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An often neglected question—by both those who wage war and
those who study it-—is what are the social costs of warfare and
preparing for war?' Given the large-scale military conflicts that oc-
curred over the last century, understanding the impact of military
service on veterans’ lives and welfare remains a critical social concern,
particularly if military conflict has long-term impacts on the lives of
those involved. This article attempts to increase our understanding
by examining how military service and combat experience affect a
vital societal institution: marriage. The link between warfare and
marital health is also politically important, because the welfare of
military veterans can affect a broad spectrum of political matters,
ranging from military recruitment and retention to public support for the
use of force abroad.
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The central feature of our analysis is a statistical examination of the
relationship between military service and the duration of men’s first
marriages over the course of most of the past century using the National
Survey of Families and Households (NSFH).? We exploit data on 3,800
men who were interviewed in the late 1980s and early 1990s about
(among other things) their marital history and their military service.
These data allow us to explore the impact of military service in the
different wars, of being in combat situations during military service, and
of an array of other demographic correlates associated with marriage.
Duration analysis lets us incorporate the effects of these variables on the
risk of marital duration/dissolution across the life course and test a set
of hypotheses related to military service.

Background

The effects of war on soldiers and their communities have been the
subject of concern since the first organized combat between political
entities. As John Modell and Timothy Haggerty explain, “The warrior’s
image, his wounds, and the world he comes home to are a story that has
been retold in Western culture at least from the time of Homer.” Indeed,
the struggle of veterans has been the source of great inspiration for
creative artists in the oral tradition, in print, and on screen. The family
life of the returned soldier has been an important part of this tradition as
far back as The Odyssey and continuing up to the recent blockbuster, The
Patriot. In much of the public discourse in America on the returned
soldier, there is a popular notion that veterans, particularly Vietnam
vets, struggle with their personal relationships upon returning from the
battlefield.* Is this cultural tale true? And is it more or less true
depending on the particular war?

In this section we examine the academic literature relevant to such
questions about the effects of military service and war on the personal
relationships of veterans. One of the most obvious aspects of this corpus
of work is that it is virtually fixated on Vietnam. Few studies focus on
other wars or make cross-conflict comparisons.” Examinations that do
gaze elsewhere tend to look only at the general effect of war on divorce
rates or are purely anecdotal or qualitative. Despite the emphasis on
Vietnam, however, several interesting studies on veterans and marriage
do exist.

World Wars I and 11 are examined in two of the earliest of those that
comment on the effects of war on marital health. David Glass, examin-
ing divorce in England and Wales from 1858 to 1934, provides statisti-
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cal evidence of much higher divorce rates in the post-World War 1
period. He then argues that these increases were due to particular
wartime phenomena such as long-separations, “abnormal tension re-
sulting, for some people, in a high degree of sexual recklessness,” and
the wartime rise in “unsuitable or purely *war-time’” marriages.®

Griselda Rowntree and Norman Carrier essentially update Glass’s
study to include the period up to 1957. They make similar claims
(particularly concerning “hasty” marriages) to explain the postwar
upswings in divorce, adding such factors as the higher wartime wages
of workers of both sexes and the wartime transfer of younger adults to
“areas and duties where traditional codes of behavior were sometimes
no longer observed.”™ Unfortunately, both of these works fail to exam-
ine the effect of combat experience as a cause of marital instability in the
postwar environments.®

World War II is also the focus of an especially interesting piece by
Eliza Pavalko and Glen Elder, Jr. that does look at the effect of combat
experience and veteran status on marital stability. Examining the effects
of WWII on divorce using a longitudinal sample, they conclude that
“Muilitary service destabilizes marriages” since “Men who served in the
military were more likely than the nonveterans to have divorced by
1955.” Furthermore, Pavalko and Elder find that older entry veterans
and combat veterans who were married before their military service had
a greater risk of divorce than younger and noncombat veterans.'”
However, contrary to the claims of the earlier studies discussed above,
they argue that “hasty” marriages occurring during the war were not a
cause of the increased postwar divorce rate. Indeed, they find that these
marriages were “actually /ess likely to end in divorce than marriages
begun before 1940.”"" Although this is certainly an intriguing article,
Pavalko and Elder’s results may be considerably biased, since their
sample scored higher on standardized intelligence tests than the normal
population, was nearly all white, and came from a higher than average
socioeconomic background.

The Korean War’s label as “the forgotten war” is truly deserved in
the literature on war and marriage. No studies we found look specifically
at the Korean War and most make only a passing reference to it in
association with WWIL'? The reasons for this neglect are unclear, but
probably stem from this conflict’s temporal proximity to WWIIL. Results
presented later suggest that this omission is unfortunate.

The Vietnam War, on the other hand, has been the subject of most
studies on the effects of military service and combat on marriage. These
offer widely diverging results, some claiming large differences between
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combat veterans, noncombat veterans, and nonveterans and others,
finding no differences between these groups.

Josephina Card’s work best exemplifies the no-difference school of
thought. She argues that in the long term, there are no statistically
significant differences in the marital stability of the three subject pools
she examined: Vietnam veterans, non-Vietnam veterans, and
nonveterans.” One difference she does report is that her data surpris-
ingly suggest that, “non-Vietnam veterans had the least-stable family
lives.”'* She also finds that Vietnam veterans married before their
military service had a greater likelihood of divorce in their first year out
of the service than other veterans. However, she argues that “after this
first vulnerable year, Vietnam veterans’ marriages were at least as stable
as those of other veterans.”"

In two later studies, Vaughn Call and Jay Teachman obtained
similar results. In their 1991 article, these authors argue, as Card does,
that divorce rates over the long term are no different for vets and
nonvets, except for those with very intense combat experiences.'® In
their later panel study, Call and Teachman found that wartime and pre-
wartime marriages were not significantly affected in the long term by
military service in Vietnam.'” However, they do argue that marital
instability actually decreased for those whose first marriages occurred
after military service.™

Several scholars find that Vietnam veteran status and combat expe-
rience do affect marital stability. For example, Robert Laufer and M. S.
Gallops assert that Vietnam veterans were actually less likely to get
divorced than nonveterans, but that those with combat exposure (par-
ticularly post-1967) had higher rates of divorce than other groups.'
Ellen Frey-Wouters and Robert Laufer reach similar conclusions. They
argue that their findings “indicate that, indeed, combat and witnessing
of and participation in abusive violence are related to the formation and
breakdown of intimate interpersonal relationships.” ** But this does not
necessarily hold (unless post-1967 warfare was significantly worse for
combatants) because it seems that more than just combat drove their
results, since they found that pre-1968 Vietnam veterans had “signifi-
cantly lower rates of divorce” while post-1967 Vietnam veterans had
“alarmingly higher rates of divorce.”' This suggests that there was
something crucial about the sociopolitical atmosphere of the post-1968
era that interacted with military service or combat experience rather
than either of the latter in isolation. Lastly, Cynthia Gimbel and Alan
Booth similarly find that “Combat...affects marital quality and stabil-
ity” due to the increased stress and behavioral problems it leads to in the
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postwar lives of veterans.”? However, contrary to Frey-Wouters and
Laufer, they do not find evidence of a differential effect on marriage of
post-1967 versus other periods of Vietnam service.”

If the popular notion and the difference school’s view concerning
veterans’ difficulties in love and marriage are true, why might this be the
case? Some argue that the explanation lies in the particular nature of
combat and the trauma caused by especially intense combat experience.
Others contend that it is due to the physical separation of marriage
partners.”® Still others emphasize the dilemmas of hasty marriages and
marrying during the admittedly “unusual times of war.”? Another
group stresses the disruption of the “normal life course™ or of patterns
of behavior developed in families during the absence of the father.?
Finally, others focus on the indirect effect combat has on marriage as a
cause of veterans’ marital destabilizing behavior.?

Hypotheses

More than anything, the foregoing works point out the unresolved
nature of our understanding of the relationship between military service
and marriage duration. In this section we briefly outline some hypoth-
eses that can be tested using NSFH data, and identify the results that
would be consistent with each hypothesis. Our hypotheses flow both
from the literature just discussed and from the nature of data that can be
used to answer our questions. Note that these hypotheses are not
mutually exclusive, nor are they intended to be comprehensive. Our
analysis is primarily a way to inform future theory-building, not a
resolution of the complicated questions posed.

The first hypothesis is that military combat creates long-term psy-
chological and emotional problems that increase the risk of marital
dissolution, which we will refer to as the “combat stress hypothesis.”*
Obviously this hypothesis is confirmed if indicators of combat experi-
ence raise the probability of marital failure after controlling for other
military and demographic covariates. If combat were the sole determin-
ing factor, its effect would possibly vary across wars, but noncomba-
tants would not differ from nonveterans.

The next two hypotheses concern the relationship between the time
of marriage and time of military service. It is reasonable to believe that
time away from a spouse will weaken marriage bonds and increase the
probability of dissolution, which we call the “separation hypothesis.”?
Following it, marriage that occurs before the start of the husband’s time
of service should be associated with a higher probability of marital
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dissolution than marriages occurring after service commences. A re-
lated notion is the “hasty marriage hypothesis,” which implies that a
draft notice causes couples to form marriages hastily and, therefore,
sometimes unwisely. Thus marriages that are induced by a draft notice
or by a patriotic call to volunteer may end up raising the probability that
they will dissolve prematurely.*

Fourth, a returning soldier comes home to a social milieu that may
affect the durability of his marriage, which we label the “social interac-
tion hypothesis.” Although we can neither sharply identify how this can
be investigated nor even suggest the nature of the hypothesized social
interactions, we can identify changes in the impact of military service
across time periods and different military conflicts, which may give us
clues about how the veteran’s interaction with his social context affects
the durability of his marriage. For instance, the identity formation of
veterans following their experience depends on changing social atti-
tudes towards military service and towards different wars. Probably the
most important interaction results from the trend in divorce rates in
society at large. It is a quite possible that the stability of veterans’
marriages changed over time at a different rate (and possibly for
different reasons) than marriages in general.?

Data

The NSFH is a national random sample of the noninstitutionalized
adult (19 years of age or older or married) population in the contiguous
United States. Wave I of the survey was conducted from March 1987
through May 1988. During this period, one adult in each household
was randomly selected as the primary respondent for a total of
13,008 subjects. Wave Il constitutes re-interviews of the original sample,
including ex-spouses and surviving widows, conducted from July of
1992 through August of 1994. The sample included the 3,800
respondents who were male and who had been married at least once.
Those whose first marriage had ended prior to the onset of military
service were not included. Military personnel living on base were
also not included in the sampling frame; our sample is, therefore,
likely to underrepresent active duty military personnel at the time of the
survey.*

The NSFH is designed to provide extensive data on the family
experience in the United States, which, fortunately, include a consider-
able amount of retrospective life-history information. Of particular interest
for our purposes are the detailed marital histories, from which we were able
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to identify not only information about the respondent’s current marriage,
but previous marriages as well. We thus learned when each marriage began
and ended, including when the couple stopped living together.

The dependent variable in the following analysis is the duration of
the first marriage, or the amount of time (measured in months) between
the date of marriage and the date of first separation (or divorce date if
separation date is not observed). The marriage is considered dissolved
from then on, regardless of whether or not the couple reunites. For those
whose first marriages had already dissolved by the time of Wave I or
Wave Il interviews, we were able to identify the exact duration of those
marriages. Veterans who were still in their first marriage at the time of
their last interview were effectively censored (see discussion in the next
section). Other first marriages are effectively censored by the death of
one of the partners, since we cannot determine how long the marriage
would have survived had it stayed intact. We caution the reader that
since we wanted to have a cleanly defined dependent variable (duration
of first marriage until the first separation or death), care must be taken
in extrapolating the results to a discussion of marital stability in general,
which includes transitions in and out of separation and even remarriages
with the original spouse. The Cox model, discussed below, provides an
appropriate method of estimation for data that contain both completed
and censored duration times.

Our primary focus was the impact of military service on marital
duration, and we were able to determine from the NSFH three important
pieces of information relevant to military service: the beginning date of
service, the ending date, and whether or not the respondent was in
combat. Unfortunately, we do not know where the respondent served,
only the time period. Therefore we infer service in WWII, Korea, and
Vietnam from the dates of service.” A veteran who reports a time of
service that overlaps at all with the time period of the particular war is
designated as serving in that war. Although the beginning and ending
dates of each conflict are more complicated than they appear at first
glance, we used the following time periods to designate each war:

WWII: 7 December 1941 — 2 September 1945
Korea: 27 June 1950 — 27 July 1953
Vietnam: 7 August 1964 — 27 January 1973

Furthermore, in some of the analysis to follow, we follow the lead
of Laufer and Gallops and Frey-Wouters and Laufer, and differentiate
Vietnam service by whether it occurred before or after 1968.%
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In estimating models of marital duration, controlling for age at
marriage and marriage cohort is a critical empirical issue. Because the
period of analysis spans most of the twentieth century, time of marriage
proxies for several key social changes that may have led to large
increases in the divorce rate at all age levels could. We also controlled
for the socioeconomic and demographic variables that describe the
veteran’s status at the time of marriage. These include race (black, non-
Hispanic whites, Hispanics, and other), religion during childhood (Catho-
lic, non-Catholic, and *“no religion™), as well as whether the respondent
changed religious affiliation at marriage, and educational attainment
(measured as the deviation from the cohort-specific average).”® We also
included the educational attainment of the veteran’s father and mother
as well as an index of socioeconomic status constructed by the NSFH
investigators that is based on the occupation of the veteran’s father.’® In
addition, we were also able to include a limited set of variables for the
veteran's first spouse, including age at marriage, education level,
whether or not his wife had had a previous marriage, and whether she
had a child prior to marriage. We are also able to identify whether the
wife changed religions at the time of marriage.

These demographic variables are a fairly good match to the known
predictors of separation and divorce in other empirical studies. The
empirical literature has identified both micro-level and macro-level
variables associated with marital dissolution.’” On the macro level, the
legal shift from fault to no-fault divorce, economic cycles, lessening
dependence on the family institution, sex ratios, changing gender roles,
lower levels of social integration, and changing cultural norms are all
contributors, to some extent, to changes in divorce rates. Among micro-
level variables, several demographic and life course factors have been
shown to influence marital stability. Second marriages or marriages
where stepchildren are present are more likely to run into problems than
first marriages. Parental divorce increases the probability that the
children of these broken unions will eventually divorce. Cohabitation
before marriage, premarital pregnancy, and the bearing of children prior
to marriage all lead to a higher risk of divorce. However, bearing children
within a marriage can be a stabilizing influence, at least with the first child.
Age is also a consideration. The younger partners are at marriage, the
greater the likelihood that they will divorce. Race is another factor in
marital stability; several researchers point to the consistently higher
divorce rates among blacks than whites, although no definitive explana-
tion for the disparity has been presented. Finally, it has been well-
demonstrated that as people age they are less likely to divorce.
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A central concern in using retrospective data in a prospective
fashion is that people are systematically missing from the data set due
to death or institutionalization. If mortality is significantly related to
wartime service, then the data contain a bias that cannot easily be
overcome.” Although we are sensitive to this concern, we fail to see a
viable alternative for estimating the differential consequences of differ-
ent wars than to proceed with the retrospective data that is available. In
1987 the WWII veterans were young enough that the large majority were
still alive, and in 1993 the Vietnam veterans were old enough that they
had had sufficient time since the war to develop a marital history that
reasonably can be included in the analysis.

Notwithstanding these concerns, we think that the NSFH has great
strengths for addressing the questions posed in this analysis. The sample is
randomly drawn, representative of the noninstitutional U.S. population,
very large (compared to most used in the existing literature), and covers the
adult population at a point in time that allows reasonable comparisons
across the different military conflicts. In attempting to be forthright about
problems with the NSFH data, we have not, perhaps, sufficiently focused
on the weaknesses of data sets used by other researchers to analyze similar
questions. These include small, nonrepresentative samples, often con-
strained to narrow time intervals. Furthermore, existing studies focus either
on WWII vets or Vietnam vets (but not both), and no one, to our knowledge,
has concentrated their efforts on the forgotten veterans of Korea.

Methods

A key feature of marriage is that the probability of marital dissolu-
tion changes over the course of the marriage. Standard regression
models such as ordinary least squares or logistic regression have
difficulty in appropriately accounting for this “duration dependence.”
Duration analysis (sometimes referred to as survival analysis or hazard
analysis) is the tool of choice for understanding the impact of covariates on
the odds of marital dissolution. The following sections briefly outline the
essential features of the Cox Proportional Hazard Model, which is the
most frequently employed technique for estimating duration models.*

The heart of a duration model is the “hazard function.” The hazard
of marital dissolution at time ¢ is the probability of failing at  given that
the marriage has survived until that time. If we define the hazard
function as A(1), the Cox model assumes that A(1) is given by h(t) =
hn(t)e.\”a’ where X is a vector of k covariates, B a vector of k coefficients

(thus, .., =bx +bx, +...+ bx), and &, is the “baseline hazard.” The
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role of covariates is to shift the baseline hazard function according to the
estimated coefficients. These can be converted easily into hazard ratios,
which are reported here. A hazard ratio of 1.3, for instance, means that
a unit change in the covariate results in a 30 percent increase in the
conditional probability of dissolution. The baseline hazard function can
take any form and need not be estimated, as opposed to parametric
hazard functions that assume a particular functional form.

As described earlier, the duration times in this analysis are often
“censored,” which means that the statistician is able to tell only that the
marriage survived up until the point of censoring, but knows nothing after
that point. Marriages in our data are censored because the marriages were
still intact at the time of the latest available interview (either Wave I or II).
Furthermore, couples in the analysis face, in the Cox terminology, “compet-
ing risks”—the risk of dissolution, of death, and (from our perspective), of
not appearing in the Wave II data. Under the standard assumption that
these competing risks are independent, the hazard for each can be esti-
mated separately. Incorporation of failures of other types is equivalent to a
single-risk model with right-censoring of the data. In practice, this is
accomplished by treating missing observations of the data as censored
at the point where the observation drops out of the analysis (either
through death or through failure to appear at the follow-up interview).
The Cox framework allows us to incorporate the information we do have
(for instance, that the marriage survived at least until the time of the Wave
I interview) while not imposing any assumptions on what happens to the
marriage (or what would happen) after the point of censoring.

In sum, the Cox model allows a simple and natural way to incorpo-
rate both duration dependence and a loss of observations due to death or
failure to locate the respondents. Discrete dependent variable models
such as logit or probit (which would model the probability that a marital
dissolution occurred within a fixed time period), on the other hand,
typically necessitate the deletion of observations that do not last until the
end of the survey period. Selection on completion of the survey period
can introduce significant bias. Perhaps more importantly, logit or probit
techniques cannot easily accommodate duration dependence. These
important problems are avoided in the Cox framework.

Results

Before proceeding to the results of the duration analysis, it is
illustrative to see how the experience of veterans and nonveterans varies
across marriage cohorts. These results are given in Table 1 below, where
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time categories are divided to correspond roughly with the WWII,
Korean, and Vietnam periods and the periods between the wars. Al-
though these statistics do not account for other variables, such as age at
marriage, they begin to tell a story about the relationship between
military service and marital stability over the past several decades.

From Table 1 we can draw three quick lessons to be further
developed. First, marital dissolution increased rapidly starting in the
middle part of the century. Of course this is well-known, but it is worth
keeping in mind that all the results estimated here need to be interpreted
in light of overall trends in marriage stability. Second, WWII veterans
seem had to face no adverse effects from service. Indeed, those who
were married following the war a significantly lower rate of dissolution
than those who did not serve. Third, veterans who married in the periods
following the Korean and Vietnam wars had significantly higher disso-
lution rates than their nonveteran counterparts (though it should be
noted that a portion of those married during the war were actually
veterans of that war, especially during Vietnam, where the length of
time in service was short relative to the length of the war).

The final point needs particular emphasis, which is the difference
between the 1946-1953 and the 1954-1959 periods. The 10-year disso-
lution rate for nonveterans increased only slightly, from 11.6 percent to
12.9 percent, but the rate for veterans almost doubled, increasing from
only 8.7 percent to 18.7 percent, with the primary difference that most
of the marriages in the first group were WWII veterans, whereas those
in the second period were primarily Korean war veterans. We see a
similar jump in the post-Vietnam cohort of marriages, from 24.2 percent
to 32.4 percent for nonveterans, as opposed to 21.4 percent to 41.6
percent for veterans. Although post-Vietnam differences are larger in
absolute terms than the post-Korean War jump, they are smaller in

Table 1

Trends in Marriage Dissolution Rates:
Veterans and Nonveterans

10-year dissolution rates

Year of % Ratio:
Marriage N Veterans All Veterans Nonvets Vets/
Nonvets
1935-1945 402 47.1% 11.5% 11.5% 11.4% 1.01
1946-1953 411 70.6% 9.6% 8.7% 11.6% 0.76
1954-1959 314 64.4% 16.6% 18.7% 12.9% 1.45
1960-1973 1023  49.1% 228% 21.4% 24.2% 0.88

1974-1980 749 24.6% 348% 41.6% 32.4% 1.28
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relative terms, since the overall divorce rate increased substantially over
this period (note the ratios in the last column of Table 1). These results
dramatically illustrate that a fundamental shift occurred between WWII
and the Korean war in the association of military service with marital
stability (these results are even more striking in light of the sharp
increase in divorce immediately following WWII).

The estimates of the hazard model described in the previous section
give a much more detailed view of the impact of military service,
including combat, on the survival of the first marriages of men in this
sample. Results are found in Table 2. The results are represented as
conventional hazard ratios, and all estimates are performed with STATA
7.0 using robust (heteroskedasticity-consistent) standard errors. Sam-
pling weights supplied by NSFH are also incorporated.*

The demographic variables in Table 2 are largely consistent with our
expectations. The first block of coefficients reveal that time of marriage
is the dominant indicator of dissolution risk. Compared to the marriages
performed before 1930, the hazard ratio rises sharply and consistently
across time, reaching a peak in the late 1970s. Age at marriage also
follows the expected pattern, with the hazard of dissolution decreasing
with age (the reference category is 20-24). Education lowers the hazard,
but, surprisingly, only slightly. Relative to whites, blacks and other
races have a higher hazard of dissolution, while Hispanics have a lower
risk. Veterans raised as Catholics actually have a slightly higher hazard rate
(although it is not statistically significant), but those without religious
affiliation experienced a 46 percent higher hazard rate. Interestingly,
those who changed religions at marriage had a lower hazard of dissolu-
tion. Finally, the veteran’s father’s socioeconomic status had no significant
impact on his dissolution risk, and the hazard of marriage increased
marginally with the education level of the respondent’s parents.

Characteristics of the recruit’s spouse also significantly affect
marital dissolution. Marriage in the teen years, previous marriages, and
having a child at the time of marriage significantly increased the hazard
ratio. Education lowers the hazard rate, but only slightly, and changing
religion at the time of marriage (likely to match with that of the veteran)
is significantly associated with a lower rate.

Turning to the military variables, we find two important character-
istics of service. The first was mentioned earlier: a dramatic shift
occurred between WWII and Korea in the impact of service on marital
dissolution. After controlling for other variables, the Korean war veter-
ans had a 26 percent higher hazard of dissolution than did nonveterans
(though this is not statistically significant). However, the difference
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between the impacts of WWII and Korea are large and statistically
significant, with Korean veterans having more than twice the dissolution
rate of the WWII veterans (1.257/.589 = 2.134). The Korean war veterans
were also worse off than those from Vietnam, especially those serving in
the pre-1968 era. As posited earlier, there is a relatively sharp difference
between the early years of the Vietnam War and the latter part.

It should also be emphasized that the marginal effect of service in
WWII appears to be beneficial for marital duration. WWII service
lowers the hazard of dissolution by 41 percent, although this effect
disappears if the veteran saw combat or if the marriage occurred during
his military service. It remains an open question whether the beneficial
effects are real, in that serving in the war strengthened the marriages of
the veterans, or simply reflect differences between the veterans and
nonveterans along dimensions not captured in our data. A similar
beneficial effect is found for the veterans of the early Vietnam War,
though the magnitude is only marginally statistically significant. The
differences between the soldiers’ experiences in the early war years and
those coming in 1968 and later deserve further exploration.

Differences across the wars are intriguing, but they are not statisti-
cally robust. The second important finding, however, is robust, which is
that combat has a large and statistically significant impact on the
veteran’s marriage duration, with combat increasing the hazard rate by
62 percent. In other analyses (not shown here), we have found that
combat veterans have higher hazard rates than noncombat veterans for
each war. However, the sample size is not sufficient to allow us to
estimate reliable differences in combat effects across the wars.

Finally, the results in Table 2 also provide only modest evidence that
marrying before or during military service increases the probability of
marital dissolution. The only case where a significant impact is found is
in WWII (hazard ratio = 1.873). This refutes the highly nonintuitive
result of Pavalko and Elder, who claim that hasty marriages actually
lower the odds of dissolution.”! Similar effects are not found in other
periods, and the differences are not statistically significant (because the
number of marriages occurring before or during wartime is small, these
effects cannot be estimated with a high degree of precision, a fact
indicated by the very low ¢-statistics).

Discussion

How do the four hypotheses mentioned earlier stack up against the
results of the previous section? First, we find convincing evidence that
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combat has a significant negative effect across the wars. Second, the
separation hypothesis is not supported, since veterans who were married
before the war were no more likely to have their marriages fail than
veterans who married after it. But given that we do not actually know
from the data which couples were separated by military service and for
how long, our negative finding here must be considered tentative. Third,
the hasty marriage effect is powerful and clearly evident for WWII, but
not for later wars. And finally, the differences we find across wars for
both combatants and noncombatants suggest the importance of the
social interaction hypothesis.

The central empirical finding of this study is that, after controlling
for an extensive set of sociodemographic controls, combat significantly
raises the probability of marital dissolution. Although this result seems
unremarkable, it must be interpreted in light of the sharp conflict in the
established literature on this question. Of course we still know little
about why combat is detrimental, but the fact that the effect is empiri-
cally robust suggests that it is the nature of military service that matters,
not necessarily its length. Clearly further work needs to be done to
uncover the causal mechanisms.

Some of the most intriguing—yet hard to interpret—findings con-
cern the variance in the effects of military service across the different
wars. In particular, the sharp difference between WWII and the Korean
War is very surprising, especially since these two wars are so often
linked in people’s minds. Holding combat and other variables constant,
the Korean war veterans have marriages that dissolve at more than twice
the rate of WWII veterans’ marriages. We suggest that the social
interaction hypothesis may play a role in explaining this finding,
although it could play out in a number of ways. Perhaps Korean War
veterans suffered much higher rates of dissolution because many of then
experienced crucial midlife changes at the same time society was also
experiencing rapid upheaval.” This could have diminished the ability
of combat veterans to cope with their combat experiences, and thus to
be more susceptible to marital woes. This explanation is supported by
research suggesting that the negative psychological symptoms of com-
bat that we assume influence marital health can actually worsen with
time, present for the first time due to significant life changes, or recur if
“hard times...become more pronounced.”®

Alternatively, the differential rates of dissolution between WWII
and Korea might have been caused by the distinct nature of identity
formation for veterans. Korean War veterans had to compare themselves
to their very recent successful counterparts in the “great war™ against
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Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, and may have felt a comparative
sense of inferiority and failure that was only exacerbated by the different
homecomings the two groups experienced. One might argue that this
contributed to greater risk of “social stress reactions (i.e., feelings of
isolation, alienation)” that could lead to less stable marriages.*
Finally, some might argue that our results on Korea are simply an
artifact of the data or the statistical methods. In our probing on this topic,
the difference between WWII and Korea remains robust under all
alternative specifications we have tried. Also, it is likely not the case that
our Korean results are driven by a very small sample of Korean veterans.
The sample consists of 217 veterans from Korea, 442 from WWIIL, and 471
from Vietnam (with some veterans in each category serving in more than
one war). Furthermore, when we examine those marriages that occurred
following the Korean War, those veterans were older, better educated, and
more likely to be white than nonveterans. These characteristics should
make this group /ess prone to divorce, so it is unlikely that the Korea effect
is due to demographic differences between veterans and nonveterans.
Almost as striking as the difference between the Korean War and
Vietnam Wars is the non-impact of service in Vietnam, since Vietnam
is surely the war that most people would assume had the most damaging
effects on the lives of military veterans. We find, however, that Vietnam
veterans serving during 1968 and later are no different than their
nonveteran counterparts, and the pre-1968 veterans are notably better
off than nonveterans (although only at the 10 percent significance level)
in the hazard of marital dissolution. The cultural tale that Vietnam
veterans came home a messed-up lot, unable to form successful mar-
riages, simply is not supported by the data. Of course, those who were
in combat have an increased hazard of marital dissolution, but the
noncombatants were no worse off as a group than their peers who never
served in the military. We suggest that case studies of Vietnam veterans,
which are legion, need to account for the fact that a// marriages of that
generation were facing a much greater risk of dissolution than existed
previously, which implies a need for carefully selected control groups.

Implications and Future Directions

Our findings have a number of implications for current public
policy. First, given the large number of veterans in the United States,
public officials need to understand the challenges posed by military
service on the marital stability of our troops. In particular, we suggest
that the military should make greater efforts to cushion soldiers as they
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re-enter society and marriages following combat. Our research is also
potentially relevant to ideas currently circulating in the military commu-
nity, specifically the Marine Corps, as to whether or not to admit married
new recruits (though we want to be clear that we are not endorsing either
side of the debate).** Second, the military needs to care what its impact
on society is, because it will affect public support for the defense
establishment. The lifestyle difficulties shown in this article may also
affect the recruitment and retention of soldiers as the true costs of
service affect public perceptions of the desirability of military life.*
These social costs of war may also dampen public enthusiasm for
military intervention abroad. Third, our study affirms the idea that
decisions to initiate war and to raise large military forces must be made
in light of the effects of combat and military service on society.
Unfortunately, this part of the equation is often left unconsidered when
policymakers consider the costs and benefits of proposed actions.

By examining a large, random, national sample, we have also been
able to point future research in potentially fruitful directions. Combat
stress is, indeed, detrimental to marital success, which implies that
understanding the nature of military service is very important to under-
standing the impact of service on marriages and families, probably more
than the length of service or the length of separation from one’s spouse.
Our indicator of combat was relatively crude, so the fact that it yields
strong effects is that much more surprising. Studies that account for the
type, length, and intensity of combat should find, we expect, even more
profound effects.

Given the relative simplicity of our empirical approach, we certainly
cannot extract a detailed social history of twentieth century America
from a few hazard ratios. But it seems clear to us that a sea change, of
sorts, occurred between WWII and Korea. Those men that went off to
serve in Korea had a (statistically) significantly harder time keeping
their marriages together than did the men who went just a few years
earlier to fight in WWII. Was this something unique about the Korean
experience, which was a particularly brutal war fought in harsh condi-
tions? Was it because of the unpopularity of the Korean conflict at home
that prevented Korean vets from getting the social support that they
needed to deal with their experiences? Or was it because they were
particularly hard-hit by the social upheavals of the 1960s, given that
they were about 7-10 years younger than the WWII generation, who
were well into middle-age by the time divorce rates started to skyrocket.
We do not have answers to these questions, but paying more attention
to the “forgotten war” may teach us more about both the impact of
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military service on family welfare, and also about the important social
changes that this bridge generation faced.

Finally, marital dissolution is only one crude indicator of social cost.
For instance, even if marriages do not dissolve, long-term separation is
surely an undesirable consequence of military service, if for no other
reason than married couples typically enjoy being together. Further-
more, separation from children certainly imposes significant emotional
costs on both children and parents. The loss of time together should be
valued in any social cost accounting.

Other related questions are also of interest. What is the quality of
life within the veterans’ marriages? What is the relationship between
combat experience and domestic violence and does this contribute to the
odds of dissolution? How are the children of veterans affected? Do those
veterans who bring home emotional battle scars transfer this heartache
to their children, possibly influencing their ability to form successful
unions? Hopefully, scholars will consider these and other important
questions in attempting to gauge the true cost of warfare.
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