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Abstract This paper investigates the change in women’s

earnings following marital dissolution from a longitudinal

approach. Using unique data that matches the Survey of

Income and Program Participation (SIPP) with Social

Security longitudinal earnings records, we examine marital

dissolution events occurring between 1985 and 2003.

Results show significant increases in women’s labor market

involvement and earnings following marital dissolutions

over the past two decades. We find greater labor force

involvement prior to the dissolution event among more

recent divorcees; however, among those already in the

labor force, the pattern of change in earnings associated

with divorce has changed little over the examined period.

Human capital and family characteristics were associated

with the change in earnings after marital dissolution.

Keywords Divorce � Earnings � Family status change �
Administrative earnings data � Women

Background

Change in family status and its impact on women is an

important research and policy area. Among the most influ-

ential changes in family status is divorce. While divorce rates

in the United States have gradually decreased from their peak

in the late 1970s and early 1980s, a sizeable share of the

population continues to experience divorce (Stevenson and

Wolfers 2007). If current trends continue, approximately

one-half of first marriages will end in divorce or separation

(Raley and Bumpass 2003; Schoen and Standish 2001).

Recent declines in remarriage may imply an increase in the

share of the population who remain divorced (Isen and

Stevenson 2010; Tamborini and Whitman 2007).

Understanding the economic consequences of divorce

for women has been a substantive interest for an extensive

multidisciplinary literature over the past 30 years (Amato

2000; Dew 2009; Duncan and Hoffman 1985; Hanson et al.

1998; Johnson and Skinner 1986; Smock 1993; Smock

et al. 1999). While past research has been characterized by

a diverse range of methodological approaches, data sour-

ces, and outcome measures, the majority of evidence has

revealed a greater decline in economic well-being after

divorce among women than men, in large part due to the

loss of the husband’s labor income (Hoffman and Duncan

1988; Holden and Smock 1991; McKeever and Wolfinger

2001; Smock 1994). Explanations of the disproportionate

financial costs borne by women after a divorce have tended

to highlight lower labor force participation and human

capital investments, as well as greater childrearing

responsibilities (Bradbury and Katz 2002; Morgan et al.

1992; Smock 1993).

This study examines the change in women’s earnings in

the years immediately following the dissolution of a mar-

riage ending in divorce. We analyzed this change from a
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longitudinal approach using a unique, restricted-use dataset

that matches Wave 2 of the 1996 and 2004 Survey of

Income and Program Participation (SIPP) panels with

Social Security Administration (SSA) longitudinal earnings

records. The SIPP data provide rich retrospective marital

history information, from which we selected a large sample

of women who separated and divorced between 1985 and

2003. The linked administrative data provide the annual

earnings of these women before and after the reported

marital dissolution.

Developing a better understanding of women’s earnings

following marital dissolutions over almost a twenty-year

period is of considerable interest on several fronts. Rep-

resenting the largest component of divorced women’s

resources, earnings play a pivotal role in post-dissolution

financial well-being. The economic status of divorced

women is of concern given their relatively high poverty

rates. For example, in 2008, almost 22% of divorced or

separated women aged 16 or older lived below the poverty

line, a markedly greater proportion than men and married

families (U.S. Census Bureau 2009).

Women’s earnings after a divorce can also have impli-

cations for their long-run financial well-being. A major

source of retirement income for single elderly U.S. women

is Social Security, which is determined, in large part, by a

person’s lifetime earnings (Haider et al. 2003; Holden and

Fontes 2009; Spratlin and Holden 2000). Recent evidence

has indicated a decline in the proportion of U.S. divorced

women with a 10-year marriage (Tamborini et al. 2009);

the length of time a marriage must last for a person to be

eligible for Social Security divorced spouse or survivor

benefits. As a result, divorced women’s own lifetime

earnings will be of increasing consequence for the level of

their Social Security benefits. Finally, since the bulk of

existing literature on this subject appeared in the 1980s and

1990s, up-to-date estimates on the pattern of earnings

change among women after marital dissolution are needed.

Our empirical investigation addressed three primary

research questions. First, to what extent do women’s

earnings change after marital dissolution? Insofar as

women experience a reduction in financial well-being

when their marriage dissolves, they face financial incen-

tives to increase their labor income, either by entering the

labor market, working longer hours, or finding higher paid

employment. For some women, increasing earnings after a

divorce reflects a central strategy to avoid poverty (Bane

and Ellwood 1986); for others, it offsets reductions in

family income (Gadalla 2009; Weitzman 1985).

Yet, what actually happens to women’s earnings after a

marital dissolution has remained curiously understudied.

One strand of research has examined women’s labor supply

around marital dissolution, but primarily in terms of the

determinants of divorce (Burstein 2007; Weagley et al.

2007), rather than the consequences of it. A limited amount

of empirical work has focused on the association between

the change in female labor supply (hours worked) and

marital dissolution, often showing a positive relationship

(Gray 1998; Johnson and Skinner 1988; Johnson and

Skinner 1986).

Second, has the change in women’s earnings associated

with marital dissolution changed over time? Several studies

have examined whether the financial costs of marital dis-

ruption for women have changed over recent decades, with

mixed conclusions (McKeever and Wolfinger 2001; Smock

1993). However, no research to date has focused on whe-

ther the pattern of change in women’s earnings associated

with divorce has shifted over recent decades. Changes in

women’s education, work, and family lives over the

examined period (1985-2003) lead us to speculate that

women’s earnings adjustments following a marital disso-

lution have lessened for more recent divorces. For exam-

ple, between 1980, 1990, and 2005, the share of women

aged 25 and over with a college degree rose from 12.8% to

18.4% to 26.5% (U.S. Census Bureau 2008a, Table 222).

Female labor force participation also has risen, particularly

for married women with children, rising from 45% in 1975,

to 66% in 1990, and to 71% in 2000 (Blau and Kahn 2007;

U.S. Census Bureau 2008a, Table 579). Marriage patterns

have changed. The duration of marriages ending in divorce

have declined among recent cohorts (Tamborini et al.

2009), and trends show increasing prevalence of delayed or

forgone marriage (Goldstein and Kenney 2001; Tamborini

2007), which may imply a change in the selectivity of

marriage.

Third, how do individual and family characteristics

relate to the change in women’s earnings after marital

dissolution? Studies on this point have been limited partly

because cross-sectional data do not contain information on

women’s characteristics at the time of marital dissolution.

While panel data may provide this information, they often

do not offer a large enough sample of divorced women to

conduct meaningful analysis across a large range of vari-

ables (e.g., Gadalla 2009). Even so, given the strong links

between women’s educational attainment and labor market

prospects (Blau and Kahn 2007), it follows that women

with higher educational attainment may find it less difficult

to increase their earnings (or maintain relatively high

earnings) subsequent to a marital dissolution. In terms of

family, evidence has suggested that divorced women who

quickly remarry may fare better economically than those

who do not (Dewilde and Uunk 2008; Duncan and Hoffman

1985; Zissimopoulos 2009), and as a result, may face

reduced financial incentives to increase their own earnings

(Gerner et al. 1990).

The presence and age of children also may be salient.

Some evidence has suggested that mothers of young
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children experience significant declines in financial well-

being after divorce (Hanson et al. 1998). Even when child

support is provided from the non-custodial parent, it sel-

dom replaces the ex-spouse’s earnings. In addition, because

children increase a household’s economic needs (Holden

and Smock 1991), divorced mothers likely face strong

financial incentives to increase their labor income. At the

same time, children reduce women’s labor supply during

marriage (Bianchi 2000; Gangl and Ziefle 2009), thus, the

earnings prospects of mothers may be diminished follow-

ing a marital dissolution. Because children often live with

their mothers after a divorce (Kreider 2008, Table 9),

childrearing may continue to put downward pressure on

women’s labor market activity after the marriage dissolves.

For example, some women may work fewer hours due to

the scarcity of childcare (Morgan et al. 1992).

Method

Data

Data were drawn from Wave 2 of the 1996 and 2004 SIPP

panels matched to SSA’s longitudinal earnings records.

The SIPP is a nationally representative household panel

survey of the civilian non-institutionalized U.S. population

administered by the Census Bureau. Interviews (also

referred to as waves) were conducted every 4 months for

28–36 months with a sample size ranging from approxi-

mately 14,000–46,500 households, depending on the panel.

The survey can be used as a longitudinal or cross-sectional

data source.

Wave 2 of the SIPP panels contain the marital history

topical module, which provided complete retrospective

marital histories for every person in the household aged

15 years or older, including the year a respondent married,

separated, or divorced for up to three marriages. Unlike the

1996 panel, the 2004 Public-Use marital history file sup-

pressed marital transition dates; as a result, we used a

Restricted-Use version containing such information. The

Wave 2 interview also contains the fertility and educational

history modules, which were utilized to identify the pres-

ence and age of children and the education level of women

at the time of their marital dissolution.

With the assistance of the U.S. Census Bureau, SSA’s

longitudinal earnings records (1984–2005) were matched

to the aforementioned SIPP panels (see McNabb et al. 2009

for detail about the matching process). The current study

used SSA’s Detailed Earnings Records (DER) file, which

holds employer-reported tax earnings data for the U.S.

population sent to the Internal Revenue Service (IRS).

Annual earnings used in this study reflected all wages,

salaries, bonuses, and any self-employment income, as

reported on the W-2 form and the 1040 U.S. Individual

Income Tax Return, including the Schedule SE for self-

employment. Olsen and Hudson (2009) provide detailed

information on SSA’s earnings files.

There were several advantages in using the SIPP-SSA

data over SIPP panel data alone. Most importantly, the

matched administrative earnings made it possible to com-

pare the annual earnings of the same individual in the SIPP

before and after the reported year of marital dissolution.

This allowed us to examine a larger number of marital

dissolutions, and for a longer time span, than using a SIPP

panel prospectively. The SIPP panel alone, for example,

would have limited analysis to only those marital dissolu-

tions that took place during the 32–48 months of the panel,

resulting in a much smaller sample of divorced women,

with less variation in age, cohort, and period. The SIPP-

SSA data were also subject to considerably less sample

attrition than a SIPP panel. Between Wave 1 and Wave 2

interviews, attrition in the SIPP was relatively low: 8.4%

for the 1996 SIPP and 7.5% for 2004 SIPP. However,

considerable attrition occurred after the early waves,

reaching 35–40% toward the final wave depending on the

panel. Finally, because the matched administrative earn-

ings reflect respondents’ own tax records, they contained

less measurement error than self-reported earnings (Pedace

and Bates 2000).

One drawback was that not all SIPP respondents were

matched to their administrative earnings. Some provided

inaccurate matching information and others opted out of

the matching program. Somewhat analogous to survey

nonresponse, there was the potential for a match selectivity

problem. However, the match rates for our final sample

were high; 86.4% for the 1996 SIPP and 83.3% for the

2004 SIPP. Moreover, sensitivity analysis showed strong

similarities between the matched-SIPP and SIPP samples in

terms of age, birth cohort, current marital status, educa-

tional level, and race/ethnicity. Most differences did not

exceed 1 percentage point. Czajka et al. (2008) analyzed

the potential match bias in several SIPP-SSA matched

samples and concluded that the bias is minimal. Another

limitation discussed further in the next section was that the

matched data did not contain information on women’s

labor hours or non-labor income, such as child support or

welfare payments.

Analytic Sample and Research Strategy

Our analysis was designed to identify the change in

women’s earnings after a marital dissolution event and how

this change may vary over time. We restricted the sample

to women in the matched SIPP-SSA dataset who separated

and divorced from their first or only marriage between

1985 and 2003. We did not consider divorce from
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remarriages, because they were likely to have different

characteristics than first marriages. Women who separated

or divorced prior to 1985 were excluded given limitations

in SSA’s DER earnings data prior to 1983.

While marital event dates are generally captured well in

retrospective histories (Lillard and Waite 1989), there is

potential for recall bias, especially the further back

respondents are asked to remember events. To address this

issue and better account for compositional changes in the

population, such as immigration, deaths, and the formation

of new households, we drew two independent samples

reflecting two divorce periods. The first period sample (P1)

used the 1996 SIPP panel to provide data on divorces

occurring between 1985 and 1995. The second period (P2)

used the 2004 SIPP panel to provide data on divorces

occurring between 1996 and 2003. To guard against the

confounding effect of schooling and retirement, we

restricted the samples to women who separated and

divorced between the ages of 25 and 50. The unweighted

sample sizes were 1,545 for the 1985–1995 period (1996

SIPP) and 1,023 for the 1996–2003 period (2004 SIPP).

These represent among the largest samples utilized to date

among studies examining marital dissolution and women’s

economic change using a longitudinal perspective.

To assess earnings change longitudinally, we used an

observation window of 4 years (see Fig. 1). We identified

the marital dissolution as the reported year of separation

(T) from a marriage ending in divorce. Using the year of

separation (from a marriage ending in divorce) instead of

divorce as the transition flag has been a common approach

in the literature because a marriage ends, for practical

purposes, when the couple separates, even though it legally

terminates with the divorce (Sweet and Bumpass 1987).

Once time T had been determined, we compared a

woman’s annual earnings in the calendar year before the

event (T - 1) to her annual earnings two calendar years

after the event (T ? 2). We selected the second calendar

year (T ? 2) rather than the first (T ? 1), because by

T ? 2 most of the women in our sample (92%) had not

only separated from their marriage, but had also divorced.

Sensitivity analysis examining time T ? 1 showed

qualitatively similar results. All earnings were adjusted to

2006 dollars using the CPI-W index.

Our analysis utilized both descriptive and multivariate

regression techniques. Because our regressions did not

intend to evaluate causal relationships, they should be

viewed as falling within a descriptive regression framework

(Ginther and Pollak 2004). While a more thorough causal

specification of the effect of divorce on women’s earnings is

needed, the current analysis helps advance the understanding

of the conditions that differentiate the pattern of change in

women’s earnings after a marital dissolution.

To better identify period differences, the descriptive

regressions pooled the two period samples. To control for the

possibility that an independent variable has a different effect

by period, we introduced interaction terms between the

divorce period, which also reflected the survey year, and all

of the independent variables. Interaction coefficients at the

0.10 significance level were kept in the final models, and

those at the 0.05 significance level were reported directly in

the Tables. The reported standard errors were adjusted for

SIPP’s complex survey design using STATA’s survey

(SVY) command (Kreuter and Valliant 2007). Sensitivity

analysis estimating separate-sample regressions (available

upon request) showed qualitatively similar results.

Four outcome variables were examined. The first out-

come, which required multinomial logistic regression,

captured four mutually exclusive categories of labor market

status change:

(1) Earner: Respondent has positive earnings at T - 1

and T ? 2;

(2) Non-Earner: Respondent has zero earnings at T - 1

and T ? 2;

(3) Labor market entry: Respondent has zero earnings at

T - 1, but has positive earnings at T ? 2;

(4) Labor market exit: Respondent has positive earnings

at T - 1, but zero earnings at T ? 2.

The second outcome was the proportional earnings

change, defined as a woman’s log annual real earnings at

T ? 2 minus her log annual real earnings at T - 1. A posi-

tive log change indicated the proportional increase in earn-

ings after the event, whereas a negative value indicated the

proportional reduction. A value of zero indicated no change.

We estimated an OLS model on this outcome and included

only women with non-trivial earnings (at least $1,000)

before and after marital dissolution so as not to conflate

earnings with labor force participation. We selected $1,000

as the cut off, rather than $1, as a strategy to exclude very low

earnings at T - 1 as evidence of labor force involvement.

Around 3% of women in each period sample had pre-dis-

solution earnings above $0 but below $1,000.

The third outcome indicated whether a woman’s earn-

ings were at least 30% higher after the dissolution using

Pre-dissolution earnings  Post-dissolution earnings 

T - 1

T
: Separation 

T + 2

Fig. 1 Timeframe for analysis of pre- and post-dissolution earnings
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binary logistic regression (1 = yes, 0 = otherwise). We

selected 30% as the threshold to identify earnings gains

that went beyond wage growth and incremental increases

associated with work experience.

The fourth outcome was the log annual earnings at time

T ? 2 of women who moved from trivial earnings (less

than $1,000) at T - 1 to non-trivial earnings at T ? 2. For

this subset, post-dissolution earnings essentially reflected

the earnings change associated with marital dissolution. An

OLS model was used.

A key independent variable in each regression model

was a dummy variable that signified whether the marital

dissolution occurred in the 1985–1995 or the 1996–2003

period. The coefficient on this variable captured if the

average change was significantly different in the two

periods, controlling for the variables in the model. Sensi-

tivity analysis using different year groupings (e.g., 5-year

intervals, single-year dummies) showed similar results to

those presented below. Note that individual years in each

period were sufficiently represented in the data. However,

the probability of selecting women who had both separated

and divorced toward the end of each period cut-off, namely

the last year, was understated. The magnitude of this cen-

soring was minimal given the type of analysis undertaken.

The independent variables also included a range of

human capital, family, and demographic measures likely

associated with the change in women’s earnings following

a marital dissolution. Specifically, we measured women’s

pre-dissolution earnings at T - 1, age and educational

attainment at T, the occurrence of a quick remarriage (by

T ? 1), the presence and age of children at T, the length of

the marriage before T, and race/ethnicity. Aside from

controlling for compositional differences between each

period, such variables were of substantial interest in their

own right as potential sources of variation in women’s

earnings adjustments to marital dissolution. The appendix

provides more detailed information on these variables.

Finally, because children may have a strong impact on

labor market attachment before and after a dissolution

event, preliminary models introduced interaction terms

between the presence and age of children at T and other

variables in the model. Significant interactions (at the 0.05

level) were kept in the final models.

Several factors that we would have ideally measured

were not included in the regressions due to data limitations.

Our longitudinal data, for example, did not include alimony

and child support. Sufficiently large alimony or child

support payments after a marital dissolution may put

downward pressure on women’s work incentives, while

small payments may increase such incentives. The absence

of these measures, nonetheless, is unlikely to substantially

influence our results for several reasons. First, very few

U.S. divorced women actually receive alimony. According

to data from Wave 2 of the 2004 SIPP panel, only 2% of

currently divorced women aged 25–50 reported alimony

income. The pattern was similar in 1996. Second, in terms

of child support, payments rarely compensate for declines

in family income and household economies of scale

(Duncan and Hoffman 1985). Child support targets child-

associated expenses rather than women’s standard of liv-

ing. Moreover, the typical payment, when paid, has been

shown to be very small. In 2005, for example, the median

estimated annual child support due and received among

custodial parents was $2,400 (Grall 2007; see also U.S.

Census Bureau 2008b).

Our models did not control for the ex-spouse’s earnings

prior to divorce. Theoretically, an ex-spouse’s earnings are

likely to be associated with the family’s overall economic

status before the dissolution event. Nevertheless, our

models measured women’s education level at the time of

dissolution which, because of assortative mating patterns

(Pencavel 1998; Schwartz and Mare 2005), proxies, to

some degree, the ex-spouse’s socioeconomic status. Post-

dissolution living arrangements may also be important.

While our measure of remarriage controlled for a key post-

dissolution living arrangement, the data precluded us from

measuring whether women cohabit or live with relatives

after their divorce.

Results

Descriptive Findings

Table 1 displays the summary statistics for the two samples

by dissolution period. The characteristics of the two sam-

ples were generally similar. Approximately 7% of women

in each period had remarried within 1 calendar year of their

marital dissolution. The share with children prior to marital

dissolution constituted roughly two-thirds of both samples.

About 9% gave birth within 2 calendar years of the dis-

solution event. There were, however, some noteworthy

compositional differences between the samples, which

likely mirror broader population changes. Most notably,

women from the more recent divorces (P2) were better

educated than from earlier divorces (P1), with about a

5-percentage point higher share of college graduates and a

4% lower share of high school dropouts. More recently

divorced women (P2) were also slightly more likely to

have positive earnings 1 year prior to their marital

dissolution.

Figure 2 depicts the change in labor market involvement

after the dissolution event, measured by the percentage

with non-zero (positive) and substantial ($24,000) earnings

relative to time T. Overall, the data showed clear increases

in women’s labor market involvement after marital
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dissolution. In the year following the event, the share with

positive earnings was approximately 4–6 percentage points

higher than 1 year prior. The share with substantial earn-

ings was 7 percentage points higher. With respect to per-

iod, women in the more recent divorce period (1996–2003)

had a higher share with positive earnings prior to the dis-

solution event relative to the earlier period (1985–1995).

More recently divorced women also had a greater sub-

stantial earnings rate before and after the event. The slope

of the change around time T, however, appeared fairly

similar across the periods.

Figure 3 focuses attention on the change in earnings

around the dissolution event. To hone in on earnings, rather

than labor force participation, this analysis included only

women with non-trivial annual earnings (at least $1,000) in

time T - 1 and T ? 2. This represented 74% of the P1

sample and 78% of the P2 sample. Two findings stood out.

First, the earnings levels of a clear majority of divorced

Table 1 Characteristics and

mean compositional differences

of divorce period samples

Notes: NA = sample size of

subgroup too small (n \ 45)
a Must have earnings of $1000

or more in time T - 1 and

T ? 2
b Log annual earnings in T ? 2

minus log annual earnings at

T - 1
c The annual earnings in T ? 2

are at least 30% higher than

earnings at T - 1
d The annual log earnings at

T ? 2 for women who move

from zero or trivial earnings

(\$1,000) at T - 1 to non-

trivial earnings at T ? 2

(P1) 1985 to

1995

(P2) 1996 to

2003

Period ratio

(P2/P1)

Annual real earnings at T - 1 (%)

$0 earnings 17.0 14.5 0.85

$1–11,999 26.4 20.2 0.77

$12,000–23,999 20.9 23.2 1.11

$24,000–35,999 17.8 17.7 0.99

$36,000 or above 17.9 24.3 1.36

Education at T

Less than high school 10.9 6.9 0.63

High school graduate 69.5 67.9 0.98

Bachelor’s degree 19.6 25.2 1.29

Quick remarriage (by T ? 1) 8.1 6.9 0.85

Child at T - 1

Yes, age 6 or less 35.3 31.5 0.89

Yes, age 7–17 35.1 36.6 1.04

Birth at (T, T ? 1, T ? 2) 9.2 9.3 1.01

Age at T in years (mean) 33.1 35.0 1.06

Marriage duration

Under 10 years 50.4 48.2 0.96

10–19 years 38.5 39.2 1.02

20 or higher years 11.1 12.6 1.14

Race/ethnicity

White 78.6 75.7 0.96

Black 11.5 9.6 0.84

Hispanic 6.5 9.7 1.49

Other NA NA NA

Unweighted n 1,545 1,023

Outcome variables

(1) Change in labor market status (4 categories) (%)

Non-zero to non-zero 78.0 80.7 1.03

Neither: zero to zero 7.0 5.7 0.81

Enter: zero to non-zero 10.4 9.2 0.88

Exit: non-zero to zero 4.7 4.4 0.94

Unweighted n 1,545 1,023

(2) Change in log real earnings (mean)a,b 0.26 0.25 0.96

Unweighted n 1,142 798

(3) Real earnings gains 30% (1 = yes; 0 = no)a,c 37.8 38.3 1.01

Unweighted n 1,142 798

(4) Log post-dissolution real earningsd (mean) 9.25 9.27 1.00

Unweighted n 191 103
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women increased following a marital dissolution. Approxi-

mately one-half of women in our samples experienced a

post-dissolution real earnings gain of at least 10% and

approximately 20% experienced gains of more than 90%.

That said, almost 30% of women had lower earnings in

time T ? 2 than in T - 1. Second, the results showed

remarkably similar cumulative distributions across both

periods, suggesting stability in the broad pattern of change

in women’s earnings after marital dissolutions occurring

over an almost 20-year period.

Table 2 disaggregates the labor market and earnings

outcomes by period and selected characteristics. Panel

(a) reports the positive earnings rates at time T - 1 and

T ? 2 for the full samples. We observed greater labor

market involvement at time T ? 2 across most subgroups.

The pattern, however, appeared slightly less dramatic for

more recent dissolutions. For example, divorced women

with college degrees in the P2 sample had a higher share

with positive earnings at time T - 1 than their counterparts

in the P1 sample, and therefore a lower net change after the

event. Also important, there was substantial diversity in

outcomes across the different subgroups. For example,

labor market involvement at time T ? 2 relative to T - 1

dropped among women who gave birth within two calendar

years of their marital dissolution. By contrast, the labor

market involvement for high school drop-outs jumped

between 8 and 12 percentage points at T ? 2, in large part

due to their low positive earnings rates at time T - 1.

Results displayed in panel (b) depict the change in real

earnings among our sample excluding trivial earners.

Overall, the average real earnings of women in the second

calendar year after their marital dissolution were a striking

20% higher than in the year prior to the event. The mag-

nitude of this relative gain was consistent across the two
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Fig. 2 Change in women’s

labor market involvement

around marital dissolution, by

period and earnings level.

Note: Data use survey-specific

weights and real 2006 dollars

Fig. 3 Cumulative distribution

of percent change in real

earnings among women after a

marital dissolution, by divorce

period.

Note: Data use survey-specific

weights; must have non-trivial

earnings (C$1000) at T - 1 and

at T ? 2 to be included
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samples, which suggests that the average earnings change

following marital dissolution among women has not

changed significantly over the period. That said, earnings

were generally higher in the P2 sample (1996–2003)

due, in part, to higher levels of education among these

women.

The data in panel (b) also revealed systematic differ-

ences by characteristics, with some types of women

experiencing much sharper increases than others. For

example, women with low earnings at time T - 1 expe-

rienced the highest post-dissolution (T ? 2) earnings

gains, while women who quickly remarried or gave birth

at around T had some of the lowest average gains.

Women with college degrees at time T experienced rel-

atively sharp average earnings gains after the dissolution

event.

Table 2 Labor market involvement and earnings before and after marital dissolution, divorced women, by period and selected characteristics

(P1) 1985–1995 (P2) 1996–2003

Pre-dissolution

(T - 1)

Post-dissolution

(T ? 2)

Net

change

Pre-dissolution

(T - 1)

Post-dissolution

(T ? 2)

Net

change

Panel (a) full sample of divorced women

Percentage with positive earnings

All 83.0% 88.8% 5.8 85.5% 89.0% 3.5

Education at T

Less than high school 68.7 76.2 7.5 69.8 81.6 11.8

High school graduate 84.4 89.7 5.3 84.5 88.4 3.9

Bachelor’s degree 86.2 92.9 6.7 92.2 92.8 0.6

Quick remarriage (by T ? 1) 79.3 84.2 4.9 88.1 79.1 -9.0

Child at T - 1

Yes, age 6 or less 80.1 88.2 8.1 79.5 90.4 10.9

Yes, age 7–17 81.0 88.2 7.2 85.0 88.8 3.8

Birth at (T, T ? 1, T ? 2) 81.0 73.6 -7.4 87.9 82.0 -5.9

Unweighted n 1,545 1,023

(P1) 1985–1995 (P2) 1996–2003

Pre-dissolution

(T - 1)

Post-dissolution

(T ? 2)

% Change Pre-dissolution

(T - 1)

Post-dissolution

(T ? 2)

% Change

Panel (b) non-trivial earnersa

Mean annual real earnings

All $26,082 $31,190 19.6 $30,107 $36,419 21.0

Annual earnings at T - 1

\$12,000 6,294 15,940 153.2 5,950 18,328 208.1

$12,000–23,999 18,108 22,417 23.8 17,907 25,186 40.6

$24,000–35,999 29,234 32,402 10.8 29,487 33,347 13.1

$36,000 or above 53,485 56,460 5.6 57,159 60,471 5.8

Education at T

Less than high school 14,826 17,211 16.1 16,332 18,321 12.2

High school graduate 23,022 27,278 18.5 24,892 30,184 21.3

Bachelor’s degree 40,467 49,430 22.1 45,104 54,684 21.2

Quick remarriage (by T ? 1) 24,767 24,842 0.3 28,484 30,912 8.5

Child at T - 1

Yes, age 6 or less 21,887 27,487 25.6 25,256 32,695 29.5

Yes, age 7–17 24,663 28,878 17.1 27,967 33,085 18.3

Birth at (T, T ? 1, T ? 2) 18,856 20,160 6.9 25,765 27,823 8.0

Unweighted n 1,142 798

Notes: Estimates use survey-specific weights
a Must have non-trivial earnings (C$1000) at T - 1 and at T ? 2 to be included
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Multivariate Regression Estimates

Labor Market Status Change

We estimated a series of descriptive multivariate regres-

sions. As discussed previously, the regressions pooled the

two period samples used in the previous analysis. The aim

of these models was not to evaluate causal relationships,

but rather to begin to disentangle the relationship between

individual and family characteristics and the change asso-

ciated with women’s post-dissolution earnings, holding

other variables constant.

Table 3 presents the results for the multinomial logistic

regression estimating the four labor market change cate-

gories. In terms of period, the results showed that women

of more recent dissolutions (P2) had reduced odds of ‘labor

market entry’ following their marital dissolution than

women of earlier dissolutions (P1). This is consistent with

our descriptive results; namely, that a greater share of

women in the P2 sample had positive earnings prior to

dissolution, and as a result, were less likely to experience a

labor market entry after such an event. The period coeffi-

cient is not significant for the other change statuses.

With respect to characteristics, educational attainment at

T had a statistically significant association with labor

market change. Specifically, women with no high school

diploma, relative to college graduates, were more likely to

have zero pre- and post-dissolution earnings, to enter the

labor market, or to exit the labor market. Conversely,

college graduates were more likely to have positive

Table 3 Multinomial logistic regression of labor market change after marital dissolution, four categories (ref. = positive earnings before and

after dissolution)

Non-earner

(zero to zero)

Labor market entry

(zero to positive)

Labor market exit

(positive to zero)

Odds ratioa (S. E.) Odds ratioa (S.E.) Odds ratioa (S.E.)

Divorce period (1 = 1996–2003; 0 = 1985–1995) 0.61 0.597 0.36* 0.489 0.85 0.647

Education at T (ref. = Bachelor’s degree)

Less than high school 8.12** 0.649 3.31* 0.571 4.57* 0.728

High school graduate 2.07 0.538 1.02 0.425 1.75 0.572

Quick remarriage (by T ? 1) 1.08 0.379 1.54 0.291 1.46 0.379

Child at T - 1 (ref. = no child)

Yes, age 6 or less 2.94 0.587 3.10* 0.458 2.76 0.614

Yes, age 7–17 1.61 0.615 2.33 0.500 1.15 0.726

Birth at (T, T ? 1, T ? 2) 2.04** 0.230 0.80 0.258 4.14** 0.278

Age at T 1.05** 0.019 0.98 0.017 1.01 0.024

Marital duration (ref. = under 10 years)

10–19 years 0.92 0.168 1.21 0.205 1.06 0.275

20 or higher 0.88 0.363 1.77 0.357 1.20 0.448

Race/ethnicity (ref. = White)

Black 0.60* 0.256 0.58* 0.241 0.89 0.292

Hispanic 1.37 0.240 1.12 0.295 1.31 0.330

Other 2.01* 0.355 1.68 0.292 2.61* 0.396

Intercept 0.01** 0.804 0.12** 0.636 0.02** 0.944

Significant period interactions

High school graduate 9 P2 3.01** 0.399

Remarriage 9 P2 3.09* 0.546

Child, age 6 or less 9 P2 0.22** 0.510

Child, age 7–17 9 P2 0.36* 0.438

Significant child interactions

Child, age 6 or less 9 less than HS 0.22* 0.677

Total n = 2,568 166 254 117

Notes: Standard errors adjust for SIPP’s complex survey design using STATA’s SVY procedure
a For odds ratios, greater than 1 indicates a positive effect and less than 1 indicates a negative effect

* p \ 0.05

** p \ 0.01
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earnings both before and after time T. Family composition

also mattered. Women with a young child at time T - 1

were more likely to enter the labor market after their

marital dissolution. In contrast, women bearing a child

within two calendar years of time T were more likely to

have zero pre- and post-dissolution earnings and to exit the

labor market relative to the reference group. This finding

appears to reflect, by and large, the often immediate neg-

ative association between childbirth and mothers’ labor

supply (Gangl and Ziefle 2009).

Several significant interactions merit brief discussion.

Women who quickly remarried were more likely to exit the

Table 4 Regression estimates of change in women’s real earnings after marital dissolution

A. Non-trivial earnersa B. Non-trivial earners at

T ? 2 onlyb

Change in log earningsc

(OLS)

Earnings gains at least 30%d

(Logit)

Log earnings at T ? 2

(OLS)

Coeff. S.E. Odds ratio S.E. Coeff. S.E.

Divorce period (1 = 1996–2003; 0 = 1985–1995) 0.049 0.027 0.91 0.195 0.05 0.137

Annual earnings at T - 1 (ref. = $36,000 or above)

\$12,000 1.018** 0.049 36.31** 0.211

$12,000–23,999 0.243** 0.039 6.45** 0.196

$24,000–35,999 0.105** 0.033 2.01** 0.196

Education at T (ref. = Bachelor’s degree)

Less than high school -0.517** 0.068 0.20** 0.252 -0.995** 0.268

High school graduate -0.193** 0.038 0.38** 0.171 -0.455* 0.211

Quick remarriage (by T ? 1) -0.060 0.108 0.65 0.242 0.105 0.341

Child at T - 1 (ref. = no child)

Yes, age 6 or less 0.013 0.033 0.98 0.186 -0.386 0.200

Yes, age 7–17 0.034 0.032 0.93 0.192 -0.175 0.189

Birth at (T, T ? 1, T ? 2) -0.276** 0.068 0.14** 0.609 -0.412* 0.206

Age at T in years -0.006 0.003 0.99 0.013 -0.002 0.016

Marital duration (ref. = under 10 years)

10–19 years -0.009 0.035 0.81 0.137 0.037 0.188

20 or higher 0.032 0.056 0.74 0.236 0.040 0.293

Race/ethnicity (ref. = White)

Black -0.075 0.041 0.62* 0.212 0.053 0.240

Hispanic -0.018 0.070 0.86 0.226 0.098 0.221

Other -0.049 0.085 0.74 0.360 -0.296 0.235

Intercept 0.293** 0.111 0.45 0.471 10.029** 0.533

Significant period interactions

Child, age 7–17 9 P2 1.96* 0.268

Significant child interactions

Child, age 6 or less 9 remarriage** -0.428 0.172

Birth at (T, T ? 1, T ? 2) 9 HS grad. 5.15** 0.616

Birth at (T, T ? 1, T ? 2) 9 Black -1.354* 0.562

n = 1,940 1,940 294

Notes: Standard errors adjust for SIPP’s complex survey design using STATA’s SVY procedure
a Must have earnings of $1000 or more in time T - 1 and T ? 2
b Women who move from zero or trivial earnings (\$1,000) at T - 1 to non-trivial earnings at T ? 2
c Log annual earnings in T ? 2 minus log annual earnings at T - 1
d Annual earnings in T ? 2 are at least 30% higher than earnings at T - 1

* p \ 0.05

** p \ 0.01
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labor market, but only in the more recent period. In con-

trast, women with children prior to T were less likely to

exit the labor market in the more recent divorce period (P2)

than in the earlier period (P1). This result is consistent with

evidence of increased labor force participation of mothers

in recent years (Cohany and Sok 2007). Meanwhile, being

a mother with a young child and without high school

diploma reduced the significant positive association

between these variables alone and labor market entry.

Earnings Level Change

Table 4 contains the results of several models focused on

the change in earnings levels. The first and second models

(Section A of Table 4) were restricted to women with non-

trivial earnings before and after the dissolution. The first

model was an OLS regression estimating the log difference

between a woman’s post- and pre-dissolution earnings. The

second model was a logistic regression estimating the log

odds that a woman’s real earnings at time T ? 2 were 30%

higher than at time T - 1. A central finding from both

models was that the pattern of change, all else equal, did

not vary across the two divorce period samples (the period

coefficients were insignificant). Sensitivity analyses using

different period groupings (e.g., five-year intervals, single

year dummies) yielded similar results.

Significant differences emerged by family and individ-

ual characteristics. Among the most pronounced were

women’s pre-dissolution earnings. Women in the lowest

pre-dissolution earnings quartile (below $12,000) had the

greatest positive change in log earnings (OLS regression).

Consistent with this result, the logistic regression revealed

a significant positive association between being in the

lowest pre-dissolution earnings quartile and experiencing a

30% earnings gain at time T ? 2, controlling for other

variables. It is likely that this coefficient picked up the

movement from part-time employment before the marital

dissolution (thus lower annual earnings) to full-time

employment after the event.

Educational attainment at time T was also a powerful

measure for understanding the trajectory of women’s

earnings following a marital dissolution. Relative to col-

lege graduates, non-college graduates were associated with

a lower proportional change in earnings. This downward

association persisted in the logistic regression as women

without a college degree, particularly high school drop-

outs, were less likely to have a 30% earnings gain after a

marital dissolution, relative to college graduates.

Family context also showed important moderating

effects on the earnings change after the dissolution. Con-

sistent with expectations, women bearing a child around

the time of dissolution (T, T ? 1, or T ? 2) experienced

reduced proportional changes in their post-dissolution

earnings. They also were significantly less likely to have a

30% post-dissolution gain in earnings. Such findings cap-

ture the negative effect of childbirth on women’s earnings,

even when it coincides with a marital dissolution. Also

interesting, the interaction terms revealed that having a

young child prior to the dissolution combined with quick

remarriage (within one calendar year of time T) reduced the

log change in earnings.

The insignificance of age at dissolution and children

prior to dissolution was also noteworthy. In large part,

these characteristics were not significant because the

equations included women’s pre-dissolution earnings, a

correlate of these variables. A similar model estimated

without pre-dissolution earnings (results not shown)

revealed significant coefficients for these variables. For

example, without controlling for pre-dissolution earnings,

age at dissolution had a negative association with the log

change in earnings and the odds of a 30% increase. By

contrast, the presence of a child in the pre-dissolution

period had a positive association with the outcomes, which

partly reflected the low pre-dissolution earnings levels of

many of these mothers prior to their marital dissolution.

Section B of Table 4 contains results of the OLS regres-

sion estimating log earnings at time T ? 2 for women who

moved from trivial (or zero) to non-trivial earnings after the

dissolution event. Results revealed no significant period

differences, but did provide further evidence of the impor-

tance of women’s family and individual characteristics. For

example, post-dissolution earnings were lower for women

without a college degree at time T. The birth of a child around

the time of the marital dissolution was associated with lower

post-dissolution earnings.

Conclusions

Recent research examining how marital dissolution may

precipitate change in women’s earnings is surprisingly

limited. To begin addressing this gap, this study used

national survey data matched to longitudinal earnings

records to examine how, and under what conditions,

women’s earnings change in the years immediately fol-

lowing the dissolution of a marriage ending in divorce.

Overall, our results confirm a strong positive association

between marital dissolution and women’s labor market

involvement and earnings. Estimates indicated that the

share of divorced women with positive earnings increased

4–6 percentage points after the marital dissolution. Among

women already in the labor market, average real earnings

rose significantly following their marital dissolution, by

approximately 20%.

In addressing the question of whether the pattern of

change varied over the examined period, our results are
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mixed. On the one hand, the overall pattern appears qual-

itatively similar. The descriptive findings, for example,

show a similar pattern of change across the two periods. In

addition, the regression estimates reveal a lack of statistical

significance for the period dummy variable. On the other

hand, we observe lower labor market involvement prior to

marital dissolution among women of earlier divorces (P1).

Consequently, women in the earlier divorce period were

more likely to experience labor market entry after their

dissolution than women in the more recent divorce period.

Important compositional differences were also evident.

Most notably, more recently divorced women (P2) were

better educated, more likely to already be in the labor

force, and had higher earnings than divorced women of the

earlier period (P1). While such changes do not appear to

have altered the general pattern of earnings change asso-

ciated with marital dissolution, they suggest greater labor

market prospects for more recently divorced women.

Our findings also confirm the importance of family and

individual characteristics. In both periods, post-dissolution

gains were greatest among women with low pre-dissolution

earnings. This estimate most likely picked up, in part, the

switch from part-time work prior to the dissolution to full-

time work after it. The results also support the view that

higher educational attainment can act as a buffer for the

financial costs associated with divorce. Simply put, women

with a college degree, all else equal, earned more after

marital dissolution than their counterparts without a college

degree. There was also considerable variation by family

structure. The presence of a young child prior to a marital

dissolution in combination with a quick remarriage reduced

the pattern of increase in earnings. Not surprisingly, bear-

ing a child at or shortly after the dissolution event had a

downward effect on post-dissolution labor market

involvement and earnings. Taken together, such results

suggest the salience of human capital and family structure

characteristics rather than pre-dissolution earnings alone in

explaining women’s earnings after a divorce.

Several limitations of this study should be recognized.

First, we have analyzed only one dimension of economic

change associated with marital dissolution. Other important

dimensions not explored here due to data constraints

include change in labor hours and family income. Second,

analysis of the factors shaping women’s earnings following

a divorce would ideally include non-labor and transfer

income, such as child support and alimony. We suspect that

accounting for such income sources would not change the

general patterns observed in our study, but it would be

interesting to tease out their effects. Third, in-depth inter-

views with recently divorced women could help advance

the knowledge of the underlying relationships raised in this

article.

The implications of family status change for women are

considerable. Women’s earnings after a marital dissolution

not only have implications for their present economic well-

being but also for their retirement income security (Haider

et al. 2003; Holden and Kuo 1996; McDonald and Robb

2004; Ulker 2009). Marital status change, and more spe-

cifically, change in earnings associated with a marital

dissolution, influence women’s future Social Security

retirement benefits, as well as their private savings and

wealth (Couch et al. 2011; Holden and Fontes 2009;

Zissimopoulos 2009). Divorced women continue to have

relatively high poverty rates in old age, in large part due to

low lifetime Social Security earnings (Tamborini 2007;

Weaver 1997). Given trends toward declining eligibility for

Social Security divorced spouse and survivor benefits due

to an increase in marriages of less than 10 years, the

earnings of today’s working-age divorced women may be

of heightened importance to their future retirement

security.

A promising avenue of additional research would

examine the relationship between marital dissolution and

women’s earnings beyond the immediate years following

the event. Analysis of divorced women’s lifetime earnings,

for example, may shed light on the sources of variation in

the economic well-being of different marital status groups

in old age. An important open question is whether some

women develop human capital after a divorce, which

facilitates substantive labor income gains at a later point in

life. Assessing the extent to which the financial costs

associated with divorce, or other marital shocks such as

widowhood, have changed among recent cohorts may be

informative. The current study also highlights the need to

develop a more systematic causal model of women’s

earnings response to divorce using longitudinal data.

Finally, it would be interesting to investigate questions

related to changes in men’s earnings at the time of divorce.
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