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Abstract. This article studies the influence of women’s work on the risk of divorce, using
data from the Netherlands. We examine economic interpretations of the work effect by disentangling
the work effect into five dimensions: (a) the intensity of wife’s work, (b) the status of wife’s work,
(c) potential labour market success, (d) relative labour market success (vis-a-vis the husband),
and (e) the division of domestic labour. Our results show that working women have a 22 percent
higher risk of divorce than women who do not work. Subsequently, our findings show that there is
no significant positive effect of women’s economic occupational status on divorce and that labour
market opportunities have little effect. In addition, the influence of the division of labour on divorce
is not relative, not symmetric, and does not extend to domestic labour. All in all, these findings
do not support economic interpretations of the work effect and confirm earlier criticisms arguing
that sociological interpretations are more promising. This line of reasoning is further confirmed by
our finding that the effect of wife’s work on divorce has decreased over time while the effect of
husband’s contribution to domestic work on divorce has increased.
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Résumé. Cet article s’intéresse a 'influence de 1’activité féminine sur le risque de divorce
en s’appuyant sur les données des Pays-Bas. Nous examinons les interprétations économiques
de ’effet de I’activité en distinguant 5 dimensions: (a) 1’intensité du travail de la femme, (b) son
statut, (c) la réussite potentielle sur le marché du travail, (d) sa réussite relative (comparée 2 celle
du mari) et (e) la répartition des tdches domestiques. Selon nos résultats, les femmes qui travaillent
ont un risque de divorce plus élevé de 22% par rapport a celles qui ne travaillent pas. I n’existe
aucun effet positif du statut économique de I’emploi sur le divorce et I’offre de travail joue peu.
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De plus, I’influence sur le divorce de la répartition du travail dans le couple n’est ni relative ni
symétrique et ne concerne pas les tiches domestiques. Au total, ces observations ne confortent
pas les interprétations économiques de I’effet “travail” sur le divorce et vont davantage dans le
sens des theses favorables a une interprétation sociologique. Cette derniére est renforcée par notre
constatation d’un effet décroissant au cours du temps du travail de la femme sur le divorce tandis
que I’effet de la contribution du mari aux taches domestiques a augmenté.

Mots clés: division du travail, divorce, participation des femmes au marché du travail

1. Introduction

One of the most influential hypotheses on divorce is that a traditional division
of labour between husband and wife is beneficial to marital stability. When the
wife specialises in housework and child care, and the husband specialises in labour
market work, the risk of divorce is presumed to be lower. Because the rise in divorce
is paralleled by an increase in the number of working women, the division-of-
labour hypothesis has become a common theme in demographic and sociological
research. As a result, virtually all studies on divorce include women’s economic
characteristics such as labour force participation, education or income.

In sociology, the notion that a traditional division of labour fosters marital
stability goes a long way back (Parsons, 1949). The division-of-labour hypothesis
became especially popular when micro-economists began to study the family in
the 1970s, a time of rapid demographic change (Becker, 1981). Micro-economic
theory basically presents two arguments for the division-of-labour hypothesis: the
independence argument and the specialisation argument. First, women who work
are financially independent, which makes it easier for them to leave a marriage.
The husband also might feel it is easier to end the marriage when his wife is able
to support herself. Second, specialisation increases the financial gains to marriage
due to greater efficiency inside marriage. Just as in a factory, household goods are
more efficiently produced when spouses divide tasks.

Sociologists have criticised micro-economic theory and have offered alterna-
tive arguments for the division-of-labour hypothesis (e.g., Simpson and England,
1981; Berk and Berk, 1983; Oppenheimer, 1995). One obvious point of criticism
is that micro-economic theory ignores non-financial benefits of marriage, while
the decision to divorce is often motivated by social-psychological reasons. An
important sociological argument is that women’s work is contrary to traditional
norms and expectations, which might lead to competition and tension between
spouses and which may decrease marital satisfaction. A second point of criticism
is that it is unclear how specialisation in housework would increase the gains to
marriage. specialisation in the labour market obviously brings pecuniary benefits,
but for specialisation in the household the argument is less straightforward. Soci-
ologists point at the advantages of a more equal division of labour in the household,
such as greater marital satisfaction when spouses divide tasks more equally.
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Despite these criticisms, there is a fair amount of empirical evidence, mostly
American, favouring the division-of-labour hypothesis. Marriages in which the
wife works run a higher risk of divorce than marriages in which the wife is not
employed (Cherlin, 1979; Spitze and South, 1985; South and Spitze, 1986; Green-
stein, 1990; Tzeng and Mare, 1995; Babka von Gostomski et al., 1998; South,
2001). The evidence mostly pertains to whether or not the wife works or to wife’s
working hours. If other aspects of wife’s labour market position, such as her
income, education or work experience, are taken into consideration, the evidence
is less clear-cut (Spitze and South, 1985; Greenstein, 1990; Diekmann and Klein,
1991; Hoffman and Duncan, 1995; Babka von Gostomski et al., 1998; Ono, 1998;
Berrington and Diamond, 1999).

In the Netherlands, the findings are less supportive, but the number of studies
is small (Manting, 1993; Pit and Rouwendaal, 1994; De Graaf and Kalmijn, 1999;
Fokkema and Liefbroer, 1999). Only two of four Dutch studies find that wife’s
work is positively related to divorce probabilities (De Graaf and Kalmijn, 1999;
Fokkema and Liefbroer, 1999). Other aspects of wife’s labour market position
have rarely been examined. One reason for this scanty evidence might lie in the
extensive Dutch welfare system which makes women financially independent, at
least at some minimum level. Virtually all divorced women are entitled to welfare
payments after divorce. The weak support for the division-of-labour hypothesis
might also be due to the lack of appropriate longitudinal data. So far, most Dutch
studies do not include information about the labour market characteristics of the
(former) husband, they only include a few basic labour market characteristics of
the wife, and they focus on either old or young birth cohorts.

In this article, we re-examine the division-of-labour hypothesis using data from
a large-scale retrospective survey in the Netherlands. We improve upon earlier
research in two important respects. First, we study a broad range of wife’s labour
market characteristics. On the basis of micro-economic and sociological theories,
we distinguish five dimensions of women’s labour market position which might
influence divorce: (a) the intensity of wife’s work, (b) the status of wife’s work,
(c) potential labour market success of the wife, (d) relative labour market position
of the wife, and (e) the division of labour in housework and child rearing. Our
general question is whether women with a better labour market position are more
likely to divorce, and if so, which dimensions are most important in this respect.
By disaggregating the influence of work into these five dimensions, we gain more
insight into the reasons why a traditional division of labour stabilises marriage.
In particular, we focus on the classic micro-economic arguments and hope to find
out to what extent financial reasons underlie the destabilising influence of wife’s
work. We also try to provide clues to the question of whether more sociological
interpretations of the work effect are plausible. All the interpretations we examine
assume that wife’s work affects divorce and not vice versa. An important alternative
interpretation is that the risk of divorce increases wife’s labour market participa-
tion, because she anticipates a divorce. Ruling out such interpretations is a difficult
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task which would require a separate and different type of analysis (Johnson and
Skinner, 1986).

Our second contribution is that we assess whether the relation between women’s
labour market position and divorce has changed over time. The majority of earlier
studies have studied the relation between wife’s work and divorce from a static
perspective, that is, at one moment in time. An Australian and a German study,
however, have shown that the destabilising influence of women’s full-time work
has decreased over time, which is not surprising in light of the cultural changes
surrounding women’s work (Bracher et al., 1993; Beck and Hartmann, 1999). The
growing acceptance of women’s employment and the shift from traditional to egal-
itarian sex-role patterns, suggest that women’s work has become less disruptive to
marriage. A more recent American study, however, has shown that the positive
effect of women’s employment on the risk of divorce has increased over time,
which is contrary to common expectations (South, 2001). To address changes over
time, we examine whether the influence of wife’s labour market position on divorce
differs between two marriage cohorts for each of the five dimensions. Differences
between the cohorts in the effect of wife’s labour market characteristics will show
whether and which labour market characteristics have lost their negative impact on
marital stability.

2. Theoretical Background

Both micro-economic and sociological theories have argued that a traditional divi-
sion of labour decreases the risk of divorce, but they have done so for different
reasons. Given the diversity in micro-economic and sociological arguments, the
question is which labour market characteristics of the wife increase the risk of
divorce. We distinguish five dimensions of wife’s labour market position and for
each of these dimensions, we explain how, according to micro-economic and
sociological theories, they should affect the likelihood of divorce. Because micro-
economic arguments have become dominant in the research literature on divorce,
our main focus is on the arguments put forward by micro-economic theory. We
also address sociological arguments when predictions from sociological theory are
different from the predictions derived from micro-economic theory.

2.1. INTENSITY OF WIFE’S WORK

The first and most obvious dimension of wife’s work refers to whether or not the
wife works and how many hours she works. According to micro-economic theory,
the risk of divorce not only depends on whether the wife works, but also on the
number of working hours. The more the wife works the less the efficiency gain and
the greater her financial independence, which increases the risk of divorce.
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2.2. STATUS OF WIFE’S WORK

The second dimension refers to the status of wife’s work. Among working women,
is there also an influence of the status of her work? The status of work can either
refer to financial aspects or to more cultural aspects. Both micro-economic and
sociological theory predict that the status of wife’s work affects divorce. Micro-
economic theory focuses on financial aspects, in particular income. Income should
affect divorce positively, given the greater financial independence that is associated
with a higher income.

Sociological theory focuses on cultural aspects, such as the degree to which
the work offers opportunities for self-realisation and the extent to which the job
offers a progressive cultural environment. Work that gives women opportunities
for self-realisation or social recognition might increase the risk of divorce, because
women are less dependent upon the marriage in a social or psychological sense.
More importantly, women employed in cultural sectors of the labour market will
probably have less traditional and more emancipatory attitudes than other women.
Emancipatory women are probably more likely to divorce, because they do not
think it is morally wrong to leave their husband and probably have less difficulty
with the prospect of establishing an independent household after divorce. As a
result, we would expect that the risk of divorce increases with the cultural status of
women’s work.

2.3. POTENTIAL LABOUR MARKET SUCCESS OF THE WIFE

The third dimension addresses the question of whether the potential rather than
the actual financial situation influences the likelihood of divorce. Most research
has focused on the actual income position of the wife during the marriage, such
as the number of working hours or current income (Spitze and South, 1985; Ono,
1998). According to micro-economic theory, however, the potential financial situ-
ation after divorce influences the risk of divorce as well (D’ Amico, 1983; Peters,
1993). Especially among non-working women, there is considerable variation in
the degree of financial independence, depending upon the amount of human capital
they have, such as their educational attainment and work experience. Women who
are already employed during the marriage are also capable of improving their
financial situation to various degrees, depending on their human capital. Micro-
economic theory thus suggests that women with greater potential labour market
success have a higher probability to divorce.

2.4. RELATIVE LABOUR MARKET POSITION OF THE WIFE

Should the effect of the labour market position of the wife be seen in relationship
to the labour market position of her husband? In light of women’s financial inde-
pendence, not only women’s labour market characteristics play a role but also the
characteristics of the husband (Cherlin, 1979, p. 153). Women who have the same
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earnings might still differ in the extent to which they are financially dependent upon
the marriage, depending upon the income of their husband. Women with a high
earning husband have financially more to lose after a divorce than women with
a low earning husband. The efficiency interpretation also implies that especially
relative measures of wife’s labour market position should matter (Oppenheimer,
1997, p. 443). For example, couples in which the wife works part-time will have
fewer specialisation gains when the husband also works part-time than when he
works full-time.

The specialisation argument can be taken one step further, by arguing that the
specialisation effect is symmetric. If specialisation reduces the risk of divorce
because of the greater efficiency gains, it should not matter whether the husband
specialises in the labour market or the wife. All else being equal, couples who
divide paid labour equally are expected to have the highest divorce risk, and
the divorce risk is expected to decrease when couples move toward a greater
degree of specialisation, regardless of whether the wife or the husband is the
main provider. Contrary to micro-economic theory, sociological theory does not
expect the specialisation effect to be symmetric. In light of traditional role expect-
ations, only specialisation by the husband should reduce the probability to divorce,
because the husband is expected to be the main breadwinner. When the wife is the
one who specialises in the labour market, both husband and wife do not live up to
traditional role expectations, which should increase the probability of divorce.

2.5. DIVISION OF LABOUR IN HOUSEWORK AND CHILD REARING

The last dimension refers to the division of unpaid labour. Just as for specialisation
in the labour market, one might ask whether specialisation in the household affects
the likelihood of divorce. Following the micro-economic argument that speciali-
sation yields efficiency gains, one would expect that specialisation in housework
and child rearing lowers the risk of divorce. Sociological theories, however, doubt
whether this is true. A more egalitarian division of housework may be perceived
as more fair and therefore lead to greater marital satisfaction, which decreases the
likelihood of divorce (Huber and Spitze, 1980; Wilkie et al., 1998; Kalmijn, 1999).

3. Research Design

To answer our research questions, longitudinal data are needed. Prospective data
are ideal, but these do not exist in the Netherlands. Retrospective life history
surveys are available, but the sample sizes of these data sets are often too small to
facilitate reliable and comprehensive analyses of divorce. To develop better insights
into the causes and consequences of divorce in the Netherlands, a new survey was
designed, based on a retrospective method and a stratified design, the survey called
‘Divorce in the Netherlands 1998’ (Kalmijn et al., 2000).
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In the first step of the data collection, a select sample of 19 municipalities was
drawn, which are representative of the Dutch population with respect to urbanisa-
tion and region. In the second step, three random samples were drawn from the
population registers of these municipalities: (a) people in their first marriage, (b)
people who divorced and did not remarry, and (c) divorced people who remarried.
As a consequence, ever divorced persons are overrepresented. People who have
become widowed are not included in the sample. The sample also does not include
persons who are cohabiting or persons who separated from a cohabiting union.
Although cohabitation has increased in the Netherlands like elsewhere (Manting,
1994), and the determinants of separation might be different for cohabiting couples
(Brines and Joiner, 1999), the municipal registers did not allow us to preselect
cohabiting persons. However, we do have information about whether the couple
cohabited before they got married, and we include this variable in all our models.

For our analysis, we select female respondents who are either in their first
marriage or divorced from their first marriage. After excluding a few cases with
missing values on central characteristics (year of divorce, year of marriage and
timing of employment), we have data on 1294 women. The women married
between 1943 and 1997 and divorced between 1949 and 1998. The respondents
were interviewed face-to-face in their home by means of a structured questionnaire
in the absence of other household members. They provided retrospective informa-
tion about their labour market career and also reported on a select set of labour
market characteristics of their (former) spouse.

3.1. EVENT HISTORY ANALYSIS

To analyse how the division of labour affects the risk of divorce, we use event
history analysis (Brown, 1975; Allison, 1984; Yamaguchi, 1991). There are both
continuous-time and discrete-time versions of these models. We use the discrete-
time version, which is a simple and good approximation of continuous-time models
as long as the conditional probabilities of experiencing the event (in this case,
divorce) are reasonably small at the discrete time points (Yamaguchi, 1991, p. 17).
In our case, the conditional probabilities never exceed 0.1, which means that
discrete-time models are a good approximation. Our dependent variable is the
conditional probability to divorce in year ¢, given that one is still at risk of divorcing
at the beginning of year z. Divorce refers to the moment when the couple stopped
living together.

To estimate a discrete-time event history model, one needs to create a person-
period file and apply logistic regression to this file (Allison, 1984, pp. 18-19). A
person-period file contains a record for each person for each time unit in which
this person is at risk. In our case, the risk period starts with the year of marriage
and ends with the year of divorce. To take into account right censoring, persons
who are not divorced remain in the person-period file until the survey year. Earlier
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