 34(1-2), 61-76. doi: 10.1300/j087v34n01_04 

Tosi, M., & Van Den Broek, T. (2020) Gray divorce and mental health in the United Kingdom, 

Social Science & Medicine, Volume 256, 113030,ISSN 0277-9536 

Tosi, M., & van den Broek, T. (2020). Gray divorce and mental health in the United Kingdom. 

Social science & medicine, 256, 113030. 

Twomey, C. D., Baldwin, D. S., Hopfe, M., & Cieza, A. (2015). A systematic review of the 

predictors of health service utilisation by adults with mental disorders in the UK. BMJ open, 

5(7), e007575. 

Uhlenberg, P., Cooney, T., & Boyd, R. (1990). Divorce for women after midlife. Journal of 

gerontology, 45(1), S3. 

Uphold-Carrier, H., & Utz, R. (2012). Parental divorce among young and adult children: A 

long-term quantitative analysis of mental health and family solidarity. Journal of Divorce & 

Remarriage, 53(4), 247–266. https://doi.org/10.1080/10502556.2012.663272 

Umberson, D., Williams, K., Powers, D. A., Chen, M. D., & Campbell, A. M. (2005). As Good 

as it Gets? A Life Course Perspective on Marital Quality. Social Forces, 84(1), 493- 

511. doi:10.1353/sof.2005.0131 

US Census Bureau (2010) Overview - History - U.S. Census Bureau 

Vespa, J., Lewis, J. M., & Kreider, R. M. (2013). America’s families and living arrangements: 

2012. Current population reports, 20(2013), P570. 

Vespa, J. (2013). Relationship transitions among older cohabitors: The role of health, wealth, 

and family ties. Journal of Marriage and Family, 75(4), 933-949. 



229  

Viner, R. M., & Cole, T. J. (2005). Adult socioeconomic, educational, social, and psychological 

outcomes of childhood obesity: a national birth cohort study. Bmj, 330(7504), 1354 

Wallerstein, J. S. (1986). Women after divorce: Preliminary report from a ten-year follow-up. 

American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 56(1), 65-77. doi:10.1111/j.1939-0025.1986.tb01543.x 

Wallerstein, J. S., Lewis, J. M., & Blakeslee, S. (2001). The unexpected legacy of divorce: A 

25 year landmark study. Hyperion. 

Wagstaff, C., Jeong, H., Nolan, M., Wilson, T., Tweedlie, J., Phillips, E., Senu, H 

& Holland, F. G. (2014). The accordian and the deep bowl of spaghetti: Eight researchers' 

experiences of using IPA as a methodology. 

Watson, W. K., & Stelle, C. (2011). Dating for older women: Experiences and meanings of 

dating in later life. Journal of Women & Aging, 23(3), 263 275 

Whisman, M. A., Salinger, J. M., & Sbarra, D. A. (2022). Relationship dissolution and 

psychopathology. Current Opinion in Psychology, 43, 199-204. 

White, B., Nicholls, D., Christie, D., Cole, T. J., & Viner, R. M. (2012). Childhood 

psychological function and obesity risk across the life course: findings from the 1970 British 

Cohort Study. International journal of obesity (2005), 36(4), 511. doi:10.1038/ijo.2011.253 

Wickrama, K. A. S., Lorenz, F. O., Conger, R. D., Elder Jr, G. H., Abraham, W. T., & Fang, 

S. A. (2006). Changes in family financial circumstances and the physical health of married and 

recently divorced mothers. Social science & medicine, 63(1), 123-136. 

Wickrama, K. A., Klopack, E. T., & O’Neal, C. W. (2022). Stressful family contexts and health 

in divorced and married mothers: Biopsychosocial process. Journal of Social and Personal 

Relationships, 02654075221098627. 

Wolfinger, N.,H., (2003) Family structure homogamy: The effects of parental divorce on 

partner selection and marital stability, Social Science Research, Volume 32, Issue 1, Yin, R. K. 

(1989). Case study research: Design and methods (Applied Social Research Methods Series, 5). 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Zeelenberg, M., & Pieters, R. (2007). A theory of regret regulation 1.0. Journal of Consumer 

psychology, 17(1), 3-18 

Zissimopoulos, J. M., Couch, K. A., & Daly, M. C. (2013). Marriage and wealth changes at 

older ages. Lifecycle events and their consequences: Job loss, family change, and declines in 

health, 158-177. 

  



230  

Appendix 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Study 1. Ethical Approval 



231  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Study 1. Information Sheet 
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Study 1. Consent Form 
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Study 1. Debrief Sheet 
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How Do Middle Aged Women With An Empty Nest Make Sense Of Marital Difficulties: An Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis 

 
 
 

Questions about the marriage 
1. Tell me about how you met your husband 

2. When did you decide to get married? 
3. What, if any, were your expectations about your role and your husband’s role when you 

got married? 
 

Questions about children 
4. How did you decide to have children? 

5. What impact did having children have on your relationship? 
6. What has it been like for you to watch your children become independent adults 

 
Questions about the relationship 

7. Have you had any major crises in your marriage? 
8. Have you had any major challenges to your relationship? 

 
Questions about the current conflict 

9. When did things start to become difficult in the marriage? 
10. What has the experience of marital conflict been like for you personally? 

11. Can you think of anything that might help to improve your marriage? 
 

Questions on the self 
12. How would you describe yourself as a person? 

13. How would you describe your husband as a person? 
 

Questions about age 
14. How does being older affect the experience of marital conflict? 

15. How does having adult children affect the experience of marital conflict? 
16. How does having an empty nest affect the experience of marital conflict? 

 
Questions about expectations for the future 

17. How do you feel about the future of your marriage? 
18. How do you feel about your own future? 

19. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 
 
 

Study 1. Interview Schedule 
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Study 1. Master Table of Themes 
What’s love got to do with it? 
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Study 1. Master Table of Themes 
Motherhood as a trump card 
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Study 1. Master Table of Themes 
Into the sexual void 
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Study 1. Master Table of Themes 
Stuckness 
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Study 2. Ethical Approval 
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Study 2. Recruitment Materials Flyer 1 
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Study 2. Recruitment Materials Flyer 2 
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Study 2. Recruitment Survey 
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Study 2. Information Sheet 
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Study 2. Consent Form 
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Study 2. Debrief Sheet 
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Questions about the marriage 

Tell me about how you met your husband 

When did you decide to get married? 

 
Questions about children 

How did you decide to have children? 

What impact did having children have on your relationship? 
 
 

Questions about conflict 

What went wrong in the marriage? 

Who made the decision to end the marriage? 

If you could go back in time what would you do differently? 

How did deciding (or not deciding) to end the marriage impact how you felt? 
 
 

Questions about the route to divorce? 

What was the experience of divorce like for you personally? 

How do you feel about the route you took to divorce? 

Do you think that it was the best route for you? 
 
 

Questions about age 

How did being older impact your experience of divorce? 

Did having an empty nest affect the divorce outcome? 

Have your children been supportive? 
 
 

Questions about expectations for the future 

How did the divorce meet your expectations in terms of financial settlements, housing or 

pensions? 

How do you feel about the future? 

Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 
 

Study 2. Interview Schedule Time 1 
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The Divorce 

How did deciding or not deciding to end the marriage impact how you felt? 

What has the experience of divorce and like for you personally? 

How do you feel about the route you took to divorce? 

What do you think it could be done to improve the experience of divorce? 

How did you make the decision to go to court if applicable? 

 
The Outcome 

How did the divorce meet your expectations in terms of financial settlement, housing or 

pensions? 

If you could go back in time what would you do differently? 
 
 

Impact on Relationships 

How has the divorce affected your relationship with your children? 

How has to divorce affected your relationship with your extended family? 

How has the divorce affected you as a person? 

 
Moving on 

How do you feel about the future? 

Do you feel you have moved on? 

Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Study 2. Interview Schedule Time 2 
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The Experience 

How are you feeling now? 

How does it feel to be divorced? 

How has your life changed since the divorce? 

Is there anything you miss about your marriage? 
 
 

The Divorce 

How do you feel about the divorce process? 

If you could go back in time what would you do differently? 

How do think the divorce process could be improved? 

 
Relationships 

Have you met anyone else/Would you like to meet someone new? 

Does being older impact how you feel about the future? 

Is your ex in a relationship? 

How have your children coped with everything? 
 
 

Settlement 

Has your ex-husband met his obligations in terms of financial settlements, housing or 

pensions? 

Do you feel that the outcome was fair? 
 
 

The Future 

How do you feel about the future? 

Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 
 
 
 

Study 2. Interview Schedule Time 3 
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Study 2. Themes for Valerie Time 1 
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Study 2. Themes for Valerie Time 1 
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Study 2. Themes for Valerie Time 1 
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Study 2. Themes for Valerie Time 2 
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Study 2. Themes for Valerie Time 3 
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Study 2. Themes for Valerie Time 3 
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Study 2. Themes across time for Valerie (positive valence) 
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Study 2. Themes across time for Valerie (negative valence) 
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Study 2. Themes across time for Lindsay (positive valence) 
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Study 2. Themes across time for Lindsay (negative valence) 
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Study 2. Cross Case Themes 
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Study 2. Theme 2 across time for all participants 
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Study 2. Theme 4 across time for all participants 


