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Do Divorcing Couples Become Happier By
Breaking Up?
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Watson Wyatt Worldwide and Department of Economics, University of Warwick, UK

Summary. Divorce is a leap in the dark. This paper inveggg whether
people who split up actually become happier. Usimg British Household
Panel Survey, we are able to observe an individualel of psychological
wellbeing in the years before and after divorceaur @sults show that divorcing
couples reap psychological gains from the dissmiudf their marriages. Men
and women benefit equally. The paper also stutie®ffects of bereavement,
of having dependent children, and of remarriagee éasure wellbeing using

GHQ and life-satisfaction scores.

JEL codes: J12, 13
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1. Introduction

It is known from cross-sectional studies (Argyle829 Oswald 1997, Waite and
Gallagher 2000) that reported happiness is greaeng married people than among
the divorced. Yet this is not a persuasive reasobelieve that divorce reduces
wellbeing. Because their causal implications aaedhto interpret, cross-section
patterns can only be suggestive. Indeed, one appmould be to argue that divorce
must make people happier, because the decisiondt@ enarriage will only be made

where the (perceived) benefits of doing so outwéghcosts.



The choice to dissolve a marriage, however, is 1@ m@ecision for an
individual. It is also made under extreme uncetyai Moreover, there is evidence
that human beings are sometimes bad at ‘affectorecasting, namely, at predicting
how happy they will be after they take an acticge(dor example, Gilbert et al 1998).
Thus prospective divorcees could be mistaken ahout they will feelex post. In
addition, divorce need not reflect a voluntary dieei by both partners. A natural
research question, therefore, is whether couplesby become happier by splitting
up. We provide evidence that they do.

To make persuasive empirical progress on this propldata with special
features are required. First, to measure the psysts or benefits of divorce, a
measure of psychological wellbeing must be avadlaBecond, it is necessary to have
a panel of people, that is, longitudinal rathemtiparrely cross-sectional information,
S0 as to observe couples both before their magiémender and after divorce. This
allows us to factor out people’s innate disposgigior ‘fixed effects’). Using
information from the British Household Panel Survexe construct one of the first
longitudinal tests.

Marital breakdown is now common. In Britain theaee approximately
160,000 divorces a year. At the start of the 19@@sfigure was 30,000. Thanks to
recent work such as Kiernan and Mueller (1998), istmand Francesconi (2000),
Boheim and Ermisch (2001) and Chan and Halpin (0@idich is known about the
characteristics of those in Great Britain who doeor The emotional effects, however,
are less well understood.

A recent paper that uses data through time to exathie relationship between
marriage and wellbeing is that of Clark et al (2008he authors use a German panel

to examine the impact of marriage and widowhoodefehthe word ‘widowhood’



here and later is meant generically, namely, tompass also male widower-hood)
upon subjective wellbeing levels. Marriage is fdua generate an upward shock to
life satisfaction levels, but this effect is predoamtly in the years immediately
before or after marriage. On average, five yeatsr aharriage, satisfaction levels
have returned close to their ‘baseline’ level. Withood exerts a negative effect
upon life satisfaction, and one that dissipatey @aly slowly over time. After eight

years the widowed still have lower wellbeing thhe tontinuously married. Clark et
al (2004) analyses the consequences of variougVénts, including divorce, upon
life satisfaction, and finds quite complicated leaud lag effects, and that women
seem to be more affected than men by marriage i@nccd.

Some previous studies on longitudinal US data lwteampted to examine the
relationship between subjective wellbeing leveld divorce. Hetherington and Kelly
(2002) provide an overview. Booth and Amato (1984alyse the relation between
divorce and distress, using a three wave Americanelp where individuals are
sampled in 1980, 1983 and 1988. They model dstassa function of the time to
divorce, and the years since divorce, using redath from the divorce date. The
authors find that stress levels are high closehto divorce date, but subsequently
decline as time passes. Pevalin and Ermisch (2&2lbre what mental health does
to the probability of divorce, rather than what s mental wellbeing. Sun (2001),
Sun and Yi (2002) and Videon (2002) study youngpbeie reactions to parental
divorce. Amato (2000) and Wang and Amato (200@n&re the role of individuals’
attitudes in predicting who will recover most fulispom divorce. Johnson and Wu
(2002) study the same U.S. data as Booth and Ai@@1), but with an additional
wave, 1992, and a different statistical method.eyr bonclude that it is only those

divorcees who remarry who psychologically recov@rhese studies are, however,



hampered by the small number of measurement octadiy the relatively long time
spans between observations, and the fact that eneglbcannot be measured at set
time intervals from the date of divorce.

After the first draft of this paper was writtengtiwvork of Wade and Pevalin
(2004) was published. It also uses the British $¢hwld Panel, and there is some
overlap with our analysis (particularly their Figut), but Wade and Pevalin are not
concerned with whether, in the long term, people §@m divorce, and they present
no tests of statistical significance on that issdéeir focus is on the psychological
characteristics of those who divorce and on theeahiate impact upon mental stress.

The following sections use wellbeing data to examihether couples who
split up go on to reap psychological benefits.alsociety where divorce is common,
this issue seems an important one. Section tweiges an overview of the patterns
in psychological wellbeing data; section three dbss the data and the mental health
questions analysed; section four reports the eogpirevidence. Section five
concludes.

2. Subjective measures of wellbeing

One definition of happiness is the degree to wiainhindividual judges the overall
quality of life in a favourable way (Veenhoven, 199993). Self-reported wellbeing
measures are thought to be a reflection of at I|dastr factors: objective

circumstances, aspirations or expectations, cosgasi with others, and a person’s
baseline happiness or disposition (e.g. Warr, 198®n and Spector, 1991). Frey
and Stutzer (2002) describes evidence that recoh#gmbiness levels have been

demonstrated to be correlated with:

1. Objective characteristics such as unemployment.



2. The person’s recall of positive versus negativedients.

3. Assessments of the person’s happiness by frierdi saamly members.

4. Assessments of the person’s happiness by his apoerse.

5. Authentic or so-called Duchenne smiles (a Duchesngle occurs,
technically speaking, when the zygomatic major @bitularus orus facial
muscles both fire, and human beings identify tressigenuine’ smiles).

6. Heart rate and blood pressure measures of respansgsss.

7. Skin-resistance measures of response to stress.

8. Electroencephelogram measures of prefrontal biaiwity.

Rather than summarise the psychological literatuessessment of wellbeing data,
this paper refers readers to the checks on setirtegh happiness statistics that are
discussed in Argyle (1989) and Myers (1993), andpsychologists’ articles on
reliability and validity, such as Fordyce (1985ar&en, Diener, and Emmons (1984),
Pavot and Diener (1993), and Watson and Clark (199ke also the valuable recent
analysis of Shields and Price (2005).
We assume a reported wellbeing function:
r=h(u(y, z, m})+ 1)

where r is some measure of psychological stresslbreported wellbeing; u(...) is to
be thought of as the person’'s true wellbeing; E.p non-differentiable function
relating actual to reported wellbeing; y is inconzejs a set of demographic and
personal characteristics; m is marital status;théstime period; and e an error term.
It is assumed that u(....) is a function that is obelele only to the individual. Its
structure cannot be conveyed unambiguously to ttierviewer or any other

individual. The error term, e, then subsumes amathgr factors the inability of



human beings to communicate accurately their hasgitevel (your ‘two’ may be my
‘three’). The measurement error in reported wallpedata would be less easily
handled if wellbeing were to be used as an indepandariable. This approach
might be viewed as an empirical cousin of the epeed-utility idea advocated by
Kahneman et al (1997).

It is possible to view some of the self-reportedllveng questions in the
psychology literature as assessments of a perfitetime or expected stock value of
future utilities. Equation 1 would then be revernitas an integral over the u(...)
terms. This paper, however, will use stress qoeston the assumption they describe
a flow rather than a stock, and as such are ak@ppyoximations of instantaneous

wellbeing.
3. Data

The data used in this study come from the firsteslewaves of the British Household
Panel Survey (BHPS). This is a nationally represgere sample of more than 5,000
British households, containing over 10,000 adudividuals, conducted between
September and Christmas of each year from 1991 Tsedor et al, 2002).
Respondents are interviewed in successive wavasseholds who move to a new
residence are interviewed at their new locatiorarifindividual splits off from the
original household, all adult members of their neoswusehold are also interviewed.
Children are interviewed once aged 16. The sani@e remained broadly
representative of the British population throughitwet 1990s (see Nathan, 1999).

To examine how wellbeing changes over time, in oasp to marital
dissolution, one would ideally know the date atathindividuals felt their marriage
ended, as opposed to the legal date of divorcee apiproach taken in the paper is

thus to define ‘divorce’ (marital termination) agithg either a legal divorce or a



marital separation. Our data record formal marital breakdown; they do cover the
dissolution of cohabiting relationships. The peopk study were legally married in
1991, namely, at the beginning of the BHPS surveyiod. A more detailed
description of variable definitions can be foundtire appendix. Our definition
follows referees’ suggestions. An earlier versiointhe paper used a different
definition of divorce -- where separations wererged only if they had lasted at least
one full year -- but the results of the analysisravbroadly similar. In our data,
approximately two thirds of the marital breakdoveme legal divorces and one third
are separations.

In this way, the BHPS provides a sample of somec3@s where we observe
a transition from marriage into ‘divorce’ (wherarfsimplicity, we later drop the
inverted commas). Given the high rate of margufe in Great Britain, this number
may, at first sight, appear small. However, weuBapon flow transitions into
divorce for the initial stock of married individgaland ignore pre-existing cases of
divorce. Moreover, we sample all married perseoather than newlyweds, and so
observe marriages which may have already surviseddme time, and from which
exit rates are lower.

The divorce numbers through the years are givehalle 1. The table also
documents 278 marital transitions caused by ddaipartner. Later in the paper we
contrast the effects on wellbeing of divorced tigmss compared with widowed
transitions.

The BHPS contains a standard mental wellbeing nmeasuGeneral Health
Questionnaire (GHQ) score. This is widely used rbgdical researchers and
psychiatrists as an indicator of strain or psycwial distress. It is less familiar to

social scientists, but the GHQ is probably the nvadely used, questionnaire-based,



method of measuring mental stress. In the spawod@ired by psychologists, it

amalgamates answers to the following list of twejuestions, each of which is, itself,

scored on a four-point scale from 0O to 3:

Have you recently:

1.

2.

9.

Been able to concentrate on whatever you are doing?
Lost much sleep over worry?

Felt that you are playing a useful part in things?

Felt capable of making decisions about things?

Felt constantly under strain?

Felt you could not overcome your difficulties?

Been able to enjoy your normal day-to-day actisitie
Been able to face up to your problems?

Been feeling unhappy and depressed?

10.Been losing confidence in yourself?

11.Been thinking of yourself as a worthless person?

12.Been feeling reasonably happy all things consid&red

We use the responses to these so-called GHQ-1Ziapses For our measure of

mental wellbeing, we take the simple sum of thepoeses to the twelve questions,

coded so that the response with the lowest welipealue scores 3 and that with the

highest wellbeing value scores 0. This approactoisetimes called a Likert scale

and is scored out of 36. This GHQ measure of melig&ress, or lack of wellbeing,

thus runs from a worst possible outcome of 36t(adlive responses indicating very

poor psychological health) to a minimum of O (ncspenses indicating poor



psychological health), where people here assessstiees relative to ‘usual’. In
general, medical opinion is that healthy individuaill score typically around 10-13
on the test. Numbers near 36 are rare and indiegigession in a clinical sense.

It is possible, of course, to object to GHQ aseasure of mental wellbeing.
At the end of the paper, we briefly report, as eakhan equivalent exercise with life-
satisfaction data.

4. Results

Estimation strategy

The empirical approach is to estimate a versioaqufation 1. Wellbeing is assumed
to be a function of the marital relationship, famihcome, personal characteristics
(such as age, education, gender, race, and laboeg tatus) and the time period.
The wellbeing equation, for individual i in timerp t, is then expressed as:
f=MpB+Y,S+27+5 i=1,2,...n
t=1,2,...,T (2)

where r is the overall GHQ score (on a 0 to 36e3¢cah represents marital status, y is
family income, z a vector of individual charactéds and time dummieg is the
conformable error term with mean zero and constanance, andg3, o andy the
parameters to be estimated. Equations are estinigteOLS, both for the pooled
sample and for males and females separately. Mip#icitly assumes responses are
cardinal. If ordered probit or similar methods ased for the cross-section models,
estimates are similar. These are available upmgunest.

Alternative specifications include controls for g@n-specific unobservable
fixed effects ¢;). These remove the influence of a person’s ind&position upon
wellbeing scores, and capture all unobserved iddadspecific heterogeneity in the

wellbeing data that remains constant over timee dilnor term is then expressed:



g, =0, tv, 3
whereuvy is a random error term, and the equation to bmastd is then:

f=mB+Yd+Zy+g +y, (4)
This can be estimated either by examining withirspe deviations from means, or
by examining changes over time (which allows tixedi effect to be correlated with
observed characteristics), and inference is theveniby time-varying characteristics.
Chapter 10 of Wooldridge (2002) contains a usefstuksion of within-group and
time-difference fixed effects estimators. Earlersions of our paper included such

estimates and these are available upon request.

Cross-section estimates

If we look first at simple equations, divorce indgat Britain appears to be harmful to
psychological wellbeing. This is the conventiofiadling (see, for instance, the GHQ
equations in Clark and Oswald 1994, or the recesults of Wade and Pevalin 2004).
Table 2 provides a number of mental-strain rego@ssquations for the BHPS sample
pooled from the start of the 1990s up to 2001.

Married people have much lower levels of mentahistthan others in the
sample. In column 1 of Table 2, the marriage dumwayiable enters with a
coefficient of -1.274 and is statistically signdittly different from zero at
approximately the 0.1 percent level. Attentiorrastricted here to individuals who
were married at the beginning of the British HowdéliPanel period of data collection
and for whom marital status is known in each ofwaes they are interviewed. By
focusing on the individuals initially married, weas observe a somewhat larger
marital effect upon wellbeing than in estimatesnfr@a cross-section of the entire
population. There are two reasons. First, we uglelthose who are single

(unmarried) whose mental strain levels are, onagesrgreater than those of married
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persons but lower than the divorced or separaBstond, divorces in our sample are
likely to be relatively recent. If any psychologicharm associated with divorce
dissipates over time, our sample of divorcees shibw greater GHQ strain scores
than the population of divorcees.

The omitted or base group, in the first column ablE 2, combines separated
and legally divorced people. The coefficient estienon marriage is large as well as
well-determined. The standard deviation of GHQraesas approximately 5, and the
largest single effect here on GHQ wellbeing is franemployment, at 1.889 GHQ
points. Hence a marriage coefficient of approxehatl.3 points indicates that the
positive effect of marriage on wellbeing is equalabsolute value, to approximately
two thirds of the size of the negative effect oihgaunemployed.

The second column of Table 2 shows that divorcee® igh mental strain,
or, in other words, low psychological wellbeinghéelcoefficient on divorce is 1.115,
which implies a strong negative effect, and hagamdard error below 0.3. As
explained, a ‘divorce’ is here categorized as legabrce or marital separation.

A separate variable is included in column 2 of €ablfor being a widow or
widower. Its coefficient is a little larger, aé®2, than that on divorce. The omitted
category in this second column of Table 2 is thoseried.

Table 2 also divides the data into male and fersakesamples. In Table 2,
the divorce coefficient for males is 1.062 in tbharfth column, and 1.055 for females
in the sixth column. It is not possible to rejéoe null of equality of these. To put
this in a slightly different way, men and women regen cross-section, to reap
approximately the same psychological wellbeing benffom a lasting marriage. In
columns 3 and 5 of Table 2, the marriage coeffisiean male and female mental

strain equation are -1.006 and -1.339, respectively
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The remaining coefficients in Table 2 follow thaditional pattern of mental
wellbeing equations. Higher income is associat@&t fetter psychological health.
There are non-linear effects from age; mental istpaiaks around, approximately, the
age of 40. Unemployment is associated with a smiial psychological loss. Race
and gender both have statistically significant @eon GHQ scores. Finally,
educational qualifications and out-of-the-laboure®status matter (the latter possibly
because, especially for males, it is associated witapacity and ill-health). The
same kind of results can be seen, in different dats, for the United Kingdom and
the USA in Blanchflower and Oswald (2004).

The thrust of Table 2 is that divorce is apparebtiyg for people. On closer
examination, however, such a conclusion turnsbgt at best, incomplete.

A Graphical Approach to Longitudinal Estimates

Because the BHPS is an annual panel, it is possilfidlow individuals in a detailed
way through time. People’s wellbeing can be measdrefore and after major life
events such as divorce. When this is done, ardiftepicture emerges.

Table 3 examines people’s GHQ mental stress sgeaasby-year. The Table
records the mean levels of mental strain for varigwoups: it splits the sample into
those who go on to divorce, those who go on to lm®wed, and those who remain
married. Five years of numbers are reported. punpose is to understand the run-up
to, and aftermath from, divorce. As a comparidmieavement is also studied. This
form of longitudinal test goes some way to circumivéhe causality problem
identified by Frey and Stutzer (2004).

Define T as the time point when a life event occukdean GHQ scores are
given in the first column of Table 3 -- for the galmof people who go on to break up

from their partners -- for each of the two year®obethe divorce and each of the two
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years after divorce. In a sense, people’s unchangersonal characteristics are
thereby differenced out.

What Table 3 shows is that average mental straineases through time
periods T-2 and T-1 in the run-up to the divorc&here is a spike in the data.
Psychological strain reaches a maximum in the géativorce itself. It then falls
over the ensuing years of T+1 and T+2.

Following a method suggested by Clark et al (20@B¢, path of mental
wellbeing can usefully be represented by a simplee-series graph of the kind
portrayed in Figure 1. Three groups’ mean GHQ esare depicted. The solid black
line depicts the strain levels of those who arengao divorce. It rises nearly 2 GHQ
points (from 12.98 to 14.85) and then falls strgrigl 11.98 by T+2. Over the five
years, therefore, Figure 1 provides evidence ohia tp a person from splitting up
from their spouse: there is a decline in mentalistof one GHQ point. By this
criterion, divorce seems to work.

There are two natural comparison groups, and thegepicted in Figure 1.

First, Figure 1 plots data on people who are wicchw&his is the dotted line
that begins at a GHQ score of approximately 11r@Piacreases rapidly to, in period
T, a maximum of approximately 17.20. As might kxpexted, bereavement induces
very considerable mental strain in the partner wdmains alive. Recovery among
those widowed, however, means that by T+2 (thabystwo years later) the GHQ
score among the bereaved group stands slightlywbelat of divorcees, and
approximately equal to where the bereaved wereyeaos prior to the spouse’s death.

Second, Figure 1 includes a plot of the mentairstievels of those married
people whose partnerships continue. This is theoimlower dotted line that rises

only slightly between T-2 and T+2, from a valuel6t92 to one of 11.09.
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Table 4 reports means and associated standard.erfs background, it is
useful to note that those who remain married betwied and T have, on average, a
small but statistically significant increase in ri@rstrain (a change of 0.113 with a
standard error of 0.026). The numbers in Tableedased on the same data as Table
3, but differ very slightly. This is because ttag use very slightly different samples.
To calculate the change in a person’s GHQ stresiee dmetween two years, a person
must be observed in both years; therefore a pesmse score is observed in only
one of the years is deleted.

Those who divorce go on to reap noticeable psydicdb gains. Between T-
1 and T+1, the middle of the first column of Tadldemonstrates that the GHQ score
of people who divorce improves on average by 19@%hts. The standard error on
this number is 0.422. When compared with the gredqm remain married, the
improvement in wellbeing is 2.136 points (with arstard error of 0.423). This
covers a span of three years. What about ovemgetoperiod? Again the first
column of Table 4 provides an answer. Between &r@l T+2, the relative
improvement in wellbeing is 0.974 GHQ points (wahstandard error of 0.451).
Therefore, over a span of five years, divorce redunental strain by approximately
one point on a General Health Questionnaire scale.

Those in the widowed group are different. The sdcoolumn of Table 4
provides the key numbers. In the first year, wid@amd widowers suffer enormously,
by almost 5 GHQ points on average. Bereaved par@erience increased stress
also between T-1 and T+1, by 0.826 points, althotigh rise is not statistically
significant at the 5% level when compared with thaedividuals who remain

married. Between T-2 and T+2, people who were iedrand become widowed
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actually show a slight improvement in mental welhige of 0.183 points, although the
change is not statistically well-determined.

Some people go on to remarry fairly quickly aftedigorce. Therefore a
natural research question is: how does their meveglbeing compare with that of the
divorcees who stay single? The answer seems tiaabeuickly remarrying (between
T and T+2) apparently does not make a substaritfatehce to wellbeing. Figure 2
provides the time paths of GHQ stress scores feah egoup. It can be seen,
interestingly, that the starting and ending leved§ mental wellbeing are
approximately the same. So remarriage, by thaerayn, makes no difference
(though our instinct is that this result may notrbbust to larger samples, and needs
to be explored in future work). Nevertheless, tfasition path for the singletons,
shown as a solid line in Figure 2, reveals thay the seem to endure higher levels of
stress in the intervening three years.

Table 5 gives more detailed information. Betweesl Bnd T+1, the
improvement in mental strain is 2.093 for those wihwrce and remain single, and
1.756 for those who divorce and quickly remarrys the third column of Table 5
shows, the difference between these is not staibtisignificant. Over the longer
period, perhaps of particular note, comparing tw bf the first column of Table 5 to
the foot of the second column of Table 5, is thwilar rate of recovery in GHQ
scores for those who divorce and remain single8@L foints between T-2 and T+2)
and those who divorce and remarry (1.124 pointeéen T-2 and T+2). In each case
here, the figure is reported as a difference agamsples who remain married.

Do men and women differ in how they recover fromodce and widowhood?

The answer seems to be approximately no.
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Figures 3 and 4 look at mental strain levels fommaed women separately.
Here there is the same approximate shape -- résimdgthen falling -- over time both
for the males and females. This seems importagtalse, in non-technical and
media discussions of marital breakdown, the clansdmetimes heard that women
suffer disproportionately in divorce.

In Figure 3 the T=0 spike in mental strain at dosis actually sharpest for
men, and the starting and ending GHQ scores atehigr women. However, each
gender group ends, after divorce, with improved talerstrain scores, by
approximately one full GHQ point, in period T+21t i$ not possible, at the 5%
significance level, to reject the null hypothesiattthe change in GHQ (either up for
the first span of two years, or down for the secepan of two years) is the same for
males and females. Men and women thus look broalidg. Table 6 sets out the
means for various time periods, but again men awcmen do not differ in a
statistically significant way. Our findings ard, aourse, for mental wellbeing rather
than financial circumstances, and, as a referegpbm$éed out, women may be more
adversely affected than men in economic termss donceivable that future research
will find that men and women differ more fundamédiytahan this paper’s finding
suggests, but it is apparently not possible, withia data set, to say anything more
definite about gender differences.

The impact of bereavement upon the remaining maléemale spouse is
studied in Figure 4. It can be seen that the as®en mental strain is severe for both
groups. From year T-2 to the death of the partétgrear T, the mean stress score of
females increases by approximately 6 GHQ pointslewor males the increase is
slightly below 5 GHQ points. A marked recoverypisychological wellbeing is then

observed for each sex. The argument that the dfath spouse and divorce are
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empirically similar kinds of life events has beerada before in the wellbeing
literature — for example by Easterlin (2003).

A potentially important issue is how the presentel@pendent children in a
household affects the divorcing parents. Thisxjgla@red in Figure 5. It can be seen
that the spike in the mean GHQ stress score, negchievel of 15.22, is somewhat
greater for those with children. However, estdlfig that there are statistically
significant differences is not straightforward. dor data set, for people whom we
observe in each of the years, there are 223 divgrridividuals with children and
124 without. It can be seen, in the middle offth& two columns of Table 7, that the
improvement in GHQ stress scores between year idlyaar T+1 is 1.865 points for
those with dependent children and 2.145 for thédldsis. The difference between
these is just 0.280, with a standard error of 0.857

If the longer period of T-2 to T+2 is considerede improvement in GHQ
from divorce is noticeably less among those peoptbie sample who have children.
The third column of Table 7 reveals that the défere in the groups’ wellbeing is
1.476. Nevertheless, the standard error is omd43). so, although sample size
admittedly becomes small, this difference is stilt statistically significant at the 5%
level.

Another question of interest is what happens tolbselg levels inside a
marriage. Figure 6 examines this issue. It tadkas on 147 marital pairs who
divorce. The Figure then plots the mean differencehe GHQ scores for the
divorcing couple: (GHQ score for the wife minus GKHGore for the husband). Two
years before divorce, wives are more stressedtti@nhusbands, by 1.26 points. In
the year of divorce, this reverses. Husbands becmore stressed, by 0.67 points,

than their wives. Two years after divorce, thelyedifference in mental wellbeing
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has approximately returned. Figure 6 shows thaesvby year T+2 are, on average,
again more stressed than their husbands, by 1i88pdt should perhaps be borne in
mind that in a random cross-section of the Bripsipulation the female GHQ scores
are typically one or two points above the male ssorIn this sense, the data are
returning to their conventional levels.

As divorce apparently produces a large psycholbgicprovement, does this
imply that many married couples in Britain make stake by staying together? It
does not. Those who choose to split up are notoafse, a random sample of the
population. These couples are likely to be thoshk less happy marriages in the first
place (and Figure 1 provides some evidence consigtih that, at year T-2, where
the GHQ scores of those who will go on to divorece @vo points above those who
will remain married).

A Check using Life Satisfaction Scores

As a final test, Table 8 moves to life satisfactidata. Correspondingly,
Figure 7 is the equivalent to the earlier GHQ-bdSigdre 1.

The BHPS provides life satisfaction scores, onetorseven points scale, for
1996-2000. In Table 8, although the numbers oEnfaions are necessarily rather
lower than for Table 4, it can be seen that theathrindings from this exercise are
similar to the previous ones on GHQ strain. Faneple, there is an improvement in
mental wellbeing between time T-1 to T+1 of 0.548-$atisfaction points. The
standard error on this number is 0.160, so the afullero can be rejected at normal
confidence levels. In the case of life satisfagtiin fact, the improvement in
wellbeing between T-1 and T is itself positive atdtistically significant, which is
slightly earlier than in GHQ data. Relativelylgéttcan be said, however, about life

satisfaction over the longer period of T-2 to T+he number of observations is only
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42; the measured rise in mental wellbeing compéoeithose continually married is
positive but small.

Figure 7 illustrates, once again, that the widowsde recovered almost
completely by two years after their bereavement.arridd individuals have the
highest measured levels of life satisfaction, algig as illustrated in Table 8 by the
T-2 to T+2 change of -0.121, there is, as in Tdblan underlying negative time-trend
in mental wellbeing.

5. Conclusions

This study finds that divorce works. The longinalievidence in the paper suggests
that marital dissolution eventually produces a ms@sychological wellbeing. Both
men and women gain, and do so approximately equélbr those couples who take
it, the leap into the dark seems to improve theed.

As shown in Table 3, and elsewhere in the papgordeé is traumatic in the
short run. Yet, comparing two years before mariiedakdown with two years
afterwards, it is associated with an improvementgproximately one point on a
standard General Health Questionnaire measure ottaimstress. Whether this
psychological benefit from divorce should be vievasdlarge or small is a matter of
judgment. It is one fifth of the size, in absolutdue, of the immediate impact effect
upon mental wellbeing of the death of a spouse thatl is, perhaps as might be
expected, the worst life event that is detectabktandard data sets).

This paper’s results do not mean that greater nwsnbé British couples
should dissolve their unions. Consistent with camnsense, the data demonstrate
that the men and women who split up were initiadgre highly stressed than the
norm in the married population. We interpret thes mean that less happy

partnerships are the ones that tend to end.
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There are four other findings.

First, the time path of mental strain during a pef divorce is similar to, but
less extreme than, that of bereaved spouses. Hwoweidowed people return to
approximately the same level of wellbeing as thesrevat two years before their
spouse died. Second, in a psychological sense, andnwomen are on average
affected equally by divorce. Third, and perhapspssingly, whether a person
remarries quickly does not seem to influence thdtvidual's wellbeing level two
years after divorce. Nevertheless, those who gmaamarry do have slightly easier
transitions around the year of divorce. Fourtlerehis a little evidence that people
with dependent children suffer more from maritaédkdown. The size of this effect,

however, is not significantly different from zerbcanventional confidence levels.
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Appendix: Definition of marital status and sample glection

1. Definition of marital status

We define ‘divorce’ as either legal divorce or rariseparation. In examining the
psychological impact of marital breakdown, we woidédally know the date at which
respondents felt their marriage had ended, as epptwsany formal end-date. The
approach here attempts to approximate that.

Our divorce variable is, necessarily, only defingdere it is possible to observe
individuals for consecutive periods. We have tolede cases where the individual is
observed to have become divorced in a later wawg, decause his or her marital
status is missing in intervening years, we do movk exactly when.

An individual is defined as always married if orcleaf the N waves when sampled
they respond that they are married. We allow fom-response in marital status in a
limited way. If an individual responds that therg anarried at year t-1 and at year
t+1, but marital status is missing in year t, weuase they are continually married
over the three-year period. However, if maritats$ is missing for two or more
consecutive years, marital status is treated asawk for that period.

2. Sample selection

The paper restricts attention solely to individualeo are married in 1991, and
examines how mental strain scores change over fonghose individuals who
become divorced relative to those who remain mérri@espondents who become
widowed are also studied. The sample is restritbethose observations with non-
missing values for the covariates.
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Table 1
Numbers of Divorces and Widowhoods in the Data

Divorce Widowed
Survey wave transitions transitions
1992 59 32
1993 50 37
1994 46 32
1995 47 30
1996 44 26
1997 55 28
1998 48 25
1999 26 36
2000 24 15
2001 31 17

Total 430 278



Table 2
Mental Stress Equations
(GHQ is the dependent variable)

Ordinary-least-squares estimation

1991-2001
REGRESSOR POOLED POOLED MALE MALE FEMALE FEMALE
Married -1.274 -1.006 -1.339
(0.204) (0.300) (0.273)
Divorced 1.115 1.062 1.055
(0.267) (0.367) (0.371)
Widowed 1.492 0.912 1.662
(0.294) (0.500) (0.369)
Log(family income) -0.422 -0.423 -0.233 -0.233 ara -0.475
(0.077) (0.077) (0.104) (0.104) (0.110) (0.110)
Age 0.740 0.736 0.943 0.945 0.588 0.584
(0.105) (0.106) (0.147) (0.147) (0.150) (0.151)
Age?/ 10 -0.143 -0.142 -0.181 -0.181 -0.120 -0.119
(0.020) (0.020) (0.028) (0.028) (0.030) (0.030)
Age® / 1000 0.086 0.085 0.107 0.108 0.075 0.074
(0.012) (0.013) (0.017) (0.017) (0.019) (0.019)
Female 0.900 0.895
(0.111) (0.111)
Non-white 0.954 0.951 1.074 1.075 0.907 0.900
(0.367) (0.367) (0.483) (0.483) (0.543) (0.543)
O-Levels -0.483 -0.480 -0.326 -0.328 -0.602 -0.599
(0.136) (0.136) (0.189) (0.189) (0.194) (0.194)
A-Levels -0.344 -0.345 -0.337 -0.337 -0.337 -0.342
(0.166) (0.166) (0.207) (0.207) (0.267) (0.267)
HND, HNC or equiv -0.563 -0.560 -0.479 -0.479 -259 -0.585
(0.221) (0.221) (0.290) (0.289) (0.333) (0.333)
Degree or above -0.130 -0.127 0.219 0.218 -0.556 .5510
(0.193) (0.193) (0.248) (0.248) (0.299) (0.299)
Unemployed 1.889 1.896 1.923 1.921 2.294 2.323
(0.259) (0.259) (0.321) (0.321) (0.410) (0.411)
Retired -0.006 -0.008 0.396 0.395 -0.277 -0.291
(0.162) (0.162) (0.224) (0.224) (0.229) (0.230)
Out of Labour Force 1.590 1.592 4.657 4.657 0.711 .71D
(0.168) (0.168) (0.408) (0.408) (0.172) (0.172)
R-squared 0.047 0.047 0.067 0.067 0.028 0.029
Observations 43824 43824 21001 21001 22823 22823
No. of individuals 4878 4878 2416 2416 2462 2462

* Standard errors, here and in later tables, arengin parentheses. GHQ is measured

on a 0-36 scale. All columns include year dummies

* Base individual is male, with no formal educatdualification, and currently in

work. The ‘divorced’ variable here includes peoplso are separated.
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Table 3
Mean GHQ Stress Levels — A Lead and Lag Analysis aund Transitions

Divorce Widowed Remain married
Time to event transitions transitions
T-2 12.98 11.69 10.92
T-1 14.25 12.27 10.96
T 14.85 17.20 11.00
T+1 12.42 13.07 11.06
T+2 11.98 11.77 11.09

Notes

o0 T denotes the first wave where we observe the iddal reports their
marriage has dissolved/ended due to being widoedn stress levels for
these individuals are then calculated for the yedher side of the event.

o For those who remain married these are simplydhd and lag (mean) GHQ
stress score.

Figure 1 — Divorce and Mental Stress through Time

Lead—-Lag Analysis for Marital Transitions
Mean GHQ Mental Stress Levels

17.209,
/ \

Mean GHQ Score
10.00 12.00 14.00 16.00 18.00

Event at time 0
—&— Divorce ———- Widowed — —4—— Remain married

Data Source: BHPS
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Table 4
Mean Changes in GHQ Stress Scores: Divorce and Berneement

Divorce Widowed Remain married
transitions transitions

Change in GHQ

(T-1to T) 0.577 4763 0.113
(0.419) (0.419) (0.026)

Difference vs.

remain married 0.464 4,651 -
(0.420) (0.418) -

Number of

observations 392 241 32102

Change in GHQ

(T-1to T+1) -1.965 0.826 0.171
(0.422) (0.364) (0.019)

Difference vs.

remain married -2.136 0.655 -
(0.423) (0.364) -

Number of

observations 347 236 28077

Change in GHQ

(T-2t0 T+2) -0.974 -0.183 0.248
(0.451) (0.418) (0.036)

Difference vs.

remain married -1.222 -0.431 -
(0.451) (0.418) -

Number of

observations 270 175 21121

Notes

o T denotes the first wave where we observe the itdal reports their marriage
has dissolved/ended due to being widowed.

o For those who remain married these are simply tbamechange in the GHQ
stress score over the relevant period.

0 Robust standard errors are in parentheses.

0 The first row of statistics tests the null: HO —af@mnge in GHQ wellbeing
over the time period.

0 The second row of statistics tests the null: H®-difference in the change in
GHQ wellbeing between the divorced/widowed and ¢hobo remain
married.

28



Figure 2 — Divorce, Wellbeing and Whether the Indiidual Remarries

Lead-Lag Analysis for Marital Transitions

Stress Levels — Post Divorce states
15.31

Mean GHQ Score
11.00 12.00 13.00 14.00 15.00

Time

Event at time O

Divorce & ——e—- Divorce
remain single & remarry

Data Source: BHPS

0 255 remain single

o 137 remarry
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Table 5
Mean Changes in GHQ Stress Scores: Divorce and Remiage

Divorce and Divorce and Difference:
remain single remarry remarry vs. single

Change in GHQ

(T-1to T) 0.416 0.876 0.460
(0.535) (0.672) (0.858)

Difference vs.

remain married 0.303 0.763 -
(0.534) (0.670) -

Number of

observations 255 137

Change in GHQ

(T-1to T+1) -2.093 -1.756 0.337
(0.576) (0.595) (0.828)

Difference vs.

remain married -2.263 -1.927 -
(0.575) (0.594) -

Number of

observations 216 131

Change in GHQ

(T-2t0 T+2) -1.036 -0.876 0.160
(0.595) (0.688) (0.909)

Difference vs.

remain married -1.284 -1.124 -
(0.594) (0.686) -

Number of

observations 165 105

Notes

o T denotes the first wave where we observe the itdal reports their marriage
has dissolved/ended due to being widowed.

o For those who remain married these are simply ttamechange in the GHQ
stress score over the relevant period.

0 Robust standard errors are in parentheses.

0 The first row of statistics tests the null: HO —af@mnge in GHQ wellbeing
over the time period.

0 The second row of statistics tests the null: H®-difference in the change in
GHQ wellbeing between the divorced/widowed and ¢hobo remain
married.
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Figure 3 — The Impact of Divorce by Gender

Lead-Lag Analysis for Marital Transitions
Stress Levels around Divorce: By Gender
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Figure 4 — The Impact of Widowhood by Gender

Lead—-Lag Analysis for Marital Transitions
Stress Levels around Widowed: By Gender
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Table 6

Mean Changes in GHQ Stress Scores: By Gender

Difference:

Divorce — Male Divorce — Female Female vs. Male

Change in GHQ

(T-1to T) 0.958
(0.677)

Difference vs.

remain married 0.860
(0.676)

Number of

observations 168

Change in GHQ

(T-1to T+1) -2.541
(0.602)

Difference vs.

remain married -2.676
(0.601)

Number of

observations 146

Change in GHQ

(T-2t0 T+2) -1.018
(0.618)

Difference vs.

remain married -1.213
(0.617)

Number of

observations 165

Notes

o T denotes the first wave where we observe the itdal reports their marriage

0.290 0.668
(0.530) (0.860)
0.164 -

(0.531) -
224
-1.547 0.994
(0.584) (0.838)
-1.753 -
(0.584) -
201
-0.943 0.075
(0.636) (0.887)
-1.241
(0.636)
105

has dissolved/ended due to being widowed.

o For those who remain married these are simply tbamehange in the GHQ

stress score over the relevant period.
0 Robust standard errors are in parentheses.

0 The first row of statistics tests the null: HO —af@mnge in GHQ wellbeing

over the time period.

0 The second row of statistics tests the null: H®-difference in the change in
GHQ wellbeing between the divorced/widowed and ¢hobo remain

married.
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Figure 5 — Divorce and Whether the Individual has @ildren in the Household in
the Year Prior to Divorce

Lead-Lag Analysis for Marital Transitions
Stress Levels around Divorce: Child in Household
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Data Source: BHPS

o0 223 with children

o0 124 without children
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Table 7
Mean Changes in GHQ Stress Scores: Those With and Wout Children

Divorce — with Divorce — no Difference:

children children children vs. none

Change in GHQ

(T-1to T) 0.520 0.676 -0.156
(0.532) (0.682) (0.865)

Difference vs.

remain married 0.431 0.548 -
(0.533) (0.681) -

Number of

observations 250 142

Change in GHQ

(T-1to T+1) -1.865 -2.145 0.280
(0.546) (0.661) (0.857)

Difference vs.

remain married -1.992 -2.347 -
(0.547) (0.659) -

Number of

observations 223 124

Change in GHQ

(T-2t0 T+2) -0.433 -1.909 1.476
(0.555) (0.763) (0.943)

Difference vs.

remain married -0.719 -2.129 -
(0.557) (0.761) -

Number of

observations 171 99

Notes

o T denotes the first wave where we observe the itdal reports their marriage
has dissolved/ended due to being widowed.
o For those who remain married these are simply tbamehange in the GHQ
stress score over the relevant period.
0 Robust standard errors are in parentheses.
0 The first row of statistics tests the null: HO —af@mnge in GHQ wellbeing
over the time period.
The second row of statistics tests the null: HOo-diiference in the change in GHQ
wellbeing between the divorced/widowed and those vémain married.
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Figure 6 - GHQ Stress Scores inside Marriages
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Data Source: BHPS

0 Approximately 147 marital pairs observed at timelwbrce (greater numbers
before and fewer afterwards)
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Figure 7

Divorce and Life Satisfaction Through Time

1996-2000
Lead-Lag Analysis for Marital Transitions
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Data Source: BHPS

The sample here is shorter than in earlier grapdtsause data on life satisfaction are
not available in all years of the BHPS.
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Table 8
Mean Changes in Life Satisfaction

Divorce Widowed Remain married
transitions transitions

Change in life

satisfaction (T-1

toT) 0.373 -0.500 -0.030
(0.136) (0.166) (0.010)

Difference vs.

remain married 0.404 -0.470 -
(0.136) (0.166) -

Number of

observations 142 92 12127

Change in life

satisfaction (T-1

to T+1) 0.543 -0.012 -0.048
(0.160) (0.162) (0.011)

Difference vs.

remain married 0.591 0.035 -
(0.160) (0.162) -

Number of

observations 116 82 8945

Change in life

satisfaction (T-2

to T+2) 0.048 0.345 -0.121
(0.236) (0.396) (0.022)

Difference vs.

remain married 0.169 0.469 -
(0.234) (0.388) -

Number of

observations 42 23 2889

Notes

o0 T denotes the first wave where we observe the ithd@l reports their marriage has dissolved/ended du
to being widowed.

o For those who remain married these are simply th@mshange in the life satisfaction score over the
relevant period.
Robust standard errors are in parentheses.
The first row of statistics tests the null: HO —c¢l@nge in life-satisfaction over the time period.
The second row of statistics tests the null: H@-difference in the change in life-satisfactionvioetn
the divorced/widowed and those who remain married

38



	ADP69.tmp
	University of Warwick institutional repository: http://go.warwick.ac.uk/wrap


