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Reassessing Chronic Strain: A Research Note on Women’s 
Income Dynamics After Divorce and Separation

Thomas Leopold and Matthijs Kalmijn

ABSTRACT The eco nomic con se quences of divorce and sep a ra tion for women are com
monly asso ci ated with the chronic strain model, according to which women’s losses are 
large and per sis tent. This research note shifts the focus to a cri sis model high light ing 
women’s poten tial of, and routes to, recov ery from ini tial losses. Drawing on Ger man 
SocioEconomic Panel data (1984–2021) on women in mar i tal and cohabiting unions 
(N ∼ 27,000 women, N ∼ 3,400 divorces and sep a ra tions), we use fixed-effects regres sion 
mod els and eventhis tory mod els to ana lyze changes in equivalized monthly house hold 
income and pov erty risk across the pro cess of divorce and sep a ra tion. Results show 
that most women recov ered from their ini tial eco nomic declines. Although ini tial losses 
were com mon and often siz able, large frac tions of women even tu ally returned to or 
exceeded the house hold income expected in the absence of divorce and sep a ra tion. 
Recovery was facil i tated by the “traditional” route of repartnering and the “mod ern” 
route of women mobi liz ing their pro duc tive skills. Both routes appeared more impor
tant than the absence of bar ri ers, such as chil dren in the house hold. We con clude that 
for the major ity of women, the eco nomic con se quences of divorce and sep a ra tion are 
bet ter described as a tem po rary cri sis than as a chronic strain.

KEYWORDS Divorce • Separation • Income • Poverty • Life course

Introduction

The eco nomic con se quences of divorce and sep a ra tion are heavier for women than for 
men. Women lose more house hold income, more often fall into pov erty, and expe-
ri ence larger declines in their stan dard of liv ing (Andreß et al. 2006; Andreß and 
 Hummelsheim 2009; BayazOzturk et al. 2018; Fisher and Low 2016; Mortelmans 
2020; Thielemans and Mortelmans 2022; Uunk 2004). The unequal impact of divorce 
and sep a ra tion has long been rec og nized as a social prob lem emerg ing with the declines 
in union sta bil ity across the sec ond demo graphic tran si tion (McLanahan 2004). With 
high rates of divorce and sep a ra tion, the dif fer en tial eco nomic impact of union dis
so lu tion is an impor tant source of gen der inequal ity in mod ern soci e ties (England 
2000). Gender dif fer ences in the eco nomic con se quences of divorce mir ror gen der 
inequal ity in mar riage (Catlett and McKenry 1996) and have posed ques tions for 
pol icy: how to pro tect divorced women’s income posi tion and, more fun da men tally, 
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2 T. Leopold and M. Kalmijn

what role the insti tu tion of mar riage should play in pol icy design (Kahn 2021). More
over, for chil dren—who reside pre dom i nantly with their mother fol low ing paren
tal breakup—grow ing up in pov erty explains part of  the adverse con se quences for 
school ing out comes and can lead to a cumu la tion of prob lems dur ing their early life 
course (McLanahan 2009).

Research on the con se quences of divorce and sep a ra tion for women and men has 
dis tin guished between the “chronic strain model” and the “cri sis model” (Amato 
2000; Booth and Amato 1991; Johnson and Wu 2002). The cri sis model stresses that 
pro nounced neg a tive effects around the time of divorce and sep a ra tion are followed 
by grad ual recov ery in the years after. The chronic strain model stresses that neg a tive 
effects per sist. This model does not rule out some adjust ment, a trend shown in vir tu
ally all  stud ies on women’s eco nomic out comes, but high lights that recov ery remains 
incom plete. Past and cur rent evi dence sup ports this tenet of the chronic strain model, 
as women’s aver age lev els of eco nomic wellbeing do not recover to lev els found 
before, or in the absence of, divorce and sep a ra tion (Leopold 2018; Leopold and 
 Kalmijn 2016). In line with this evi dence, a recent review has suggested that the cri sis 
model is more appli ca ble to psy cho log i cal out comes, such as depres sive symp toms 
and hap pi ness, whereas the chronic strain model is more appli ca ble to (women’s) 
eco nomic out comes (Raley and Sweeney 2020). Research on change in the eco nomic 
con se quences of divorce and sep a ra tion shows that women do not fare much bet ter 
today than a few decades ago (Bröckel and Andreß 2015; Mortelmans 2020; Smock 
1993). In the United States, some evi dence sug gests that the neg a tive effects of mar
i tal dis so lu tion on women’s eco nomic out comes have declined, whereas those of 
cohab i ta tion break ups have wors ened (Tach and Eads 2015).

This research note chal lenges the view that the chronic strain model best 
describes the eco nomic con se quences of divorce and sep a ra tion for women. We 
shift the focus from loss and dep ri va tion to women’s capac ity to recover from the 
eco nomic con se quences of divorce and sep a ra tion. Our approach improves on con
ven tional mod els that are over whelm ingly focused on withinper son changes in the 
mean of eco nomic out comes—pri mar ily house hold income but also related out
comes, both objec tive and sub jec tive—across the pro cess of divorce and sep a ra
tion. By con struc tion, these con ven tional mod els are geared toward aver age losses, 
and esti ma tes for changes in the mean are strongly influ enced by the large losses 
that some but not all  women incur.

Consequently,  extant mod els  for  the mean mask het ero ge ne ity  in  the effects of 
divorce and sep a ra tion on women’s eco nomic out comes. Although the evi dence 
is clear regard ing the sub stan tial aver age losses that women incur upon and after 
divorce and sep a ra tion, find ings are based on mod els that do not rec og nize the poten-
tially large frac tions of women who lose only a lit tle, lose noth ing, or even gain. 
Similarly,  find ings  on women’s  lim ited  eco nomic  recov ery  in  the  years  fol low ing 
divorce and sep a ra tion are strongly influ enced by those women who do not recover or 
decline even fur ther. Yet, con sid er able frac tions of women may recover in the mean
time, and these changes are missed by esti ma tes for the mean. Accordingly, the cri sis 
model may be more widely appli ca ble than the chronic strain model to describe the 
eco nomic con se quences of divorce and sep a ra tion for women.

A dynamic per spec tive on loss and recov ery also leads to new ques tions about the 
eco nomic effects of divorce and sep a ra tion. When the focus is on loss, a woman’s 
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3Women’s Income Dynamics After Divorce and Separation

income dur ing mar riage is an obvi ous ref er ence point, and changes visàvis this ref
er ence point con sti tute the study focus. Less obvi ous is what this rel a tive loss means 
for indi vid ual eco nomic wellbeing. Relative losses, even if sub stan tial, do not imply 
dif fi cul ties in mak ing ends meet or fall ing into pov erty. Higher edu cated women typ i-
cally come from a house hold with higher lev els of presep a ra tion income—as a result 
of assortative mat ing on edu ca tion—and there fore have more to lose after divorce. 
At the same time, higher lev els of human cap i tal pro tect them from dep ri va tion or 
pov erty after divorce. In an abso lute sense, these women may be bet ter off than their 
lower edu cated coun ter parts, whereas they may appear to be worse off if eval u ated 
rel a tive to their presep a ra tion eco nomic sta tus (Fisher and Low 2016). The pres
ent study on the eco nomic con se quences of divorce and sep a ra tion focuses on both 
aspects: loss with respect to presep a ra tion income on the one hand, and dep ri va tion 
in terms of the like li hood of fall ing into pov erty on the other. A sim i lar dis tinc tion is 
made for the chances of recov er ing from income losses and escap ing from pov erty, 
respec tively.

Our anal y sis is based on longrun ning annual data (1984–2021) from the Ger man  
SocioEconomic Panel (SOEP), a widely used dataset in research on the con se
quences of life events and known for the detailed assess ment of part ner ship sta
tus and eco nomic out comes (Goebel et al. 2019). We develop our study in three 
steps. First, we rep li cate the stan dard approach of mod el ing changes in the mean of  
women’s house hold income and their risk of fall ing into pov erty. Next, we exam ine 
the dis tri bu tion of changes after divorce and sep a ra tion and offer modelbased pre dic
tions of los ing more or less. Finally, we look at tra jec to ries and pre dic tors of recov ery 
using sur vival mod els for the (cumu la tive) chance of recov ery to lev els predicted in 
the absence of divorce and sep a ra tion. We con sider a recov ery period of up to five 
years fol low ing divorce and sep a ra tion. The anal y sis cov ers the dis so lu tion of mar
riage as well as cohabiting unions and uses con trol sam ples of con tin u ously mar ried 
and cohabiting women.

Data and Methods

Data

Our ana lytic sam ple was drawn from all  waves (1984–2021) and sam ples of the SOEP 
(ver sion 38). From the orig i nal sam ple of 104,777 men and women, we selected 
women aged 20–65 with valid data on income (N = 44,659; see the online appen dix). 
Missing and out lier data for income were rare (2.2%). We fur ther selected women 
who were observed at least twice (N = 35,686) and who had rel e vant mar i tal sta tus 
epi sodes (N = 27,001). Episodes predating the first obser va tion with a part ner in the 
house hold (includ ing per ma nently sin gle women) and obser va tions in wid ow hood 
were excluded. Union dis so lu tions (N = 3,424) were defined as divorce (N = 1,807) or 
sep a ra tion (N = 1,617) on the basis of the mar i tal sta tus of the obser va tion pre ced ing 
the event. Repeated dis so lu tion events were included. Robustness checks on a sam
ple com pris ing only the first divorce or sep a ra tion for each woman showed a sim i lar 
pat tern of results.
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4 T. Leopold and M. Kalmijn

Measures of Outcome Variables

Income

Income was defined as after-tax income con trib uted by all  house hold mem bers in the 
month before the inter view, includ ing pub lic trans fers and pri vate trans fers such as 
ali mony. Incomes were adjusted for infla tion (ref er ence year 2016) and equivalized 
using the square root scale (Borah et al. 2019). Equivalized house hold income rep
re sents a woman’s indi vid ual income posi tion con sid er ing the num ber of house hold 
mem bers and econ o mies of scale.

Poverty

We defined  the pov erty  line using  the  full SOEP sam ple of men and women aged 
20–65 (N = 89,579) as 60% of the median equivalized income of each wave. This 
thresh old rep re sents the defi  ni tion of pov erty in the Euro pean Union.

Recovery

Three lev els of income recov ery were defined, each reached in the ear li est year fol low ing 
divorce or sep a ra tion in which a woman’s income equaled or exceeded a frac tion of her 
ref er ence income: 60%, 80%, or 100%. The ref er ence income was defined for the last 
pre-event obser va tion and corrected for age pro files. After this cor rec tion, the ref er ence 
income represented a mea sure of the income that a woman would have had at each age 
in the absence of divorce or sep a ra tion. The cor rec tion was based on age–income pro files 
esti mated with fixed-effects mod els for all  obser va tions of women in mar riage or cohab-
i ta tion. The func tional spec i fi ca tion of age–income pro files was based on a flex i ble form 
using dummy var i ables for every age in the range 21 to 65 (ref er ence age = 20). Recovery  
from pov erty was defined with out age adjust ment as the ear li est post-event year in which 
a woman’s income exceeded the pov erty line. Indicators for recov ery from income loss 
and from pov erty were con di tioned on ini tial income loss and pov erty, respec tively. The 
indi ca tors did not cap ture more com plex pat terns, such as delayed income loss, delayed 
falls into pov erty, or postrecov ery recur rence of income loss or pov erty.

Measures of Independent Variables

Descriptive sta tis tics of all  inde pen dent var i ables, bro ken down by mar i tal sta tus and 
the pres ence and ages of chil dren, are presented in Table 1.

Divorce and Separation

Union dis so lu tions were defined as changes of house hold part ner iden ti fi ers between 
sub se quent cal en dar years, includ ing changes to no or to dif fer ent res i dent part ners. 
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6 T. Leopold and M. Kalmijn

Up to four dis so lu tion events per woman were included. Marital sta tus infor ma tion 
from the last year before a dis so lu tion was used to dis tin guish between divorce of a 
mar i tal union and sep a ra tion of a cohabiting union. Women who did not par tic i pate 
in the SOEP for one or more years before their ini tial obser va tion fol low ing the event 
of divorce or sep a ra tion were excluded because the tim ing of the event could not be 
assessed with accu racy.

Time

If a woman changed her sta tus from liv ing with a part ner to liv ing with out a part ner or 
with a new part ner across con sec u tive panel waves, the dis so lu tion date was defined 
as the mid point between the cal en dar years of both waves. The cal en dar year of the 
last wave before dis so lu tion was denoted as the “year before” divorce or sep a ra tion, 
and the cal en dar year of the first wave after sep a ra tion as the “year of” divorce or sep-
a ra tion. We con sid ered up to five more “years after” divorce or sep a ra tion.

Other Independent Variables

Repartnering was cap tured by an indi ca tor var i able for whether a woman was liv ing 
with a new part ner in the house hold. Using unique part ner iden ti fi ers, repartnering 
was recorded even if it occurred across con sec u tive waves. The edu ca tion mea sure 
dis tin guished between three groups: (1) ele men tary or lower, (2) mid dle voca tional, 
and (3) higher voca tional and uni ver sity. For employ ment, we dis tin guished between 
fulltime employ ment and reg u lar parttime employ ment. All other activ i ties were 
com bined in the ref er ence cat e gory. We used two var i ables for the pres ence of youn
ger chil dren (at least one house hold mem ber aged 0–13) and older chil dren (aged 
14–18). For mar i tal sta tus in the eventhis tory mod els, we used an indi ca tor var i able 
for whether the dissolving union was cohabiting (ref er ence = mar i tal).

Analyses of Mean Changes

In the first step, we assessed changes in the mean of women’s income and their risk 
of fall ing into pov erty. For these mod els, we included a con trol sam ple of women 
who con tin u ously lived with the same part ner. This con trol sam ple con trib uted to 
the esti ma tion of age pro files on  income and disentangling age-related changes  in 
income from the effects of divorce and sep a ra tion. The model was esti mated with 
fixed effects (i.e., reduced to within-per son changes) and a flex i ble step impact func-
tion for time after divorce and sep a ra tion (Ludwig and Brüderl 2021). Because our 
income mea sure referred to the month before the inter view, with divorce and sep a ra
tion occur ring in between con sec u tive inter view years, the postevent income mea
sure was on aver age six months after a dis so lu tion event. All per son-years from the 
con trol sam ple were included in the ref er ence cat e gory. Findings are presented in 
Figure 1, sep a rately for mar ried women who divorced and cohabiting women who 
sep a rated.
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7Women’s Income Dynamics After Divorce and Separation

Analyses of Heterogeneity in Initial Income Loss

In a sec ond step, we exam ined women’s income posi tion in the first year after divorce 
or sep a ra tion. We esti mated two ordi nary leastsquares (OLS) regres sion mod els to 
study het ero ge ne ity: (1) a lin ear regres sion model for rel a tive income loss in the first 
year after divorce or sep a ra tion, expressed in per cent ages rang ing from 0 (no loss) 
to 100 (com plete loss), and (2) a lin ear prob a bil ity model (LPM) for the prob a bil ity 
of being poor in the first year after divorce or sep a ra tion. In both mod els, the inde-
pen dent var i ables were static and referred to the year before divorce or sep a ra tion. 
Positive effects imply det ri men tal finan cial out comes (i.e., increases in income loss 
and pov erty risk) in the first year after divorce or sep a ra tion. Descriptive infor ma-
tion is presented in the top panel of Figure 2, which shows the dis tri bu tion of the 
income ratio com par ing the year before to the year after divorce and sep a ra tion. For 
a descrip tive assess ment of lon ger term changes, this dis tri bu tion is over laid with an 
addi tional dis tri bu tion of women’s income ratio com par ing the year before to the fifth 
year after divorce and sep a ra tion.

Analyses of Recovery

To ana lyze  recov ery, we esti mated event-his tory mod els  spec i fied as dis crete-time 
logit mod els for the odds of income recov ery (to at least 60%, 80%, or 100% of the 
ref er ence income) and the odds of recov ery from pov erty (see Table 4). All mod els 
were con di tional on ini tial income loss and pov erty, respec tively. The risk period 
ended  in  the year of a  recov ery event,  the fifth year  fol low ing  the year of divorce 
or sep a ra tion, or  the  last  inter view. Logit coef fi cients of all   recov ery mod els were 
transformed into mar ginal effects (i.e., effects on the annual con di tional prob a bil ity 
of recov ery). The mod els did not con sider postrecov ery declines in income or post
recov ery drops back into pov erty.

Results

Mean Changes in Income and Poverty

In line with pre vi ous find ings, women’s equivalized income dropped sub stan tially 
in the year of divorce and sep a ra tion (Figure 1, top panel). Compared with income 
at the last preevent obser va tion, rel a tive losses amounted to 25.4% for divorce and 
17.5% for sep a ra tion. In the years that followed, ageadjusted incomes increased 
grad u ally but remained below preevent lev els. Poverty lev els (Figure 1, bot tom 
panel) increased sub stan tially by about 22.7 per cent age points in the year of divorce, 
and again less dra mat i cally for the year of sep a ra tion (11.7 per cent age points). 
After this ini tial surge, sub se quent years showed improve ments but no return to 
pre-event  lev els. Overall,  these find ings resem ble pre vi ous results on mean-level 
changes and seem ingly sup port the chronic strain model for women’s eco nomic 
well-being fol low ing divorce and sep a ra tion (de Vaus et al. 2017; Thielemans and 
Mortelmans 2022).
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8 T. Leopold and M. Kalmijn

Heterogeneity and Recovery

The results in Table 2 and Figure 2 (top panel) dem on strate that het ero ge ne ity in ini
tial  income loss was sub stan tial. Approximately one  in four divorc ing women and 
one in three sep a rat ing women did not lose any income (Table 2). For the remain der 
who did, we first exam ined over all chances of recov ery to three dif fer ent lev els (60%, 
80%, 100%) across an obser va tion span of up to five years after divorce or sep a ra tion 
(Figure 2, mid dle panel). Estimates for par tial thresh olds show rapid (60% thresh old) 
and grad ual (80% thresh old) recov ery of large frac tions of women who had ini tially 
lost income. Full income recov ery (100% thresh old) was sub stan tially slower but 
also showed a pro nounced pos i tive trend: two years after a union dissolved, 22% of 
divorced women and 31% of sep a rated women had recov ered; five years after, these 
esti mated frac tions increased to 43% and 51%, respec tively. Adding the frac tions of 
women who did not lose after divorce (Table 2), these results dem on strate that two 
years after divorce, 41% (24% + 22% × (1 – .24)) of all  divorced women and 54% of 
all  sep a rated women had fully recov ered. Five years later, these frac tions increased to 
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Fig. 1 Changes in monthly income and poverty of married women who divorced and cohabiting women 
who separated. The sample comprises women aged 20–65 from the SOEP 1984–2021. Estimates are based 
on fixed-effects  regression models with control groups and controls  for age and period fixed at overall 
means of women at divorce/separation events. Control groups are observations of married or cohabiting 
women, respectively. Change in income is relative change in percent. Change in poverty is absolute change 
in percentage points estimated with linear probability models. EUR = euro.
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9Women’s Income Dynamics After Divorce and Separation

56% and 67%, respec tively. Overall, these results show that not only income losses 
but also full recov ery from these losses were com mon.

For the sub sam ple of women who dropped below the pov erty line in the year 
of divorce or sep a ra tion, recov ery was also pro nounced (Figure 2, bot tom panel). 
Almost half of divorced and sep a rated women were no lon ger in pov erty after two 
years; after five years, these frac tions approached or exceeded 80%.

Predictors of Income Loss, Poverty, and Recovery

In Table 3, we exam ine how income loss and pov erty in the year after divorce or sep a-
ra tion were related to char ac ter is tics in the year before divorce or sep a ra tion (except for 
repartnering, which referred to the year of divorce or sep a ra tion). In Table 4, we exam-
ine how the odds of recov ery from income loss and pov erty in a given year were related 
to (timevary ing) char ac ter is tics observed in each year dur ing the postevent period. 
Positive effects in the mod els shown in Table 3 indi cate larger losses; pos i tive effects 
in the mod els for recov ery shown in Table 4 indi cate a higher prob a bil ity of recov ery.

Repartnering stands out as a key fac tor in all  mod els. Immediate repartnering 
reduced the rel a tive ini tial income loss by 10 per cent age points and the risk of pov
erty by 18 per cent age points (Table 3). Moreover, sub se quent repartnering boosted 
recov ery in case one or both of these risks mate ri al ized (Table 4). The effects were 
sub stan tial and showed a dose–response pat tern of increas ing mag ni tude at lower 
income recov ery thresh olds and at the pov erty thresh old. Marginal effects showed 
that repartnering was asso ci ated with an increase of 31 per cent age points in the 
annual prob a bil ity of income recov ery to the 60% thresh old, of 25 and 16 per cent age 
points to the 80% and 100% thresh olds, respec tively, and an increase of 26 per cent
age points in the annual prob a bil ity of leav ing pov erty.

For edu ca tional attain ment, the pat tern of find ings was more com plex. As expected, 
edu ca tion was strongly pro tec tive against ini tial drops into pov erty (Table 3), and if 
these occurred, edu ca tion helped women leave pov erty (Table 4). For rel a tive income 
loss, results showed incon sis tent and insig nifi  cant esti ma tes for ini tial  loss. Higher 
edu cated women showed a ten dency of slower recov ery to the 60% thresh old, sug
gesting a “more to lose” mech a nism.

Table 2 Initial income loss of divorced and sep a rated women

Initial Income Loss Married/Divorced Cohabiting/Separated Total N

No Initial Loss 24.1 32.4 28.0 960
Loss <20% 20.3 21.2 20.7 709
Loss 20–40% 29.3 27.8 28.6 979
Loss 40–60% 19.2 13.9 16.7 571
Loss 60–80% 6.4 4.5 5.5 188
Loss >80% 0.7 0.3 0.5 17
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 3,424
N 1,807 1,617 3,424

Notes: The sam ple com prises women aged 20–65 in SOEP 1984–2021. The income sit u a tion applies to 
approx i ma tely six months after divorce/sep a ra tion. Values shown are per cent ages.
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10 T. Leopold and M. Kalmijn

Employment  effects  were  sub stan tial  and  mostly  con sis tent  with  expec ta tions. 
Employment was espe cially pro tec tive against pov erty and indic a tive of a lower 
depen dency on a male earner. Fulltime employed women had a 38per cent agepoint
lower prob a bil ity of being poor after sep a ra tion com pared with non work ing women. 
Employment also gen er ally pro moted recov ery, both from income loss and from pov
erty. The effects of employ ment on recov ery followed a clear pat tern, whereby effects 
declined with higher thresh olds. In terms of mag ni tude, the pos i tive effects of repart
nering on recov ery gen er ally exceeded those of employ ment.
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Fig. 2 Initial income loss and recovery after divorce and separation, conditional on income loss/living in 
poverty in the year of divorce/separation
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11Women’s Income Dynamics After Divorce and Separation

A mixed pat tern of effects emerged for the pres ence of chil dren in the house hold. 
The pres ence of youn ger or older chil dren was not a sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant pre dic tor 
of ini tial income losses (Table 3). The risk of fall ing into pov erty, how ever, was 14 
per cent age points higher for women who had youn ger chil dren before divorce or sep
a ra tion. In the ana ly ses of recov ery, the esti ma tes for youn ger chil dren pointed in the 
expected neg a tive direc tion but were small and sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant only for full 
income recov ery. Taken together, these find ings sug gest that the impact of youn ger 
chil dren appeared mainly con cen trated in the risk of ini tial drops into pov erty. It is 
impor tant to note, how ever, that these esti ma tes for the effects of chil dren are net of 
employ ment and repartnering and may there fore under state the total effects of chil
dren on women’s income and pov erty risk.

For the con trast between divorced and sep a rated women, the results in Tables 3 
and 4 showed few dif fer ences except for a 4-per cent age-point-smaller ini tial income 

Table 3 Models of women’s income loss and pov erty in the year after divorce or sep a ra tion

Income Loss Poverty (LPM)

Separated (ref. = divorced) −4.199** .012
(.000) (.456)

Repartnered (ref. = sin gle) −9.591** –.179**
(.000) (.000)

Intermediate Education Before (ref. = lower) 1.053 –.107**
(.297) (.000)

Higher Education Before (ref. = lower) −0.739 –.223**
(.549) (.000)

Fulltime Employment Before (ref. = not employed) 1.068 –.375**
(.241) (.000)

Parttime Employment Before (ref. = not employed) 4.188** –.206**
(.000) (.000)

Older Children Before (ref. = no chil dren) −1.392 .012
(.145) (.539)

Younger Children Before (ref. = no chil dren) 1.159 .141**
(.162) (.000)

Controls
 Year of sep a ra tion −0.262** –.002*
 (.000) (.012)
 East Ger man −1.112 .132**
 (.180) (.000)
 Foreign national −1.614 .101**
 (.172) (.000)
 Age at sep a ra tion 0.006 –.002*

(.890) (.011)
Constant 24.972** .639**

(.000) (.000)
R2 .046 .264
Number of Persons 3,424 3,424

Notes: The sam ple com prises women aged 20–65 in SOEP 1984–2020. All inde pen dent var i ables except 
repartnering refer to the last obser va tion before sep a ra tion. Repartnering refers to the year of sep a ra tion. 
p val ues are shown in paren the ses. Both mod els are esti mated by OLS (ordi nary least squares). LPM = 
lin ear prob a bil ity model.

*p < .05; **p < .01
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12 T. Leopold and M. Kalmijn

loss (Table 3) and an 8per cent agepointlower chance of recov ery to the 60% thresh
old (Table 4) of pre vi ously cohabiting women. Note, how ever, that these effects were 
adjusted for dif fer ences between mar ried and cohabiting cou ples with respect to all  
pre dic tor and con trol var i ables. The dummy var i ables for time since divorce or sep
a ra tion showed a declin ing con di tional prob a bil ity of recov ery from income loss  

Table 4 Eventhis tory mod els of women’s income recov ery and leav ing pov erty after divorce or 
sep a ra tion

Probability 
of Recovery 

at 60%

Probability 
of Recovery 

at 80%

Probability 
of Recovery 

at 100%

Probability 
of Leaving 

Poverty

Separated (ref. = divorced) –.0803** –.0169 .0108 –.0190
(.003) (.214) (.240) (.312)

Repartnered (ref. = sin gle) .3127** .2492** .1594** .2579**
(.000) (.000) (.000) (.000)

Middle Education (ref. = lower) –.0486 –.0100 –.0209† .0321
(.153) (.572) (.073) (.131)

Higher Education (ref. = lower) –.1209** –.0215 –.0209 .1320**
(.002) (.309) (.132) (.000)

Fulltime Employment (ref. = not 
employed) .1739** .0982** .0442** .3125**

(.000) (.000) (.000) (.000)
Parttime Employment (ref. = not 

employed) .1040** .0505** .0250* .1693**
(.000) (.003) (.037) (.000)

Older Children (ref. = no chil dren) .0175 .0093 –.0017 –.0099
(.522) (.541) (.875) (.642)

Younger Children (ref. = no chil dren) .0087 –.0047 –.0169† –.0276
(.729) (.737) (.071) (.147)

Controls
 Year of sep a ra tion .0006 .0007 .0003 –.0002
 (.667) (.356) (.613) (.846)
 East Ger man –.0075 .0015 .0114 –.0753**
 (.790) (.917) (.232) (.000)
 Foreign national .0769* .0490* .0437** –.0205
 (.050) (.011) (.002) (.426)
 Age at sep a ra tion –.0012 –.0016* –.0017** –.0004
 (.423) (.045) (.002) (.750)
24 Months (ref. = 12 months) –.1173** –.0611** –.0241* –.0594**

(.000) (.000) (.016) (.005)
36 Months (ref. = 12 months) –.1436** –.0788** –.0374** –.0597*

(.000) (.000) (.001) (.013)
48 Months (ref. = 12 months) –.2664** –.1290** –.0692** –.0592*

(.000) (.000) (.000) (.036)
60 Months (ref. = 12 months) –.2439** –.1392** –.0883** –.0248

(.000) (.000) (.000) (.474)
ChiSquare 188.9 411.7 430.3 346.2
Number of PersonYears 1,504 4,126 6,427 2,432

Notes: The sam ple com prises women aged 20–65 in SOEP 1984–2020. Estimates are con di tional on loss 
or pov erty after divorce/sep a ra tion. p val ues are shown in paren the ses.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01
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13Women’s Income Dynamics After Divorce and Separation

(ref er ence cat e gory = 12 months after), suggesting decreases in the  mar ginal chances 
of recov ery for every addi tional year of nonrecovery.

Pathways to Recovery

To fur ther illus trate het ero ge ne ity in recov ery chances, we pres ent four sce nar ios mov
ing from high to low eco nomic vul ner a bil ity to divorce and sep a ra tion. Four types of 
women were defined, using infor ma tion on all  obser va tions after divorce or sep a ra tion:

 1.  the most vul ner a ble group was defined as women who did not work, did not 
repartner, and had chil dren aged 0–13 liv ing at home (ca. 8% of women in the 
sam ple);

 2.  the “traditional” recov ery route was defined as women who had a new part ner 
at least half of the time and no fulltime employ ment after divorce or sep a ra tion 
(ca. 10%);

 3.  the “modern” recov ery route was defined as women who had no new part ner 
but worked fulltime at least half of the time (ca. 26%); and

 4.  the least vul ner a ble group was defined as women who worked full-time at least 
half of the time, had a new part ner at least half of the time, and had no young 
chil dren after divorce or sep a ra tion (ca. 8%).

These ideal types, cov er ing only a sub set of women in the sam ple, are used to illus
trate het ero ge ne ity in the chances of eco nomic recov ery. The routes dif fer by mar i tal 
sta tus, as shown in Table 5. The most vul ner a ble group was more com mon among mar
ried women, whereas the least vul ner a ble group was more com mon among sep a rated 
women. Similarly, divorced women more often took the tra di tional recov ery route, 
whereas sep a rated women more often took the mod ern route. Differences by event 
cohort should be interpreted with cau tion given age dif fer ences and rightcen sor ing 
(i.e., later divorce and sep a ra tion cohorts are increas ingly com posed of “early” events). 
In Figure 3, we sum ma rize results for the four sce nar ios in terms of income recov ery 
after five years (at three lev els) as well as leav ing pov erty. Because the typol ogy was 
based on behav iors and con di tions occur ring in the entire postsep a ra tion period, we 
abstained from esti mat ing ini tial loss and pov erty using the typol ogy.

In  the most vul ner a ble group, only one  third had expe ri enced full  income recov-
ery and only 40% had left pov erty after five years. This group’s eco nomic sta tus after 
divorce and sep a ra tion was con sis tent with the sub stan tial and per sis tent set backs 
asso ci ated with the chronic strain model. Among women in the traditional (repartner
ing) route, recov ery chances were sub stan tial, with almost 70% recov er ing fully from 
income loss and more than 90% leav ing pov erty. Women in the modern (employ ment) 
route had even bet ter chances of leav ing pov erty but their chances of income recov
ery were lower. The gap between the traditional and modern routes increased with the 
income thresh old, and full rel a tive recov ery via the modern route was only a minor ity 
expe ri ence. In other words, employ ment mainly pro moted chances of par tial recov ery 
whereas a new part ner pro moted chances of full recov ery. The least vul ner a ble group 
had the best pros pects. Of these women—with employ ment, a new part ner, and no 
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14 T. Leopold and M. Kalmijn

young chil dren—70% fully recov ered from income loss and all  left pov erty. In sum, 
these find ings sug gest that although employ ment protected against pov erty and large 
income losses, full eco nomic recov ery remained strongly asso ci ated with repartnering.

Discussion

The main con clu sion of this research note is that the prevailing chronic strain model 
does not ade quately describe the eco nomic con se quences of divorce and sep a ra tion 

Table 5 Prevalence of illus tra tive recov ery routes among divorced and sep a rated women

Most 
Vulnerable

Traditional Route 
(repartnering)

Modern Route 
(employment)

Least  
Vulnerable N

Marital Status
 Married .102 .115 .240 .051 1,807
 Separated .061 .083 .285 .112 1,617
 Total .082 .100 .261 .080 3,424
Divorce/Separation Cohort
 Before 2000 .047 .113 .269 .114 866
 2000–2009 .062 .096 .246 .098 1,080
 2010–2020 .118 .095 .267 .046 1,478
 Total .082 .100 .261 .080 3,424

Notes: The sam ple com prises women aged 20–65 in SOEP 1984–2020. Proportions refer to indi vid ual 
women after divorce or sep a ra tion. See text for defi  ni tion of routes.

Fig. 3  Expected recovery levels for four illustrative recovery routes. The situation after five years was esti
mated from discretetime eventhistory models as shown in Table 3. See the text for the definition of the routes. 
In the eventhistory models, controls were used for the year of separation, East Germany/West Germany, edu
cation, migrant status, and marital status. These variables were fixed at their overall sample means.
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for women. Instead, a sub stan tial minor ity—one quar ter—of women did not expe-
ri ence any losses at all . Moreover, among those women who did, about one in three 
fully recov ered within two years and about one in two within five years. Instead of 
chronic loss, the modal pat tern was full eco nomic recov ery—in terms of not drop ping 
below, returning  to, or exceed ing  the ref er ence  income expected  in  the absence of 
divorce and sep a ra tion. This con clu sion does not triv i al ize women’s dis pro por tion
ate losses: these losses were pres ent and sub stan tial, as indi cated by women’s large 
mean income loss and high risk of fall ing into pov erty after divorce and sep a ra tion. 
Nonetheless, our find ings empha size how women’s agency and the resources mobi-
lized pro moted recov ery from the eco nomic impact of divorce and sep a ra tion (Catlett 
and McKenry 1996).

Key among these resources were the “traditional” route of repartnering and the 
“mod ern” route of women mobi liz ing their pro duc tive skills. For women’s eco nomic 
recov ery, both routes appeared more impor tant than the absence of bar ri ers, such 
as hav ing youn ger or older chil dren in the house hold. While both routes pro moted 
recov ery from large losses and pov erty, the traditional route was con sid er ably more 
impor tant than the modern route for achiev ing full income recov ery.

In gen eral, the fac tors asso ci ated with fewer losses and faster recov ery were more 
often in place for women who dissolved cohabiting unions, in line with ear lier stud ies 
focus ing on the dis tinc tion between mar riage and cohab i ta tion (Avellar and Smock 
2005; Fisher and Low 2015). More impor tantly, recov ery was also com mon after 
mar i tal dis so lu tions. Overall, the high prev a lence of recov ery through either or both 
recov ery routes indi cates that for the major ity of women, the eco nomic con se quences 
of divorce and sep a ra tion are bet ter described by the cri sis model than by the chronic 
strain model of divorce and sep a ra tion.

Again, it is impor tant to con sider the other side of the coin. Our find ings showed 
that women who did not work before divorce and sep a ra tion, and in par tic u lar 
those who lived as sin gle moth ers of young chil dren after ward, often dropped into 
and remained in pov erty. For this group of vul ner a ble women, the chronic strain 
model still applies, and this group con sti tutes the obvi ous tar get for social pol icy 
designed to alle vi ate the eco nomic con se quences of divorce and sep a ra tion.

Our  data were  drawn  from  the Ger man  con text,  which  is  char ac ter ized  by  a 
last ing leg acy of the malebread win ner/femalehome maker model and hence lim
ited eco nomic inde pen dence of women in unions. Female labor force par tic i pa tion 
remains rel a tively low in Germany, espe cially among moth ers, and childcare cov
er age is still lag ging behind that of other mod ern soci e ties (Gottschall and Bird 
2003; Hook 2015). In crossnational com par i son, Ger man women can there fore 
be con sid ered as par tic u larly vul ner a ble to the eco nomic con se quences of divorce 
and  sep a ra tion. We  rec om mend  that  future  research  extends  our  study  focus  on 
recov ery  to other  soci e ties  to  sit u ate  our find ings on  the Ger man  con text within 
a larger crossnational pic ture. Given that full eco nomic recov ery emerged as the 
modal pat tern even in the Ger man con text, we expect even clearer evi dence in other 
national con texts. In light of our find ings, we pre dict that the con ven tional story of 
loss and chronic strain will soon be revised into a con tem po rary story of loss and 
recov ery. ■
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