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INTRODUCTION

• Individual employment and marital history are both important 
determinants of wealth but there are significant gender, 
education, and cohort differentials in these patterns (e.g., 
Wilmoth and Koso, 2002; Zargosky, 2005; Ulker, 2009; Vespan
and Painter, 2011; Zissimopoulus, Karney, and Rauer, 2015; 
others).

• Current marital status and marital history may differently 
shape employment behavior at later ages. 

• In a life-cycle perspective, the age at which a woman 
experiences a divorce might matter because it may affect

• The probability of re-marriage.
• Investment in human and financial capital.



INTRODUCTION

Increased divorce risk might also impact the work decisions 
of married women through changes in household 
bargaining power and economic incentives: 

• Self insurance motives (Greene and Quester, 1982; 
Johnson and Skinner, 1986).  Greater divorce risk implies: 
• A higher probability of being in a low consumption state (i.e. 

becoming a divorced mother with children).

• A greater incentive to increase earning potential (through labor 
market experience, education, and/or occupational choice). 

• Desire to accumulate financial capital.

• Desire to accumulate of marriage-specific capital 
(Stevenson, 2007).



WHAT WE DID SO FAR

• Used SIPP 1985-2008 Panels to study the relationships 
between current marital status, past marital history, 
and current employment and retirement outcomes 
of women aged 50-74 at interview. 
• Cohorts included women born in 1920s to 1950s. 
• Most observations for 1930-1949 birth cohorts.

• Empirical strategy: exploit the state and time 
variation in unilateral divorce laws to provide a 
causal interpretation of the effect of divorce timing 
on women’s employment later in the life-cycle. 



MAIN FINDINGS

• For ever married women aged 50-74, having ever divorced a 
spouse is associated with:
• Increased employment.
• Increased likelihood of collecting social security.
• Decreased likelihood of having ever retired from a job.

• Both current marital status and past divorce history matter

• Among ever-divorced women aged 50-74, women who divorce 
at later ages are:
• Less likely to be currently married.
• More likely to be employed.
• Less likely to collect social security.
• Less likely to classify themselves as having ever retired from a job.

• Evidence that increase in age at divorce (among ever-
divorced) causes increase in employment.
• Based on instrumental variables regression, using age when unilateral divorce 

was introduced as instrument for age at divorce.



LITERATURE REVIEW

• Changes in divorce laws during the 1960s and 1970s had 
(short run) effects on divorce rates (Friedberg, 1998; 
Gruber, 2004; Wolfers, 2006).
• Consent to unilateral divorce.
• Property division regimes (title based to equitable distribution vs. 

community property; will not discuss today).

• Past work has used cross-state differences in the timing of 
divorce laws to identify a plausibly causal effect of 
divorce risk on:
• Women’s labor supply (Peters, 1986; Gray, 1998; Stevenson, 

2008). 
• Marriage-specific capital (Stevenson, 2007). 
• Intertemporal household savings decisions (Voena, 2015).



LITERATURE REVIEW

• Changes in exposure to divorce risk across cohorts is also 
potentially important (Fernandez and Wong, 2014).
• Examine effects on female LFP (for both married and divorced 

women) and household savings.
• Two cohorts: 1935 and 1955.
• Examine outcomes up to age 59.
• Dynamic quantitative approach: life-cycle framework.

• Our contribution:
• Document the importance of current marital status, marital 

history, and age at divorce for work/retirement outcomes. 
• Use changing divorce laws as a source of plausibly exogenous 

variation to quantify the effects of divorce timing and divorce 
risk on women’s work and retirement later in the life cycle. 



DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS



DATA

• Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), 1985-
1988, 1990-1993, 1996, 2001, 2004, and 2008 Panels.

• Collated current employment and marital status, and 
other demographic/background variables, from the core 
files of every panel and wave. 

• Retrospective information in the topical modules used to 
construct:
• Marital history
• Education history
• Employment history
• Fertility history
• Assets and retirement funds.

• Current analysis: only exploits marital history data. 



CHANGES IN INCIDENCE OF DIVORCE 
ACROSS COHORTS, BY AGE GROUP
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CHANGES IN INCIDENCE OF DIVORCE: 
PROFILES BY COHORT
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AGE AT DIVORCE AND CURRENT MARITAL 
STATUS
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MARITAL STATUS AND LATER-LIFE OUTCOMES: 
ALL WOMEN



MARITAL STATUS AND LATER-LIFE OUTCOMES #2: 
ALL WOMEN



MARITAL STATUS AND LATER-LIFE OUTCOMES: 
WOMEN WITH HIGH SCHOOL EDUCATION OR LESS



MARITAL STATUS AND LATER-LIFE OUTCOMES: 
WOMEN WITH SOME COLLEGE OR MORE EDUCATION



DIVORCE TIMING AND LATER-LIFE OUTCOMES: 
ALL EVER-DIVORCED WOMEN



DIVORCE TIMING AND LATER-LIFE OUTCOMES #2: 
ALL EVER-DIVORCED WOMEN



DIVORCE TIMING AND LATER-LIFE OUTCOMES: 
EVER-DIVORCED WOMEN WITH HIGH SCHOOL 

EDUCATION OR LESS



DIVORCE TIMING AND LATER-LIFE OUTCOMES: 
EVER-DIVORCED WOMEN WITH SOME COLLEGE 

EDUCATION OR MORE



IMPACT OF CHANGING 
DIVORCE LEGISLATION



EXPOSURE TO UNILATERAL DIVORCE 
OVER THE LIFE-CYCLE



EXPOSURE TO UNILATERAL DIVORCE 
OVER THE LIFE-CYCLE BY COHORT
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EXPOSURE TO UNILATERAL DIVORCE 
OVER THE LIFE-CYCLE BY COHORT
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EFFECT OF AGE WHEN UNILATERAL DIVORCE BECAME 
AVAILABLE ON EVER-DIVORCE



AGE AT DIVORCE AND AGE 
UNILATERAL DIVORCE PASSED



EFFECT OF AGE WHEN UNILATERAL DIVORCE BECAME 
AVAILABLE ON AGE AT DIVORCE 

EVER-DIVORCED WOMEN



EFFECT OF AGE WHEN UNILATERAL DIVORCE BECAME 
AVAILABLE ON LATER-LIFE OUTCOMES



AGE AT DIVORCE AND LATER-LIFE OUTCOMES 



INSTRUMENTAL VARIABLES REGRESSIONS: 
THE IMPACT OF AGE AT DIVORCE ON LATER-LIFE 

OUTCOMES 



SUMMARIZING …

• We find that later exposure to unilateral divorce is 
associated with later age at divorce.

• For never-divorced women, we find that age when 
unilateral divorce was passed is associated with an 
increased likelihood of collecting social security and 
decreased likelihood of having ever retired from a job.
• Mechanism unclear. Plan to explore employment history. 

• For ever-divorced women, we find a causal effect of age 
at divorce on employment at age 50+.
• We are capturing the effect of staying in marriage one more year 

given that the marriage will dissolve. 
• Perhaps this captures some of the self-insurance motive? 
• Perhaps employment history can help understanding 

mechanism? 



(MUCH) MORE TO DO…

• Explore several mechanisms for the link between divorce 
and employment later in the life cycle such as:
• Accumulation of human capital (via career/work choices or 

education).
• Use employment history to get proxy for work attachment at time of 

marriage.
• Use education history to see if individuals go back to school. 

• Accumulation of financial capital (via pension funds or other 
investments). 

• Presence/age of children at time of divorce. 

• Other outcomes:
• Information on assets and pensions around retirement age.

• Potentially: explore changing property division legislation, 
as well as unilateral divorce.


